
Uncivil War

Book Seven of Abner Fortis, ISMC

by

P. A. Piatt

PUBLISHED BY: Theogony Books

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2022 P. A. Piatt

––––––––
[image: ]


All Rights Reserved

* * * * *
[image: ]


Get the free Four Horsemen prelude story “Shattered Crucible”

and discover other Theogony Books titles at:

http://chriskennedypublishing.com/

* * * * *
[image: ]


License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only and may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events, or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author’s imagination and used fictitiously.

* * * * *
[image: ]


Cover Design by Elartwyne Estole.

* * * * *
[image: ]





“You can’t kill your way to success in a counter-insurgency effort.” Admiral James G. Stavridis





“There is no clear or meaningful difference between insurgency and civil war, or between national terrorism and civil war for that matter.”

Anthony H. Cordesman





“Insurgencies are easy to make and hard to stop... The recipe is simply a legitimate grievance against a state, a state that refuses to compromise, a quorum of angry people, and access to weapons.”

Richard Engel
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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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GRC EXECUTIVE ARRESTED FOR TREASON

By Liz Sherer, Terra News Network

(TNN) – Weldon Krieg, executive director of the Galactic Resource Conglomeration (GRC) Military Sales and Affairs Division, was arrested without incident in an early-morning raid on the GRC headquarters in Cologne.

Krieg, 53, is charged with Treason for his role in supplying Precision Crafted Soldiers (PCS) to Maltaani nationalist forces in contravention of UNT laws covering the transfer of military equipment to foreign governments without government approval. The alleged violations occurred during the build-up to the invasion of Maltaan.

“Mr. Krieg authorized the sale of third-generation PCS to the People’s Army of Maltaan with full knowledge that those PCS would be deployed against our own forces,” UNT Solicitor General Ariana Gomez told reporters. “In peacetime, the transaction would have been reviewed and possibly received retroactive approval. In a time of war, his actions amount to nothing less than the betrayal of the human race.”

As the largest supplier of military hardware and contractor services to the UNT Ministry of Defense, the GRC was quick to distance themselves from Mr. Krieg. “Krieg did not act with Conglomerate approval in this matter. It has always been and will continue to be GRC policy to support the men and women charged with defending Terra Earth.”

Attorneys for Mr. Krieg did not respond to a request for comment.

Krieg is being held without bail in the UNT prison in L’viv. No other GRC employees have been arrested in connection with this case, but UNT officials, speaking on the condition of anonymity, confirmed that the UNT is actively pursuing Krieg’s alleged co-conspirators. 

* * * * *
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Captain Abner Fortis adjusted the hospital bed until he was sitting upright. He’d grown bored after two hours flat on his back, and now he’d sit up in complete boredom for two more. The hemodialysis machine plugged into the port in his arm whirred as it drew his blood, filtered and conditioned it, and pumped it back in. The entire process took four hours, during which he was stuck on the bed.

He looked at the empty bed next to him and scowled. Gunnery Sergeant Petr Ystremski, who’d just vacated the bed after he’d completed his own course of dialysis, had winked at Fortis as an orderly led him from the room.

“Pace yourself, Captain. It’s for your own good.”

All six survivors of Tango Company’s recon mission were quarantined aboard the hospital ship Solicitude for treatment. They’d each received a massive dose of radiation from the nuke they’d detonated near the spaceport during the invasion. Two of them had completed their treatment and departed after a week, and two more had finished theirs four days after that. Fortis and Ystremski were in the middle of their fourth week, and the lead physician of the Radiology Ward, Dr. Ayad, had given them no sign of when they might complete their treatment.

“Radiation affects everyone differently,” she’d told Fortis when the captain had asked why he and Ystremski were still in quarantine. “In your case, the radiation around your pancreas resisted our efforts to remove it all. Do you remember the chills and pain across your stomach and back? That was the radiation. The nanobots we used to condition your blood needed a little help, so we took additional measures. It all takes time.”

“What about Gunny Ystremski?”

Dr. Ayad had smiled and shook her head. “Sorry, Captain. I can’t discuss his private medical information without specific authorization.”

Ystremski had later confided to Fortis that he had issues with both his colon and prostate. After watching his friend suffer through the targeted therapies, Fortis considered himself lucky that he only had his pancreas to worry about.

That was a week ago, and both Space Marines had since made remarkable progress. Fortis’ body was radiation-free, his hair had begun to grow back, and Dr. Ayad had told him his current round of hemodialysis was precautionary and not therapeutic. Ystremski was also free of radiation.

As their health improved, their patience with the confines of quarantine wore thin, and they fantasized about how to make their escape. The previous night, they’d stayed up late, brainstorming how they could seize control of Solicitude and sail it to Eros-69 for some well-earned liberty. 

The door slid open, and Fortis smiled when he recognized the two men who entered the room. Colonel Anders, his friend and mentor from the Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Branch; and Jerry Wagner, Science and Technology advisor to General Boudreaux, commanding general of ISMC 2nd Division.

“Abner!” Jerry said. “You’re looking well.”

“Thanks, Jerry. I feel great,” Fortis said. “Welcome to the war, Colonel. Well, my part of it, anyway.”

Anders had missed the invasion because of wounds he’d received weeks earlier, when the humans had evacuated the UNT embassy in the Maltaani capital of Daarben.

“Believe it or not, I’m happy to be here,” Anders replied.

“Me, too,” Fortis deadpanned as he gestured at the hemodialysis machine. 

“Speaking of happy to be here, I’ve got some good news for you, Abner,” Wagner said. “When you’ve completed this round of blood conditioning, you’re done.”

“Done? As in I can leave?”

“Yes. Return to full duty.”

Fortis guffawed. “Fantastic! It’ll be good to get back to Tango Company.”

“Yeah, about that,” Jerry said.

“What about it?” Fortis asked.

“A lot’s happened since you entered quarantine,” Anders said. “Major combat operations have ended, and the war has become a nationalist insurgency again. Five of the nine ISMC divisions deployed for the invasion have already returned home.”

“What?”

Wagner nodded. “1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Divisions are all that remain of the invasion force. General Tsin-Hu took the rest back to Terra Earth. General Boudreaux is now the commander of the new Military Assistance Command–Maltaan, or MAC-M.”

“But the 2nd Division is still here, right?”

“Yes, but they don’t need a recon company to accomplish their new tasking.”

“What’s their new tasking?”

“PCS management.”

Anders chimed in. “We captured records that show the GRC sold two hundred thousand PCS to General Staaber of the PAM.”

“Two hundred thousand?” The number shocked Fortis. “Fleet intel told us ninety thousand.”

“They were wrong.”

“Yeah, by a lot.”

“A conservative estimate is that there are still one hundred and fifty thousand PCS on Maltaan,” Anders said.

“What’s the plan?” Fortis asked. “Please don’t tell me it involves me.”

Wagner held up his hands. “We’ll get into all that later when you’re back on the flagship. There will be a shuttle waiting for you when you’re released the day after tomorrow.”

“I thought you said we were finished after this round?”

“You are. Gunnery Sergeant Ystremski needs a day to recover from surgery, and then you’ll be free to go.”

“What surgery?”

Just then, the door opened again, and an orderly wheeled Ystremski to his bed. A thick swath of bandages covered the gunny’s head, and he looked groggy.

“Here we are, Gunny,” the orderly said. He helped Ystremski climb onto his bed. “Safe and sound.”

“Fuck off,” Ystremski slurred as the orderly raised the safety rails. He peered over at Fortis, who waved from his bed. “And fuck you, too.”

Anders and Wagner chuckled.

“Gunny Ystremski just received a cochlear translator implant,” the colonel told Fortis. “The technique they use here on Solicitude is more intrusive than the one we underwent back in Kinshasa. Don’t worry, that’s just the anesthesia talking.”

The cochlear translator implant was a small device placed under the skin behind the wearer’s left ear, connected to electrodes wired to the speech centers of the brain. With some training, it allowed the wearer to understand and speak foreign languages without the services of a translator. Fortis had received an implant before his previous mission to Maltaan, and now he was conversant in the Maltaani language.

“The day after tomorrow?” Fortis asked to confirm what Wagner had told him.

“Correct. In the morning, you’ll board a shuttle to Mammoth,” Wagner said. “I gave the staff temporary uniforms for you, so you don’t have to travel in those well-ventilated gowns. The colonel and I will meet you there, and we’ll proceed.”

“Hey, Gunny, did you hear that?” Fortis asked, but Ystremski had already fallen fast asleep. He smiled at Wagner and Anders. “I’ll tell him later.”

* * *
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General Staaber sat in the holding pen with a hundred other Maltaani prisoners and waited for the humans to interview him.

Interview.

Staaber frowned at the euphemism. It was typical of the humans. Their weakness and cowardice even permeated their language. The only reason they’d defeated the Maltaani was their reliance on mechs to make up for their lack of physical courage. He was certain torture awaited. 

All around him, former Maltaani soldiers speculated about their fate at the hands of the humans. Would the humans keep them as slaves or release them?

Staaber knew the answer, but he didn’t share his thoughts with the others. The less attention he drew to himself, the better. As the former commander of the People’s Army of Maltaan, he was easily recognizable by other Maltaani, even if the humans couldn’t tell them apart. Since they’d captured him masquerading as a low-ranking soldier, he knew all it would take was one careless remark or one moment of recognition to expose his ruse.

His other concern was that the humans had placed traitors in their midst; royalist dogs or nationalist turncoats eager to serve their new masters by spying on their fellow Maltaani. Just the thought that some Maltaani would betray their own race to the humans made the otherwise stoic Staaber furious, and he struggled to contain his anger.

“Number One Zero Eight Four Six,” the human guard announced from the holding pen gate. His Maltaani lackey translated, and the prisoners checked the numbers sewn onto their prison smocks.

“That’s you, brother,” one of the Maltaani said as he pointed at Staaber’s number. “They’ve called you.”

A hundred sets of eyes watched as Staaber picked his way through the crowd. He hunched his shoulders in anticipation of the betrayal he felt certain was coming, but no one spoke.

The human pointed to the interview tent. The Maltaani guard propelled him along with a firm hand to the back, and Staaber walked on wooden legs.

My name is Baardek. I am a miner from Ulvaan. They drafted me to fight in the infantry.

Staaber had settled on the simplest cover story he could concoct. Most of it was true, which meant it was easy to remember, and might resist chemical interrogation. Staaber’s older brother’s name was Baardek, and Staaber’s family owned many mines near Ulvaan. With any luck, by the time the chemicals compelled him to tell the truth, he would have created enough doubt that his actual story couldn’t be put together easily.

Inside the tent, the human pointed to a Maltaani-sized chair in front of a table containing a data pad and computer terminal.

“Sit.”

Staaber sat, and the Maltaani guard took a position next to the table as the human sat across from him.

“Do you speak Terran?” the human asked. The guard translated, and Staaber shook his head. The human continued in Maltaani.

“Name?”

“Baardek.”

“Where are you from?”

“East, near Ulvaan.”

The questions continued, and the human entered each of Staaber’s answers into the computer. The human read through the questions twice before he seemed satisfied with the general’s answers.

He’s trying to trip me up.

Staaber gave the same answers as before, and the human ticked his answers off the list. When he finished, the human held up the data pad.

“I’m going to take your picture for your identification card,” he said.

After the picture, he had Staaber press all ten of his fingers on the data pad. Then he nodded to the guard, who went to the back door of the tent and admitted another Maltaani. Staaber’s heart leaped into his throat when he recognized the newcomer. It was Prince Aashdu, a member of the royal family, whom Staaber had known when he was a general before the war.

“His name is Baardek. Do you recognize him?” the human asked the prince. Recognition flickered in Aashdu’s eyes, and Staaber braced himself for the betrayal, but it never came. Instead, Aashdu shook his head.

“No, he is not familiar to me.”

Staaber struggled to contain his sense of relief as the human thanked Aashdu, and the prince left the tent. Another human entered and placed a plastic card on the table in front of him.

“Baardek, this is your permanent identification card. You must always carry it. You’ll go through this process again if we find you without it. By accepting this card, you promise to be a loyal citizen of Maltaan, and never take up arms against her again. Do you promise?”

Staaber nodded slowly as he picked up the card and looked at it.

“I promise.”

The human gestured toward the rear door. “Exit through there, and they’ll escort you to the railhead to board the train heading east. You’re going home.”

* * * * *
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Fortis and Ystremski practiced their Maltaani as they waited for their release. The gunny made rapid progress, and by the evening before their release, they spoke only in Maltaani, which drew questioning looks from the quarantine ward staff.

“Are you sure you don’t know what the Corps has planned for us?” Ystremski asked. “I didn’t sign up to be a babysitter for a bunch of damn test tubes.”

“Like I told you before, Gunny, all they said was that 2nd Division is tasked with controlling the test tubes. They don’t need a recon company for that. Your guess is as good as mine.

“What’s your guess?”

“Hmm. Since I no longer command a company, it won’t surprise me if I revert to first lieutenant. They’re not sending us home, so maybe I’ll get an XO job. I suppose there’s a company out there in need of a company gunny, too. Maybe we’ll stay together, maybe not.”

“I’ll miss my bottom rocker. I was just getting used to wearing it.”

“They won’t take it. If they try, I’ll go talk to Boudreaux.”

“You gonna mud-suck him again?”

Both men laughed.

“I’ll do whatever it takes,” Fortis said. “DINLI.”

Dr. Ayad entered the room. “Good evening, gentlemen. It’s nice to find you both in good spirits.”

“We’re busting out of here tomorrow, Doc,” Ystremski said. “Back to the war.”

“That’s what I heard. If that’s what you want, then I’m happy for you.”

“I like clean sheets and hot food as much as the next guy, but the sooner we get this mess sorted out, the sooner I can get home to my clean sheets and my wife’s cooking.”

“His wife is a wonderful cook,” Fortis said.

“Back to business. Any complaints? Unusual pain, discolored urine, difficulty breathing?”

They both shook their heads, and Ayad made a note on the clipboard she carried. “Then first thing tomorrow morning, we’ll give you the uniforms Colonel Anders left for you, return your gear, and release you.”

“Does that mean we’ll get our kukris and dog-tooth necklaces back?”

“Yes, Captain, you’ll get your kukris and necklaces back, although I’m not sure why you’d want them.”

“Badges of honor,” Fortis said.

“We’re heroes,” Ystremski said with a smile.

“Heroes or not, it’s bedtime. Tomorrow, you can go back to wearing bones if you want. Chopping up the enemy, too.” Dr. Ayad turned out the lights. “Tonight, you still belong to me. Good night, gents.”

“Good night, Doc.”

* * *
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Saito Mitsui led Dalia Hahn and Dexter Beck up the rocky path that led to the cave complex where they’d been hiding for the past two weeks. The former mercenary leaned on the crutch he had carved out of a thick tree branch, and their progress was slow.

The trio climbed in silence as they listened for the sound of hovercopter engines or the low buzz of surveillance drones. They were further east than they’d seen any Space Marine infantry venture, but human aircraft were ever-present in the skies over the mountains.

They reached the plateau outside the complex, and Mitsui sat heavily on a large boulder. He winced as Hahn knelt next to him and checked his bandages.

“We need to get under cover,” Beck said.

“We’ll go as soon as he can walk,” Hahn shot back. “Can’t you see how badly he’s hurt?”

Mitsui pushed Hahn’s hands away and heaved himself to his feet. “Beck’s right,” he said through gritted teeth. “We can’t let them spot us this close to the cave.”

Beck took the lead as they wound their way along the narrow trail. They were twenty meters from the cave entrance when Mitsui heard the unmistakable sound of a surveillance drone.

“Drone!”

Mitsui and Hahn dove for cover, while Beck took off at a run for the cave complex. The sheer mountains channeled and reflected noise in unpredictable ways, and it was best to take cover and wait for the sound to fade. The craft could have come from any direction, or been flying three valleys away. They had no way of knowing until they saw it.

“Beck, get down!” Hahn shouted, but the frightened man ignored her and disappeared among the boulders piled up around the cave entrance.

Mitsui bit the inside of his cheek to stifle a scream when Hahn kneed his injured leg as she scrambled into the underbrush next to him. Nausea swept over him, and he forced himself to ignore the pain and focus on the drone.

After several long minutes, they couldn’t hear the drone anymore. Hahn helped Mitsui crawl out of the bushes and climb to his feet. The nausea returned in waves as he straightened up, and he would have fallen if she hadn’t grabbed him around the waist and held him erect.

“Thanks, little darlin’,” he drawled with a weak smile.

“You need a doctor,” Hahn said as they staggered toward the cave.

“Last time I checked, we were all out of doctors,” Mitsui said. “Unless you rustled one up somewhere, I’m out of luck.”

“The Space Marines have doctors,” she said. “We can contact them—”

“No!” Mitsui stopped and stared into her eyes. “No Space Marines. I’d rather die from this than have them save me so they can hang me for treason. I mean it. No Space Marines.”

Hahn blinked away worried tears as he leaned on her for the last few meters. Once inside the cave, he slumped to the ground.

“Let me rest here awhile.”

“I’ll get some water,” Hahn said before she disappeared deeper into the cave. When she was gone, Mitsui allowed himself several dry sobs. His chest heaved from the pain, but also because of the futility of their circumstances.

Pointless.

Mitsui had been the lead trainer for the two hundred thousand PCS sold to the Maltaani. When war became inevitable, he’d accepted a colonelcy in the People’s Army of Maltaan and control over all the PCS. He planned to leave the actual command of the clones to the Maltaani, but their limitations forced him to move troops in response to the changing strategic situation. When the Maltaani nationalists couldn’t prevent the Space Marines from landing, he’d fled his headquarters with Hahn, Beck, and Mitsui’s PCS assistant, Gabby.

On the second day of their eastward journey, a patrolling hovercopter found them and strafed their vehicle. The humans got clear, but Gabby was too slow. A round punched a hole in his back. Without thinking, Mitsui broke cover to drag him to safety, and a ricochet gouged a deep furrow through the meaty part of his right thigh. He’d been in agony ever since.

Under normal circumstances, a medic would have treated a wound like Mitsui’s with antibiotics, sewn it up, and limited his movement while it healed. Because they kept moving, the wound didn’t have the chance to heal. All their medical supplies had burned up with the truck, so they had to use makeshift bandages. The wound festered, but circumstances forced Mitsui to use his leg as they continued east. To make matters worse, the Maltaan rainy season had begun, and periodic showers kept everything damp.

When they happened upon the other former mercenaries hiding deep in the mountain cave, it was a mixed blessing. The cave system was a perfect place to hide from aerial surveillance, but it was cold and dank, and they had to venture down into the valley to find wild game and edible plants. 

Hahn was the only female in a group of mercenaries who hadn’t seen a woman in months and had no compunction about obeying norms of human decency. Mitsui had warded off their suggestive approaches twice since they’d arrived at the cave, but as his health deteriorated, her safety became less certain.

Hahn returned with a crude wooden cup and put it to his lips.

“Drink this,” she said, and Mitsui gasped as the cold water shocked his parched throat. He hadn’t been thirsty, but suddenly he couldn’t get enough. When the cup was empty, he sank back to the cold cave floor.

“We have to get you to a doctor, sweetie,” Hahn said in a low voice. “I can’t bear to lose you.”

Her voice was thick with emotion, and Mitsui knew she was on the verge of tears. He closed his eyes and willed the pain in his leg to subside, but his leg throbbed with every beat of his heart. After a long pause, he nodded.

“When I wake up, we’ll go.”

* * *
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The 36-hour journey down the mountain to the railway had been a nightmare for Hahn and Mitsui. He was much larger than Hahn, and she couldn’t stop him from half falling, half crawling all the way down the mountain. It was all she could do to get him moving again when they reached the bottom. Delirious from the pain, Mitsui experienced a weird sort of second wind. He marched through the thick Maltaani forest singing martial songs in a weird English accent, punctuating his singing with the occasional shout of, “Tally ho!” or, “Bully!”

When his manic energy was exhausted, Mitsui collapsed, unconscious, in a puddle on the forest floor. It was all Hahn could do to roll him out of it and sit him upright. Fearful that he was in his death throes, Hahn wrapped herself in his arms and cried herself to sleep.

When she came to, he was stroking her hair as his breath wheezed in and out of phlegmy lungs.

“Where are we?” Mitsui asked.

“We’re in the valley, near the railway,” Hahn said. “We’re going for medical help.”

“Let’s just stay here like this, forever,” he mumbled as he fell back into unconsciousness.

Hahn propped him up as best as she could. She covered him with a layer of wide, flat leaves to keep the rain off and preserve as much of his body heat as possible. Satisfied that she’d done everything possible, the diminutive GRC executive turned west and walked along the railway. Somewhere ahead, she’d encounter Space Marines and their medics, who’d save Mitsui’s life.

After three hours of walking, Hahn’s uncertainty about her mission had become raging doubt. She stopped and looked up and down the tracks. It seemed crazy to walk any farther, because there were no Space Marines within walking distance and there would be no aircraft flying in this foul weather.

Saito is going to die.

Determined to die with her lover, Hahn turned back. A hovercopter zoomed overhead from behind, but she was so deep in her dejection that she didn’t hear it until it was past her. After a moment of confusion, Hahn waved her arms and shouted at the craft.

The hovercopter turned around and settled onto an open section of ground long enough for a squad of Space Marines to disembark with weapons at the ready. The hovercopter climbed back into the air and maintained an overwatch position as the Space Marines approached her.

“Who are you?” one of them demanded. “Where are you from?”

Hahn sank to her knees at the sound of another human voice. “My name is Dalia Hahn. My partner, Saito Mitsui, has a terrible injury and needs immediate medical attention.” She pointed east. “Please. He’s not far.”

The squad set a defensive perimeter as their leader had a brief conversation with the hovercopter.

“Okay, lady. Let’s go get your friend, but let me warn you. If this is a trap, I’ll kill you first.”

Hahn scrambled to her feet. “No trap, no tricks. Please, hurry.”

The Space Marines followed Hahn back to where she’d hidden Mitsui. When she uncovered her wounded lover, she saw his face had taken on an unnatural gray pallor, and she feared he was dead. Panic gripped her, and one of the Space Marines pulled her away.

“Let the medic do his job,” said the sergeant, a female named Ezuedu. “He can’t help your friend if you’re in the way.”

The medic gave Mitsui a quick once-over before he cut away the filthy bandages on his leg. Hahn almost passed out when she saw the wound. It had become a gooey mass of suppurating flesh, and the edges had drawn back to expose the femur. The medic dug out two large packets of antiseptic powder and dumped them into the wound. He emptied a tube of cream on top, wrapped Mitsui’s leg in fresh gauze, and looked up at Hahn.

“Does he have any other injuries?”

Hahn shook her head. “I don’t think so. Just his leg.”

The medic unfolded a crinkly silver space blanket, wrapped it around the injured man, and fastened it in place with straps. When he finished, he stood and turned to the sergeant.

“You saw the fungus on his leg. He’s got hypothermia, and his lungs sound like he’s developing pneumonia. We need to get him on the bird, stat.”

“Roger that. I called Bare Knuckle while you were working, and they’re standing by to pick us up where they inserted us.”

“Give me a minute to cut a couple poles to rig up a litter, and we’ll be ready to move.”

While the medic cut the poles he needed to fashion the litter, the sergeant stood next to Hahn as she stared down at Mitsui. She put a reassuring arm around Hahn’s shoulders.

“We’ll be on our way in just a minute, and he’ll get the best care available on the planet.” 

As the hovercopter touched down and the Space Marines filed aboard, Hahn had a momentary urge to stay behind. She wasn’t sure how the UNT would view her role in the PCS transfers to the Maltaani, but she knew her father would be furious when he found out she’d turned herself in.

Screw it. I’m going with Saito.

* * * * *
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Fortis and Ystremski giggled like schoolgirls as they traded their hospital gowns for ISMC sweatsuits. They both wore their Maltaani dog-tooth necklaces outside their tops and strapped on their kukris, and the orderly assigned to escort them to the waiting shuttle could only shake her head. Neither Space Marine looked back as they climbed aboard and buckled their restraints.

After a brief ride, the shuttle recovered aboard Mammoth, the 2nd Division flagship. When they disembarked, a female sergeant named Ramon greeted them in the hangar.

“Welcome aboard, Captain.” She nodded to Ystremski. “And to you, Gunny. Mr. Wagner tasked me to meet you and requests your presence in the division intelligence center after you’ve changed into proper uniforms.”

Ystremski agreed to meet them at Fortis’ stateroom and headed for his berthing area. The sergeant waited outside while Fortis changed into clean utilities he’d left behind when they deployed to Maltaan. He tried but failed to ignore the empty lockers and bare mattress once used by First Lieutenant Quentin Moore, his deceased XO. It occurred to him that he needed to send condolence holos to the next of kin for Moore and all the other Tango Company Space Marines who’d died during the invasion.

I don’t even know all their names.

He made a mental note to get a company roster from the 2nd Division personnel who’d remained behind when the division dropped. When he finished dressing, he met Ystremski and Ramon in the passageway.

“This way, gentlemen.” Ramon led them through a maze of passageways, and when they turned the last corner, Fortis had to stifle a smile. The passageway dead-ended at a blue door guarded by a Space Marine sergeant. “Flag Suite,” a sign above the door announced. “Authorized Personnel Only.” It was the same blue door a sentry had turned Fortis away from when he’d searched for Wagner before the invasion.

Ramon showed the sentry her ID. “This is Captain Fortis and Gunnery Sergeant Ystremski. I’m escorting them to see Mr. Wagner.”

The sergeant scrutinized Ramon’s ID and eyed Fortis and Ystremski with practiced suspicion. Satisfied, he stood aside. “Proceed.”

Ramon waved her ID in front of a sensor by the door, and it clicked open. Fortis didn’t see anyone in the passageway beyond or in any of the offices he looked into on their way to the flag suite.

“Almost everyone is on the surface,” Ramon said as she led them through a set of double doors into a large planning space. Anders and Wagner were there, along with another civilian and a Fleet major who hovered over a large map table.

“Welcome!” Wagner said when he saw them. He approached and shook their hands. “That’s it for now, Sergeant,” he said to Ramon. “Thanks for your help.”

Ramon left the space, and Fortis and Ystremski followed Wagner to the table. “Captain Fortis, Gunny Ystremski, this is Mr. Bell from the Grand Council Select Committee for Intelligence. This is Major Parisi of the Joint Intelligence Center, and of course, you know Colonel Anders.”

The men exchanged handshakes all around before Wagner waved them into seats around the table.

“I’d like to open this by telling you how pleased I am that you accepted General Boudreaux’s invitation to work with us,” Wagner told the Space Marines. “You could have opted to return to Terra Earth, and we’re grateful that you didn’t. I plan to run this as a group effort, so get involved, ask questions, and provide insights. Everyone here has unique knowledge and experiences, and we want to leverage every bit.”

Ystremski raised a hand. “In that case, I’ll start. Who are you? Or we, I guess.”

“This—we are the MAC-M Special Support Group, or SSG for short,” Wagner said. “We operate to support the commanding general’s mission to defeat the nationalist insurgency and stabilize the legitimate Maltaani government.”

“And how do we do this?”

Wagner smiled. “Gunny, give me a few minutes to bring you up to speed on the situation on the ground, and then we can get into the way forward, okay? Trust me, it’ll all make sense when we’re done.”

“Yes, sir.”

Wagner tapped a keyboard, and a holo of Maltaan appeared over the desk. “As you know, major combat operations on Maltaan are over. ISMC has control over the areas in blue. We’re contesting the red areas, and the green areas are unknown.”

The western half of the continent was blue all the way to the western edge of the mountains. The eastern half was green, with blotches of red and blue scattered throughout. Ulvaan, the only large city in the east, was also blue, but there were many spots of red around it.

“As you can see, we control the west and several strategic areas in the east. Most of the east remains unknown, and there’s a burgeoning insurgency, as evidenced by the red.”

“We’re back where we started,” Fortis said.

Wagner shrugged. “Fair point, but we’re in a much stronger position than before. When the remnants of the People’s Army of Maltaan fled to the mountains, they left behind most of their weapons and equipment. The insurgents have limited their operations to minor sabotage, theft of supplies, and an occasional sniper attack. None of that is a major concern.”

“Unless you’re the one being sniped,” Ystremski said.

“Another good point, but compared to the PCS, the insurgency is a minor problem. Our estimates are that we killed fifty thousand PCS during the invasion. When the PAM collapsed, they abandoned their PCS charges and headed east. That means there are somewhere around a hundred and fifty thousand PCS spread throughout the central forests and mountains. They’re armed, hungry, and leaderless.

“Four days ago, a group of approximately a thousand PCS overran a Maltaani farm three hundred klicks east of Daarben. A 3rd Division patrol investigated, and they discovered the PCS had murdered all the Maltaani and destroyed the farm. The PCS detected the patrol, and before air assets could respond, wiped them out. Thirty-two Space Marines died in the attack.”

“Fuck.” Ystremski shook his head. “What happened to the PCS?”

“We destroyed them with air strikes,” Wagner replied.

“Sounds like a good way to deal with them to me.”

“From your perspective, it does,” Bell said. “The Grand Council disagrees. Destroying two billion credits of GRC property isn’t a workable solution.”

“I thought they sold the test tubes to the nationalists,” Fortis said.

“They transferred them for future considerations, including the rights to the helenium mines in the eastern mountains,” Bell explained. “Since the nationalists lost, the GRC didn’t get paid.”

Ystremski scoffed. “Tough shit. You take your chances when you side with the enemy.”

Wagner held up his hands. “Gentlemen, we gain nothing by debating legal technicalities in this forum. There are considerations outside our sphere of control that guide our actions. The GRC is making amends for the actions of some of their executives, and they’ve requested our help in rounding up as many loose PCS as possible.”

“For what?”

“For the original purpose the GRC sent them here. To work the helenium mines. The GRC has leased the mineral rights to several helenium mines, but they’re hesitant to hire Maltaani miners who fought for the nationalists, which means there are almost no Maltaani miners available to employ. Many refuse to work for humans or the royalists.”

“Are you shitting me?” Gunny Ystremski stood up. “The GRC sent two hundred thousand troops to the nationalists for some helenium. Now that their plan has fallen through, we’re supposed to help them make amends by bleeding and dying to round up their property so they can still profit from the same helenium?” By then, Ystremski was shouting. “They’re traitors. They deserve to be treated like traitors!”

“Calm down, Gunny,” Major Parisi said. “Mr. Wagner already explained that there are larger forces at work here.”

Fortis cringed. Ystremski didn’t get angry very often, but when he did, it was a mistake to tell him to calm down. Even if one was a major. He braced himself for the gunny’s response.

“My guys didn’t die for fucking helenium,” Ystremski barked. “They died because a bunch of staff pukes couldn’t figure out how to suppress the Maltaani air defenses long enough to land a division, much less the rest of the invasion force. Where were you while we were down there fighting and dying, Major?”

Parisi didn’t respond.

“That’s what I thought.” Ystremski pointed at the major. “With all due respect, Major, fuck you, and fuck your larger forces at work, too. You can bust me down to private and send me to the brig, but I’ll be damned if I’ll round up a single test tube for the fucking GRC.” He turned and started for the door. “I’ll be in my quarters if you want to send the MPs.”

“Gunnery Sergeant Ystremski, at ease!” Colonel Anders shouted.

Ystremski hesitated.

“Petr, stop,” Fortis said. “Don’t do this.”

Ystremski stopped and turned at Fortis’ use of his first name.

“Please.”

The anger drained from Ystremski’s face as he stared at Fortis.

“Seriously.” Fortis gestured to the gunny’s chair. “I won’t round up a bunch of test tubes either, but I don’t think we’re here for that.” He looked at Anders. “Am I right?”

The colonel nodded. “This isn’t about collecting PCS for the GRC. Assigning that task to you two would be like spreading butter with a scalpel. It can be done, but it would be a hell of a waste of a sharp knife.”

Ystremski’s eyes flicked from face to face until they settled on Fortis, who nodded.

“Have a seat, you old napalm pisser, and let’s find out what our mission is.”

Wagner took a deep breath. “The PCS issue is a problem for 2nd Division. Our tasking is counterinsurgency.”

“You just said the insurgency was a minor problem,” Fortis said.

“Compared to the PCS issue, it is a minor problem. In fact, there’s little interest in it outside this room. The primary focus is on the PCS.”

“Focus on making money from the mines, you mean,” Ystremski said.

“Profit is a powerful motivator,” Bell said. “It’s also short-sighted, in this case. The long game here is a stable Maltaan. The UNT can’t afford to maintain a significant troop presence here, but we can’t leave without dealing with the insurgency and restoring order. If we pull out now and leave the Maltaani to their own devices, we could be fighting them again in ten or twenty years. We want to avoid that, so we’re taking action to preempt the possibility.”

“Let’s move on.” Wagner said. “Colonel Anders, why don’t you go ahead with mission specifics?” 

Anders zoomed the holo in on an outlined area southwest of Ulvaan. There were three blue circles and several red ones surrounded by green.

“This is Baat-Doh Province. There are two helenium mines here, marked in blue. The third blue mark is a forward operating base named Camp Zulu-Five. As you can see by the red, there has been recent insurgent activity in the area, and it is increasing.

“Your team will deploy to Zulu-Five. You will report to Major Sokolov, who commands the counterinsurgency teams operating out of Zulu-Five, for tasking.”

“What team, sir?”

“You and Sergeant Ystremski, plus two Space Marines from the four divisions still present in theater. Any preference in who you’d like?”

Fortis and Ystremski exchanged glances, and the gunny shrugged.

“All the good guys I know are dead.”

“Sergeant Bender,” Fortis said.

Anders nodded. “He’s in 3rd Division. Who else?”

“I don’t know, sir. Tell Bender to pick somebody, I guess. He’ll know who to bring.”

“Okay. I’ll have Bender plus one brought up to Solicitude for cochlear implants this afternoon. They should be here tomorrow morning at the latest.”

“What kind of tasking are we talking about?” Ystremski asked.

“I’ll take this one, Colonel,” Bell said. “We believe the best way to stop the insurgency from growing is to decapitate the insurgency organization. Without leaders, most insurgents are just hungry malcontents, and we can feed them. Your job will be to find those leaders and neutralize them.”

“Neutralize?”

“Execute. Assassinate. Call it what you want,” Bell said. “Speaking frankly, the royalists don’t have facilities or manpower to hold prisoners, nor do they have a legal process to prosecute them.”

“Maybe not, but the ISMC has a process to prosecute Space Marines who murder prisoners,” Fortis said.

“Turn over any prisoners you take to your Maltaani counterparts. What happens after that is not your responsibility.”

Fortis glanced at Anders, who gave him a look that said, We’ll discuss this later.

Wagner held up a data stick. “Everything you need is on here: frequencies, callsigns, etc. Read it tonight and return it when you’re through. Sergeant Ramon will take you to the quartermaster and armorer to arrange for new skins, armor, and weapons. We’ll meet back here tomorrow evening for a final briefing to make sure you’re good to go. The following morning, you’ll take a shuttle to the spaceport in Daarben and catch a hovercopter to Zulu-Five. Questions?”

“No, sir,” Fortis and Ystremski said in unison.

“That’s it, then. See you tomorrow.”

* * * * *
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