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Gnamma (ˈnamə)

Noun

1. (Australian) A hole or indent in solid rock where water collects.

2. (Australian) A planet with naturally occurring water.
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One must not ask of a general “est-il habile?” (“Is he skillful?”), but rather “est-il heureux?” (“Is he lucky?”)

Cardinal Mazarin, Chief Minister of France, 17th century
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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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The converted crew ship Alharih waited like an ambush predator in the cold darkness on the far side of the Maduro Jump Gate. Her sensor operator was alert for the telltale shimmer that warned of a vessel passing through the gate. Captain Mansoor leaned back in his control room chair and contemplated their situation.

Tensions aboard the pirate vessel were high. The crew had become bored and frustrated since their last score nearly eighteen months ago. Despite their new-found wealth, they needed action.

“We’re filling orders like a bunch of damned grocery clerks!” one of them declared at an impromptu gathering on the mess deck the night before, and the crew roared their agreement. Mansoor was forced to accede to their demands or risk a knife to the throat while he slept. He was only the captain so long as he kept them happy. Some pirate customs remain unchanged, even in space.

Assaulting a ship traveling at jump speed was not for the faint of heart. Maneuvering a shuttle alongside the quarry required precision flying to avoid disaster. The boarding party had to force their way aboard and seize key ship control and engineering stations, a dangerous task even if the target crew hasn’t fully recovered from the jump. It was a high risk, high reward operation that satisfied even the most hardcore adrenaline junkies among the crew.

“Captain! There it is!” the sensor operator announced. Mansoor studied his display for a long second before he keyed the mic on the general intercom circuit.

“Man the shuttle. Stand by for boarding operations.”

He imagined the cheers as the crew ran for the shuttle and prepared for launch. One minute later Tench, the shuttle pilot, came onto the internal shuttle launch control circuit.

“Alharih this is Tench. The shuttle is manned and ready for launch. Two pilots plus forty boarders.”

“This is Alharih, roger. Turning onto jump course and increasing speed.”

Mansoor guided Alharih through the turn and pushed the throttles forward. It was critical that he closely parallel the course and speed of the target when it emerged from the jump gate to give the shuttle the best chance for a quick intercept. If he miscalculated the maneuver, they would end up in a tail chase and lose their prey. If the maneuvers took too long, the target crew would have time to recover and repel the attack. Of course, all of their efforts would be for naught if the target vessel collided with Alharih at jump speed. Then their problem would be one of simple survival.

“Here it comes!” the sensor operator said. A contact appeared on Mansoor’s display, and for a heart-stopping moment the projected course lines of hunter and hunted converged and the collision alarm illuminated. He made a small course adjustment and the alarm cleared. The relative motion calculator dropped to zero as Alharih settled on a parallel course and speed.

“Shuttle, Alharih. You are cleared to launch. Target bears zero nine zero at two hundred meters.”

“Roger. Opening hangar doors and extending the boom.”

While Mansoor maneuvered Alharih, Tench had bled off the atmospheric pressure in the hangar, which saved critical minutes and allowed him to open the hangar doors as soon as they were ready.

“Doors open, boom is extended.” Fifteen seconds later Tench’s voice came over the external shuttle flight circuit. “Shuttle away.”

Mansoor watched as the shuttle cursor crossed the distance between the ships and merged with the target.

“Contact.” Tench’s voice was tense as he reported touchdown. Powerful electromagnets anchored the shuttle to the other ship and an inflatable harness sealed any gaps. “Good seal.” After a lengthy pause, “Hatch is breached. Assault team away.”

For ten interminable minutes the circuit remained silent. Mansoor hated waiting to hear the results of the assault, but he knew it would do no good to pepper Tench with questions. The shuttle pilot only knew what the assault team leader told him.

“This is Tench. The target is secure. You’re not gonna believe this.”

Mansoor let out a deep breath. “What is it?”

“Nust just told me this is a Maltaani vessel.” Enus Nust was the boarding party leader and overseer of prisoners they captured and sold into slavery.

“Maltaani? Is he sure?”

Nust’s voice boomed over the circuit. “I’m sure. The bug-eyed bastards killed fourteen of my men.”

“Any prisoners?”

“Nine, but one of them is pretty bad off; took a pulse rifle bolt to the chest.”

There was a long silence before Tench spoke. “What do you want to do, Mansoor?”

Mansoor’s mind raced.

What does one do with a ship full of alien technology?

“Do you think you can fly it, Tench?”

“I don’t know. I’ll have to go up to the bridge and see what’s what.”

“Do it and report back ASAP. Nust, secure the prisoners, but don’t let your guys start stripping the ship until I give the order. I want to park this thing on ice next to the other one if we can. We just hit another mother lode, boys. A shipload of Maltaani technology should be worth a fortune.”

* * * * *
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First Lieutenant Abner Fortis, International Space Marine Corps, took a deep breath to calm his nerves as he paced backstage of the concert hall. He’d been on the road for a year giving speeches to encourage the citizenry of Terra Earth to buy war bonds and support the effort against the Maltaani, but he was always tense until he stepped into the spotlight.

Fortis stopped in front of a full-length mirror and checked his appearance for the hundredth time. What he saw pleased him.

The doctors at the Fleet hospital had abraded the facial scars from his fight with a mercenary on Eros-28 with careful precision. The scars were almost invisible, but Fortis was secretly pleased they weren’t completely gone. He looked young for his age and the scars added a hint of hard service and experience to his appearance.

His dress uniform tunic fit perfectly; broad at the shoulders and narrow at the waist. The creases in his trousers were crisp and the crimson stripes on the seams were flawless. The L’ordre de la Galanterie hung around his neck on a blue and white ribbon. The medal was conspicuous in its own right and more so because it was Fortis’ only medal. The president of the United Nations of Terra had awarded it to Fortis for his actions during his cherry drop on Pada-Pada. The medal gleamed with an internal luster and inspired both admiration and jealousy among his fellow Space Marines.

The only other adornment on his tunic was a badge with a blood red “9” pinned to his left breast. The badge signified his service with the ISMC Ninth Division, or “The Bloody Ninth” as it was known throughout the Corps. Five thousand Space Marines of Ninth Division had defeated a force of twenty-five thousand Maltaani during the Battle of Balfan-48, and Fortis was one of fewer than five hundred survivors. After the battle, the ISMC retired the divisional colors and authorized the survivors to wear the badge.

In place of the usual ceremonial officer’s sword, Fortis carried a kukri in his sword belt. The brilliant red cordage wrapped around the handle of the weapon was pristine. ISMC tradition dictated that kukri were earned in combat and the red handle served notice to all who saw it that Fortis had killed an enemy with the wicked curved blade.

His shoes were traditional leather which Fortis shined to a mirror glow every night. He abhorred the patent leather shoes which many chose to wear with their uniforms. Fortis opined that a serious shine on leathers reflected more pride in appearance than the ersatz gleam of the plasticized footwear.

His dress uniform was a far cry from the utilities and lightweight body armor Fortis preferred to wear. Even after a year on tour he hadn’t grown accustomed to the stiff formality of it. The public affairs manager assigned to Fortis called it his costume, and that was indeed how it felt when Fortis wore it.

Fortis had donned his costume and delivered his speech many times over the last year. In the beginning, he recited it word for word as it was written for him, but he slowly made changes as he became more comfortable in front of audiences until it became less speech and more conversation. The increase in war bond sales stifled any concerns with his changes.

He had agreed to the one-year assignment to give his wounds from the Battle of Balfan-48 time to heal. He’d lost his right leg below the knee and had been fitted with an osseointegrated prosthetic leg that was fused to his tibia and fibula. He controlled it with muscle commands and could wriggle his toes, roll his ankle, and everything he could do with his left leg. Today was his final performance, and he was anxious to finish it so he could rejoin the Corps.

A production assistant interrupted his reverie. “Lieutenant, you’re next.”

Fortis stepped aside as an older man supporting a sobbing woman passed him backstage. They were Gold Star parents whose daughter was killed when her hovercopter went down during a bug hunt on Shinto Bane. Their story was compelling, and Fortis’ manager decided they made the perfect penultimate presentation for Fortis’ finale. They took the crowd into a deep valley on an emotional rollercoaster which allowed Fortis to finish on a high note at dizzying, and hopefully generous, emotional heights.

“Fellow Citizens, it gives me great pleasure to introduce a true hero of the International Space Marine Corps and one of Terra Earth’s favorite sons, First Lieutenant Abner Fortis.”

Thunderous applause filled the meeting hall as Lieutenant Fortis entered from stage left and the spotlights found him. He acknowledged the reception with a wave and a smile as he crossed the stage to the lectern.

“Remember it’s a smile of gratitude and not pleasure,” his public relations manager had coached him. “And don’t squint or shield your eyes.”

Fortis carried a sheaf of notes in his left hand. After a year they were more prop than reference.

“Don’t read from your notes. Think of your presentation like a performance,” his manager told him. “The people have an image of their ideal hero. Your challenge is to fit that image.”

When he reached the lectern, Fortis spread out his notes and scanned the crowd.

“Scan without seeing,” he’d been taught. “Don’t linger. Connect with the audience with split-second eye contact only.”

After a few more seconds of applause, he smiled again and waved the people down into their seats. A brilliant blue holographic image of the ISMC logo appeared over the stage behind him. When the crowd settled, Fortis began.

“Thank you for your gracious welcome. It is my distinct honor and privilege to speak with you, my fellow citizens of Terra Earth.”

A wave of applause washed across the room which Fortis greeted with another smile and nod. He glanced at his notes then looked across the audience again.

“I had a speech prepared—” he waved his notes, “—but I don’t need a speech or a fancy holo show.” Fortis pointed to the holograph and looked somewhere off stage. “Can we turn that off, please?” The holo disappeared. “Thank you.”

With a self-conscious grin he stepped away from the lectern and began to move about the stage.

“There are some people who claim that I’m a war lover. They say that when I talk with you, I’m selling war.”

Fortis paused as a murmur trickled through the audience.

“They couldn’t be more wrong. I’m not selling war. What I’m selling is peace. The kind of peace paid for by concerned citizens like yourselves and Space Marines like me.”

Heads nodded in the crowd. Fortis pointed to the ceiling.

“We are a spacefaring people, and our hopes have always been to enjoy peaceful relations with any intelligent species we might meet. Instead—” he paused and slowly looked over the crowd, “—we encountered the Maltaani.”

Headshakes and grumbling from the crowd.

“The Maltaani are an aggressive and savage race. On Balfan-48 they attacked us without warning. They tortured and murdered the Space Marines unfortunate enough to be captured. They fight without mercy, and a Maltaani presence anywhere near Terra Earth poses a dire threat to the existence of the human race.”

The crowd sat in stony silence as his warning weighed heavily on the room. He spent a few minutes describing the hell of Balfan-48, the terror of facing off against the Maltaani horde, and the irrepressible heroism of Space Marines like Private First Class Parrello and Lance Corporal Carrasco. He choked up when he spoke of the forty-five hundred Space Marines lost during the Battle of Balfan-48. He unconsciously touched the “9” on his chest when he did. His emotions were no performance and the crowd ate it up.

He went on to describe subsequent encounters between humans and Maltaani and how Maltaani expansionism threatened Terra Earth. He talked about the sacrifices made by Fleet personnel and Space Marines in defense of Terra Earth.

“It is incumbent upon all of us to do our part to protect our home planet. Don’t let their sacrifices be in vain. The Space Marines are willing to fight and die if necessary. I’m asking you, my fellow citizens, to join us in the struggle to defend the human race. Terra Earth didn’t start this war. We humans didn’t want this war, but we will fight until final victory is ours.”

He paused before delivering his final words.

“Terra Earth may be my home, but my destiny lies among the stars!”

The crowd roared as they leaped to their feet and applauded Fortis.

After a reception organized in honor of the most generous donors, Fortis changed into his utilities and zipped his dress uniform into a garment bag for safekeeping. His flight to ISMC headquarters in Kinshasa wasn’t for another three hours, but he wanted to get started on his journey. The sooner he got to headquarters, the sooner he could get back to being a Space Marine.

After a final round of farewells with his manager and staff, Fortis caught a tram to the airport, checked in, and tried to look anonymous on a bench across from his gate. The speaking tour had brought him a fair amount of fame, and he had long since gotten used to the curious stares and doubletakes when people recognized him.

He finally boarded his flight and promptly fell asleep. Three hours later, he debarked into the familiar heat and humidity of Kinshasa.

It felt like home.

* * * * *
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It was after dark when Fortis checked into his hotel opposite the main gate to the ISMC headquarters. He had an appointment with the Junior Officer Assignments Division first thing the following morning, so he opted for a quick shower and an early bedtime.

The following morning, he grabbed a cup of coffee in the lobby and made the short walk to the ISMC Personnel building. He was twenty minutes early, but this was one appointment he didn’t want to be late for.

“Lieutenant Fortis?” A balding major with a fleshy face and a too-tight uniform beckoned to him. “Follow me, please.”

The major led him to a stuffy office. “Have a seat. I’ll be right with you.”

Fortis glanced around the room while the major, whose name was Innskeep according to the nameplate on his desk, scanned a thick file in front of him. Finally, the major closed the folder and squinted at Fortis.

“What exactly are you requesting, Lieutenant?”

“Assignment to an infantry company, either as a platoon leader or company XO. I’ve done both and I think—”

“Infantry is out of the question. You’re not physically fit.”

“Major, all I need is a physical fitness evaluation.”

“It says here that your previous requests for a PFE have been denied.”

“Yes, sir, they have. I believe those denials were made in error. My leg is one hundred percent, and I can exceed all the minimum standards required for duty in the infantry.”

Major Innskeep rocked back in his chair and laced chubby fingers over his belly. “You want me to go against the medical advice of these doctors?”

“Not go against it, sir, put it to the test. None of those doctors have examined me in person. Schedule me for an evaluation and let me demonstrate what I can do.”

“I’m sorry, Lieutenant. We’re not in the business of testing the medical advice of Fleet doctors. Based on everything I see in your file, you’re not fit for the infantry. Do you want to request a transfer to another branch?”

“Is there another branch that doesn’t require physical fitness? Logistics? Personnel?” Fortis’ eyes flicked to Innskeep’s expansive waistline. The major’s face reddened as he sat forward.

“Lieutenant, you would do well to remember that I hold your professional fate in my hands. I understand your frustration at being unable to serve in the infantry; I myself have experienced the frustration. That doesn’t change the situation—I cannot approve an assignment to the infantry until the doctors clear you, and the doctors won’t clear you without a satisfactory PFE.”

“I don’t have a satisfactory PFE because they won’t schedule me for one, sir. That’s the problem.”

Major Innskeep spread his hands on his desk. “Scheduling PFE’s is not my responsibility. I make assignments based on current qualifications. Right now, you’re not qualified for infantry. When you get to your new assignment, your chain of command can assist you with this matter. My hands are tied.”

There was a rap on the door and a pretty secretary poked her head in and waved an envelope. “Pardon the interruption, sir, but a courier just dropped this off for you. I think it has some relevance to Lieutenant Fortis’ assignment.”

The secretary closed the door behind her, and Major Innskeep tore open the envelope. His eyebrows went up as he read the enclosed letter.

“Do you know a Colonel Anders?”

“Yes, sir. I know Colonel Anders.”

Innskeep handed the letter to Fortis. “It seems he wants you assigned to him. The Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Branch. ISR, for short.”

Fortis read the letter.

From: Colonel Anders, Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) Branch Head

To: Major Innskeep, Junior Officer Assignments Division

Subj: 1ST LT ABNER FORTIS

1. It’s come to my attention that 1st Lt. Abner Fortis has completed his special assignment and is available for orders. If possible, I would like to interview 1st Lt. Fortis for an opening in the ISR Branch.

2. Please instruct 1st Lt. Fortis to report to the ISMC intelligence headquarters building at 0800 hours tomorrow morning.

N. Anders

Colonel, ISMC

“You must be someone special to have a colonel requesting you by name.” Innskeep held his hand out for the letter and tucked it into Fortis’ file. “You have your orders, Lieutenant. Report to the intelligence headquarters building at 0800 tomorrow.”

“Thank you, sir.” Fortis stood and turned to leave.

“Oh, Lieutenant, one more thing.” Fortis looked back and saw Innskeep had a derisive smile on his face. “If it doesn’t work out with ISR, come see me. I might have something you’re physically qualified for here in Personnel.”

Fortis breathed a sigh of relief when he was back out on the sidewalk. Something about the headquarters building felt oppressive, and dealing with Major Innskeep left him uneasy. With the rest of the day to kill, he decided to tour the base on foot.

ISMC facilities were typically more utilitarian than Fleet facilities. There were no neatly mowed lawns or manicured flower gardens. Every square centimeter of open space was dedicated to supporting the ISMC mission, whether it was training, athletics, or research and development of new weapons and equipment. The far end of the base was dedicated to training new Space Marines, and that was where Fortis gravitated to.

He smiled as he read aloud the words carved into the stone archway that led to the training grounds: “It Takes Heat And Pressure To Make Diamonds.” Fortis had experienced his share of heat and pressure during his time at ISMC Officer Basic School and the Advanced Infantry Officer course. The pace of training was aptly compared to drinking from a firehose, and Fortis’ experience had been doubly difficult because he hadn’t had the benefit of four years at the Fleet Academy to prepare.

Platoons of trainees jogged past, bellowing familiar cadences that were both humorous and mildly obscene. The chants helped keep the trainees in step, regulated their breathing, and fostered teamwork.

A ragged formation approached, and Fortis stopped to watch them. They were covered in dried mud and twigs that flaked off with every step. Each trainee wore a heavy pack and carried a pulse rifle at port arms. Their hoarse responses to the drill instructor’s voice told Fortis they’d been having what the Corps described in typical understated fashion as “a bad day.”

The formation drew abreast of Fortis, and the drill instructor ordered the platoon to halt. There was something familiar about the voice, but Fortis couldn’t see him clearly through the formation.

“Right face!” ordered the drill instructor, and the trainees pivoted away from Fortis. The drill instructor walked around the formation and broke into a wide grin, which Fortis returned.

Gunny Ystremski!

Ystremski threw up his best parade ground salute which Fortis returned, and then the pair exchanged a warm handshake.

“What the hell brings you back here, sir? Need some refresher training? Fall in at the back.”

“No, thank you. It’s time for orders. The clock ran out on the traveling dog-and-pony show. How are things here?”

“Good. Real good.” One of the trainees shifted his feet and, somehow, Ystremski saw it even with his back turned. “Hey, pusbag! Lock it up!”

Fortis chuckled. “It looks like they’re having a bad day.”

“Every day is a bad day for these clowns. Hey, LT, do me a favor, would you? Say a little something to give them a boost. It’s not often they meet a bona fide war hero.”

Before Fortis could refuse, Ystremski addressed the platoon.

“Platoon, about face!” The platoon executed the command and faced Fortis and Ystremski. “At ease.”

Fortis could almost hear sore muscles unwind as the platoon visibly relaxed.

“Listen up, ladies. This is Lieutenant Abner Fortis. Maybe you’ve heard of him; he led Ninth Division to victory against the Maltaani on Balfan-48.”

Fortis saw surprise register on some of the faces in the formation.

“He saw you were having a bad day and asked me if he could say a few words to you. I told him you weren’t worth the effort, but he insisted. Lieutenant?”

For a long second, Fortis drew a blank. The trainees stared at him as if they expected some great words of wisdom. Instead, they got a tongue-tied lieutenant.

“Okay, uh, I’m Lieutenant Fortis. If I led Ninth Division to victory, it was due to men like Sergeant Ystremski. Anyway, I know how you feel right now. Your backs ache, your legs are jelly, and your feet are throbbing. Those packs weigh a ton and you don’t think you can run another meter.” Wry smiles and nods broke out among the trainees. “I’m here to tell you that you can. You’ll dig deep and find the strength to take another step and complete that next evolution, and then the next, and then the next. You’ll withstand all the heat and pressure the drill instructors bring to bear, and you’ll come out the other end as Space Marines. Remember, you don’t have to like it, you just have to do it. DINLI!”

“DINLI!” the platoon roared back.

“Thanks, LT. I hope that keeps them going for the rest of the day.”

“Happy to help.”

“I gotta run, I have to get them cleaned up for chow. Why don’t you come over for supper tonight?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I have an early meeting with Anders tomorrow.”

“C’mon, LT. My wife would love to meet you, and she’s a dynamite cook.”

“Your wife? You’re married?”

Ystremski laughed. “Look me up in the base directory. 1900 sharp.” He turned to the trainees. “Atten-hut! Right face! Forward at a double time, march!” He saluted Fortis. “See you at 1900.”

Fortis stared, open-mouthed, and the platoon jogged away.

Ystremski is married?

* * * * *
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Fortis checked his reflection in the storm door of Number 534. Satisfied with what he saw, he pressed the doorbell.

Chaos erupted inside. A dog barked, children squealed, and footsteps thundered to the door. The door flew open, and three children confronted Fortis: twin girls of about five years old in matching pajamas and a male toddler in a diaper and T-shirt. A large mutt pushed its way through the kids and growled at Fortis.

“Don’t open the door!” a woman shouted from somewhere in the back of the house. The girls giggled, and the toddler threw his arms up and ran toward their visitor. On instinct, Fortis reached down, and the dog snarled. He straightened and froze as the toddler threw his arms around one of the lieutenant’s legs.

“Whoo! Whoo!” the child hooted.

“Petr, answer the door!” the woman shouted again, and Sergeant Ystremski appeared around the corner with a big smile on his face.

“Okay, all you monsters, let the poor man in,” he told the kids.

The girls turned and disappeared inside, but the toddler maintained his grip on Fortis’ leg while the dog growled and bared its teeth.

“Mongo, heel!”

The dog stopped growling and lowered its head, but its eyes never left Fortis.

Ystremski pushed the dog aside and pried the toddler loose.

“Some reception, Sergeant,” Fortis said with a smile. “I haven’t felt this welcome anywhere since we landed on Balfan-48.”

Ystremski laughed. “Come on in; make yourself at home.” He hefted the wriggling child under one arm. “This is Bull. Short for Bulldozer, or Cannibal. He’s a hugger, as you might have noticed. The hound here is Mongo. Don’t take the growling personal; he hates everyone.” He stuck out his hand and the two men shook. “And stow that sergeant stuff. My house, my rules. When we’re here my name is Petr.”

“Abner.”

Petr led the way down the hall into the kitchen, where an attractive woman in an apron stirred a steaming pot. Abner’s mouth watered as the aromas hit his nose, and he couldn’t help taking a deep breath.

“That smells fantastic!”

The woman smiled and wiped her hands on her apron.

“Something I whipped up for an honored guest.” She surprised Abner with a kiss on the cheek and a warm hug. “I’m Tanya. My husband Petr is that rude man over there.”

Petr had the toddler over his shoulder, and the child screamed with laughter as his father bounced him around.

“Hey, I got my hands full of monster!” He tipped his head toward Tanya and winked at Abner. “Now you know where he gets the hugging.”

The twin girls were seated at a small table, and Petr gestured toward them. “Those are the twins, Milly and Dilly.”

“Daddy!” they shrieked in unison.

“Whacky and Jacky?”

“No!”

“Let me see.” Petr stoked his chin in an exaggerated thoughtful gesture. “Abby and Gabby?”

“Yes!” The girls broke into peals of laughter.

“Don’t ask me to tell them apart,” he told Abner.

Tanya took possession of Bull and waved to Abby and Gabby. “Come on, you three. Now that your father has you all wound up, it’s time for bed.”

“Good night!” the girls said in chorus. Bull made more hooting sounds and reached out for Abner, but Tanya held him tight.

“Good night,” Abner replied.

The noise diminished as the trio went upstairs with their mother.

“I never pictured you with a wife, much less three kids,” Abner said with a chuckle.

“Five kids. My oldest is upstairs studying for his Fleet Academy entrance exam and my second oldest is out on a date with her useless fuck of a boyfriend. The bun in the oven will make six.”

“Wow.” Abner held up the bag he was carrying. “I didn’t know what to bring, so I brought wine. Red and white.”

“Ah, perfect.” Petr took the bag and set it on the counter. “Tanya’s the one who knows which wine to drink with what food, so I’ll leave it to her. Care for something stronger to whet your appetite?”

Tanya reappeared. “I got them into bed but they’re demanding a story from the king storyteller. Your turn.”

“I’m entertaining,” Petr protested.

“Entertaining, my ass. You were about to break out that awful rotgut and start telling war stories before supper,” Tanya scolded with playful seriousness. She gestured upstairs with a thumb. “March up there and do your duty, soldier.”

Petr went down the hall toward the stairs while he protested over his shoulder, “I’m not a soldier, I’m a Space Marine!”

Abner and Tanya traded smiles.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” Abner asked.

Tanya pulled out a corkscrew and slid it across the counter. “Open the red and pour us a glass. I’ve got the rest under control.”

Abner reached for the corkscrew, and Mongo growled.

“Mongo! Go lay down. Go on, get.”

Mongo retreated from the kitchen, but he sat in the hall where he could watch Abner.

“That damn dog,” Tanya smiled. “Petr insists we need a dog to protect the house.”

“He’s doing a good job.”

“How about you uncork that wine?”

Abner did as asked while Tanya danced and whirled around the kitchen. She had several dishes in progress, and she juggled them all with practiced ease. One by one, Tanya plated the steaming food.

“Braised lamb, couscous, minted potatoes, wilted spinach, and a salad of bitter greens,” she told Abner as he stared in amazement.

“Something you whipped up,” he said, and she chuckled.

“Honored guest.”

Petr returned to the kitchen, and the trio sat down to enjoy their meal. Abner couldn’t remember his last home cooked meal, and it took a conscious effort to eat slowly.

“Tanya, this is really amazing,” he said during a break for air. “I don’t think I’ve ever eaten such delicious food.”

“Better than pig squares?” Petr quipped, and Tanya gave him a playful slap.

Abner and Tanya drank wine while Petr opted for something stronger out of an anonymous decanter.

“It’s not DINLI but it’ll do in a pinch,” he told Abner, and the younger man realized Petr was beginning to get drunk.

Tanya insisted on no shop talk at the table, so the two men tried to make small talk over their meal. There were uncomfortable silences whenever the conversation drifted to the Space Marines, and she shot a disapproving glance. Finally, they were finished.

Abner forced himself to refuse seconds, but he agreed to take some leftovers back to the hotel. He groaned with pleasure when Tanya served strawberry cheesecake and coffee for dessert. When he was finished, he pushed his plate away, totally sated.

“That was incredible. Thank you so much.”

Petr stood and began to clear the table. Abner tried to help, but Petr waved him away.

“She cooks, and I do the dishes,” he announced in an overloud voice. “No guest of mine works in my house.”

Tanya pointed to the back door. “Come on, Abner. Let’s take our coffee outside on the patio and leave Petr to it.”

“Yeah, leave the kitchen slave to his duty,” Petr slurred.

Fortis followed Tanya outside, and they sat in plush patio chairs. For a long moment, neither one spoke.

“He loves you, you know,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice.

Abner nodded. “I love him, too. I owe him my life.”

She made a sound in her throat, like a stifled sob. “Don’t take him away from me. Not yet.”

“What?”

“Please. Don’t take him away.”

“I’m not taking anybody anywhere. I don’t have the power to do that.”

“Abner, I’ve been a Space Marine wife for a lot of years, and I’ve only heard Petr talk about one other man the way he talks about you. That was Gunny Hawkins.”

Her words stunned Abner, and he struggled for a reply.

“Hawkins stood by Petr after he was busted down to private. Everyone else turned their backs on him, but not Hawkins. Hawkins is the one who convinced Petr to stay in the Corps. I hated him for it, but civilian life would have driven Petr mad.”

“I had no idea.”

She nodded. “I’ve finally got him a little domesticated again, and now you appear.”

Abner started to rise. “I’m sorry, Tanya. If I’m disrupting your family life, I’ll go.”

“Sit down,” she said a little too sharply. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean it like that. I’m just scared of losing him again.”

“Why? From what he told me, he’s got at least two more years before he rotates to a deployable unit, and that’s no guarantee that he’ll go anywhere.”

“I look at you, and I know you’re headed downrange. Petr will follow you; all you have to do is ask.”

Abner thought for a second. “Then I won’t ask.”

Petr picked that moment to join them on the patio.

“What are you two whispering about?” he asked with a half-drunk smile.

“Young Abner was trying to whisk me away to a distant planet,” Tanya lied smoothly.

“Ah, betrayed!” Petr cried. He feigned a punch at Abner and sloshed his drink all over his pants. “Shit.”

Tanya rolled her eyes and winked at Abner. “I’m going to take that as my cue to leave you two warhorses alone.” She kissed Petr on the forehead. “Don’t stay up too late, dear. The trainees start their day early.” She gave Abner a knowing look. “Abner, it was nice to meet you. Good night.”

When she was gone, Abner and Petr stared into the darkness and sipped their drinks in silence for several minutes. Finally, Petr spoke.

“How’s your leg?”

“Good. Better than new, even. How’s your ass?”

Petr snorted. “Never better.” He raised his drink. “Here’s to your leg and my ass.”

Both men had been wounded during the Battle of Balfan-48. When Abner lost the lower half of his right leg to an enemy round, it was Petr’s quick action that saved his life. Petr suffered serious burns across his back and buttocks after he threw himself over the wounded officer to protect him from a thermobaric drone strike.

“What’s next for you?” Petr asked. “Your bond tour is over, right?”

“I gave my last speech yesterday.”

“‘Terra Earth may be my home, but my destiny is in the stars,” quoted Petr in a comical voice.

“Shut up, dickhead. I didn’t write it, I just had to recite it.”

“DINLI.”

“Yeah. DINLI.”

“Seriously. Where are they sending you?”

“I haven’t received orders yet. The doctors don’t want to send me back to the infantry because of my leg. It needs more time, they say, but they haven’t seen me running or lifting weights.”

“You finished strength enhancements, right?”

“Level ten. Haven’t been able to do the speed enhancements yet.”

“You think they’ll send you to mechs?”

“I really don’t know. Honest.” Fortis wanted to tell him about his encounter with Major Innskeep, but he didn’t know where to start. “I’m supposed to meet with Colonel Anders in the ISR Branch tomorrow.”

“Intel? Shit. Watch your back with those bastards.”

“I don’t know what the meeting is about. I haven’t accepted orders anywhere yet.”

“Well, whenever you find out, give ol’ Sergeant Ystremski a call, would you? Pushing boots really sucks.”

“Yeah, coming home to a beautiful family every night is terrible,” Abner teased him.

“Man, don’t start that shit.” Petr threw back the last of his drink and set his glass down on the table with a bang. “The best part of my day is walking in that door and having the entire family go nuts. Even Tanya. Especially Tanya.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

Petr sighed. “It’s the trainees. We’re supposed to push them, to stress them and train them, and they fold. They’re weak in mind and body, and they want to be officers?”

“That’s why the Corps has guys like you, to train them up.”

“I can’t train quitters. How many quit when you came through?”

Abner thought for a second. “Two drops on request and two medicals. One of them rolled back and the other was disqualified.”

“We’ve had forty drops from a company of a hundred already, and we’re only halfway to graduation.”

“Damn. DINLI.”

“You want to know the worst part about it? The squirrels in Manpower are blaming the training cadre for the attrition rate. Apparently, we’re too rough on the poor little lambs.”

“Don’t they understand?”

“Shit. The only thing those bean counters understand is bodies in billets. They’ve got us writing a report every time there’s a drop. How the hell am I supposed to know why a candidate let the voice of defeat win the argument inside their head and talk them into quitting? I swear to God, some of these kids signed up thinking the ISMC was an extreme outdoor experience, a big team-building exercise.”

Abner chuckled. “It is, kind of.”

The two men sat in silence and stared at the night sky above. Finally, Petr wobbled to his feet.

“I gotta go to bed. Reveille’s in a couple hours.”

They shook hands at the front door.

“Petr, thank you for the invitation and a fantastic supper.”

“The door is always open, Abner. And don’t forget, when you find out where you’re going, keep me in mind.”

* * * * *
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Fortis woke early the following morning. After a brief set of calisthenics to get his heart started, he took a quick shower and slipped into his ISMC fatigues. He was glad for the comfortable anonymity they provided him after the attention his full dress uniform garnered. No medals or ribbons, just plain olive drab with his name tape and badge of rank.

He left the hotel and crossed the street to the base gate. After a routine ID check, he got directions to the intelligence headquarters building. It was two kilometers away, but Fortis had plenty of time and it felt good to stretch his legs. He traded salutes with other Space Marines as he walked, and it pleased him that there were no stares or doubletakes.

The ISMC intelligence headquarters was a squat, three-story building with plain lines and a forest of antennae and satellite dishes on the roof. A three-meter chain link fence with razor wire on top surrounded the building, and prominent signs warned of electronic surveillance, armed guards, and attack dogs. Fortis was fifteen minutes early, so he decided to walk around the building instead of waiting inside. He smiled as he read the stern warning signs; a squad of Space Marines could easily overwhelm the security measures and storm the building.

With four minutes to spare, he presented his ID to the guard at the gate and was waved to the front door. Inside, six sentries stood ready at a security checkpoint and watched as he showed his ID to the guard at the front desk.

“Who are you here to see?” the guard asked.

“Colonel Anders. He’s expecting me.”

The guard pointed to a security portal that led into the building. “Please proceed through to the scanner.”

The guard at the security portal gestured to a retinal scanner. “Place your chin on the bar, focus on the crosshairs, and don’t blink.”

A blue beam scanned Fortis’ eye. A second later the machine beeped, and a green light flashed.

“You’re good to go, sir.”

As Fortis passed through the portal an alarm sounded. The sentries raised their weapons to the low ready position. The lieutenant froze and slowly raised his hands.

“You have a weapon or any other large metal object?” the guard asked.

“No, I’m unarmed. I don’t—” My leg. “I think your machine detected my osseointegrated leg.”

The guard stared at him, uncomprehending.

“I have an artificial leg.”

“Please remove your prosthesis for inspection.”

Fortis chuckled. “I can’t do that. It’s fused to my tibia and fibula.”

The guard gave him a puzzled look.

“Ask your men to lower their weapons and let me sit down, I’ll show you.”

“Lieutenant Fortis. Fortis, over here!” Colonel Anders waved from an open elevator door. “Gentlemen, please. The lieutenant is with me, let him pass.”

After a long look, the guard nodded, and the sentries relaxed. A trickle of sweat ran down Fortis’ spine as he lowered his hands.

“He needs a badge, sir,” the guard announced. “Just a second.”

Fortis wrote down his name, rank, and serial number in the visitor logbook and signed a disclaimer stating he would never talk to anyone about anything he learned while within intelligence headquarters. The guard passed him a bright orange clip-on badge with a “V” printed on it.

“Enjoy your visit, sir.”

Anders ushered Fortis into the elevator with an apologetic smile.

“Sorry about that. Sometimes we take ourselves too seriously.” He pulled a key out of his pocket, inserted it into the elevator control panel, and pressed his thumb to a sensor pad next to the keyhole. After a brief second, the elevator began to descend. Fortis watched all this in silence. Somehow, he knew this wasn’t the time or place to ask questions, so he simply nodded.

Anders chuckled as the elevator doors slid open. “Welcome to the Puzzle Palace.”

Fortis followed Anders into a large room full of cubicles bordered along three walls by glassed-in offices. It looked exactly like the office complex of the biodome engineering firm where Fortis had nearly been imprisoned after university before he escaped to the Space Marines. He shuddered.

Anders paused at an office marked, “Intelligence Surveillance Reconnaissance (ISR) Branch Head,” entered a series of numbers on a keypad next to the door and held the door open for Fortis.

“Come on in, have a seat. Can I get you a drink?”

“No, thank you, sir.”

Fortis sat in
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