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“All candid economists concede the role of military expenditures in sustaining the modern economy. Some have held that expenditures for civilian purposes would do as well. The transition would be rather easy... [But] there is the problem of magnitude. For the price of a smallish fleet of manned supersonic bombers, a modern mass transit system could be built in virtually every city large enough to have a serious bus line. What would be built then?”

John Kenneth Galbraith, The Age of Uncertainty



“Some will say that these initiatives call for a budget windfall for domestic programs, but the peace dividend I seek is not measured in dollars, but in greater security.”

President George H. W. Bush



“The West as a whole in the early 1990s became obsessed with a ‘peace dividend’ that would be spent over and over again on any number of soft-hearted and sometimes soft-headed causes. Politicians forgot that the only real peace dividend is peace.”

Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher
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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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Fleet Captain Oleg Kochav sat in his chair and surveyed the control room of the flagship Colossus. The view didn’t thrill him like it used to, because he was alone with one other crewmember who manned both the propulsion controls and communications panel. 

It is said the crew is the life’s blood of a ship. In her heyday, Colossus had eight watch standers in the control room to operate the sensors, weapons, communications, and other systems. Now, she was an empty shell of her former self on the final leg of her storied career, worthy only of a bare bones crew. Kochav loved command, but he hated the death watch his tour had become.

The watch stander interrupted his reverie. “Captain, we’re being hailed on the salvage orbit circuit.”

“The salvage orbit circuit? Who’s calling?”

“SOMO, sir.”

The Salvage Orbit Management Office, known as SOMO, was the UNT agency that controlled the salvage orbit around Terra Earth and her moon. As space travel and exploration became more common, the UNT created SOMO and developed a system to maintain unused or derelict vessels for sale, repair, or breaking. Some owners placed their vessels into salvage orbit with plans to bring them back into service at some future date.

When the UNT government ordered the drawdown of military forces, Fleet Command decided to place Colossus and her sister flagships into salvage orbit, along with many of their escorts. The drawdown created a headache for the ISMC leadership—how to dispose of the weapons and other gear carried by the thousands of former Space Marines. There were no facilities on Terra Earth to store such a massive arsenal, but the Corps was loath to destroy it all.

The solution was simple. Colossus rendezvoused with the six other ISMC flagships and transferred their weapons and gear to Colossus for storage. Now that the transfers were complete, they planned to depressurize Colossus to prevent oxidation of the weapons and gear. The Colossus would join her sister ships in salvage orbit and await reactivation. It was Captain Kochav’s sad duty to deliver the once-proud ship to her resting place.

Kochav dialed up the salvage order circuit at his console. “SOMO, this is Colossus.”

“This is your SOMO agent calling from the transport Lorelei. We are fifty kilometers dead ahead of you, standing by to transfer you and your crew to Terra Earth.”

The transmission puzzled Kochav. Colossus was still 30 hours from the approaches to Terra Earth and her scheduled rendezvous with SOMO.

“There must be some mistake,” Kochav said. “We aren’t due to transfer for almost a day and a half.”

“My apologies, Captain, but the latest schedule from the salvage master shows us assuming control of Colossus today to place her in deep orbit. With your permission, I will accompany my crew over on our shuttle, and we can discuss the matter face-to-face.”

“This is highly irregular. I need to contact Fleet Command.”

“As of this moment, you are no longer under Fleet Command,” the voice insisted. “Please be ready to receive our shuttle in one hour.”

Like many long-serving senior officers, Kochav was accustomed to things being just so, and any deviation from procedures caused him some distress. The demobilization of Fleet and ISMC forces, unthinkable a year ago, created a great deal of angst and confusion Fleet-wide, and it seemed like all the rules and traditions that had guided him for many years were broken. He keyed his mic with numb fingers.

“This is Colossus, roger. We will be ready to receive your shuttle.”

The communications and propulsion watch had turned around and witnessed the exchange, and she flashed him a big smile. The sooner they turned over Colossus, the sooner they returned home to Terra Earth.

A wave of sadness washed over Kochav as he contemplated his next steps. This was not what he imagined the end of his command tour would be like, but he understood the happiness of crewmembers like his watch stander. They had been away from home a long time and would be ecstatic to hear they would be relieved earlier than planned. He dialed up the ship’s intercom.

“This is the captain speaking. We have just been contacted by SOMO. There has been a change to the schedule, and we will be turning over Colossus today. A SOMO crew will arrive via shuttle in one hour to begin the turnover procedure.” He paused for a moment to give the crew time to react before he continued. “In thirty minutes, all department heads will muster with me in the control room and report the status of their departments. All hands are reminded to focus on the task at hand. Colossus is still our ship until the turnover process is complete, and we will operate her in a safe and orderly manner. That is all.”

* * *
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An hour later, Kochav and his leadership team stood in the passageway outside the shuttle bay and waited while the bay repressurized. 

The shuttle hatch opened, and a familiar man dressed in battle armor emerged, followed by two dozen armor-clad individuals armed with pulse pistols who surrounded Kochav and his officers.

“What is the meaning of this?” Kochav demanded. The leader stepped forward and Kochav recognized him as a fellow Fleet captain. “Sam? What are you doing?”

“We’re seizing your ship, my dear Ollie,” said Sam Nicaro, using Kochav’s nickname from their time together at Fleet Academy decades earlier.

“Seizing my ship? We’re turning her over to SOMO.”

Nicaro wagged a finger at Kochav. “You were turning her over to SOMO. Now you’re turning her over to us.” 

A man with a severe crewcut that revealed a thick scar across his head motioned to the passageway with his pulse pistol. “All of you, go to your assigned stations. Control room, engineering control, and the armory. Disable exterior communications. If anyone resists, kill them. Collect all crew and secure them in Drop Ship Bay Six.”

Kochav stepped toward Nicaro. “This is outrageous! You can’t do this.”

The scarred man leveled his pulse pistol at Kochav’s face.

“We just did, Captain,” he said with a hard edge in his voice. “It will go better for you and your crew if you cooperate.”

“You’re a Fleet officer, Sam,” Kochav said as Nicaro and his men manhandled the Colossus officers toward the drop ship bays. “How can you engage in piracy?”

Nicaro pushed Kochav through the hatch into Drop Ship Bay Six. “I was a Fleet officer, Ollie. The Peace Party decided to reap my career as a peace dividend, and I became a free agent. You call this piracy. I call it a reallocation of military resources.”

For the next twenty minutes, Nicaro and his men searched for Colossus crewmembers and brought them to Drop Ship Bay Six. Zerec, the man with the scar, punched and kicked their captives as they arrived, and by the time the crew was rounded up, many had fresh bruises and split lips. Finally, Nicaro and a handful of his men returned to the bay and confronted Kochav and his crew.

“Is your entire crew accounted for, Captain?” he asked Kochav.

Kochav looked at the familiar faces surrounding him and shrugged. “It appears so.”

“Wrong answer.”

Two of Nicaro’s men seized a chief petty officer and dragged him to the front. Zerec pressed his pulse pistol to the man’s head.

“Is your entire crew accounted for?”

“Please. Give me a minute to get a full muster.” 

Kochav’s crew fell into ranks and he took a headcount. One hundred and seventeen. “There are three missing,” he said. 

The hatch banged open, and pirates dragged two dead crewmen in by their heels. Behind them, the young female petty officer who had been the propulsion and communications watch in the control room stumbled in and collapsed into the arms of a female lieutenant. She had a fresh black eye and disheveled hair, and she sobbed uncontrollably. 

Kochav gasped in shock and anger, and several of his crew crowded forward. Zerec leered at the group as if daring them to make their move.

“It seems everyone is accounted for now, Captain,” Kochav said.

Nicaro, Zerec, and their men turned and exited the space without a word. The hatch slammed shut behind them.

The Colossus crew gathered around the injured woman. 

“What are we going to do about this?” one of them demanded of Kochav.

“What can we do? We have no weapons, and they control the ship.”

“We have to fight back!”

A warning klaxon sounded and amber warning lights began to flash. The motors that controlled the massive external doors whined to life.

“My God! They’re de—”

His statement was cut off as the atmosphere inside the drop ship bay whooshed out through the open doors into the vacuum of space, along with Kochav and his crew.

* * *
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Nicaro watched on a monitor in the control room as Kochav and his crew tumbled into space. The drop ship bay doors closed, and the warning lights went out.

“Inform Lorelei that we are setting a course for the Freedom Jump Gate,” he ordered. He looked at Zerec, who stood next to him in the control room. “Who assaulted that woman?”

Zerec smiled, and Nicaro felt a twinge of fear.

“Who cares? She’s gone now.”

“We’re not animals, Zerec.” He turned to his second in command, a narrow-faced former Fleet major named Elean Dietz. “Who did it?”

“I don’t know, sir,” he said. “I was searching the engineering spaces. I didn’t know anything had happened until they brought her to the drop ship bay.”

Nicaro slammed his hand on his console. “Fucking find out!” He pointed a finger in Dietz’s face. “I didn’t select you as my exec because you make excuses, Elean. I chose you because you get results. So get them.”

“Yes sir.”

Zerec chuckled and walked away.

Thirty minutes later, Dietz returned to the control room with two men. They stood in front of Nicaro with nervous, downcast looks. He recognized one of them as a Fleet petty officer from his last command. The other was a former Space Marine.

Petty Officer Wicht.

“What do you have to say for yourselves?”

They shifted nervously as they stared at the deck in silence.

“Look at me!”

The pair looked up, wide-eyed. Wicht looked like he was on the verge of tears.

“Well?”

“Captain, sir, we found her hiding behind the consoles, and she fought when we dragged her out. One thing led to another, and...” Wicht’s voice trailed away.

“And you raped her.” Nicaro’s accusation hung heavy in the air. 

Wicht covered his face with his hands and sobbed, and he would have fallen to the deck if his companion hadn’t supported him.

“We are on a great undertaking to make a better future for ourselves, not to show how savage we can be,” Nicaro said. “I would have you flogged around the fleet if we were still serving.” He glared at the two men for a long moment while his mind raced.

Nicaro was in a difficult position. He needed all his former Fleet hands to crew Colossus on the journey to the Free Sector, but he also needed to keep Zerec’s former Space Marines under control. The good order and discipline of Fleet personnel and Space Marines were maintained by regulations and the consequences for violating them. Kochav had hit close to the truth when he accused Nicaro of piracy, and like pirates, the only thing that now kept the crew in line was fear of physical violence. 

“This is the first and only warning to you and the rest of the crew. While you are on this ship, while you are under my command, you will not engage in such barbarism. If anything like this happens again, justice will be swift and severe. Do you understand?”

Wicht and his companion nodded.

“Exec, we have a long and perilous journey ahead of us. We can’t afford any more screwups. Now, get them out of my sight.”

Dietz escorted them out of the control room, and Nicaro stared at the navigation display, oblivious to the hypocrisy of his outrage at the rape while he himself had participated in the murder of over a hundred Fleet personnel.

“Are you finished with your show?” Zerec had observed the scene from across the control room and now walked over to Nicaro.

“What’s wrong with you, Zerec? That wasn’t a show. I can’t maintain discipline aboard my ship if your men act like animals.”

Zerec raised an eyebrow and smiled. “Your ship, Nicaro? This ship belongs to The Master.”

“You know what I meant.”

“Brother Nicaro, you are not in command of this mission. You are here to deliver this ship to The Master. You should keep that in mind.”

Zerec’s tone reverberated with malice that sent a shiver of fear down Nicaro’s spine. Zerec’s smile became a leer.

“Never fear, my dear Ollie. There will be no further rapes aboard this ship.” Madness glinted in his eyes. “Unless you or your men volunteer.”

* * * * *
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The United Nations of Terra (UNT) capitol complex in Lviv was built as a shining tribute to the triumph of humanity: soaring spires, elaborate architecture, and manicured gardens sprawled across two square kilometers of gently rolling hills west of the city center. All the government ministries had their own building, connected by a monorail that whisked government officials back and forth.

The Ministry of Defense (MoD) building squatted on the western edge of the complex. It was a plain structure except for an exotic antenna field that sprouted on the roof. Members of the government elite who worked in the complex quipped that the MoD building was distinguishable from the rest because it was so undistinguished.

Inside the MoD building, a rabbit warren of hallways with gleaming tile floors and low ceilings led to the various offices that kept the Ministry functioning. As one approached the center of power, the hallways widened, the ceilings got higher, and carpet and paneling replaced tile and paint.

The atmosphere inside the building was subdued. Even when the halls were filled with staffers, conversations were muted as people moved at a deliberate pace. The wheels of the ministry turned slowly, like the rest of the government.

A young staffer who clutched a folder to his chest as he fast-walked through the halls was such a rare and unexpected sight that people stopped and stared as he weaved his way to the inner complex of the General Staff. After a quick I.D. check with the Space Marines that guarded the area, the young man hurried directly to the office of Admiral Albert Schein, Chief of the General Staff, and entered without knocking. He rushed past the astonished receptionist and burst through the admiral’s door.

“What’s the meaning of this?” Schein demanded.

The staffer placed the folder on the desk in front of the admiral. “The watch officer told me to deliver this without delay. For your eyes only, sir.”

Schein flipped open the folder and began to read.

The receptionist entered the office. “Admiral, I’m so sorry. I tried—”

The admiral held up his hand but didn’t look up. “It’s okay, Mrs. Adams. You can leave us, and close the door, please.”

Mrs. Adams made a noise in her throat as she shot a displeased look at the young man before she retreated.

Schein finished reading. “Please tell me this is a joke.”

“No-no sir. No joke.”

The admiral re-read the report before he punched a button on his desktop communicator. “Mrs. Adams, call General Boudreaux and tell him to drop everything and get down here. Now.”

Six minutes later, Mrs. Adams ushered General Boudreaux into Schein’s office.

“What the hell’s going on, Al? I was fixin’ to go get in nine holes before the lunch crowd.” He looked at the young man seated on the couch. “You get yourself a new assistant?”

“This is, uh, what’s your name?” Schein said.

“Stockton, sir.”

“This is Stockton, Ellis. He works on the watch floor. Have a seat and read this.”

Boudreaux did as Schein directed. His eyes widened as he read.

“Colossus is missing?” He looked from Schein to Stockton and back. “Fucking Colossus?”

“Yes sir,” Stockton said. “She stopped reporting her position approximately forty hours before her scheduled rendezvous with the SOMO crew, and there’s been no confirmed locating data since.”

“She’s carrying—”

“General!” Schein cut off Boudreaux off. He looked at Stockton. “Thank you for bringing this directly to me, and pass my thanks on to the watch officer, too. I’ll handle it from here. And remember, secrecy is critical.”

“Yes sir. Thank you, sir.”

After the door shut behind Stockton, the admiral leaned across his desk and lowered his voice. “The shit is about to hit the fan on this one, Ellis.”

“What do you think happened?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” Schein closed the folder and stood up. “Right now, we need to go brief MBG.”

“Why don’t you go on ahead without me? Face time with the boss is important in your job. Besides, the last time I saw her, she chewed my ass.”

“That’s why I’m taking you with me. You’ve got experience. And she likes you.”

“Fuck.”

* * *
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MBG was Minister of Defense Marjorie Brooks-Green, a prominent member of the Peace Party. She had been ambassador to Maltaan when diplomacy failed between the races and rose to MoD when the prior minister resigned. She was not a friend to the UNT military due to the dalliances of her ISMC colonel ex-husband, but Schein and Boudreaux knew she was more impartial than many other members of her party.

MBG’s aide ushered the admiral and general into her office and stood by the door. She shook her head as they approached her desk.

“I was having a good day until you two showed up,” she said with the faint trace of a smile. “Have a seat and tell me what’s on your mind.”

“Thank you, Minister,” Schein said. He gestured to her aide. “This is close hold, ma’am. For your eyes only.”

MBG waved her hand, and her aide flounced from the room. “I don’t think Pietro likes you, Admiral.”

Schein passed the folder to MBG. “Colossus is overdue, and it seems she has gone missing.”

“What do you think happened to her?”

“At this point, we can’t say for certain, Minister. She was on a routine transit to Terra Earth, so it’s unlikely she encountered an unmapped space warp. There have been no reports of asteroids or other debris along her path, and we’ve received no reports of other vessels missing in the area, so a collision is also unlikely. It’s possible she suffered an engineering casualty which caused her to deviate from her scheduled route, but her lack of communications is puzzling. That leaves the possibility that she intentionally deviated.”

“Do you think she’s been hijacked?”

The admiral nodded slowly. “That is the worst-case scenario, yes, ma’am.”

“Let’s assume she has been. For what reason?” 

“Ma’am, there are seven ISMC divisions’ worth of weapons and gear aboard Colossus. That’s enough to cause a whole lot of trouble,” Boudreaux said.

“That assumes that whoever took her has seven divisions worth of soldiers to wield those weapons and use that gear.”

“That’s a fair point, Minister. However, we have to consider that the Space Marine arsenal wasn’t the primary target of a hijack. In addition to those weapons, Colossus also carried a Mark-654 High Yield Ground Penetrating Munition.”

“A what?”

“A large weapon known as a ‘planet killer,’” Schein said.

“Sounds ominous,” MBG said. “What is it?”

“The planet killer was first developed as a ground-penetrating weapon to defeat subterranean bugs without the need to send Space Marines below ground. It was a good concept, but even the smaller versions caused too much indiscriminate damage on the surface to be practical. The production program was shelved.

“Our engineers developed a larger weapon and designated it the Mark-654. The Mark-654 weighs twenty metric tons and is dropped from orbit. Once launched, ramjet engines propel it downward at hypersonic speeds until it penetrates deep beneath the surface and detonates.

“The Mark-654 was tested on a lifeless plutoid near the Spagos Bellictum star formation. The plutoid was one-half the size of Terra Earth, and the explosion split the plutoid in half.”

“Damn.”

“The MoD at the time decided to deploy one planet killer on each ISMC flagship as a just-in-case weapon, but the presence of the weapon aboard the flagships was a closely guarded secret. Only three officers aboard each ship knew, and a select few at Fleet Headquarters. They stored the weapons in a special magazine where they were largely forgotten.”

“Until now.” The minister stood and began to pace, a sure sign that her mind was working in overdrive. “Where are the planet killers from the other six flagships? Are they also aboard Colossus?”

“No ma’am. They remained aboard the flagships, and we moved them to storage down here before Fleet turned the ships over to SOMO.”

“That’s a small mercy.” MBG stopped pacing and looked at Schein. “Assuming she was hijacked, who took her?”

Schein sighed and shook his head. “We don’t have any solid suspects yet.”

“Was it an inside job?”

“I hate to admit it, Minister, but it’s a possibility. Her role as the orbiting magazine wasn’t a secret, nor was her expected arrival time at SOMO. Taking down a Fleet flagship would require capabilities we don’t ascribe to an average pirate.”

“Not to mention the balls it would take to attempt such a thing in this sector.”

Schein and Boudreaux chuckled.

“Where do you think she’s at, Admiral?”

“It’s been forty hours since her last position report. I’m sorry to say, at this point, she could be anywhere.”

MBG’s legendary temper flashed in her eyes. “You don’t know much, do you?”

“Madam Secretary, I received that report fifteen minutes ago and brought it straight to you. When we’re finished, I intend to use every tool at my disposal to find Colossus.”

“How do you propose to do that? We can’t very well announce that we’ve lost a flagship full of weapons, including one that can destroy Terra Earth, and ask for the public’s help finding it.”

“We might have to do just that, Minister,” Boudreaux said. Both MBG and Schein gave him shocked looks. “Not directly, of course. Civilian crews know what our flagships look like. We can’t ask them directly, but we can go to the areas where they congregate and listen to the buzz, ask indirectly, and put money in the right hands.”

“Do it.”

“I’ll have to bring another officer in on this,” Boudreaux said. “General Anders, my deputy for Operations and Intelligence. He used to honcho the ISMC Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance branch, so he knows how to run an intel gathering operation like this.”

“I remember him from Maltaan. Bring in whomever you need but find that fucking bomb now.” MBG consulted the time. “I need to go brief the president. Any other bad news?”

“That’s it for today, ma’am.”

* * *
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Ten minutes later, Boudreaux’s aide ushered General Anders into the inner office where Boudreaux was studying a holographic image of the Terra Earth sector.

“Nils, have a seat. We need to talk.”

Anders went on alert. There was none of the usual aw shucks good ol’ boy tone in Boudreaux’s voice, which usually signaled trouble.

Boudreaux punched his keyboard and a yellow circle appeared on the holo.

“Colossus has gone missing. This is her last reported position, give or take.”

“What happened, sir?”

“She was supposed to rendezvous with SOMO forty hours after this position report. She never made it.”

“No reports from other ships in the area?”

“Nothing has been reported yet.”

Anders examined the sector holo. “If she deviated from her route that long ago, she could be anywhere. She might have even jumped out of the sector.”

“Affirmative.”

“And she’s the arsenal ship. We need to find her.”

“The problem is bigger than you think, Nils. Have you ever heard of the Mark-654 HYGPM?”

“Hmm, no sir.”

“The Mark-654 High Yield Ground Penetrating Munition. Hypersonic bomb that detonates underground,” Boudreaux said. “It’s a goddamn planet killer.”

“I read something about that a long time ago. I thought they scrapped that idea. Too destructive.”

“They stopped working on the smaller version, but some bright boys built a bigger one. They used it to destroy a whole fucking plutoid and then decided to put one on every flagship.”

“There’s a planet killer on Colossus?”

“Yes. Enough weapons and gear to equip forty thousand Space Marines and a bomb big enough to destroy a planet. We gotta find her, and fast.”

“How to you want me to proceed, sir?”

“You’re the master spook, Nils. Don’t you have sources you can use or spy shit you can do? You led the ISR.”

“The ISR branch folded when I deployed for the invasion, but I still have contact information for a lot of my old sources. I’ll start there.”

“There’s a wrinkle we have to keep in mind. MBG asked if this was an inside job. Admiral Schein didn’t say, but I believe it has to be. There’s no pirate force out there capable of taking down a Fleet flagship without some help. Somebody is leaking information, accidentally or on purpose. Do you know Fleet Captain Oleg Kochav?”

“Not well. He was a couple years behind me at the Academy. How is he involved?”

“He just made captain, and they gave him command of Colossus. Caretaker command, anyway. He was to deliver her to SOMO when she disappeared.”

“I’ll have Major Rho deep dive into his background.”

“Quietly, Nils. If word gets out that we’ve lost a ship full of weapons, there’s no telling what the public reaction will be, and we don’t want to tip our hand to the inside source, either.”

* * * * *
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Twenty-four hours after Boudreaux tasked Anders with locating Colossus, they met in Boudreaux’s office. 

“I haven’t found her yet, but I’ve gathered some intelligence on the situation,” Anders said. “My sources report that Colossus was hijacked, probably by the Kuiper Knights.”

“The Kuiper Knights? What the fuck are they doing in this sector?”

“The Knights have undergone a significant transformation since the drawdown, sir. Thousands of former Space Marines and Fleet personnel migrated to the Free Sector, and the Kuiper Knights recruited heavily among them. We even discovered Kuiper Knight recruiters operating in Kinshasa.”

“What’s that got to do with Colossus and our weapons?”

“We’re still working on that, sir, but I have a theory. The Big Four don’t have a military presence in the Free Sector, and there’s no organized law enforcement, either. It’s well known that the Kuiper Knights want to establish their own territory, ruled according to their faith. If they want to assert control over the sector, they need two things. Men—”

“And weapons.” Boudreaux rubbed his hands together. “Dammit, Nils, why do you always dream up this nightmare scenario shit?”

“It’s just a theory. I could be wrong.”

“What are we doing to test your theory? More importantly, what are we doing to find Colossus?”

“I put feelers out to the civilian space fleet, and the word I’m getting back is that a ship with a sizable force of Kuiper Knights entered this sector a week to ten days ago. I also received two reports of a large vessel, possibly a flagship, in the vicinity of the Freedom Jump Gate within the last day. Unfortunately, we don’t have any assets near the jump gate to confirm it, but it fits.”

“If Colossus is through the gate, we’ll never find her. The Big Four aren’t going to allow us to operate in the Free Sector.”

“It would be difficult, but not impossible, General.” 

“Huh. Maybe. Any progress on our internal situation?”

“Nothing yet. Major Rho didn’t find anything during her background research on Captain Kochav. He commanded a Fleet destroyer before his promotion to captain, and he took command of Colossus before she became the arsenal ship. He has a wife and two children in Vladivostok, and I confirmed they still live there. There’s nothing remarkable in his background or personal life to suggest he’s involved in this.

“There’s been grumbling in the ranks since the drawdown started, but the Security Service hasn’t detected anything specific to Colossus or the weapons. If there’s a leak, we’ll find it.”

“All right then, keep me posted.”

“Sir, there’s one more thing, a sensitive matter. I tasked one of my sources to insinuate himself with the Kuiper Knights to find out what he can from the inside. It’s a long shot, but if he gets recruited and sent to the Free Sector, we could have our answer.”

* * *
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Captain Abner Fortis took a final look around at the vivid green Maltaan landscape before he climbed aboard the shuttle with Gunnery Sergeant Petr Ystremski right behind him. They sank into two empty seats and buckled in for the ride to the Fleet contract transport Long Horizon and the journey back to Terra Earth.

Home.

Six months earlier, Fortis and Ystremski had deployed with a company of Space Marines to Maltaan to gather intelligence on the apparent invasion by the Badaax, a previously unknown race of aliens from beyond an unmapped space warp located inside an asteroid belt. The Badaax had destroyed two Terran fleets and killed or captured nearly all the Terran civilians and Space Marines stationed on Maltaan.

The United Nations of Terra (UNT) Grand Council had ordered their forces to disengage with the Badaax, but Fortis had disobeyed that order and led India Company in an attack to rescue the human captives. The captives died in the attempt, and the Badaax fled back through the unmapped warp which was then fouled by orbiting asteroids.

The UNT ordered a full inquiry into what became known as the “Maltaan Incident.” Investigators interviewed Fortis and his men and collected the Badaax technology and bodies the invaders left behind. 

The result of the investigation was inconclusive. The responsibility for the UNT defeat was laid at the feet of the local commanders who died in the fighting and were therefore unable to defend themselves. After six long months of investigation, Fortis and his men were permitted to return to Terra Earth. “Have I told you how much I hate this fucking place?” Fortis asked Ystremski.

The gunny groaned. “Only every day for the last six months, sir. Someday, you’re going to miss Maltaan.”

Fortis snorted. “Fat chance.”

“At lease we got out before the rainy season started.” 

The shuttle docked with Long Horizon and the Space Marines transferred to the transport. A bald crewman with a pudgy, moon-shaped face handed each of them a folder.

“Welcome aboard Long Horizon. I’m Third Mate Chael Belmo. Everything you need for our trip to Terra Earth is in your folder, including your bunk assignments and meal hours. That hatch leads to the main passageway that will take you to the berthing compartments.

“My communicator number is in there in case you have any questions. You’re all experienced travelers, so I won’t bore you with the details. Feel free to explore the ship, but we ask that you steer clear of engineering spaces, for your safety.”

Fortis and First Lieutenant Dean Young were assigned to share a stateroom. Next door were Ystremski and Sergeant Mitch Udoh. The quarters were spartan but a big step up from the open barracks they’d been living in on Maltaan.

“Do you want the top or bottom bunk?” Young asked.

“I’ll sleep on the deck if I have to,” Fortis said.

Young tossed his duffel on the top bunk while Fortis consulted his folder.

“Fifteen minutes to chow. Let’s grab Ystremski and Udoh and find the mess decks.”

The food was bland compared to the native Maltaani food the Space Marines had eaten for the past six months, but they welcomed it as more proof that they were indeed heading home.

After they ate, Fortis invited the group to binge-watch the holographic news broadcasts they had missed during their sequestration on Maltaan.

“Thanks, but I’ve got several weeks of holos from Tanya to catch up on,” Ystremski said. Udoh also declined, so Fortis and Young returned to their stateroom.

After the first several holos, the two officers paused to discuss what they’d seen.

“Am I hearing this right?” Young asked. “In response to our defeat, the Peace Party mothballed most of the fleet and deactivated seven Space Marine divisions?”

“That’s what it looks like,” Fortis said. “They’ve declared the budgetary savings ‘peace dividends,’ and they’re reaping them to fund other things on their political agenda.”

“That makes a lot of sense. We lost, so we might as well disarm. What’s going to happen to us?”

“According to the latest message I received from General Anders, we’ll go through the process like every other Space Marine and see what happens.”

ISMC Manpower had been tasked with reviewing the records of all Space Marines not assigned to one of the seven deactivated divisions. Manpower evaluated their service and disciplinary records and medical history before making a retention or termination decision. Personnel discharged by deactivation or the review process referred to themselves as “divvies.”

In a private communication Fortis hadn’t shared with his fellow Space Marines, Anders had assured Fortis that the Space Marines of India Company would be assigned to one of the two remaining ISMC divisions instead of being separated.

“It’s like the whole world has changed since we left,” Young said when the next segment started. “Look at this.” 

The holo talking head described how Taiwan had recently exited the United Nations of Terra and joined the Big Three, the three major economies that were not part of the UNT —Japan, Unified Korea, and New Zealand. The new bloc had become known as the Big Four.

“I guess the Big Four are pissed off about the helenium in the Maduro Sector?”

“Wouldn’t you be?” Fortis asked. “The whole asteroid belt is helenium. The UNT declared the Maduro Sector off limits so the Big Four can’t get to it, which means their economy is in big trouble. Then the UNT gave the Galactic Resource Conglomeration special dispensation to mine the belt. I’m not a politician or historian, but this seems like the kind of thing wars are fought over.”

“Fuck it.” Young rolled over and punched his pillow into shape. “I just hope I have a job when we get back home.”

* * *
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The following day, Fortis caught up with Ystremski in the crew’s mess. The gunny’s mood was subdued as if he had something on his mind, and Fortis knew it was better to wait and let him speak in his own time than ask questions.

“Did you get caught up on the news?” Ystremski asked.

“Yeah, I did.”

“Any of it good?”

“Is it ever?”

The pair shared a chuckle.

“I’m glad I missed it. Before you ask, Tanya and the kids are fine.”

“That’s good news.”

Ystremski’s expression became thoughtful. “You know, I lied about my age to join the Corps.”

Although Fortis and Ystremski were close friends, Ystremski had never said much about his life before the ISMC.

“Oh, yeah? How old were you?”

“Sixteen. My mother wouldn’t sign the form to let me join, so I told ‘em I was eighteen.”

“Sixteen? Geez. So young.”

Ystremski nodded. “My old man was a mean bastard when he was sober and worse when he drank. Same story told a million times before, right? I knew if I didn’t get out of there, I’d kill him, so I left. Didn’t say a word to anybody.”

“Damn. I’m sorry to hear it.”

“Nah, don’t be. They gave us a week’s leave after boot camp, so I went home dressed in my blues, thinking I would surprise him. The sonofabitch died while I was in training.”

Ystremski chuckled, and Fortis couldn’t keep a straight face. They laughed together for a minute, then Ystremski’s face grew somber again.

“The day Petr Junior was born, I promised Tanya I would get out of the Corps. Here I am, six kids and twenty-one years later, still humping.”

“DINLI.”

“Yeah, but for how much longer? This peace dividend bullshit has me worried, especially for Junior. He’s supposed to graduate from Fleet Academy soon, and the rumor is that a lot of the cadets will be going home after graduation instead of into the service.”

“Wow. No commission?”

“No nothing. No commission, no flight school, nothing. At least they’re not forcing the cadets to pay back their tuition. Not yet anyway.”

“Hmm. I guess we’ll have to wait and see how it plays out,” Fortis said. “They can’t get rid of everybody in the training pipeline. Imperio should have taught them that.”

Imperio was an Academy training vessel captured by slavers with the entire junior and senior classes of cadets aboard. It had taken years for the Fleet and ISMC officer personnel communities to recover, and the incident was the catalyst that led to Fortis joining the ISMC.

“Because they’re capable of learning from their mistakes?”

Fortis and Ystremski laughed again.

“At least he’ll have a university degree instead of being a dumbass grunt like his old man,” Ystremski said.

Fortis feigned indignation. “Hey, wait a minute. I have a university degree, and I’m a dumbass grunt like Junior’s old man.”

Ystremski thumped him on the shoulder. “You’re a special case, sir.”

“Maybe not for much longer.” The words were out before Fortis could stop them.

“You think you’ll get divvied?”

“From what I’ve read, I check most of their boxes to get separated,” Fortis said. “Disciplinary record and injury history. I’m tailor-made.”

“Not a chance. You’re a fuckin’ hero. You were the poster boy for the Maltaan war bond drive. They’ll look like complete assholes if they cut you.”

“The Maltaan war isn’t big with the Peace Party. They might do it out of spite.”

“Ah, don’t worry about it. What happens will happen, and fuck ‘em. DINLI.”

“DINLI, indeed.” Fortis looked at Ystremski. “I think I’m going to get out of the Corps.”

“What? Bullshit.”

“No, I’m serious. I did my required service, and they paid off my student loans while we were on Maltaan. I don’t owe them anything, and they don’t owe me anything.”

“What are you going to do, go work for your dad building biodomes?”

“I don’t know. A lot of divvies are moving to the Free Sector. Maybe there are opportunities out there.”

Ystremski laughed and clapped Fortis on the shoulder. “You’re not going anywhere, young Captain Fortis. I have the feeling you’re going to get a cushy staff job with a pretty secretary and long lunches. Just wait and see.”

* * *
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Anders called Boudreaux two days later with some bad news.

“Two things, sir. I confirmed that Colossus jumped through the Freedom Gate five days ago. Her whereabouts in the Free Sector are unknown.”

“Huh. We knew that was probably going to happen. What’s the other one?”

“Police discovered the body of my source near the space port early this morning. Someone beat him to death and dumped him in the bushes.”

“Was it the Kuiper Knights?”

“They don’t have any suspects yet. They think it was a mugging or street fight gone wrong.”

“It doesn’t sound like you agree.”

“He had made some progress infiltrating the Kuiper Knights over the past two days. In fact, he reported he was supposed to meet them for an induction ceremony last night. Then he turned up dead.”

“Quite a coincidence.”

“From what he told me, the recruiters seemed disappointed that he didn’t have any military experience. I think I’m going to try again, with a divvie this time. It’s a little short notice, but I think it will work.”

* * * * *
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The shuttle from Long Horizon touched down at the Kinshasa space port four hours after dark. The Space Marines almost ran down the ramp to board the buses waiting to take them to the ISMC base. Ystremski and Fortis were the last two down, and when their boots hit the tarmac, a van rolled to a stop next to them. The driver, a staff sergeant, climbed out.

“Captain Fortis, Gunny Ystremski. The general is waiting,” he said as he opened the door.

“Oh, shit,” Ystremski said under his breath.

“Welcome home boys,” Anders called from inside the van. “Climb in, I’ll give you a ride.”

Fortis and Ystremski traded looks as they dumped their duffels inside and climbed in behind them. Anders greeted them with a smile and handshakes.

“It’s good to see you home safe and sound.”

“Thank you, sir,” Fortis said. “It’s good to be back.”

General Anders had led the Maltaan reconnaissance mission aboard the Eclipse Wonder and was the nominal commander of Fortis and India Company. He tried to take responsibility for their deployment, but there was no getting around Fortis’ disregard for his orders. Anders had returned to Terra Earth five months earlier and resumed his duties as Deputy Director for Operations and Intelligence on the UNT General Staff.

“Sergeant, let’s drop Captain Fortis off at the ISR building first,” Anders told the driver. He looked at Fortis. “Your old room is waiting. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Thank you, sir. Much better than the hotel I expected to sleep in tonight.”

The Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) branch had been an operational unit of ISMC intelligence led by then-colonel Anders. Fortis had been a member of the ISR branch until his transfer to a reconnaissance company just before the invasion of Maltaan, and the unit disbanded.

“You’re all set with Manpower tomorrow at 0800 hours,” Anders told them. “It should be a quick and painless process. Each man will receive new orders and two weeks of leave before they have to report to their new companies.”

“For the guys who are retained,” Ystremski said.

“Like I told the captain, I’ve arranged for all of India Company to be retained.”

Ystremski looked at Fortis, who shrugged as if to say, Sorry.

Before the gunny could respond, the van braked to a stop in front of the ISR building.

“Go on in, Captain. The desk watch is expecting you.”

“Thank you, General,” Fortis said as he climbed out of the van. “See you in the morning, Gunny.”

“Good night, sir.”

The van pulled away and turned onto the perimeter road that ran down toward the ISMC training grounds.

“Where are we going?” Ystremski asked. “My base quarters aren’t this way.”

“Stop here, Sergeant. Hop out so we can speak in private.”

The driver did as Anders instructed and walked several meters from the van. Ystremski’s curiosity roused, but he knew he wouldn’t get anything from Anders until the general was ready to talk.

“This is a dangerous time, Petr,” the general said.

Petr? Uh-oh.

“We’ve drawn down our military to the lowest levels in UNT history. Thousands of lives have been thrown into chaos and perhaps even ruined, and there’s a lot of anger out there. Righteous anger.”

“We heard some of that, sir, but we didn’t get a lot of current news on Maltaan. They kept us in the dark because of the investigation.”

“Forty thousand Space Marines and half as many Fleet personnel were discharged in ninety days. Seven divisions and all their ships, simply gone. How does that make you feel?”

Ystremski thought for a second. He could almost hear alarm bells ringing in his head. “It makes me angry, of course. A lot of good people got screwed. Still, from a bean counter point of view, it makes sense. The Maltaani are no threat, and they say the Badaax won’t be back until the warp opens in eighty years or so. I read that the global economy is in the crapper, and there’s a drought brewing in South America. I guess it’s more important to reduce military spending and direct the money elsewhere. It still sucks.” He paused. “What’s this all about, General?”

“When I said I arranged for all of India Company to be retained, that wasn’t entirely accurate. All of India Company will be retained, except you. You will be divvied.”

Anders’ words shocked Ystremski, and his face flushed. “What? I’m being divvied? Why?”

“You’re worth more to me as a divvie than a gunny.”

“General, with all due respect, what the fuck are you saying?”

“Approximately thirty thousand divvies have relocated to the Free Sector since the drawdown began. This massive influx of people has created a lot of problems in the sector and added to the tension between the Big Four and the UNT back here. The Big Four blame the UNT for the sudden spike in piracy and other violent crimes against the citizens of the Free Sector.”

“What’s that got to do with me?”

“Nine days ago, someone hijacked Colossus, the flagship we used as an orbiting arsenal for the weapons from the seven deactivated divisions. Five days ago, we received a report that Colossus had passed through the Freedom Gate enroute to an unidentified destination in the Free Sector. I have uncorroborated reports that some of the divvies have organized in the Free Sector under the banner of the Kuiper Knights. The logical assumption is that those weapons are intended for them.”

“Thirty thousand trained divvies, organized, armed, and pissed off. Sounds like a big problem.”

“It is, and it’s exacerbated by the fact that the UNT military cannot legally operate in the Free Sector. That’s where you come in.”

Ystremski chuckled. “I’m good, General, but I’m not that good. Thirty thousand to one are pretty steep odds.”

“I don’t
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