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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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Octavia Gutiérrez-Ramirez—Ogre, to her friends—entered Fortuna’s control station to the blare of sirens and flash of emergency lights. 

“What’s up, Shade?”

Shade, full-time mechanic and part-time control station watch stander, looked up from his console and shook his head. “I don’t get it, Captain. We’re in hover. There’s nothing on the scope, but the collision alarm went off. I can’t get it to reset.”

“Huh.” Ogre checked her screen. The readings showed they were three kilometers clear of the gap in the asteroid field they’d been hovering next to for the last two weeks. “What about Elvis?”

“Elvis” was the nickname for the artificial intelligence Ogre used as her assistant to pilot Fortuna. She didn’t like turning control of the ship over to something she didn’t fully understand, but having Elvis meant she could sleep at night, and there was one less crewmember to share the profits with.

“I put him to sleep when I took the watch,” Shade said. “He talks too damn much.”

Ogre flipped her display from sensor input to the exterior cameras, and her eyebrows shot up in shock at what she saw.

The unmistakable shimmer of an impending warp jump surrounded Fortuna.

“What the fuck?” Shade blurted. “We’re not jumping, are we?”

“No. There’s no gate here. It’s got to be an anomaly or weird harmonic.” Ogre paged through her command screens but saw nothing unusual. “This is bizarre. We’re ninety-seven Terra hours from the nearest jump gate.” She stared at her console for another second before she made her decision.

“We need to move,” she said. “We’ll use the thrusters to reposition clear of the shimmer.”

“You think that shimmer is legit?”

Ogre shrugged. “I don’t know what it is, but I don’t want to find out the hard way. Call DeeDee and tell him what we’re doing.”

DeeDee was Demonte Durant, foreman of the wildcat miners working in the nearby asteroid field. Ogre didn’t have to inform him when she repositioned Fortuna, but it was a courtesy she extended to keep relations cordial. She had been on ships where the drilling support ship crew and miners were in constant conflict, which only added to the misery of extended prospecting missions in deep space.

While Shade hailed DeeDee, Ogre turned on the all-sensor collection system before she plotted a new position for the ship. They only had to move two kilometers to be clear of the shimmer, but she doubled that distance, just to be sure. Maneuvering near an asteroid field was a chancy proposition, and the collection system would help cover her ass if anything went wrong during the move. She had chosen her hover position because of the gap in the asteroid belt, which should have meant they didn’t need to maneuver for at least two weeks.

Until the warp showed up.

“DeeDee told us to have a nice trip,” Shade said.

“Here we go.” 

The thrusters moved the ship while Ogre watched to ensure they were clear of the shimmer.

“Fucking space, man,” Shade said as Fortuna glided into position. “Just when I think I’ve got it figured out, some shit like this happens.”

Ogre laughed. “Nothing surprises me out here anymore. I’ve been—whoa!”

A ship popped out of the shimmer. The vessel was a strange shape, unlike anything Ogre had ever seen before. Three propulsion pods hung in a vertical stack below the main fuselage, and stubby wings protruded on both sides. What made the craft remarkable wasn’t the unusual propulsion arrangement or boxy body; it was the size. It was the biggest spaceship Ogre had ever seen during her years in space. It was larger than the biggest Fleet flagships.

“That’s a big bastard,” said Shade. “Where did it come from?”

Before Ogre could answer, another ship emerged through the shimmer and then a third. Two more followed. Ogre and Shaft sat in stunned silence while the five ships maneuvered into a tight formation and then accelerated out of sensor range.

“Where do you think they’re going?” Shade asked.

Ogre turned off the data collection system and entered a series of commands to archive and compress the information for transmission.

“I don’t know, but I’m sending this to the fleet in orbit around Maltaan. I’ll let them figure it out.”

* * *
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As she orbited around Maltaan aboard the Fleet flagship Giant, Commodore Eloise Allard pursed her lips and stroked her chin, a sure sign of her indecision. Five unidentified contacts had just appeared on the strategic display in the Flag Operations Center, or FOC, and there was a great deal of speculation about their identity. 

One of the watch standers suggested the contacts were Fleet ships arriving from Terra Earth, but they were approaching from the wrong direction. Fleet Scheduling didn’t expect any ships to arrive in orbit around Maltaan for at least another week. Another said they were mining vessels traveling together, but they flew in a precise formation unlike any civilian craft Allard had ever seen.

“Wasn’t there a report about some unidentified ships in the last few days?” she asked Commander Deland, her staff operations officer seated at the console next to her.

“Yes ma’am, there was. An asteroid mining outfit way out in the middle of nowhere reported that some ships jumped through an unmapped warp two days ago. Those guys are always reporting star maidens, sun gods, and all manner of other craziness. We acknowledged receipt, but I didn’t give the report much credence.”

“Hmm. Perhaps, this time, we should have.” Commodore Allard pointed to one of the screens mounted on the forward bulkhead of the FOC. “Display the report up there, Commander.”

While Deland fumbled to find the miner’s report, Allard slipped on her headset and keyed her mic. “Staff Watch Officer, which destroyer is the duty ship?”

“Comte de Grasse, ma’am.”

“Send her out to intercept and investigate. Tell her to make best speed. I don’t want any aggressive maneuvers, but she should be prepared for anything. Instruct her to broadcast hails on all channels.”

By then, Deland had the report and video cued up on the screen. “Commodore, this report is from the mining support vessel Fortuna. They detected what they thought was a warp gate shimmer near an asteroid belt they were prospecting.”

“That looks like warp gate shimmer to me,” Allard said.

The view shifted as Fortuna moved clear of the shimmer. A few seconds later, five indistinct blobs popped out of the shimmer, one at a time. Several seconds later, they disappeared.

“The video was captured by Fortuna’s docking cameras,” Deland explained. “The resolution on them at this range is poor, and she’s not equipped with long-range visual sensors.”

“Pity. They looked rather large.”

“The master reported they were the largest spacecraft she’s ever seen. Larger than Fleet flagships, even.”

“You dismissed this report, even with the video evidence?”

“What video evidence, Commodore? That shimmer could have been atmospheric reflection, a hydrogen cloud, or a hundred other things. Same with those blobs. The resolution makes it impossible to tell.”

“Watch Officer, how long before they are in range of our rail guns?”

“At their current speed, four hours, Commodore,” the watch officer said.

“And how long until Comte de Grasse intercepts?”

“Comte de Grasse will be within weapons range in one hour and twenty-six minutes and visual sensor range in two hours and ten minutes.”

“Very well. Set Alert Condition Bravo throughout the fleet. Send potential threat warnings to the Maltaani ships in company and MAC-M, too.”

“Is all of this necessary, ma’am?” Deland asked.

The FOC watch lurched into action. They had done nothing but vessel control during the past twelve months on Military Assistance Command—Maltaan (MAC-M) support and there was confusion over how to execute Allard’s orders. Battle watch consoles that hadn’t been manned in over a year had to be powered up, and two of them failed to boot. Watch manning had been reduced to the bare minimum required to manage the ships arriving and departing the space around Maltaan, and bewildered personnel filtered in to take their assigned watch stations. Calls for confirmation of the alert condition came over the net, evidence of similar confusion across the fleet.

Allard gestured at the commotion. “What do you think, Commander? Is it necessary?”

Deland, whose responsibilities included the FOC, frowned but didn’t respond.

“I have assumed Battle Watch Captain,” Major Sussman, one of Deland’s assistants, announced. “All stations manned and ready. Threat warnings have been acknowledged by the Maltaani flagship and MAC-M.”

“What of the fleet?” Deland asked, seemingly anxious to deflect some of the commodore’s criticism toward the other ships.

“I’ve received readiness reports from all but Sao Paolo, sir.”

“Tell her to hurry up,” Deland said.

“Didn’t she just have a generator fire?” Allard asked.

“Yes ma’am,” Sussman said. “Her operations center is inoperative until they complete repairs. She gave an estimated time for repairs of eight hours.”

Allard saw another frown from Deland, along with some reddening of his ears.

Good. Perhaps he’ll remember that I shouldn’t have to tell him these things.

The tension grew as the minutes ticked away. The BWC posted a countdown timer on one of the screens displaying time to Comte de Grasse’s weapons range, visual sensor range, and Giant’s rail gun range. 

Commodore Allard went to the back of the room to pace and watch the clock.

* * *
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“Commodore?”

Allard snapped out of her rumination and looked up. “Go ahead.”

“Ma’am, the Maltaani fleet is leaving.”

“What?”

The BWC pointed to the strategic display. The symbols for the Maltaani fleet had left their assigned orbit sectors and were headed away from the planet.

“Where the hell are they going?”

“They didn’t say, ma’am. They transmitted a one-word response to our threat warning. ‘Badaax.’ Then they turned and left.”

“What does ‘badaax’ mean?”

“None of our interpreters recognized the word, and when we ran it through our software, it came up as ‘harvest.’”

“Are you certain their transmission was a response to our warning?” Deland asked.

“Not certain, no, but they won’t respond to our request for clarification.”

Deland joined Allard in the back of the FOC. “It might mean nothing,” he said in a low voice.

“That’s true, but it would be quite a coincidence. The Maltaani fleet hasn’t sent more than two messages to us in the last month, and they choose this moment to send us an unrecognizable word and depart their assigned orbit? Maybe they know something we don’t.”

“I’ll have the transmission sent down to MAC-M and see if their interpreters can figure it out. It might have been garbled.”

Allard nodded. “Very well.” She called to the BWC. “What has Comte de Grasse reported?”

“Nothing yet, ma’am. They’re not receiving any emissions from the unknowns. She is forty-minutes from rail gun range and an hour and thirty-two minutes from visual sensor range.”

“Thank you.”

Commodore Allard returned to pacing, pausing to cast an occasional glance at the countdown timer.

* * *
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Commander Jules Desprès, commanding officer of Comte de Grasse, stared at his tactical display and willed time to speed up. His console displayed the maximum weapons range as a ring around the ship, and it crept toward the five unknown contacts with maddening slowness. He didn’t anticipate an engagement, but the tension increased with every passing second, and the potential for a misstep increased with it.

“Weapons Control, verify weapon and safety status,” he said over the intercom.

“This is Weapons. All weapons are in Alert Condition Bravo and safeties are engaged.”

“Very well.”

“Captain, that’s the fourth time you issued that order in the last ten minutes,” the executive officer said over the private command channel.

“I know!” Desprès hissed.

“I didn’t mean to offend you, sir, but you’re making the watch nervous.”

Desprès looked up from his screen, and several watch standers who had been watching him ducked and turned their heads back to their consoles.

“I have the weapons status pulled up on my screen,” the XO said. “I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

Desprès took a deep breath, and a trickle of sweat running down one of his armpits surprised him. “Thank you, XO.”

Without warning, his screen went blank. The entire space went dark, and a second later, battery-powered emergency lighting flickered on.

“What happened?” Desprès demanded over the intercom, but his headset was dead. The operations center erupted into chaos as watch standers stood and added their voices to the confusion.

“Silence!” the XO shouted. “Watch Officer, report!”

“We’ve lost power to the operations center,” the watch officer reported. “I sent a runner to the engineering control center because we have no communications.”

“Then what do we have?” Desprès demanded.

The XO looked around at the frightened faces of the watch standers standing among the dark consoles. “We have nothing, Captain.”

The air in the space began to grow stuffy because the ventilation had shut down, and a trickle of sweat down Desprès’s back joined the ones in his armpit.

“Evacuate the space,” the captain ordered in a calm voice.

Comte de Grasse lurched and shook as if someone had thrown the engines into reverse thrust. The atmosphere in the operations room went from stuffy to unbearably hot.

“Get out!”

Watch personnel scrambled over consoles and pushed past each other in the rush for the door. The bulkheads glowed red, and the soles of Desprès’s boots stuck to the superheated deck. The XO stumbled and fell, and Desprès watched in horror as he burst into flames and the skin melted from his face.

Desprès took one final breath of scorching air before he too went down. He was dead before his body hit the superheated deck and began to sizzle.

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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Gunnery Sergeant Petr Ystremski walked out of the Fleet hospital into the bright African sunshine and smiled. Even the oppressive humidity and funk of the swampy ISMC training grounds couldn’t suppress his ebullience, and he practically bounded down the steps to the sidewalk.

Twelve months earlier, Ystremski had been more dead than alive when he returned to Terra Earth from a combat tour on Maltaan. The gunny had suffered a massive overdose of radiation from a nuke explosion during the initial invasion. After he had recovered from that and returned to the fight, the leader of the Maltaani insurgency had thrust a sword through his guts before Ystremski killed him with his kukri. 

The severe damage caused by the sword had been exacerbated by the onset of a persistent fungal infection common to wounds suffered by humans on Maltaan. Known as the “Maltaani mushrooms,” the infection was fatal if left untreated.

The nanobots injected into Ystremski’s bloodstream to combat the effects of his radiation poisoning had held off the fungal infection long enough for Fleet doctors to find the right combination of antibiotics and other drugs to defeat it. It had been a long and painful process, but at long last, the doctors had determined that Ystremski was ready to return to full duty. 

“Gunnery Sergeant Ystremski?”

A first lieutenant approached, and Ystremski saluted. “Yes sir. Do I know you?”

The lieutenant gestured to a nearby van with heavy tint in the windows. “We’ve never met, Gunny, but you know the general.”

The van door slid open. “Come on, Gunny,” a familiar voice called from the dim interior.

As Ystremski approached, he recognized General Nils Anders.

“Hello, General,” Ystremski said as he slid into the vehicle, and the lieutenant closed the door behind him. “This can’t be good.”

Anders laughed, and they shook hands. “Good to see you too, Gunny.” He leaned forward as the lieutenant climbed in behind the wheel. “William, take us over to the proving grounds.”

When the van was in motion, Anders looked back at Ystremski. “How have you been, Gunny?”

“The doctors just released me to full duty, so things are looking up, sir. Congratulations on the promotion, by the way. I saw your name on the list.”

“Thank you. Gunny, how would you feel about coming to work for me in the Science and Technology Directorate?”

“With Captain Fortis, sir?”

Anders nodded. “With Captain Fortis.”

“My wife is going to kill me, but where do I sign?”

“Easy duty, Gunny. Home every night. Well, most nights.”

Ystremski scoffed. “Tanya knows there’s no such thing as easy duty with Fortis, sir. Since I linked up with him, I’ve been shot twice, stabbed, and roasted by a nuke.”

It was Anders’ turn to scoff. “You’re not afraid of a challenge, are you Gunny? Besides, I heard Manpower wanted to send you on deployment with 3rd Division.”

The banter continued while the van crossed the sprawling ISMC base. Anders knew Ystremski wouldn’t turn down the chance to serve with Captain Fortis, and Ystremski knew he was fortunate to have someone like General Anders looking out for him. Duty in a regular Space Marine infantry unit, even a deployed unit like 3rd Division, would be almost unbearably boring compared to service with Fortis anywhere else.

The van braked to a stop in front of a large hangar.

“Here we are,” Anders said. Before the lieutenant could open the door, Anders climbed out, followed by Ystremski.

“You’re getting here at a good time, Gunny,” the general said as he led Ystremski into a low concrete building that squatted next to the flight line. “Today is the first full-mission profile test of the IEBS.”

The Integrated Exoskeletal Battle System, or IEBS (pronounced, “eebs”), was the latest product of UNT military research and development, and it represented a huge leap forward in infantry troop protection and force multiplication. Since his own return from Maltaan, Captain Fortis had commanded the 107 Space Marines assigned to test and evaluate the IEBS.

Ystremski followed Anders into a darkened room equipped with three rows of consoles facing an array of monitors that covered the front wall. Civilian technicians manned the first two rows while the third was occupied by uniformed personnel. A colonel rose from her console, gave the major next to her an annoyed look, and smoothed her uniform.

“Welcome, General,” she said with a pained smile. “I wish you had told us you were coming, sir. I would have arranged a suitable reception.”

Anders waved off her apology. “It’s not necessary, Colonel.” He gestured to Ystremski. “Colonel Moultrie, this is Gunnery Sergeant Petr Ystremski, the Space Marine I told you about. Gunny, Colonel Moultrie is the Test Director for the IEBS program.”

Moultrie smiled and extended her hand. “Gunny, welcome.” She motioned to the major who stood behind her. “May I introduce Major Wright, my deputy.” 

The gunny couldn’t help but note the look of distaste on Wright’s face as they shook hands, so he tightened his grip and held Wright’s hand for an extra beat. Wright’s eyes widened when he felt the squeeze, and Ystremski smiled when he saw the major flex his hand.

“Do you have a couple consoles for me and the gunny to observe the exercise, Colonel?”

“Uh, well sir, your console is waiting for you.” She gestured to the three consoles of the back row. “I’m afraid there’s no room for the gunny.” Moultrie blushed. “I wish I had known you were coming, sir.”

Anders pointed to a vacant console. “I know this one is me. What’s that one?” 

“That’s me, General.”

“How about that other one?”

Wright spoke up. “That’s me.”

“You’ve seen them drop before, right?” Anders asked the major. Wright nodded. “I’d like Gunny Ystremski to watch the whole thing, if you don’t mind sitting this one out. In fact, Colonel, if you wouldn’t mind sliding over so the gunny can sit next to me, I’d be very grateful.”

Moultrie and Wright exchanged confused looks, and the colonel’s hands fluttered in the air.

“Of course, General. Devon, move your binder and let me slide in there. General, are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable in the middle?”

“My regular console is fine.”

Ystremski chuckled inside at the headquarters warfare Anders waged on Moultrie and Wright as the trio slid into their seats. Major Wright clutched his binder to his chest and leaned against the back wall.

“What’s the status of the drop?” Anders asked.

“The company was boarding the shuttle when you walked in, sir.”

* * *
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Captain Abner Fortis stood on the tarmac and greeted each of his Space Marines with a nod and a slap on the shoulder as they lined up to load the shuttle that would take them to the ragged edge of space. It was a tradition that went back to the earliest days of soldiers throwing themselves out of perfectly good aircraft, when leaders gave their soldiers one final visual inspection before they loaded.

The IEBS worn by the Space Marines were self-contained and made his inspection unnecessary, but Fortis liked to make the connection with his Space Marines. He respected the many traditions in the ISMC that were written in the blood of those that came before, and he liked to observe them. Technology might have made his inspection obsolete, but there were humans inside those suits.

When the final Space Marine was loaded, Fortis followed them up the boarding ramp and gave a thumbs up to the loadmaster. Motors whined as the ramp closed, and the shuttle began to roll down the runway. Fortis backed into his position as jump leader and heard a click as the mechanical jaws secured his IEBS to the bulkhead. Master Sergeant Brooks, Assistant IEBS Test Director, assigned as the company senior NCO, was locked into the position next to Fortis. He gave the jaws a quick once-over.

“You’re good to go, Skipper,” he told Fortis over the command circuit.

“Thanks, Top.”

After a steep climb, the shuttle leveled out.

The shuttle pilot’s voice crackled in Fortis’s ear. “We’re at jump altitude. Standby to open the ramp.”

As the ramp opened, Fortis could see the bright blue curve of Terra Earth and the darkness of space above.

“Three minutes to drop,” the pilot announced. Amber lights flashed. “Releasing hooks.”

The jaws of the rack clicked open, and Fortis was free to move. He stepped to the center of the aisle and made the hand signal for buddy checks. Buddy checks were as unnecessary as his greeting was during onload, but it was another tradition Fortis liked to observe. The Space Marines were about to throw themselves out of the shuttle forty kilometers above Terra Earth without parachutes, and the final bit of encouragement from their comrades might help steady a last-minute case of nerves. This was their highest jump yet, and although the IEBS had performed flawlessly so far, in the view of the Space Marines, that just meant somebody was due.

A red light over the ramp illuminated, indicating one minute to jump. Fortis signaled for the jumpers to line up in two sticks facing the open ramp. His IEBS was in Leader mode, and he could see elevated heart and respiration rates throughout the company.

Good. They’re smart enough to be a little scared.

“Stand by for drop,” the shuttle pilot’s voice crackled in Fortis’s ear. “Drop in three... two... one...”

Fortis raced down the ramp and threw himself free of the shuttle. He performed a slow backflip, and the retro rockets on his IEBS slowed his descent so he could observe the other Space Marines as they dropped. He was satisfied to see them begin to maneuver into squad-sized formations.

All except one, who plunged past him toward the surface.

Beep-beep-beep-beep...

* * *
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“What’s that alarm?” Moultrie demanded.

The piercing tone of the alarm blared in time with a flashing red screen on one of the monitors. A technician typed furiously on her keyboard, and the alarm silenced, but the screen continued to flash.

“Low Retro Rocket Fuel Level on Unit Eight,” she reported.

“Low fuel? How?” 

Anders leaned over to Ystremski. “The IEBS uses a system of retro rockets to control the rate of descent. It’s much lighter and more maneuverable than traditional parachutes, and up until now, more reliable.”

* * *
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An alarm sounded in Fortis’s ear, and a warning light flashed on his visor. He navigated to the advisory page on his heads-up display and saw a red status for Unit Eight, worn by Sergeant Connolly.

What the fuck?

“Mayday, mayday,” Connelly transmitted over the emergency circuit. “This is Romeo Echo Eight, declaring an emergency. Retro Rocket Fuel Level (RRFL) at eight percent.”

The ground station observing the drop responded immediately. “Romeo Echo Eight, this is Exercise Control, have you reset the alarm?”

“Affirmative. I’ve attempted reset twice but it won’t clear.”

By that time, Connelly was far below the group and falling fast. Without the rockets to slow his descent, Connelly would freefall all the way to the surface and experience what the Space Marines referred to as a “kinetic landing.”

“This is Exercise Control. Test fire your rockets manually. There might be a fault in the alarm.”

“Roger.” Connelly’s voice was tight with tension and fear. “Retro rockets are functional.” A second later, he continued. “Fuel level zero. I’m out.”

Fortis flipped his own rockets to manual, bent his knees, and goosed the control until he was head down.

“This is Romeo Echo One, nose down and full burn.”

He fired his rockets and felt them accelerate him toward the surface.

“One! What are you doing?”

“Going to see if I can help my guy,” Fortis said. He flipped to the infrared display on his visor and saw Connelly as a bright spot three thousand meters below him.

“Negative, One. Abort your maneuver.”

Fortis ignored the order and continued his high-speed dive toward the surface. He pulled up the Master Control Page and turned off the remote override, just in case Exercise Control tried to stop his maneuver.

* * *
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“What the fuck is he doing?” Moultrie shrieked. 

The technician threw up her hands, and the colonel scrambled to don her headset. 

“This is Exercise Control Actual. Abort your maneuver. I say again, abort your maneuver.”

The circuit was silent.

“He just turned off the remote override, ma’am,” the tech announced. “Romeo Echo One is in powered descent.”

Moultrie slammed her fists onto the console. “They’re both going to die.”

* * *
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“Romeo Echo One, this is Exercise Control Actual. Abort your maneuver. I say again, abort your maneuver. That’s a direct order.” Colonel Moultrie sounded furious.

Fortis didn’t respond. Instead, he maneuvered to return to the upright position when he got within one thousand meters of Connelly.

“Eight, this is One. I’m a thousand meters above you and closing. What’s your flight attitude?”

“Upright, sir, but I’m falling fast.”

Fortis feathered his rockets to slow his descent as he approached Connelly. The closure rate slowed and he reached out to grab Connolley’s IEBS. He misjudged the angle and slammed into the sergeant. Both Space Marines went into uncontrolled spins.

“What the fuck, sir?”

“Shit! Sorry about that. Harder than it looks. Let me try again.”

Fortis tried to ignore the altimeter racing to zero as he got his descent under control and maneuvered for another intercept. There wasn’t much Connelly could do to control himself, so Fortis had to time it perfectly. They collided a second time, but this time he managed to grab Connelly’s IEBS.

“Gotcha. Grab my chassis and hold on tight, my rockets are about to fire.”

Fortis flipped his retro rockets to automatic, and they immediately fired at full power. Even though Fortis was strength enhanced to level ten, Connelly started to slip out of his grasp. The sergeant wrapped his legs around Fortis’s waist and hugged his helmet to his chest. The rockets roared, and the altimeter slowed its countdown to a survivable rate of descent.

“Almost there,” Fortis said.

Another red warning light flashed in his visor and Fortis saw his own RRFL was at ten percent. He cut off the rockets and the pair began to fall faster.

“What happened?” Connelly blurted, unaware of the alarm.

“Low fuel,” Fortis said. “Gonna have to wait until the last second and give the jets one final blast to slow us down.”

By then, they had drifted far off target. Under normal circumstances, Fortis could have maneuvered himself back over the drop zone with small rocket bursts, but with almost no fuel left, it was more important to land at a speed they could survive than win points for accuracy. They weren’t falling straight down, and Fortis realized that they could use that to their advantage.

Fortis’s altimeter fluctuated as it read the peaks and valleys of the mountains sweeping by below. If he timed the final engine burst correctly, they would land near the top of one of the peaks. If he mistimed it, they would run out of fuel over a thousand-meter valley and fall to their deaths. He pushed the thought from his mind and concentrated on firing at the right moment.

“Hold on,” he said through gritted teeth and then hit the ignition.

The retro rockets fired at full power, the altimeter slowed to almost zero, and the rockets flamed out. The pair slammed down on the side of a steep mountain. Fortis lost his grip on Connelly as they tumbled down the mountain in an avalanche of rocks and boulders. The world went by in a jumble of rocks and dirt and sky. He had managed to avoid the largest tree trunks when he entered the tree line, and the scrub brush was no match for the weight of his IEBS as he continued his tumbling descent.

Fortis was on the verge of unconsciousness from the slamming and banging when he fell the final ten meters and splashed down in a stream at the foot of the mountain. A few seconds later, Connelly splashed down next to him in a cloud of rocks, dust, and tree branches.

Fortis was dazed for a moment, but he knew he had to get moving.

“Connelly, can you hear me?”

The sergeant groaned in response.

“Connelly, talk to me. Are you okay?”

“We missed the drop zone,” Connelly said, and the two Space Marines burst into laughter. “And yeah, I’m okay.”

Fortis activated his emergency transponder. “Exercise Control, this is Romeo Echo One. One and Eight are on the surface. Request hovercopter extract.” 

“This is Exercise Control, roger, we see your beacon. Search and rescue are on the way.”

* * * * *
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The exercise control room technicians erupted in cheers when they heard Fortis’s call for extraction. Even Moultrie had a big smile on her face when she turned to General Anders.

“They’re alive!”

Anders nodded. “There will be time to celebrate when the other ninety-eight are on the ground, Colonel.”

Chastened, Moultrie turned her attention to the room. “Maintain discipline!” she shouted over the noise. “We still have Space Marines in the air.”

Ystremski stifled a smile as the technicians went back to their consoles. He had felt a stab of fear when Fortis began his pursuit of the out-of-control Space Marine, but as the situation played out, the fear had become excitement and then relief when he heard Fortis call for extraction.

His first instinct was to meet the search and rescue bird when it returned with Fortis and Connolly, but he knew the pair were safe, and he needed to focus on the task at hand. There was still an exercise to observe and learn as much as he could about the IEBS.

The colonel suggested they end the exercise when all the Space Marines were on the ground, but Anders refused.

“Let’s see how the company handles the situation,” he told her. “Who’s going to step up and take charge?”

The exercise scenario was a simple insertion and assault, but the retro rocket casualty demonstrated that nothing was ever simple when it involved live fire and all the hazards that entailed. Master Sergeant Brooks took control of the command element while the two platoon commanders, Lieutenants Sergio Penny and Harold Young, continued the mission as assigned. Penny was the next ranking officer in the company, but the middle of a high-risk insertion was no time to assert seniority.

As soon as the Space Marines landed, the scout-snipers deployed to cover their approach. Fifteen-millimeter ballistic rifles barked as they eliminated enemy soldiers visible at the target compound. Grenadiers from both platoons showered the compound with a combination of high explosive and fragmentary grenades while the rest of the Space Marines closed in. Sappers blew holes in the compound walls, and the Space Marines poured inside.

Everyone in the exercise control room monitored the action via miniature cameras mounted on the platoon leaders’ helmets. It pleased Ystremski to see the movement of the Space Marines as they assaulted the buildings inside. Although the IEBS was bulkier than the heaviest battle armor he had ever worn, it didn’t seem to hinder them at all. Overall, it was an impressive display.

Colonel Moultrie announced the end of the exercise, and the Space Marines filed out of the compound to await extraction by hovercopter.

General Anders turned to Ystremski. “What do you think, Gunny?”

“Quite a display, sir. The grenadiers are devastating.”

“Forty-millimeter grenades, delivered at ranges up to one thousand meters,” Anders said.

Ystremski gave a low whistle. “I can’t wait to play with that.”

“You’ll get the full rundown on the IEBS over the next couple days. There is a nighttime full mission profile exercise scheduled for next week, and I expect you’ll be a full participant.”

“Any chance I can use a regular chute, sir?”

The general chuckled as he stood. “Let’s go see how Fortis and Connelly are doing.”

As they stepped outside, the first load of Space Marines from the exercise touched down by hovercopter. A passenger van pulled up, and Fortis and Connelly emerged.

“Hello, Abner,” Anders said. “I’m glad to see you in one piece.”

“You and me both, General,” Fortis said as he saluted the general. He noticed Ystremski standing next to Anders. “Hiya, Gunny.” The two men shook hands. “Have you come to see the future of the Corps?”

“I’ve come to be the future of the Corps,” Ystremski said.

“You’re joining the company? Outstanding.”

“From what I just saw, it looks like you need all the help you can get.”

It wasn’t long before all the Space Marines were formed up on the tarmac. After a few brief remarks by Anders and Moultrie, Fortis dismissed the company to remove their IEBS, stow their gear, and conduct debriefs with various IEBS support personnel. The gunny waved off the offer of a ride from General Anders and followed Fortis to the command element debrief instead.

Fortis introduced Ystremski to the command element before Master Sergeant Brooks took charge of the debrief. There wasn’t a lot to talk about. The exercise was a textbook assault, and despite the sudden loss of the company commander, the platoons had executed their responsibilities with speed and precision. 

The only issue that warranted any discussion was the time delay between the grenade barrage and the assault. Several Space Marines felt it had been excessive and would have given the defenders a chance to regroup and mount a defense, while others thought the fifty-meter kill radius of the frags required the attackers to remain well clear of the target until the barrage was over. After some spirited debate, Fortis assigned both camps to put their cases in writing and submit them up the chain of command for consideration.

“Any further discussion?” Fortis asked. Nobody answered. “That’s it then, thanks.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” Fortis told Ystremski as they walked to the company barracks. “The IEBS will be a huge boost to regular battle armor. The testing can be tedious at times, but now that we’re executing missions, it’s a lot more fun. And you’re right, I could use the help running the company.”

Ystremski nodded at Brooks, who was climbing the steps to the training command headquarters building. “What about Master Sergeant Brooks?”

“Brooks is an Assistant Test Director. He doesn’t work for me; he works for the colonel and Major Wright. He’s been filling in as company NCO because the billet was empty.”

“Is he a good Marine?”

“Yes, he is. He’s got a lot of experience bug hunting, which is what the IEBS was originally designed for. He spent the Maltaan invasion in orbit like a lot of other guys, but he’s tactically sound. Sometimes, I think the colonel assigned him to the company to be her inside man, but I let him run the day-to-day and he doesn’t meddle with the other stuff. He took the billet to set himself up for a job with the program after he retires, and that’s okay with me.”

“Do you think he’ll have a problem being replaced by a mere gunny?” Ystremski asked.

Fortis scoffed. “If you think I’m going to Boudreaux to get you another promotion—”

“Captain Fortis!” The pair turned and saw Brooks trotting toward them. “Sir, Colonel Moultrie wants to see you in her office.”

* * *
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Fortis stood in front Colonel Moultrie’s desk and waited for her to look up from the screen in front of her. Standing to her right, Major Wright glared at Fortis. Doctor Dunker, the civilian director of IEBS testing and evaluation, sat on her other side. Master Sergeant Brooks stood by the door.

Moultrie looked up. Her face was bright red, and veins stuck out on her neck and temple.

“I should ground you, Captain. I should kick you out of my program.”

Wright sneered and Dunker cleared his throat. Fortis didn’t respond.

“Do you have anything to say for yourself? What the hell did you think you were doing with that stunt?”

“Saving my Space Marine, ma’am,” Fortis said.

“You deliberately disobeyed my direct order to abort.”

“Yes ma’am, I did. I was on the scene, and from what I saw, I thought I could save Connelly. I was right.”

“You were lucky!”

“I can’t deny we were fortunate to make the landing, but it was necessary that I try.”

The colonel rubbed the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “I was warned by other officers about you, Fortis. They said you have a penchant for making it up as you go along, and a structured test environment isn’t the place for you. I took you because of your record, and because I didn’t believe all the stories. Your performance has been satisfactory so far, but it appears your old habits are resurfacing. What message does it send to the company when their commander disobeys a direct order?”

“What message does it send to the company when you allow a sergeant to fall to his death?” Fortis asked. “Connelly was going to die if I didn’t do something, and everyone knew it. I could have let him die, and when asked about it later said, ‘Orders are orders.’ But that’s not how it works in an infantry company, ma’am. If I had stood by and watched him fall without at least trying to save him, the trust between me and those Space Marines would have been destroyed. In battle—”

“This isn’t wartime!” Moultrie slapped her desk. “You’re not capturing a hill; you’re testing equipment that will someday save those very same Space Marines you’re so concerned about. I don’t care if they follow you or not. I care that you have them ready to go in the proper uniform at the proper time. The testing program is on a tight schedule, and we don’t have time for delays because of your conscience.”

“Did our drop put us behind schedule, ma’am?”

Moultrie looked at Dunker, who shook his head. “One hundred and eight IEBS dropped today. One hundred and six IEBS completed the test sequence.”

“The other two IEBS were damaged, weren’t they?”

Dunker read from a paper in front of him. “Unit One suffered a racked visor and one bent leg support. Unit Eight’s weapon interface scrambled on impact, and there are two pulse rifles missing, plus the original problem with the retro rockets. My technicians are making repairs as we speak.”

Fortis shrugged. “We fell down a mountain. What do you expect?”

Moultrie seemed displeased with Fortis’s attitude, and she turned to Major Wright. “Do you have anything to add?”

“The insubordination is inexcusable. I don’t believe he belongs in the program.”

The colonel glared at Fortis again. “The general was here, Fortis. How do you think your actions reflect on the program when you willfully disobey direct orders in front of someone like him?”

“Knowing General Anders, he’s probably happy I tried, ma’am.”

Her nostrils flared and her already red face turned several shades darker. “Captain Fortis, I’m grounding you for the next test series. I will not tolerate your blatant disrespect for the chain of command. You will continue to function as the company commander in an administrative role until I say otherwise. Until then, you will not suit up. Understood?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“Carry on.”

* * *
[image: ]


Fortis stepped outside and took a deep breath of the humid African air. He was greeted by Lieutenants Penny and Young, Gunny Ystremski, and Sergeant Connelly.

“What happened, sir?’ Penny asked.

Fortis shook his head. “Nothing. She grounded me for the next test series, but that’s it.”

“What the hell for?”

“I disobeyed her order to abort.”

“I’m sorry she’s busting your balls, sir, but I’m glad you didn’t abort,” Connelly said. “I was having trouble coming up with something epic to say for my last words when you showed up.”

“Sounds like bullshit to me,” Young said.

Fortis shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m not grounded forever. If she changes her mind and makes it permanent, DINLI.”

* * * * *
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