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Diplomacy

“There is nothing fast or easy about diplomacy.” - Hillary R. Clinton

“Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.” - Mao Zedong

“Be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everybody you meet.” - James Mattis
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DINLI has many meanings to a Space Marine. It is the unofficial motto of the International Space Marine Corps, and it stands for “Do It, Not Like It.”

Every Space Marine recruit has DINLI drilled into their head from the moment they arrive at basic training. Whatever they’re ordered to do, they don’t have to like it, they just have to do it. Crawl through stinking tidal mud? DINLI. Run countless miles with heavy packs? DINLI. Endure brutal punishment for minor mistakes? DINLI.

DINLI also refers to the illicit hootch the Space Marines brew wherever they deploy. From jungle planets like Pada-Pada, to the water-covered planets of the Felder Reach, and even on the barren, boulder-strewn deserts of Balfan-48. It might be a violation of Fleet Regulations to brew it, but every Marine drinks DINLI, from the lowest private to the most senior general.

DINLI is also the name of the ISMC mascot, a scowling bulldog with a cigar clamped between its massive jaws.

Finally, DINLI is a general purpose expression about the grunt life. From announcing the birth of a new child to expressing disgust at receiving a freeze-dried ham and lima bean ration pack again, a Space Marine can expect one response from his comrades.

DINLI.

* * * * *
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President Etienne Announces Maltaani Peace Treaty

By Liz Sherer, Terra News Network

(TNN) – In an unscheduled press conference earlier this morning, UNT President Etienne announced that Terra Earth and the Maltaani have signed a peace agreement, bringing an end to the war between our races.

“This accord will provide a framework for peace between our peoples,” Etienne told reporters. “It’s time for us to look forward to a future of prosperity and cooperation with the Maltaani.”

The leader of the Grand Council, Councilor Abbott, agreed. “It is with great pleasure that the Grand Council ratified this treaty, signaling the beginning of an era of détente with the Maltaani. It’s in the best interests of all humans to be able to explore and colonize space free from the threat of attack.”

Opponents of peace with the Maltaani rallied outside the Grand Council building in Lvov after the announcement. The protesters chanted, “No peace with killers!” and conducted several “die-ins” in the streets around the capital. Riot police were called when members of the Terran Humanist Party held a counter demonstration, and the opposing sides clashed. No injuries were reported, and no arrests were made.

* * * * *
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Dalia Hahn, assistant to Dexter Beck, the Galactic Resource Conglomerate (GRC) trade representative to the Maltaani government, rapped on Beck’s office door and stuck her head in.

“The old man is on line four,” she said without introduction. “I’m putting him through.”

Beck sighed and squeezed his eyes shut. “The old man” was Weldon Krieg, executive director of the GRC’s Military Sales and Affairs Division, and Dalia Hahn’s father. A call from the old man was unwelcome at the best of times, and this was not the best of times. Beck had been brain-deep in financial reports all morning, and his head throbbed as he reached for his handset. The line flashed, and Beck stabbed the button.

“Yes, sir, what can I do for you?”

After a long second for the signal to make it back to GRC headquarters on Terra Earth and return, Krieg replied, “Our plan to revive the Precision Crafted Soldier program via Maltaani sales has been approved. I’ve been in contact with General Staaber of the Maltaani General Staff. We agreed to a basic framework of the deal, and he’s expecting a visit from you to finalize the details.”

“That’s outstanding news, sir, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Beck; thank my daughter. She’s the one who convinced me to give you the lead on this.”

“I’ll be sure to express my gratitude to her,” Beck managed to say without a hint of sarcasm. “What about Captain Boyle?”

“What about him?”

“Don’t we need the military attaché’s approval to transfer military technology?”

“Where the hell have you been, Beck? Boyle’s dead.”

“What?”

“Suicide. Hung himself in his office.”

Beck struggled to respond. “When... how...”

“I got the report from Gloria Leatherwood an hour ago. For Christ’s sake, Beck, don’t you keep up on current events?”

“Sir, I—” Beck started to defend himself, but held his tongue. Arguing with Krieg was a waste of effort. “Sir, I apologize. I must have overlooked that report, but I can’t thank you enough for putting your trust in me. I won’t let you down.”

“You’re damn right you won’t. This is your last chance, Beck. Don’t fuck it up.”

“I’ll get started right away, sir,” Beck responded, but the line had gone dead. Beck scowled and hung up his receiver, and Hahn tapped again and entered his office.

“Good news?” she said with a hopeful tone. Beck knew she’d been listening in at her desk.

“Your father just told me that the plan to revive the PCS program has been approved. He also told me that Captain Boyle committed suicide.”

Hahn’s face grew grim. “I read about that this morning. Terrible.”

“And you didn’t think to let me know?”

“It’s in your messages. I assumed you knew.”

“As you well know, I’ve been up to my ass in financials all morning. I haven’t had time to read messages.”

“Hmm. In that case, there’s also something from my father with details about our agreement with General Staaber that you’ll need to read and digest before your meeting with him this afternoon.”

“This afternoon? I can’t meet with Staaber this afternoon.” Beck motioned to his computer screen and the papers spread across his desk. “I’ll be lucky to finish these by tomorrow. You’ll have to reschedule for later this week.”

“Sir, you really ought to read the message from my father. He’s quite specific about his expectations for this deal. Besides, General Staaber is a senior member of the Maltaani General Staff; we can’t reschedule.”

The throbbing in Beck’s head became a stabbing pain that threatened to pop his eyeballs out of his skull. Life was difficult enough under Krieg’s thumb without his daughter nipping at his heels, too. Exasperated, Beck surrendered. “Fine. What time is the meeting?”

“1400 hours. Our driver will be outside at 1330.”

“I’ll be there.”

“You know, this deal will be quite profitable for GRC, and you’ll get the credit for making it happen.”

“I’ll make sure you get your share of the credit,” Beck told her.

Hahn shook her head. “It’ll be enough for me to watch as your career is resurrected. I’ve always thought you got a raw deal after Pada-Pada.”

Beck had been the program manager of the GRC’s initial efforts to develop artificial soldiers for the United Nations of Terra, or UNT. The first generation of PCS massacred a company of Space Marines on Pada-Pada. The GRC claimed a massive bug swarm wiped out the Space Marines, and the incident wasn’t investigated further. 

Seven years later, Space Marines again deployed to Pada-Pada to support second generation PCS testing. Led by Lieutenant Fortis, they uncovered the truth about the earlier slaughter of their fellow Space Marines. Beck ordered an all-out PCS assault on the Space Marine encampment, and the Space Marines survived by the narrowest of margins. Beck himself escaped into the jungle and emerged when Fleet transports returned to recover the survivors. Beck’s testimony was damaging to Fortis during his subsequent court martial, but the Space Marine officer escaped the most serious charges. After the second PCS debacle and the massive financial losses that followed, the GRC shelved the PCS program and shuffled Beck off to corporate purgatory under Krieg.

“Hmm. Well, I appreciate your sentiments, Ms. Hahn, but nothing’s certain until the deal is done. I hope your father understands there will be a delay until a new military attaché is appointed.”

“Delay, sir?”

“It’s against the law to sell military technology to the Maltaani without approval of the military attaché. You know that. We’ll have to wait for Boyle’s replacement to arrive.”

“You really should read my father’s latest message, sir. He’s quite clear: this isn’t military sales. The PCS aren’t military equipment until they receive military training.”

Beck considered his assistant for a long second. “That’s a stretch, considering they’re called precision crafted soldiers. The point of contact for our customer is a general. That sounds like military sales to me.”

“Mr. Beck, there are countless technologies that were developed for the military that have crossed over to the civilian world. Members of the Maltaani defense ministry frequently act as agents for private enterprise. What’s more, General Staaber is an easterner with significant holdings in helenium mining, which is the crux of this deal. He gets his PCS, and we get mineral rights.”

Beck sighed. “I don’t know; it seems like an unnecessary risk. Why the rush?”

“It’s all in Daddy’s message, but the short answer is, competition. There are other firms, including some of our conglomerate partners, who are seeking mineral rights in the east. Everyone profits if the conglomerate wins those rights, but those closest to the deal will profit the most. Don’t worry, Daddy knows what he’s doing.”

Dalia Hahn was easy on the eyes and had an engaging personality when she wasn’t discussing work, but her frequent habit of referring to Krieg as “Daddy” was enough to drive Beck crazy. Still, her argument was persuasive. Temporarily mollified, he nodded. “Let me close these up and get things sorted out, and then I’ll worry about the Maltaani.”

“Whatever you say, boss.” Hahn left his office, and the door closed behind her while Beck tried to massage away the headache that threatened to split his skull.

Boss, my ass.

* * *
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First Lieutenant Abner Fortis studied the compound in the dark valley below his position and weighed his options. Somewhere in the cluster of buildings were the three Kuiper Knights his team had tracked for the last ten days. He didn’t know which building they were in, but he knew they were there, along with a number of other people.

A whole nest of snakes.

His low-light spotting scope cast the night in shades of green with amazing clarity, but it offered no clue about what lay inside the buildings. Wicker and Chaco, the civilian contractors on his team, had crept closer to use the thermal scanner, but something had alerted the occupants, and the pair had barely made it back to cover before bright lights flooded the compound. A half-dozen armed men patrolled the compound boundaries and had kept them pinned down for almost thirty minutes. Finally, the men went back inside, and the lights went out.

“Black Hole off station in eight mikes.” Vinton, the Fleet close air support coordinator, sounded unflappable on the comm circuit.

Black Hole was the code name of a satellite in orbit high overhead. The satellite carried a dozen laser-guided bomb casings packed with several hundred five-centimeter metal rods. When commanded, the satellite would release a bomb casing for the ground controller to guide to the target using laser illumination. At the desired altitude, the bomb released the metal rods to shower the target location with high-speed kinetic warheads. The technology was hundreds of years old, but it had proven reliable and effective many times over. It was a low-tech, high-impact weapon, and a favorite among covert operators.

Fortis heard the faint sound of engines, and the glow of headlights appeared from the direction of a neighboring valley. Lights swept the horizon as two personnel transport vehicles crested a low rise and rumbled down toward the compound. The vehicles rolled to a stop inside the compound, and a mass of people climbed out.

“Good time for boom-boom,” Wicker whispered on the circuit. “Must be fifty of them.”

Fortis peered intently at the crowd. “Are those kids?” As soon as he asked, a handful of smaller figures broke away and ran in circles around the crowd. The children were gathered up and the entire group went inside the largest building.

“Three minutes. What do you want to do?”

Fortis shook his head. “Peony. I say again, Peony.” Peony was the codeword for mission abort.

“Bring the pain!” Chaco exclaimed. “They’re right there.”

“Negative,” Fortis said as he folded up his spotting scope. “Peony.”

The team was waiting when Fortis made it back to the rally point on the far side of the high ridge that overlooked the valley.

“What the fuck? Why did you abort?” Wicker demanded.

“Didn’t you see the kids?”

“Yeah. So what?”

“No team under my command is killing kids.”

Chaco sided with Wicker. “Fuck ‘em. They’re Kuiper kids.” 

“Quit bitching and help me with this thing,” Vinton demanded as she wrestled with their exfil vehicle, a man-powered dirigible.

“Ten fucking days, wasted,” Wicker said. “Mission failed.”

Fortis struggled to keep his voice level. “Do you really want to have this out right now?”

Wicker and Chaco looked away.

“That’s what I thought. Lend Vinton a hand, or you can walk back to the shuttle.”

The dirigible was slow and ungainly, but it was silent and virtually invisible to active sensors like radar and lidar. The craft allowed operators to land their main transportation many klicks from a target area and approach from unexpected directions across impassible terrain. It could carry four operators and their gear up to fifty klicks at sea level before the inflatable bladder required a refill. The frame was made of a lightweight alloy, and the gossamer fabric of the bladder was the equivalent of woven spider web. It was lightweight and broke down to a pack the size of a four-person camping tent.

When the craft was ready, they boarded one at a time, with Vinton up front in the pilot’s seat and Fortis in the rear. At Vinton’s order, they began to pedal. A hyper-efficient transmission converted the pedaling motion into electricity, which powered the fan that propelled the craft. The four operators pedaled to get airborne, and when they were at cruising altitude, Vinton relieved Chaco and Fortis, while she and Wicker maintained a steady pace.

After three hours of trading off pedaling duties in stony silence, their shuttle came into view. Vinton guided the dirigible to a gentle landing, and the team clambered out. Without a word, they transferred their gear to the shuttle, broke down the dirigible, and packed it away.

“All set?” Vinton asked Fortis.

“Let’s get out of here,” he responded without a second glance at Wicker or Chaco. Normally he would’ve at least looked for some acknowledgement that they were good to go, but their behavior since he’d aborted the mission angered him.

If they want to act like children, I’ll treat them like children.

The shuttle roared into the sky to rendezvous with Cosmic Falcon, the ISR flagship that waited for them in orbit high overhead.

* * * * *
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Fortis sighed with relief when he dropped his duffel bag in his quarters in the ISR branch team building. He’d only been gone for three weeks, but the disharmony within the team had made it seem much longer. They’d searched for their targets among the maritime colonies of Felder Reach for five days and spent five more crawling around in the hills above the Kuiper Knight compound on Ayuka Five Zero. They’d failed to satisfy ISR identification protocol before their Black Hole support window expired, and Fortis had been forced to abort. The ride back to Terra Earth had been filled with tense silence.

He shared the frustration expressed by Wicker and Chaco, but Fortis knew Colonel Anders wouldn’t question his abort decision. They were already operating on the ragged edge in their unsanctioned war against the Kuiper Knights, and it was better to pass on a questionable strike than risk public exposure. 

It was still early, and Fortis decided he had time to shower and eat breakfast in leisure before Colonel Anders arrived for the day. The colonel would want to hear all the mission details in person, despite the comprehensive reports Fortis transmitted during their return journey. He stripped down, grabbed a towel, and had one foot in the shower when his communicator buzzed.

“Abner, it’s Colonel Anders. Welcome back. I know it’s early, but I need to see you.”

“I just walked in the door, sir. Do I have time for a shower?”

“Fifteen minutes enough time?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Great. Meet me in the chow hall. I’ll buy you breakfast.” The connection ended.

Shit.

Fortis found Colonel Anders in the chow hall, sitting alone at a secluded table, sipping a cup of coffee. Two other tables were filled with unfamiliar faces, and there were several lone individuals scattered around the room.

“Good morning, sir.”

The colonel greeted him with a smile. “Good morning. Get yourself some food and join me.”

After Fortis retrieved his food and sat down, Anders’ expression turned grim. “I read your report. It sounds like you had some trouble.”

“No trouble, sir,” Fortis replied through a mouthful of eggs. “Personality clashes and a difference of opinions.”

“You aborted the mission.”

Fortis nodded. “I had to, sir. We couldn’t meet identification protocol, and then the buses arrived right before our Black Hole window closed. I waited as long as I could, but I had to pull the plug.”

“Pity.”

Fortis munched a piece of toast before he responded. “It took five days to figure out that they weren’t anywhere in the Felder Reach. We were lucky to track them as far as we did.” He picked up another piece of toast. “At least we got some new coordinates to exploit.”

Anders smiled. “That’s a very intel thing to say. Most operators would be angry because of the abort. You looked past the unsuccessful mission to the potential of the intelligence you collected. Excellent.”

“Colonel, I just want to kill those pricks and pay off my student loans.”

Anders threw his head back and laughed aloud, and several of the other diners looked their way before returning to their plates.

“Sir, do you think they’re getting the message?”

Anders thought for a moment. “By my count, our teams have seventeen confirmed kills of Kuiper Knights in the last six weeks. They have to be wondering who’s hunting them and why. If we had another month or so, I’d let it leak that we’d stop if they lifted the bounty on you.”

The Kuiper Knights was a criminal organization that cloaked their illegal activities under the guise of a religious cult. They’d placed a 50-million credit bounty on Fortis after he and his platoon had disrupted their planned takeover of the industrial colony Eros-28 almost two years earlier. Anders and the ISR branch had been waging a shadow war against the cult ever since.

“Maybe we should let them know we were watching them the other night.”

“No, I don’t think so. If they knew we were there and didn’t engage, they might wonder why. Once they figure out it was because of the kids, they’ll start operating out of grade schools. Better that they never know.”

One of the groups stood up and carried their trays toward the scullery line, and their path brought them within earshot of Anders and Fortis.

“Good morning, Colonel,” they all greeted Anders in turn as they filed past. Anders nodded and smiled in response. When they were gone, Fortis leaned forward.

“What do you mean if we had another month? Has something happened?”

Anders nodded at the operators who’d just walked by. “That’s Team X4K7. They were supposed to head downrange today, but I had to cancel their mission this morning.” 

“Bad news?”

“Not exactly. Their mission was scrubbed, along with all other missions in the pipeline. That’s why I wanted to talk to you first thing.” He surveyed the wreckage of Fortis’ breakfast. “Are you finished?”

“Yes, sir.”

Anders stood. “Good. Let’s go down to my office.”

When they were seated in Anders’ office with fresh cups of coffee, Anders leaned back in his chair.

“You’ve been transferred. You’re the new executive officer of Lima Company.”

Fortis stared at Anders for a long second as the words sank in. 

Back to the infantry!

“Which battalion, sir?”

“No battalion. Lima Company is an independent support company.”

As quickly as Fortis’ hopes had risen, they fell. “Logistics?”

“Not logistics. Direct support. Lima Company is a direct support company.”

“Colonel, I’m sorry, but I don’t know what a direct support company is.”

“The direct support company, or DSC, is one of the newer ideas to come out of the ISMC warfare development center, and it’s one of the better ones, too. A DSC is a hybrid company with aviation, mechanized, and infantry elements that deploys on specially configured Fleet vessels. Force composition is tailored to the mission.”

“I’ve never heard of them. How many DSCs are there?”

Anders chuckled. “As of today, one. Lima Company is a prototype—a test bed, if you will.”

“An experiment.” Fortis didn’t try to hide the disappointment in his voice.

“Yes, it’s an experiment, and the rest of the Corps is watching very closely. As you might imagine, there’s not a lot of love for the idea in certain circles.”

“Where is Lima Company now?”

“Deployed aboard the Fleet support vessel Adventurous. She’ll arrive in Terra Earth orbit the day after tomorrow, and remain here for twenty-four hours before departing on Lima Company’s first mission.”

“What’s the mission?”

“We’re going to the embassy on Maltaan.”

“‘We,’ sir? You’re commanding Lima company?”

“No. I’ve been ordered in as the Science and Technical Advisor to the new military attaché, Admiral Burle Kinshaw.”

Admiral Kinshaw had commanded the fleet that supported Fortis and the Space Marines of Ninth Division during the Battle of Balfan-48, and he’d been instrumental in ensuring the story of the battle protected the reputation of the commanding general and Ninth Division as a whole.

The news surprised Fortis. “Admiral Kinshaw? He’s a great officer.”

Anders nodded. “He is.” He consulted the time. “There’s a lot I need to tell you, and we’ll have plenty of time on the transit to Maltaan to discuss what’s happening, but here’s the short version: the security situation at our embassy on Maltaan is deteriorating. The planet is on the verge of a civil war, and the ambassador’s requested additional forces to assist. The Grand Council denied her request to park a Space Marine division in orbit, claiming it smacked of gunboat diplomacy. The defense ministry proposed Adventurous and Lima Company as an alternative, and the deployment was approved two days ago.

“The CO of Lima Company is an ISMC captain, an aviator. As XO, you’ll be the infantry expert, and there’s a warrant officer in charge of the mechanized element. I can’t tell you much more than that because I don’t know. You’ll get the rest on the way to Maltaan. Our immediate concern is that we’re due at the base hospital at 1400 today to receive cochlear translator implants.”

“Cochlear what?”

“Cochlear translator implants. Electronic gizmos that wire into your brain so you can understand and speak the Maltaani language without having to learn it.”

“Into my brain?” Fortis couldn’t hide his dismay.

“Relax, Abner. The doctor will give us all the specifics.” Anders stood up, signaling the end of their discussion. “Meet me out front at 1345.”

* * *
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As the wife of a ranking embassy staffer, Gloria Leatherwood had no financial need to work. Most of the embassy staff spouses didn’t, but none of them were GRC operatives. Gloria’s position as the executive secretary to the military attaché gave her access to the inner workings of the military attaché office, for which the GRC paid handsomely. 

The downside of her assignment was her sham marriage to the Cultural section chief, Felix Leatherwood. Felix was another GRC operative whose oily skin and hairy back made him doubly repulsive. On their first night together on Maltaan, Gloria had rejected his attempt to consummate the faux union and ordered him out of the bedroom. Since then, Felix slept on the couch, while Gloria enjoyed an active sex life with other embassy personnel. Felix raged as stories of her exploits reached him, and she delighted in flashing him an occasional glimpse of an unattainable hip or untouchable breast in their quarters.

Gloria’s heels clicked as she walked down the passageway of the third floor in the military attaché wing of the embassy building. At an unmarked door across from the stairs, she paused to adjust the strap on one of her high heels and looked around to ensure the hall was empty. She entered an access code into a cipher lock next to the anonymous door, and the lock disengaged with a click. Gloria slipped inside and pushed the door shut. Behind the first door was another short passageway with a second door. Another access code opened that door, and she entered the clean room.

The “clean room” was a room within a room, designed to provide a place for sensitive conversations, free of eavesdropping. The mere existence of the clean room was a closely guarded secret, and Gloria wasn’t supposed to know it was there, nor did she have a legitimate reason for being there if she was discovered inside.

Working quickly, she pulled out the magnetic listening device Dexter Beck had given her and ducked down to locate the spot on the underside of the table where he wanted it installed. She saw one of the speakers from the active sound suppression system nearby and paused. If she placed the bug too close to the speaker, it would be impossible to hear what was being said. However, Beck had been specific regarding where he wanted it positioned, and he’d even given her a drawing to make sure she knew the precise location.

Gloria shrugged and stuck the device to the table as instructed.

If he wants the damn thing moved, he can move it himself.

Gloria stood up, straightened her dress, and left the room. After a quick peek to ensure she was alone, she slipped out into the passageway. She was surprised to find her hands trembling, and she took a deep breath to steady herself. That had been the most dangerous task she’d been given so far. It was one thing to snoop through Kinshaw’s desk when he was out of the office, but quite another to violate the strict security of a sensitive space like the clean room.

As she descended the stone steps to the second floor, Gloria paused for a half-second. If the bug was discovered, her fingerprints were all over it.

How do I explain that?

She shrugged and kept walking. There was nothing she could do about it now. She was so preoccupied that she almost collided with Major Carter, the military counterintelligence officer, who was coming up the steps. Her legs turned to rubber when the thought of being apprehended for planting the bug flashed through her mind, but Carter barely acknowledged her.

“Excuse me, Major. Sorry, I was wool-gathering.”

Carter grunted in response and kept climbing, and Gloria was relieved to exit the stairwell into the safety of the second floor. She got back to her desk and checked the time. Fifteen minutes had elapsed since she’d headed upstairs, but it felt like hours. After another deep breath to calm her nerves, she tapped a one-word message to Beck into her communicator.

Done.

* * * * *
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Hahn burst into Beck’s office. “Mr. Beck! It’s time to go. We’re going to be late for the general.”

Beck sat up and blinked. He’d nodded off amid the pile of financial papers.

“What time is it?”

“It’s 1335, sir. Our driver is waiting.”

“Fuck! I slept through lunch. Why didn’t you wake me?”

“You left no instructions to wake you up. I thought you wanted to sleep.”

“Go wait in the van, I’ll be right down.”

Beck stumbled into the bathroom, emptied his bladder, and splashed some water on his face. His face looked exactly like he’d just woken up, complete with dark circles under bleary eyes.

It doesn’t matter. We all look alike to them.

Beck descended the stairs two at a time and jumped into the waiting van. After a short drive through the capital city of Daarben, the vehicle stopped in front of a plain brick building on a back street several blocks from the Defense Ministry building.

“What’s this?” Beck demanded from the driver, one of the security personnel contracted with the GRC. The driver shrugged.

“I followed the directions they gave me, sir.”

“Well, this isn’t right. Take me back—”

A uniformed Maltaani rushed through the front door and down the steps to the curb. He opened the van door and leaned inside.

“Mister Beck? My apologies. Please, this way. General Staaber is anxious to meet you.” 

The Maltaani spoke into a microphone clipped to his tunic, and an electronic voice translated his speech. Beck traded looks with Hahn, and she tilted her head toward the door. “Lead on, boss.”

“Stay here and be ready to leave at a moment’s notice,” Beck growled at the driver as he slid out the door. He’d dealt with the Maltaani for several weeks, but his distrust was deep-seated and instinctive. This was Beck’s first meeting with General Staaber, and the anticipation jangled his nerves. A successful negotiation would go a long way toward salvaging his reputation and career, and he was determined to see it through. 

Their escort held the door and ushered them inside. Beck forced himself not to recoil at the half-grimace/half-snarl that passed for a smile among the Maltaani. The sharp angles of their facial structure didn’t allow for many expressions, and their complete lack of sclera made their most peaceable expressions appear menacing.

Those fucking eyes.

Other uniformed Maltaani stood aside as the humans walked down the corridor. Beck kept his eyes on the back of their escort and tried to ignore the stares.

“Are you okay, boss?” Hahn asked softly.

“I’m fine,” Beck replied. Her question irritated him because he knew she sensed his unease, and he worried that it would be obvious to the general. 

“Oof!”

Beck had been so preoccupied that he hadn’t noticed their Maltaani guide had stopped, and he bumped into the much taller alien. The Maltaani stepped away, and his black eyes opened wide.

“Mr. Beck, my most humble apologies.”

Beck waved a hand. “My fault entirely. No harm done. Please, continue.”

The Maltaani opened a heavy wooden door and gave a stiff bow. “We’re here.”

Beck and Hahn entered the spacious office, and Beck recognized General Staaber from the briefing book back at the embassy. The general stood next to a chart of Ulvaan—the only major city in the eastern region of Maltaan—and the surrounding territory. Beck put on a pleasant smile and advanced across the room with his hand extended.

“General Staaber, I’m Dexter Beck, your GRC trade representative. I’m honored to make your acquaintance.”

Staaber accepted Beck’s hand, and it was all Beck could do not to flinch when the Maltaani’s hand swallowed his. In addition to their unsettling facial features, the Maltaani had overly long limbs and large hands. Becker motioned to Hahn.

“This is my assistant, Dalia Hahn.”

Staaber grunted but didn’t offer a greeting. Instead, he pointed to the chart. “This is where we will build camps for the human soldiers.”

“General, please. Let’s not refer to the PCS as soldiers.”

Staaber narrowed his shiny black eyes and stared at Beck. “They are called soldiers.”

“They are indeed, sir, but there are political sensitivities on my side about their sale. The PCS you will receive aren’t militarized; we haven’t given them any military training.”

“We agreed to buy soldiers.”

“I understand, General, but I’m not permitted to transfer military technology to you. Only the military attaché can authorize that. Since the PCS are untrained, we don’t consider them military technology. Once you’ve taken delivery, my lead overseer and his men will work with your personnel to train the PCS to your specifications. What you do with them after that is your business.”

“Kaito Mitsui.”

“Yes, sir. Kaito Mitsui. He’s our lead overseer.”

“We will take delivery of one hundred thousand PCS in six days,” Staaber said, matter-of-factly.

The general’s statement stunned Beck. 

One hundred thousand?

“General, our agreement was for ten thousand.”

Staaber shook his head. “I changed the agreement with Mr. Krieg. It is now one hundred thousand.”

Damn it!

Beck shot a look at Hahn, but she didn’t meet his glance.

“Of course, General. One hundred thousand. My error.”

Staaber gestured to a large area of the chart shaded in blue. “That is the region where you will have unlimited mineral rights. There are several inactive mines and a rudimentary road system to transport ore to Ulvaan for further shipment by sea to the spaceport in Daarben.”

Hahn stepped forward and gave a small wave. “If I may, Mr. Beck?” Without waiting for Beck’s assent, she addressed Staaber. “General, it’s our understanding that Mr. Krieg negotiated permission to build a spaceport within the boundary of our mineral rights, to transport raw materials directly to waiting ore ships, without traveling to Ulvaan and on to Daarben.”

Staaber turned his head toward Hahn. “He made that request, but it has not yet been approved by Queen Aarfak or the High Chamber.”

“Surely you can see the difficult position that news puts us in,” Hahn said. “We need the most direct and secure route possible for our ore. Overland to Ulvaan and then by sea to Daarben is unnecessarily slow and hazardous, and it makes the mineral rights unprofitable. A spaceport is the cornerstone of our requirements for this deal to succeed. Without it, we would be forced to withdraw.”

Beck was speechless with rage. Hahn had just put the entire deal at risk over a spaceport he knew nothing about, and he struggled to contain himself.

“General Staaber, my assistant—”

Staaber cut Beck off with a raised palm, and Beck watched as his eyes narrowed again.

“The spaceport request has received conditional approval, but only for the export of raw materials,” the Maltaani general said. “We will closely monitor the activities there.”

“General, you have my word that the spaceport will only be used for routine mining activity,” Hahn said as she held out her hand. She and the general shook while Beck looked on in stunned silence.

“Is there anything else, Ms. Hahn?” Staaber asked.

Hahn shook her head and gestured at Beck. “Mr. Beck?”

Beck struggled for words. “No, General, I believe that concludes our business for today. Thank you for seeing us.”

Staaber grunted and went back to his chart as Beck led Hahn to the door. Their snarling/grimacing Maltaani escort met them in the hall and escorted them to the door. Beck climbed into the waiting van, and Hahn slid in behind him.

“How did it go?” the driver asked.

“Just fucking drive,” Beck said with a snarl, “and close the glass.”

The soundproof glass divider between driver and passengers slid up and locked with a snick, and then Beck twisted to face Hahn.

“You fucking bitch! Who the fuck do you think you are, breaking in on a negotiation like that? What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” He poured on the profanity to demonstrate his extreme anger, but Hahn didn’t flinch. “What’s all this bullshit about a spaceport? The old man said nothing to me about a spaceport.”

“Mr. Beck, I’m here to assist you and to make sure this deal succeeds. During your conversation with General Staaber, it became obvious to me that you were unaware of the current state of negotiations. It also became obvious to me that Staaber was holding back on the spaceport approval, probably as a bargaining chip to gain additional concessions from us. I merely communicated to him that his attempt to do so was unacceptable.”

Beck’s anger drained away as Hahn spoke.

“What’s more, I can’t control what information your boss, my father, chooses to withhold from you. Mitsui will arrive in orbit with the PCS in six days, so we don’t have time to waste going back and forth to verify the details of the negotiation. The deal is simple: we’re giving them one hundred thousand PCS and providing the personnel necessary to train them. In exchange, we’ll receive the mineral rights to a vast area that our surveyors have determined contains significant deposits of high-grade helenium. We’ll also receive permission to build a spaceport to transport that helenium to orbiting ore trains.”

Beck was completely deflated. Krieg had withheld key points of the negotiation from him, probably on purpose, for some unknown reason. Beck then realized that his role as the Terran trade delegate was more symbol than substance. Hahn studied his face as if she could read his thoughts.

“You have nothing to fear from me, Mr. Beck. If I wanted your job, I could have it with one phone call. That said, I don’t appreciate your language or your tone. I may be a conniving backstabber, but I am not a fucking bitch.”

* * *
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The neurologist in charge of the implant lab, a narrow-faced woman with a thick unibrow that Fortis couldn’t stop staring at, described the implant procedure. “The cochlear translator implant is based on the same technology used to help the hearing impaired. A small receiver and speech translator is attached to the mastoid process behind the left ear. Electrodes are threaded into the cochlea and to the speech centers of the brain—specifically, Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area. When the translator is fully operational, the wearer can understand and speak any language.”

“Inside the brain,” Fortis replied. “You have to go inside my brain.”

She patted him on the arm. “I understand your hesitation, Lieutenant, but there’s nothing to fear from the implant procedure. We’ve done it many times without a problem. You won’t feel a thing.” She gestured to Colonel Anders in the chair next to Fortis. A medical technician finished adjusting the surgical harness on his head and stood back. “See? Very simple.”

“DINLI, Abner,” Anders said.

“Okay. Let’s do this.”

An hour later, Fortis sat up and touched the new lump behind his left ear. The neurologist was right; he hadn’t felt a thing.

“Don’t touch it,” the technician chided as she brushed his hand away. “The Rapid-Heal is still tacky.” Rapid-Heal was an antibacterial ointment that created an impermeable membrane to protect cuts from infection and promote healing. It would completely heal a small incision like Fortis’ in two days, after which it could be peeled off and discarded.

“We’ve found it unnecessary to bandage the surgical area,” the neurologist said, “unless you can’t keep your hands off it.”

Fortis chuckled. “I’ll leave it alone, I promise.”

After they were released from the outpatient surgical center, Anders and Fortis walked outside and stood on the sidewalk in front of the Fleet hospital. The pair watched as a three-truck convoy rolled past. “Kinshasa Fruit Company” was emblazoned on the side in ISMC colors, along with the motto, “Sending fresh fruit to the International Space Marine Corps!” They shared a laugh as the vehicles turned the corner toward the chow hall.

“There goes your legacy,” Anders quipped. “Every Space Marine owes a debt of thanks to you for drinking better DINLI.”

“I was just doing my part, sir.”

When Fortis and Ninth Division had been trapped by the Maltaani during the Battle of Balfan-48, the radio operators had asked him what message to send if they got through enemy jamming. Fortis, having just sampled DINLI brewed from lima beans, replied, “Send fresh fruit and ammo.” That was the only message to get through to the flagship, and when news of it spread, it galvanized the entire UNT. If the Space Marines could be defiant in the face of overwhelming odds, they deserved unconditional support. Since then, agricultural companies kept area ISMC bases well stocked with truckloads of fresh fruit, and the Space Marines enjoyed high quality DINLI.

“It’s almost supper time. Care to join me?” Anders asked.

“Colonel, thank you for the offer, but I’m hoping to catch up with Sergeant Ystremski before we leave. I haven’t seen him in a month, and I’d like to spend some time with him and his family.”

Anders nodded. “Sounds good. Pass on my best to him and his family.”

“Will do, sir.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Four
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Sergeant Petr Ystremski had been Fortis’ first platoon sergeant, and a close friendship had sprung up between them based on mutual respect and shared adversity. Ystremski was currently assigned as a drill instructor at the ISMC Officer Basic School, and he chafed when Fortis recounted his missions for the ISR branch.

In the months since his assignment to the ISR branch, Fortis had been a frequent guest at the Ystremskis’. The boisterous atmosphere of the Ystremski household was the polar opposite of the reserved ambiance of Fortis’ childhood home, and he enjoyed the endless noise and swirl of activity. The entire family accepted Fortis as one of their own, and even the family dog Mongo had stopped baring his teeth and growling at him.

Ystremski’s wife Tanya had recently given birth to their fifth child, a girl they’d named Abner Hannah Ystremski, or Abby for short. Fortis had been gob smacked when the Ystremskis told him her name, and he doted on the baby every chance he got.

As usual, Tanya cooked a fabulous meal, and Fortis ate way too much. After they finished eating, Tanya and Fortis took coffee on the patio, while the sergeant grumped about being the scullery queen as he cleaned up. He finished quickly and joined Fortis and Tanya outside.

“So, you’re going to be a diplomat,” Ystremski said as he examined the translator attached behind Fortis’ ear.

“No, I’m not. I’m going to be the XO of Lima Company, a hybrid company deployed in support of the embassy.”

Ystremski blew into Fortis’ ear. “Testing, testing. Ooga dooga. What did I say?”

Fortis swatted his friend away. “Knock it off, dickhead. It doesn’t work that way.”

Ystremski laughed. “Why do they need a one-legged first lieutenant as XO, anyway?”

“Somebody somewhere must have heard that I’ve been trying to get back to the infantry. This is as close as I can get right now, so I’ll take it.”

“And go to the Maltaani home world. Do you still have your fangs?”

During the Battle of Balfan-48, Fortis had been attacked by one of several dogs the Maltaani had used to savage captured Space Marines, and it was Ystremski who’d saved his life. Space Marines who’d witnessed the attack had made the lieutenant a crude necklace from the dead dog’s fangs. He slipped his fingers inside his collar and pulled out the necklace.

“I wear them every day.”

“Show them to those bug-eyed fuckers and see how diplomatic they are.” Both Space Marines chuckled.

“Abner, this duty sounds like a wonderful opportunity for you.” Tanya rose from her chair. “I hate to be a party pooper, but one of us has to be up at oh-my-God in the morning to see her husband off.”

Tanya gave Fortis a warm hug, and she looked him in the eye. “You be safe out there, understand?” She slapped Ystremski on the shoulder before she headed inside. “Don’t
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