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“This operation is not being planned with any alternatives. This operation is planned as a victory, and that’s the way it’s going to be.” 

– General Dwight D. Eisenhower





“The Marines have landed and the situation is well in hand.”

– Richard Harding Davis.
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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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First Lieutenant Abner Fortis slid into an empty seat in a Terra Earth Jump Gate (TEJG) coffee shop and set his steaming cup down on the table. He put his face into the steam that wafted up from the coffee and sighed in pleasure as he breathed the fragrance of real, fresh-brewed coffee. Fortis could tolerate the ersatz food created by three-dimensional printers from vats of the building blocks of nutrition, but there was nothing like the deep, rich aroma of real coffee brewed from actual beans. No matter how hard food engineers tried to duplicate the olfactory and gustatory triggers in real coffee, they failed. There was simply nothing else like it.

Real coffee was an extravagance Fortis allowed himself whenever he returned to Terra Earth. He’d been deployed for most of his Space Marine career and had few opportunities to spend his pay, so a simple cup of real coffee was a pleasure he willingly spent his credits on. For the next four days, he planned to wallow in luxury, even if he was with his mother.

Fortis had recently returned from duty on the Maltaani home world, where he and his company had deployed in support of the Terran embassy there. He’d been granted a brief leave period before he was due to report back to Colonel Anders at the Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) branch, after which Anders intimated that Fortis would receive orders to a new command.

There was no way Fortis could stomach a visit home and another round of his mother’s endless matchmaking. He also knew if he didn’t spend time with her, it would be the topic of every one of her holos for the foreseeable future. He’d decided to invite her to join him on the TEJG for four days of pampering in the best facilities the jump gate had to offer. The gate had grown from a mere navigation beacon to a full-blown resort destination that billed itself as the perfect place for Terrans who just wanted to get away—but not too far. The best part was, it was a comfortable distance from the social circles she liked to drag him through. She’d never been off Terra, and when he’d issued the invitation, she’d leaped at the chance.

Fortis checked the time. Her shuttle would arrive within the hour, and his vacation would begin.

A man approached and sat in the chair across from him. “Lieutenant Abner Fortis.”

Since his war bond tour after the Battle of Balfan-48, Fortis was often approached by the families and friends of fallen Space Marines, anxious to hear how their loved one died. This man was different. There was a threatening undercurrent in his voice, and Fortis’ body tensed for action. He locked eyes with the newcomer. “Who wants to know?”

“My name is Theo Leishman.”

The name Theo Leishman was vaguely familiar, and Fortis searched his memory. Suddenly, he remembered.

“You’re a slaver.”

Leishman gave a slight shrug but said nothing. When he did, Fortis saw his facial features flicker for a nano-second. Fortis looked around for a passing Sky Marshal but saw none.

Never one there when you need one.

“It’s just us, Lieutenant.” Leishman nodded to a nearby table. “And my assistants.”

A man with a shaved head and an elaborate moustache winked at Fortis. The slaver indicated a holo newsstand across the concourse, and a woman who looked like she was waiting for an arriving passenger gave a slight wave.

“Those are the two I choose to reveal, but you can be sure there are more. If you’re contemplating rash action, don’t.”

Fortis realized he’d been clenching his fists, and he forced his hands to relax. Whatever Leishman was up to, the slaver had the temporary advantage.

“What do you want?”

“I want you to call off your friend.”

“My friend? What friend?”

Leishman reached inside his tunic, and Fortis braced himself for an attack. Instead of a weapon, the slaver pulled out an envelope and slid it across the table.

“Him.”

Fortis opened the envelope and saw a photograph of Bender. The hulking Australian had been one of the operators on the secret mission to Menard-Kev that had resulted in the rescue of over thirteen hundred Fleet Academy cadets from the clutches of Leishman and his confederates. Fortis forced himself to remain expressionless.

“I don’t know who that is,” he said.

“Lieutenant, please. This will go much smoother if we’re honest with each other. I revealed my assistants; the least you can do is tell the truth about this man.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know him.”

There was a tiny kernel of truth in Fortis’ denials. He knew Bender in the context of their mission, but he didn’t know Bender’s real name. All he knew was that Bender was a fellow Space Marine, his goddaughter Phaedra had been one of the cadets kidnapped by Leishman, and Bender had gone AWOL to hunt for her when the UNT hadn’t expressed interest in the search.

Leishman sighed. “You say you don’t know him, but Cujo says you do.”

Fortis’ stomach lurched at the mention of Cujo’s name. Cujo had been the pilot contracted for the Menard-Kev mission. He’d betrayed Fortis and the team but disappeared before he could be held accountable for his treachery. The lieutenant forced his voice to remain level. “Cujo?”  

Leishman let out an annoyed sigh. “Okay, fine. You want to play hardball? How about this?” He pulled out a communicator, tapped the screen, and held it up. Fortis saw a selfie of his mother and another woman seated side-by-side in the passenger cabin of the shuttle. “The woman next to your mother is another of my assistants.”

Fortis’ heart fluttered. and nerves made the corner of his mouth twitch.

Leishman nodded. “Good. Now I have your attention, and you understand the stakes of this conversation.”

“Leave her alone, you motherfucker!” Fortis hissed. “Do what you want to me, but leave her alone. She has nothing to do with this.”

“If I wanted to hurt her, I would’ve done so already. However, your lack of cooperation made her introduction into this discussion necessary. Perhaps now we can move the conversation forward?”

Fortis took a deep breath to steady his nerves. Leishman seemed to know a lot about the mission to Menard-Kev, details he might have gotten from Cujo. Colonel Anders would be angry that Fortis had discussed the mission with Leishman, but he couldn’t allow his mother to be threatened. In Space Marine circles, the mission was an open secret anyway. He nodded.

“I knew Cujo.”

Leishman smiled. “Good. That was easy, wasn’t it? Now, we’re making progress. Did you know Cujo’s dead?”

“Dead? How do you know that?”

“Because I killed him.” Leishman snickered, and his face flickered again.

Fortis stared, and Leishman nodded.

“That’s right. I killed Cujo with my own hands.”

“Why did you kill him?”

“I killed Cujo because he liked to drink too much. When he drank, he liked to tell stories. Stories like the one about a mission into contested space to rescue some Fleet Academy cadets. Stories about a large man named Bender, and his good friend Lucky. Stories that affect my reputation, in a business where reputation is all we have.”

“That’s quite a story. Maybe Cujo should have written a novel about it instead of drinking and talking; I’m sure it would have been a bestseller,” Fortis replied.

“Unfortunately, we’ll never know.” Leishman tapped Bender’s photograph, “What I do know is this man has been killing a lot of my business associates, and I want you to call him off.”

“How am I supposed to do that? I don’t even know his real name, much less how to get in touch with him.”

“The ISR Branch has many connections. Use them.”

“I don’t work for the ISR Branch anymore.”

Leishman tucked Bender’s photograph back into the envelope and slipped it into his tunic. He stood up and put his communicator back into his pocket. “I’m done playing word games with you, Lieutenant. You have thirty days to find Bender and put an end to his one-man war against me and my partners. You’ve seen what I’m capable of. Get it done, or I’ll hurt everyone dear to you, including Tanya Ystremski and little Abner.”

At the mention of Petr Ystremski’s wife and infant son, Fortis shot to his feet. His chair flipped backward with a loud clatter, and everyone in the coffee shop looked at him. He took a step toward Leishman, and the mustachioed bald man stood up with his hand inside his tunic as though he was carrying a weapon. The woman crossed the concourse to the coffee shop, and three more customers got to their feet and closed in around Fortis.

Not here.

“If you harm a hair on their heads, I’ll chase you to the farthest edge of space. I’ll never stop, and you’ll suffer to your last breath,” Fortis snarled.

“Thirty days, Lieutenant,” Leishman said before he turned for the exit. His companions formed a protective bubble around Leishman as he moved to the door, where they were joined by the woman.

Fortis stood and glared at the retreating slavers in impotent rage. Alone, without a weapon, he was helpless to stop Leishman as he disappeared down the concourse.

A female voice on the PA system announced the impending arrival of the Terra Earth shuttle, and Fortis’ anger drained away. The other patrons of the coffee shop turned back to their conversations as though nothing had happened. Fortis’ coffee had grown cold during his encounter with Leishman, and he dropped it in the trash on his way to the arrival gate.

He stationed himself across from the gate and searched the faces of arriving passengers, hoping to catch a glimpse of the woman he’d seen in the picture with his mother. He hadn’t seen her before his mother appeared, and he forced himself to greet her with a broad smile.

“Hello, Mother. Welcome to the Terra Earth Jump Gate.”

His mother hugged him tight, and for a moment he was afraid she’d burst into tears.

“Abner, dear, it’s so wonderful to see you. You’ve lost weight. Have you been eating?”

“Of course, Mother. I’ve actually gained weight. You’re just missing the baby fat I used to carry around.” Fortis had completed all ten levels of strength enhancement, and he exercised vigorously when circumstances permitted. His waist had narrowed, while his back and shoulders had thickened with muscle.

“Well, you still look too skinny. I see you haven’t grown your hair back.”

“The Corps won’t let me,” Fortis said. “Did you really come all the way into space to lecture me about my haircut and my weight?”

His mother hugged him again. “I’m sorry, darling. I just worry that they don’t treat you well.” She looked around. “Where do I collect my luggage?”

“They treat me just fine. In fact, they treat me so well that I arranged for the gate crew to deliver your bags to our suite. For the next four days, we’re going to wallow in the lap of luxury.” He offered her an elbow, and she looped her arm through his. “Now, tell me about your first trip into space.”

Fortis half-listened as his mother went on about the transport ride to the spaceport, the shuttle flight, and their arrival. He scanned the crowds as they walked, but he didn’t see any familiar faces.

“Did you meet anyone on the flight?” he asked when his mother stopped talking.

“Abner Fortis! Haven’t you heard a word I said this whole time? I told you I met a very nice young lady on the shuttle. Her name is Serap, and she’s from Turkey.” His mother looked around. “I wish I could find her so I could introduce you.”

And try to matchmake, no doubt.

“There’re a lot of people here on the TEJG, Mother, but keep looking. You never know who you might run into. Say, as soon as we get to our suite, I need to leave you for a short while. I have to make a work call back to the surface, and I have to use a secure line in the Sky Marshal office. Is that okay?”

“Can’t we stop on the way?” She squeezed his arm with hers. “I just got here, and you’re trying to leave me already.”

Fortis sighed. “It’s not like that, Mother. I just thought of something I left undone, and I need to make sure someone is going to handle it while I’m gone. It’ll only take a minute.”

“Then it’s settled. If it’ll only take a minute, I’m going with you.”

Fortis found the main Sky Marshal office and bade his mother to have a seat in the waiting area. It took some doing, but he convinced the duty officer that he had an actual priority call to make that required an encrypted circuit. Finally, he heard a click on the line as the call connected.

“ISR Branch, Colonel Anders.”

“Colonel, it’s Lieutenant Fortis.”

“Well, this is a surprise. You just left on four days’ leave this morning. Why are you calling me?”

Fortis recounted his encounter with Leishman. “Bender’s been waging a one-man war on slavers, and Leishman wants us to call him off. I tried to explain that Bender was freelancing, but Leishman threatened my mother and Ystremski’s family. He gave us thirty days to stop him. We have to find him and stop him!”

“That’s easy. Bender’s sitting right here.”

“What?”

“Bender is sitting here in my office. Say hello, Bender.”

“G’day, Lucky!” the Aussie shouted in the background. 

Fortis’ knees went wobbly, and he sat down heavily. “I don’t understand.”

“Right after you left, Bender showed up at the base and requested to talk to me. He’s come back for good. There are a few details we have to work out with the ISMC, and there may be some punishment handed down, but I believe he’ll be fully reinstated to the ISR Branch.”

“That’s fantastic.” Fortis’ voice crackled with emotion. He was relieved that the danger to his family and friends was gone, and he was thrilled that Bender had decided to return to the Corps. The loss of a stripe or a brief tour in the brig would be worth having him back.

“Is there anything else I can do for you, Abner?”

“Sir, you’ve done more than enough. I’m going to go collect my mother and collapse into a pile of jelly.”

“Enjoy your leave, Abner. See you in four days.”

* * * * *
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For the next four days, Fortis kept one eye on the people around them while he wined and dined his mother. He didn’t see Leishman or his confederates, but anyone could have been part of the slaver’s group. He wondered if Anders had dispatched any ISR Branch personnel to the TEJG, but he didn’t see any familiar faces, either. After a few nervous hours, he figured nothing was going to happen, so he relaxed.

He discovered that his mother was good company when he got her away from the endless social ladder-climbing of Terra Earth. They took in several live shows, caught the latest holo films, and enjoyed sumptuous meals. When he finally waved goodbye to her at the shuttle departure terminal, Fortis was pleasantly tired.

Fortis was glad when his own shuttle touched down in Kinshasa. The break had been nice, but the UNT was about to get involved in the ongoing Maltaani civil war, which meant the ISMC would deploy. Fortis had a ton of work ahead of him.

As the Lima Company XO, he was responsible for ensuring the company was prepared to deploy at a moment’s notice. Equipment that had been lost or damaged during their evacuation from the Maltaani homeworld had to be replaced or repaired. Personnel who’d been killed or wounded also required replacement, and their replacements had to be trained and taught the Lima way of doing business. The loss of Sergeant Major Oberhaus, the strict senior enlisted leader of the company, had left a gaping hole in the command structure, and it would take a special person to fill that billet.

When he got to his quarters in the ISR team building, someone had slipped an envelope under his door. Inside was a note in the familiar handwriting of his friend and mentor, Colonel Nils Anders.

Welcome back. Come see me at 1000.

Living in the ISR Branch team building had its advantages. It was rent-free, and Fortis was deployed often enough that maintaining an apartment would have been unnecessarily complicated. On the downside, it meant Anders could keep tabs on him, although he rarely intruded on Fortis’ down time. Fortis was anxious to get caught up on what had been happening over the last four days, so he was at Anders’ office promptly at 1000.

Fortis rapped on the door and entered. Colonel Anders looked up from his desk, and his face broke into a wide smile.

“Welcome back, Abner. Have a seat. How was your leave?”

“It was good, sir. Except for meeting Leishman, that is.”

“That’s understandable. Did your mother enjoy herself?”

“She did. She’s never been off Terra, so the TEJG was a whole new experience for her. They’ve done an incredible job expanding the facilities there. It’s a resort destination now.”

“Great.”

Fortis was anxious to hear what Anders had to tell him, and he knew the quickest way to find out was to let the colonel do most of the talking, so he waited.

“Speaking of Leishman, I’ve got some information about him that you might be interested in. After we spoke, I sent a two-person team to the TEJG to collect what they could on him. They recovered a hundred hours of security camera footage of Leishman, and we identified at least eight of his associates, too.”

“Excellent. That should make them easier to find.”

“Unfortunately, no. Remember that flickering you noticed on his face? We discovered Leishman and his people employed a system I can only describe as personal autoflage to disguise their facial features. Even the facial recognition cameras at the TEJG boarding gates couldn’t resolve it. It’s technology we haven’t seen before, but our scientists are working on it.”

“Ah, that sucks. What about Bender? Is he around?”

“Sergeant Bender’s in the building, yes. He’s been demoted and fined for going AWOL, but his prison time has been suspended, and he’s been reinstated to full duty in the ISMC.”

“DINLI.”

“Indeed. Whatever you told him made all the difference, I think.” Anders’ face grew dark. “You know he found his goddaughter, right?”

“Yes, sir. He told me she’d been scrambled and trafficked.” Fortis was silent for a long second. “Can’t blame him for wanting revenge.”

“No, but there’s a right way and a wrong way to go about it.”

“Either way, I’m glad he’s back. He’s a good Space Marine.”

“I made sure to remove his name from the AWOL Registry, and I arranged for a small piece about his reinstatement in the base newspaper. Based on what you told me, Leishman seems to be well-informed; word should get back to him that Bender’s returned.”

“What’s the word on Lima Company, Colonel? Did the ISMC put them under the ISR Branch?”

Lima Company was a direct support company, or DSC. DSCs were manned and equipped to perform a wide range of specific missions independent of the regular ISMC chain of command. To protect the autonomy of Lima Company, Anders had attempted to get it assigned to the ISR Branch.

Anders sighed. “Yes, they did.”

“That’s good news.”

“They gave it to me so I could preside over its dissolution.”

“Dissolution? We’re supposed to be getting new mechs and hovercraft.”

“A lot has changed in the four days you’ve been gone. You know that, since its inception, Lima Company had many enemies among battalion and division commanders unhappy with a company operating independently of their control. Especially a company with infantry, aviation, and mech assets.

“After our withdrawal from Maltaan, Ambassador Brooks-Green accused President Etienne of failing to properly support the embassy, pointing to Lima Company as proof. We know the absence of Fleet support, combined with no tactical doctrine for withdrawing by drop ship while under fire, made Lima Company the wrong tool for the mission on Maltaan. Civilians don’t understand that; all they know is Lima Company was driven from Maltaan and lost all their equipment in the process.”

“Damn fools.”

“No argument here. Still, the charge was effective. Now there’s no interest in replacing the mechs and hovercopters destroyed on Maltaan. Instead, the ISMC has decided to dissolve Lima Company, declare the experiment a failure, and reassign the Space Marines to regular ISMC divisions. We need the bodies to man nine divisions, after all.”

“Too bad. The direct support company was a good idea.”

“It was, but the focus of the entire Fleet and ISMC is on the coming war.”

“Speaking of the coming war, what are we doing, Colonel? Why are we getting involved in the civil war on Maltaan?”

“Because everybody wants it.” Anders began to tick off the list on his fingers. “The new president promised it during his campaign. The people voted for it; they’re ashamed that we were chased off by a bunch of ‘bug-eyed savages,’ and they want revenge. War is good business for the Grand Council and their corporate benefactors, too. Same with the senior military leadership. The Fleet and ISMC officer corps see the war as a way to reinvigorate the stagnant promotion situation and do something to benefit their career advancement. Even the enlisted Space Marines want to test their mettle doing something besides nuking bug holes on dusty plutoids out on the far edge of nowhere.”

“We’re going to war to satisfy a collective case of self-interest?”

Anders chuckled. “Something like that. Collective self-interest, plus helenium and water. We’re not getting involved out of the goodness of our hearts or concern for our royalist cousins,” Anders said. “In exchange for our involvement, the royalists have agreed to our claim to the helenium deposits in the east of Maltaan, and uncontested possession of Menard-Kev.”

“And we trust the royalists to hold up their end of the bargain?”

Anders chuckled. “We never learn.”

“What about Lima Company, sir? Any idea where we’re going?”

Anders consulted his watch and stood. “Right now, you’re coming with me. Come on, I have something to show you in the hangar.”

When they got to the hangar, Anders gave Fortis an enigmatic smile and opened the door. Inside, Fortis discovered Lima Company standing easy in ranks. The CO, Captain Vogel, called them to attention and saluted Anders.

“Lima Company, all present or accounted for, sir.”

Anders returned the salute. “Thank you, Captain.” He pulled a folded piece of paper from his tunic. “Attention to orders!

“From, Commandant, International Space Marine Corps. To, First Lieutenant Abner Fortis, ISMC. Subject, Authorization to wear the rank of and assume the title of Captain (Brevet), ISMC.”

Fortis’ face grew hot, and he saw a lot of smiles in the ranks. Anders continued to read.

“In recognition of the leadership and tactical excellence you displayed during operations in support of the Terra Earth embassy on Maltaan, it gives me great pleasure to advance you to the rank of captain (brevet), effective immediately. You are hereby authorized to wear the rank of captain and assume the title thereof.”

Suddenly, Fortis couldn’t stop smiling. He didn’t know what brevet meant, but he knew what captain meant.

“If you accept this promotion, you are hereby ordered to report to Commanding Officer, Tango Company (Reconnaissance), 2nd Battalion, 2nd Regiment, to assume duties as commanding officer.

“Congratulations, and job well done. Signed, General Bat-Erdene Ganzorig, Commandant, ISMC.”

Anders began to applaud, and Lima Company joined him in cheers and applause. Vogel was all smiles as he stepped forward and offered Fortis his hand.

“Congratulations, Captain,” he said as they shook. “One problem. You’re out of uniform.” He tore off the single silver bar insignia Velcroed to the front of Fortis’ blouse and replaced it with a double silver bar, the insignia of a captain. When he was done, he gave the new insignia a firm punch. It was a tradition for new badges of rank to be “tacked” on by one’s seniors, just to make sure it didn’t fall off.

Anders was next. “Congratulations, Abner.” They shook, and then Anders delivered his own punch. “Can’t be too careful.”

By then, the entire company had lined up to shake Fortis’ hand and congratulate him. It was a bittersweet moment. Fortis had only been with them a short while, but the time they’d shared during their deployment on Maltaan had forged a bond only shared danger could create. They seemed genuinely happy for him, but his promotion and transfer was another sign of the end of Lima Company.

Sergeant Bender, Fortis’ enormous Australian friend and fellow ISR Branch operator, was last in line.

“Good on ya, mate,” Bender said with a big grin as he embraced Fortis.

“Thank you,” Fortis replied. “I’m glad to see you back in uniform.”

“Nah, yeah. I just had to work out some anger issues, but I’m back now.”

“Anger issues. Ha!”

“Lima Company, listen up!” Gunnery Sergeant Franz Helk shouted from the door. “The buses are here. Aviation, Bus One. Mechs, Bus Two. Infantry, Buses Three and Four. Everyone else, Bus Five.”

“Gotta go, mate,” Bender told Fortis. “See ya around.”

“What’s going on?” Fortis asked Vogel, who stood at his shoulder.

“Lima Company is being disbanded and spread out across the Corps,” Vogel said. 

“What about you?”

“Believe it or not, I’ve been assigned to Fleet Doctrine Command. I’ll be part of the Drop Ship Working Group, developing tactics, techniques, and procedures for exfiltrating via drop ships while under fire.”

“You’re going to miss the big show on Maltaan.”

Vogel shook his head. “I’ve been pigeonholed. They couldn’t officially punish me for what happened on Maltaan, so they’ve resorted to the next worst thing.”

“Shit. Fucking lifers.”

“DINLI.”

“DINLI,” Fortis replied. “Good and hard.”

“DINLI,” echoed Anders, who’d joined them to watch Lima Company stream out the door. “I’ll do everything I can to get you out of there, Steve.”

“What’s next for you, Colonel?” Fortis asked as the last of the Space Marines disappeared.

“I’m back with ISR,” Anders replied. “I’ve got no operators, but we’re analyzing the stuff we collected on Maltaan in preparation for the invasion.” He gestured toward the door. “I’ve got a car out front for you two.”

After a final round of handshakes, Fortis and Vogel caught a ride to their respective destinations. They promised to stay in touch when Vogel got out, and the next stop was a plain brick building marked by a red sign with gold letters.

2nd Battalion, 2nd Regiment

* * * * *
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Fortis stopped a passing Space Marine and asked where he could find Tango Company.

“Tango Company offices are in the next building over, sir. There’s probably nobody there, though. Colonel Fontaine cut the battalion loose for the day. Last chance to get personal things in order before we deploy, you know.”

The captain thanked him and continued his search. The next building over was a cramped office complex, with a small reception area that was unmanned. There was a picture board on one wall with pictures of the division commanding general, the battalion commanding colonel, and two blank spots: the Tango Company CO, and the company gunnery sergeant.

Fortis heard laughter through an open door behind the desk, so he poked his head in. A Space Marine sat with his feet propped up on a desk while a holographic movie played above it.

“Tango Company ain’t here,” the Space Marine said. “The colonel—” He jumped to his feet and stopped the movie. “Sorry, sir. What I meant to say was, Colonel Fontaine secured the battalion for the day, and everyone left.”

“I’m Lieu... er... Captain Fortis, reporting for duty.” Fortis mentally kicked himself.

“Ah, yeah... you know what? I think the XO is still here. Let me buzz him.”

Fortis stopped him with the wave of a hand. “That won’t be necessary. Just point me to his office.”

“Down the hall, second door on the left. Right next to the CO—well, yours.”

“Thanks.”

Fortis went down the hall and located the XO’s office. Through the open door, he could see an officer typing furiously.

“XO?”

“Yeah.” The officer stopped typing and turned around. “What is it?” He saw Fortis’ bars and stood up. “Yes, sir.”

“I’m Captain Fortis,” Fortis said as he extended his hand, “the new CO.”

“Yes, sir, of course,” the officer, a first lieutenant, replied with a nervous chuckle. “Quentin Moore. I’m the XO. Welcome aboard.”

“Thank you.” Fortis motioned to the computer. “What’s all this?”

Moore shook his head. “Fuckin’ paperwork, sir. It never ends.”

“DINLI,” Fortis said with a sympathetic nod.

“DINLI, indeed. Anyway, sir, let me close this up, and I’ll show you around. It’s pretty empty; Colonel Fontaine let everyone go so they could take care of last-minute stuff before we deploy.”

“Is the company ready to deploy?” Fortis asked as Moore saved his work. “Are our pre-deployment checklists complete?”

“Yes, sir,” the XO replied. He stood and grabbed his cover. “Recon is deployment-ready all the time.”

Moore showed Fortis around the deserted company office complex. The CO’s office was next to the XO’s, with an adjoining office for the company orderly. The rest of the space was the usual cubicle farm of desks and computers. At the back of the office complex was a heavy steel door with a sign that read, “Tango 2/2 Armory.” Moore pointed to the open hasp.

“Looks like Sergeant Cisse is still here.” He swung open the door and went inside. “Sergeant Cisse?”

A tall sergeant with swarthy skin and piercing gray eyes appeared from behind a rack of body armor. “What’s up, XO?”

“Captain Fortis, this is Sergeant Cisse. He does everything: he’s the acting company gunny, the platoon sergeant for 1st Platoon, the company armorer, and one of our jumpmasters. Sergeant, this is Captain Fortis, the new CO.”

“Acting gunny?”

“Yes, sir. Gunny Tualoa, our old company gunny, had a run-in with the police while he was on leave, and he won’t be back. We’re waiting for a replacement.”

“Huh.” The seed of an idea took root in Fortis’ mind.

Cisse looked at Fortis like an entomologist might examine a new insect species. “You here to sell war bonds?”

Fortis laughed. “Why, is there a war that needs funded?”

Moore groaned. “What the fuck, Cisse? He’s the new CO.”

Cisse cracked a smile, and he stuck out his hand. “Welcome aboard, Captain.”

Moore shook his head. “I’m sorry, sir. Some of these guys were raised in the wild by a herd of yaks.”

“Are you wearing your skin, sir?” Cisse asked Fortis.

“Yes, I am,” Fortis replied. The ‘skin’ was a body suit Space Marines wore under their uniforms and body armor. It wicked away perspiration and gave a minimum level of protection from injury.

“Good. I can fit you for your recon armor right now if you have time.”

Fortis looked at Moore, who shrugged.

“Okay, Sergeant. Let’s do it.”

Moore pointed to the door. “Captain, if you don’t mind, I’m going to head back to my desk while you’re in here. I’ve got a lot to finish before I can get out of here.”

“Okay, XO. I’m sure Sergeant Cisse and I can manage.”

Cisse had Fortis strip down to his skin. “Recon armor fits differently than the other kinds of armor you’ve worn before,” he told the captain as he took a careful set of measurements with a laser tool. “It’s pressurized for high-altitude operations, waterproof for maritime operations down to one hundred meters, and 100 percent autoflaged. Other kinds of body armor come in different sizes, and if you wear a large smock, but you have short arms, too bad. Your recon armor will be constructed from individual components for a custom fit.”

When he was finished measuring Fortis, Cisse plugged the measuring tool into a computer, and a holographic image of Fortis appeared. “Now I just have to collect the components, fuse them together, and you’re good to go.”

“That’s pretty amazing,” Fortis said, genuinely impressed. “I spent the first three weeks of Officer Basic walking bowlegged before they got me the right size battle armor bottoms.”

“I bet you still think that was an accident, don’t you?” Cisse deadpanned.

Fortis stared at the sergeant for a second, and then they both laughed.

“Actually, I did.”

“When’s the last time you jumped, sir?”

“Parachute? Advanced Infantry School.”

“Static qual? Stand up, hook up, shuffle to the door? No freefall?”

“No freefall.”

“Can you fly?”

“What?”

“Can you fly?” Cisse stuck his thumbs in his armpits and flapped his arms. “You know. Like a bird.”

Fortis, unsure where the conversation was going, shook his head. “Hmm, no.”

“Then we need to get you current on your jump quals, or you’ll be leading from the flagship.”

“When do we jump?”

“No jump required, sir. Tomorrow afternoon, I’m taking a couple of the new guys to the wind tunnel to get checked out, so you can join us. Freefall is pretty easy. It’s all about body control. Most Marines pick it up in no time.” He smiled. “If not, you can always tandem jump.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Cisse promised to deliver Fortis’ recon armor to the CO’s office when he finished building it, and Fortis went in search of the XO. He found Moore back at his computer, banging away on his keyboard.

“What’s next, XO?”

Moore checked the time. “Lunch, I guess. I’m sorry there’s nobody here, but time off is at a premium in recon.”

“What about you? Can’t you farm some of this out to the platoon leaders?”

“Unfortunately, no. We’re a little short of officers right now, sir. In fact, you and I are it. Recon doesn’t take cherries, and we’re pretty low on the priority list for first lieutenants. Our platoon sergeants are great in the field, but not so much in front of a keyboard.”

“What are you working on that’s so important?”

“The battalion pre-deployment readiness report. It’s basically an encyclopedia about the company. It’s the same data as the company deployment checklist, but in the battalion format. Fucking paperwork drill.”

“When’s it due?”

“According to the battalion admin officer, yesterday, just like all the other stuff she jams at us.” He rubbed his face with his hands. “It’s no big deal, sir. I’ll finish up after lunch.”

“Don’t stop on my account, XO. Get it done and get the hell out of here.”

“Thank you, sir.” Moore smiled. “My wife thanks you, too.”

On his way out, Fortis saw the watch was at the desk in the lobby.

“Sorry about that earlier, sir,” the watch said. “I didn’t think anyone was here.”

Fortis wrote down his communicator code and passed it to the watch. “I’ll be on the base all night in case you need to reach me.”

* * *
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After lunch in the base chow hall, Fortis decided to put his earlier idea to the test. He walked across the base to Sergeant Ystremski’s quarters and tapped softly on the storm door. It was early afternoon, and he didn’t want to interrupt the baby’s nap schedule by knocking too loudly.

There was no response from inside, so he started down the sidewalk. The door opened, and he turned and saw Tanya Ystremski.

“Abner! What in the world are you doing prowling around my front door?” she asked with a big smile and open arms.

Fortis climbed the steps and gave her a big hug. “I was in the neighborhood and figured I’d stop in, but I didn’t want to disturb the baby.”

Tanya held him at arm’s length and studied his face. “I haven’t seen you in months. You look different. What’s changed?”

He puffed out his chest and looked down at his captain’s bars. She followed his gaze.

“You made captain!” she exclaimed. “Congratulations!”

After another hug, she led him inside.

“I’m not going to wake Abner, am I?”

Tanya scoffed. “Wake that baby? Fat chance. He could sleep through a tornado and wake up wanting to eat. Do you want to see him?”

“Of course.”

Tanya led him down the hall to the nursery. “There he is.”

Fortis looked in the crib and saw little Abner, flat on his back, sound asleep.

“He’s b—” He clapped his hand over his mouth and cringed.

“It’s okay,” Tanya said in a normal voice. “I mean it. Tornado.”

Fortis stepped forward and froze. A bloodcurdling snarl came from under the crib. Mongo, the family dog, warned Fortis in no uncertain terms that he was too close. He smiled and stepped backward.

“Good boy,” he told the dog.

“Come on, Abner. Let’s go talk in the kitchen.”

After a final long look at the sleeping baby and his vicious protector, Abner followed Tanya back down the hall. Tanya poured soft drinks, and they sat at the table.

“So, what brings Captain Fortis to my house in the middle of the day?” she asked.

“Well, they made me a captain. A fake captain, really. All the work and none of the pay. Anyway, you’re looking at the new commanding officer of Tango Company, Second of the Second. Tango 2/2, for short.”

“How exciting! You got back to the infantry. Petr will be thrilled.”

“Tango Company’s a recon company, but it’s basically the same thing.”

She rolled her eyes. “It’s all the same to me.”

Fortis fixed Tanya in a serious stare. “I have a favor to ask. A big favor.”

“Go on.”

“Tango Company needs a company gunnery sergeant.”

“And you want Petr.”

“I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”

“He just made staff sergeant you know.”

“If they can make me a fake captain, they can make him a fake gunny. He wouldn’t even be faking it.”

Tanya looked down at her hands folded in front of her, and Fortis thought she might start crying.

“I’m—I’m sorry, Tanya. I shouldn’t have asked. I’ll leave you alone.” Fortis started to stand up.

“Sit down,” she said evenly. Fortis did as he was ordered, and he saw her eyes were clear and dry.

“It’s this Maltaani thing, isn’t it? This crazy war everyone’s rushing into?”

Fortis shrugged. “I don’t have a say in all that, Tanya. The only thing I can do is follow orders and look out for the Space Marines under my command. But yes, there’s a war coming, and from what I hear, it’s going to be a big one.”

“Petr still has a year or more left on this assignment.” 

“That’s true. The problem is, the ISMC will be drawing manpower from all over the Corps to staff up deployable divisions, and they’re not going to overlook an experienced NCO like Petr. He might stay where he’s at until his tour is up, or he could get called to deploy tomorrow.”

“DINLI,” she said.

“Indeed,” Fortis replied. “But if he goes now, with me, at least we’ll be serving together again. Tanya, he’s the best damn Space Marine I know, and I’d hate for him to end up as a platoon sergeant in some other company when he’s capable of so much more.”

“Is it going to be bad?” Tanya asked, and Fortis knew exactly what she meant.

“Tango Company’s a recon company. It’s not our job to engage the enemy. In fact, if we engage the enemy, we’ve failed our primary mission. I can’t say for sure, but if the Maltaani fight like they did on Balfan-48, the regular infantry companies
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