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“It is impossible to fully comprehend the evil that would have conjured up such a cowardly and depraved assault upon thousands of innocent people.”

Joseph Jacques Jean Chrétien, Canadian Prime Minister 1993-2003

“The wars of Israel were the only ‘holy wars’ in history... there can be no more wars of faith. The only way to overcome our enemy is by loving him.”

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship

“Vengeance is a human right.”

Gaspar Noé, Irreversible
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DINLI has many meanings to a Space Marine. It’s 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 Master lay prostrate on the floor of his private chapel at Sanctuary, the spiritual center of the Kuiper Knighthood in the Free Sector. He murmured into the cool stone floor and was deep in thrall to the voices that whispered back. There was no time or place, no past or future. Only the voices. 

Brother San Fehoko, dressed in a black smock with red piping denoting his position as aide to The Master, entered the chapel noiselessly. Although he hadn’t made a sound, his presence changed the atmosphere in the small space. The Master remained still for a long moment as he adjusted to his return to the present. He had left strict instructions that he wasn’t to be disturbed during his devotions, so he knew, whatever the reason, it was of critical importance.

“Why do you come, Brother?”

Fehoko approached and knelt next to The Master so he could speak in a whisper, as was the custom of the Knights.

“Most Holy One, I bring bad news. The Terrans destroyed Colossus at the Upper Hebrides.”

The Master breathed deeply as the news pierced his soul. Colossus, former ISMC flagship and arsenal ship for weapons decommissioned during the force drawdown, had a key role in his plans for the rise of the Knighthood in the Free Sector. He’d intended her to be an important part of their continued growth.

“What of our brothers?”

“Destroyed, with the ship. Brother Nicaro...” Fehoko sobbed. He and Nicaro had grown close while they traveled to Sanctuary on the same ship, and Fehoko felt his loss deeply.

The Master didn’t react, but the news wounded him. Several thousand brothers had been aboard Colossus as she sought to spread the True Faith throughout the system, and now they were gone. 

“And the weapons?”

“We brought many weapons here before Colossus departed, and the slaver collected his before the Terran ship arrived.”

“Then our business with the slaver is concluded.”

The Master paused for so long that Fehoko thought he might have fallen asleep. Finally, he continued.

“Activate the travelers.”

“Master, are you sure?”

The Master rolled over and stared at Fehoko. “Are you questioning me, Brother?”

Fehoko gasped and covered his face with his hands. “Never, Master.”

“The UNT drove us from our homes and attacked us here in the Free Sector. We must punish them for their arrogance. They will never leave us in peace unless we teach them that they are not invulnerable.”

“Yes, Master.”

The Master rolled back over and put his cheek to the floor. “Go and do as I command.”

* * * * *
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“Praise to The Master. Praise to The Master.”

Tom Julian repeated the phrase over and over as he drove his truck to the rest stop, and it comforted him. “Praise to The Master.”

Julian’s heart skipped a beat when he saw a tactical police vehicle parked on the highway shoulder ahead, but the vehicle was empty. He kept an eye on it until it disappeared from his rear view mirror, and he let the tension drain away with a deep breath.

“Praise to The Master.”

The Master’s word was law to a fervent devotee and knight errant like Julian, and he found comfort in it. Some of the other Knights privately questioned The Master’s teachings, but Julian hung onto every word.

Julian had discovered an envelope inside his door that morning, as he had several times in the past. Inside, he found the usual sheet of instructions and a key to a truck parked down the street from his apartment. He figured it was another test of his devotion to the Knighthood. 

His task was always the same: drive the truck to the designated destination, park it exactly as instructed, and leave the key inside. He always found the vehicle parked where the instructions indicated, and the destination was always a deserted rest stop on the beltway that bypassed crowded city streets. After he parked the truck, another Kuiper Knight would bring him home. Julian didn’t know what was beneath the tarp on the back of the truck, nor did he understand the purpose of his task, but the process never varied.

Julian downshifted as he approached the off ramp and rolled into the rest stop. It surprised him to see a row of identical trucks lined up where he normally parked. A man waved him to a stop.

“Welcome, Brother. Back it in at the end of the row, exactly within the lines.”

Julian did as he was directed, and the man signaled him to stop. Julian shut off the truck and climbed out.

“Praise to The Master!” the man exclaimed with a big smile. He opened his arms wide, and the two men embraced. “Today is a glorious day.”

“Praise to The Master,” Julian said, still mystified about what was happening.

“Your ride is waiting, Brother.” The man pointed to a bus parked near the entrance to the rest stop. “The others are waiting for you.”

Others?

Julian boarded the bus and counted eleven other men.

“Praise to The Master!” they shouted in greeting.

Their enthusiasm was infectious, and Julian grinned. “Praise to The Master!” Something big was happening, and he couldn’t contain his excitement.

Julian slid into an empty seat and watched as a group of men pulled the tarps off the backs of each truck. Each truck bed held four large pipes, and he stared as a rack on the first truck elevated the back ends of the pipes.

“What are they doing?” he asked.

Before they could figure it out, the men had elevated all the pipes. They all ran for a van parked near the rest stop exit.

Suddenly, plumes of smoke billowed from the backs of the tubes. Thick clouds of smoke blanketed the rest stop and engulfed the bus, and Julian heard rockets whoosh from the tubes.

Rockets!

“Praise to The Master!” 

A brisk breeze blew the smoke away, and Julian saw the blackened remains of the launcher trucks. Some of them smoldered, lit by the backblast of the rockets. He saw a man standing by the van. The man raised his hand as if to wave farewell, and the bus exploded in a flash of fire and pain.

* * *
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The excitement in the valley was palpable as nearly two hundred and fifty thousand children and adults gathered for day three of the Children’s Global Peace Rally. The first two days had been a dizzying array of pop stars, celebrity guests, and child performers from every region of the United Nations of Terra. The Big Four was also represented, and it seemed that the animosity between the two major powers on Terra Earth had disappeared under the surge of goodwill generated by the rally.

The first musical act of the day was performing final sound checks when all eyes turned skyward at an odd buzzing sound that seemed to come from all directions. A sharp-eyed youngster pointed as a mass of black objects appeared above the mountains to the south. While the people stared, the objects grew larger, and the buzzing sound increased. One of the objects made a sharp dive and detonated on the valley floor several kilometers away. The ground trembled from the explosion, and the people realized something was very wrong. Some lucky few on the edges of the massive crowd escaped, but for those deep in the valley nearest the stage, there was no escape.

The objects, now easily recognizable as rockets, rained down on the valley. Explosions tore through the throngs of people and left gaping holes filled with the dead and dying. Thunderclaps echoed across the valley as plumes of black smoke rose into the clear blue sky.

To the people trapped in the valley, it felt like the attack went on for hours, but post-attack analysis showed that the last rocket landed 37 seconds after the first. Panicked crowds raced for the exits, and hundreds were crushed under the ensuing stampede. 

A trio of tanker trucks parked along the main exit road erupted, and thousands of gallons of burning fuel washed across the area like a tidal wave from Hell. Dozens of vehicles erupted in flames and added to the panic as they exploded.

The screams of injured and terrified people drowned out the sirens of emergency vehicles, and it took thirty minutes for first responders to fight their way to the scene. 

The Terra News Network (TNN) had 26 cameras spread throughout the valley to capture the sights and sounds of the Children’s Global Peace Rally and beam them around the planet and to distant colonies. Instead, all of humankind watched the horror unfold in real time for eighteen minutes until TNN executives terminated the satellite feed.

No one would ever forget where they were on that horrific day.

* * *
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Major Abner Fortis sat at his desk in the Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance branch building and stared at his computer screen. Even though regulations specified the format and language to use in the letter, he’d struggled to write it.


I, Major Abner Fortis, do hereby resign my International Space 

Marine Corps commission, effective...



He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. A surge of emotion welled up in his chest, and he blinked as the wave broke inside his mind.

When he joined the ISMC, the deal was simple: Serve for four years, and the ISMC would pay off his student loans. What he hadn’t factored in was the price he would pay for that service. His osseointegrated right leg, along with his many other scars, was a physical testament to the dangers he’d faced. The emotional scars were another matter.

There was a quick tap at the door, and Corporal Edward Mathis stuck his head in.

“Major, quick! Turn on the news!”

Fortis switched his computer from word processing to the news broadcast, and a holographic newscaster appeared over his desk.

“To recap, an apparent rocket attack at the Children’s Global Peace Rally in North America earlier this morning killed thousands of rally-goers and caused massive damage...”

Fortis and Mathis exchanged shocked glances as the newscaster went through what was known so far about the attack. The gut-wrenching images of rockets slamming into the crowd, and the dazed and wounded survivors stumbling away from the carnage, bloodied and torn, burned into Fortis’ mind.

“Who would do this, sir?”

Fortis could only shake his head in shock and disbelief.

* * *
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“One hundred and ten thousand.”

UNT President Kofi Okoye hammered his fists on the conference table as he jumped to his feet.

“ONE HUNDRED AND TEN THOUSAND!”

He kicked his chair away, and it tumbled into the corner.

“Who did this?”

The cabinet ministers gathered around the table in the UNT Grand Council Building in Lviv kept their eyes down on the papers in front of them. Most were idealistic policy wonks, adept at crunching numbers and nuancing political positions. They’d faced many administrative crises together since Okoye’s election, but the terrorist attack on the Children’s Global Peace Rally three days earlier was beyond anything they could comprehend, much less deal with.

Minister of Defense Marjorie Brooks-Green, known as MBG to friends and foes alike, waited in silence with the rest of the cabinet. She knew none of them had the answers that Okoye needed.

Okoye pointed to one of the men near the head of the table. “Minister Herbig, you’re the Interior minister. Who’s responsible for this attack?”

Finian Herbig, a sallow-faced man with a long neck and copper-colored hair that stuck to his head like a pile of rusty steel wool, let out a nervous squeak and fumbled with the stack of folders in front of him.

“Uh, Mr. President, at this time, uh, we haven’t reached any conclusions. The tac police, uh, well...” His voice faded away under Okoye’s withering glare.

Everyone present knew Herbig had been foisted on the Okoye government because of his father’s influence. The Interior Ministry seemed like the safest place for someone with his lack of abilities—until terrorists committed mass murder.

“So you don’t know?”

Herbig’s face flushed an unnatural shade of yellowish red as his mouth opened and closed like a newly landed fish. For a long moment, MBG thought he might vomit on the conference table. He swallowed hard and managed to find his voice.

“Sir, the obvious perpetrators are the Kuiper Knights, but we haven’t confirmed that yet.”

“Mr. President, if I may?” MBG waved her hand and fluttered her fingers.

“Yes, Minister, go ahead.”

“As you know, my ministry has been working with Minister Herbig’s people to process the launch site. They’ve identified twelve vehicles, with four launchers per vehicle, for a total of forty-eight rockets. This total coincides with the thirty-five explosions recorded at the rally, and thirteen other impacts that we believe were weapon failures. One of them didn’t detonate, and we’ve analyzed the weapon.

“It has a simple pulsejet engine and a crude navigation system. The warhead is two hundred kilos of commercial-grade explosives and a contact fuse. The technology is hundreds of years old, and it’s not a precision strike weapon. An average high school student could have designed and built them.”

“Thank you for that information, but it doesn’t answer my question. Who’s responsible for this attack?”

“Almost anyone could be, Mr. President. Angry divvies. African separatists. I even heard a theory that a cabal within the Big Four did it as a false flag operation. There are many actors who could be involved, but if I were a gambler, I’d put my credits on the Kuiper Knights. They have a presence here on Terra Earth, they’re fanatical enough to commit a horror like this, and they’ve made statements about seeking vengeance for Colossus.

“In addition to assisting Minister Herbig, I’ve directed my people to focus on the Kuiper Knights until their involvement is proven or disproven.”

“On this side of the Freedom Jump Gate, I hope.”

Brooks-Green blinked but didn’t otherwise react to Okoye’s pointed barb.

Bastard.

“Of course, Mr. President.”

Okoye sat down. “Unless anyone has anything to add, that’s it for now. We’ll reconvene in six hours, and somebody better have something for me at that time. Thank you.”

As the cabinet ministers filed out the door, Herbig grabbed Brooks-Green by the sleeve.

“What the hell, Marjorie? I had all that information. I was going to give it to the president.”

MBG gave Herbig a cool look. “Then why didn’t you, Fin? You had his attention, and you fumble-fucked around with your papers instead.”

“Minister Brooks-Green, would you stay behind?” President Okoye called.

She winked at Herbig and turned back to the president.

“Of course, sir. My pleasure.”

After another minute, the only cabinet members in the conference room were MBG, Vice President Deshan Bhatt, and Eryk Cruz, Okoye’s chief of staff. They gathered at the end of the table next to Okoye.

“You seem very certain about the Kuiper Knights,” Okoye said. “That’s unlike you. What do you know that you haven’t shared?”

MBG smiled. “You don’t miss much, do you?” She looked at each man in turn. “What I’m about to tell you must remain within this room. The source is so sensitive that if it’s revealed that we’re aware of its existence, it will disappear.”

The three men nodded.

“Agreed, Minister,” Okoye said. “Please continue.”

“Two days ago, the Special Signals Service discovered a secret communications channel between Terra Earth and the Freedom Jump Gate. They haven’t managed to decrypt all the traffic yet, but indications are that it belongs to the Kuiper Knights. Thus far, we haven’t observed any specific references to the attack, but there’s been a lot of traffic back and forth, with congratulatory messages about someone called ‘the travelers.’ It’s no great leap of logic to conclude that they were involved in the attack.”

“Where does the channel originate?”

“Regretfully, MoD has no assets to track it beyond the jump gate.”

It was Okoye’s turn to blink.

Take that, you prick.

“Touché, Minister.”

They traded smiles, and the tension that existed between the two evaporated.

“I appreciate you working with Minister Herbig. He’s without a doubt the least capable Interior minister the UNT has ever had, and the task of investigating this disaster is well beyond his limited abilities. That said, we must use all available resources to identify the perpetrators and bring them to justice.”

“I’m happy to help in any way I can, Mr. President.”

“Good. Forget about Herbig. Find the Kuiper Knights and kill them all.”

MBG’s eyes widened in surprise. “Sir?”

“You heard me. Bring me a plan for how we can find them and kill them. Every single one of them. A hundred and ten thousand Terrans deserve justice.”

Okoye’s aide slid a folder across the table to MBG.

“That’s an Executive Directive that gives MoD full authority to pursue the Kuiper Knights wherever they go, including the Free Sector.”

“What about the Big Four, sir?”

“The Big Four are party to this directive. The terrorists murdered many of their citizens, too, and they’ve agreed to suspend NUMFA until the Knights are eradicated.”

NUMFA, the Non-Use of Military Force Agreement, was an agreement between the UNT and the Big Four that gave UNT citizens unfettered access to the Free Sector in exchange for a promise by the UNT to never send military forces through the Freedom Jump Gate. Both sides had honored NUMFA until the former director of operations for the UNT General Staff had ordered Fleet destroyer Comte de Barras to jump through the gate and destroy the former flagship Colossus, which the Kuiper Knights had hijacked. The resulting tensions had pushed UNT/Big Four relations to the breaking point.

“If NUMFA is suspended, does that mean we’ll drop the charges against Generals Boudreaux and Anders?”

The president shook his head. “They violated the agreement before it was suspended.”

“For the same reason it’s now suspended. To destroy the Kuiper Knights.”

“Regardless of what happened afterward, they could have triggered a war with their actions. A message must be sent that orders are to be obeyed, Minister. I think we’re too far down that road to turn back now. I’m inclined to leave it to the military legal system to decide their fate, and I promise I’ll abide by whatever the tribunal decides.”

Okoye and MBG locked eyes, and he gave a slight nod.

Nothing’s going to happen to them.

MBG returned the nod. “As you wish, Mr. President.”

“I’d like to hear your thoughts regarding how best to proceed against the Kuiper Knights as soon as possible. At the next update in six hours?”

“I’ll be happy to bring you something by then, sir.”

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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The conference room was crowded as the cabinet reconvened six hours after the last meeting. Most of the attendees had nothing to contribute to the meeting, but word of Minister Herbig’s embarrassing breakdown in front of the president had spread throughout the capital, and they wanted to see if Herbig would collapse again. Ladder-climbing was a blood sport in the UNT government, and there was nothing more satisfying than watching a competitor fail in spectacular fashion.

Eryk Cruz, the president’s chief of staff, finally ordered all the ministers to identify one important aide to remain in the room and ordered the rest to wait outside. There was grumbling among the early arrivals who’d jockeyed for the best positions near the head of the table, but none dared protest too loud. Eryk Cruz was a skilled political assassin who wouldn’t hesitate to ruin the career of anyone who earned his displeasure.

Fleet Admiral Albert Schein, chief of the UNT General Staff and commander of all UNT armed forces, had accompanied MBG. She’d waved him into a chair along the wall behind her and smiled inwardly at his apparent discomfort at being relegated to a back seat. In her opinion, it was good to remind the highest-ranking military officer that he was subordinate to the most junior minister in government.

All attendees rose as the door opened, and President Okoye entered. He took his place at the head of the table and waved everyone into their seats. 

“I don’t expect most of you to have anything significant to contribute,” Okoye said as he fired a pointed look at Minister Herbig. “So, let’s start with Minister Brooks-Green. Minister?”

MBG thought she saw a flicker of disappointment on Okoye’s face as she smoothly reacted to his clumsy maneuver to catch her off-balance.

“Thank you, Mr. President. Since our last meeting, Admiral Schein and his staff have developed a plan to pursue and punish the perpetrators of the Peace Rally attack. Shall I go into the details here or wait for a more limited session?”

“All the details, please, considering sources and methods, Minister.”

“We believe the Kuiper Knights are behind the attack. We know the Knights have a presence here on Terra Earth, and we’ve learned the location of and details about their headquarters in the Free Sector.

“The first phase of the plan involves using Minister Herbig’s tac police to raid every known Kuiper Knight location here on Terra Earth, focused on the areas surrounding the Peace Rally and the ISMC headquarters in Kinshasa. My people will provide the intel and assist as required.”

MBG saw Herbig’s eyes widen with confusion. It was bad form to commit his ministry without consulting him beforehand, but she knew Herbig wasn’t in a position to do anything but agree.

“Why Kinshasa?” Okoye asked.

“Many of the former Space Marines who joined the Kuiper Knights did so from Kinshasa, and there was a well-established organization that transported them to the Free Sector. We also believe this hub serves as a conduit of information to the Free Sector. It’s imperative that we impede the flow of intelligence to the Knights before we enter the second phase of the plan.”

“Which is?”

MBG motioned to Admiral Schein, who stood.

“Mr. President, in three days, we’ll deploy 2nd Division to the Free Sector to seek and destroy known Kuiper Knighthood strongholds. The division is currently at 90 percent combat effectiveness and will achieve 95 percent before deploying.”

“Do you believe one division will suffice? I heard the number of Kuiper Knights was upward of thirty thousand.”

“Yes, sir, I’ve heard that number, but they’re scattered across several planets in the Leavitt Peripheral and beyond, and they’re armed with castoff weapons stolen from Colossus. My ordnance folks believe the failure rate of those weapons may be as high as 50 percent. Most of their colonies are incapable of accommodating large numbers of people, so we’ll strike the population centers first and mop up the smaller colonies afterward.”

Okoye looked from Schein to MBG. “2nd Division is capable to undertake this mission? Minister, only last month you testified in front of the Budget Committee, bemoaning military spending in the budget and the severe impact on military readiness.” He held up a sheet of paper. “Here’s a transcript of your testimony. ‘If military spending isn’t increased by 70 percent, Fleet readiness will decline to dangerous levels, and the ISMC will be reduced to one combat-ready division.’ Military spending hasn’t increased, yet it seems your opinion has changed. Minister, can you explain why?”

MBG’s ears grew warm as blood flushed her face, and she fought the urge to fire back at the president. She didn’t look around the table, but she sensed the smirks of the other cabinet ministers. Okoye may have scored points in a petty game, but she was an expert at the long game. She nodded.

“That was my testimony then, and that’s my opinion now, Mr. President. However, in the face of an inadequate budget, the Defense Ministry realigned funding from lower priority requirements to readiness. Thanks to the tireless efforts of Admiral Schein and his people, 2nd Division was reconstituted in record time. Just in time, as it turns out.”

“Where’s 1st Division?”

MBG turned to Schein.

“Mr. President, 1st Division is scattered piecemeal throughout several sectors in response to requests for assistance by various colonies to deal with bugs, pirates, and other hazards. Given the time necessary for those elements to disengage from their current tasking and form up, Minister Brooks-Green ordered the rapid reconstitution of 2nd Division.”

The president, either satisfied with their answers or bored with the game of tripping MBG up, turned to Minister Herbig.

“Minister Herbig, is the Interior Ministry ready to execute your phase of the plan? Are you able to meet your responsibilities within the three-day window as briefed by Defense?”

MBG almost laughed aloud at Herbig’s response. He must have decided that Okoye wouldn’t address him, because he and his aide looked completely surprised by the sudden pivot. They fumbled and muttered for a full minute before Herbig answered.

“Sir, uh, yes, we can achieve those goals within three days.” He shot a narrow-eyed look at MBG. “Provided the Defense Ministry is ready to deliver the promised support.”

“My people are standing by to provide whatever assistance you need, Minister,” MBG replied.

“That settles it. Commence Phase One immediately, and three days from now, deploy 2nd Division.” Okoye stood up, and everyone followed suit. “I don’t need to remind all of you that what we’ve discussed here must not become public knowledge. This plan requires absolute secrecy to achieve surprise, and it’s incumbent on all of us to keep it confidential.”

MBG watched as meeting attendees filtered out of the room, and she scowled when she saw Herbig in the lead.

Probably looking for the first microphone to make a statement.

Admiral Schein stepped up next to her.

“Ma’am, Fleet Intelligence has been in contact with the tac police, and they’re standing by to execute the raids as soon as Minister Herbig gives the order.”

MBG turned and smiled. “Let’s not waste any time, Admiral. Conduct the raids as soon as possible, and then let’s focus on getting 2nd Division into space.”

* * *
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The next day, Fortis paged through the messages in his queue, looking for anything new on the Global Peace Rally attack. With General Anders incommunicado after his arrest for the Comte de Barras incident, Fortis was in an information vacuum. He thought about scanning open-source news programming, but it was less accurate than even the occasional update through official ISMC channels.

Fleet Admiral Albert Schein, chief of the UNT General Staff, had issued an alert to all UNT military forces to prepare for action on short notice, and speculation about what that meant was rampant. He’d also issued a deployment warning order to the newly reestablished 2nd Division, which set the entire ISMC base in Kinshasa buzzing with excitement. When he’d first heard the news, Fortis placed a call to Schein’s office, looking for guidance for the ISR branch, but he hadn’t made it past the receptionist. He’d been waiting ever since.

Just as he logged out, someone rapped on his office door, and a familiar face peeked in.

“Major Abner Fortis?” 

Major Holly Markovsky from ISMC Manpower entered. Since his return to Kinshasa, Fortis and Markovsky had developed a casually intimate relationship.

“Hi, Holly.” Fortis flashed a sheepish grin and gestured at his desk. “I wasn’t expecting company, or I would have cleaned up.”

“That’s not necessary, Major.” The door swung wide open, and he saw she was accompanied by two burly ISMC sergeants wearing military police armbands. “This isn’t a social visit.”

Markovsky’s formal manner and the presence of the MPs surprised Fortis. Before he could speak, she opened a folder and began to read.

“By order of the chief of the UNT General Staff, the ISR branch is hereby disbanded, effective immediately. All personnel are to vacate the headquarters, taking with them only those items deemed personal property. Signed, Fleet Admiral Albert Schein.”

She passed the paper to Fortis, and his eyebrows knotted as he read it.

Disbanded?

“I don’t understand. What am I supposed to do with all this stuff?”

Major Markovsky shrugged.

“The sergeants are here to ensure that all government property remains in the building. I understand you’re living in the other wing?”

Fortis nodded. She knew where he lived, since she’d been there two nights ago.

“At this time, we’ll accompany you to your quarters. You’ll be allowed to pack only your personal property. Make sure you get everything, because once you leave the building, you won’t be permitted reentry.”

Fortis wobbled on wooden legs as he followed Markovsky across the quarterdeck and into the berthing wing. He struggled to remain calm and tried to ignore the looming presence of the MPs close behind him as he unlocked his door.

“Do you need help packing, Major?” Markovsky asked.

“No, I don’t have much. Uniforms, mostly.”

“Sergeants, that’ll be all. Stand by on the quarterdeck.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

The MPs left the room, and Fortis had the sudden feeling that he could breathe again.

“Can you tell me what’s going on?” Fortis asked as he stuffed his things into his duffel. As usual, the majority of his stuff was uniforms and other ISMC gear.

“Have you seen the news this morning?”

“No.” Fortis clipped the shoulder strap on his duffel and retrieved his dress uniform bag from the closet. “I try not to watch the news on an empty stomach. It ruins my appetite.”

“Charges have been filed against Generals Boudreaux and Anders, and they decided to shut down the ISR permanently.”

“That’s why you brought the MPs? I’m under arrest?”

“No, of course not. I brought them in case you... well... disagreed with this.”

Fortis shrugged. “DINLI.”

He checked all the drawers and shelves, but they were empty. “I’m ready. What now?”

“Now we go outside.”

When they were on the front sidewalk, Markovsky handed Fortis an envelope.

“These are your orders, signed by the head of Manpower. Tomorrow morning, you’ll report to 2nd Division, 1st Regiment, for duty as commanding officer, 2nd Battalion. Congratulations.”

The orders stunned Fortis. “Battalion command? I don’t, I mean, how? Why me?”

“2nd Battalion is scheduled to deploy in two days as part of 2nd Division. They need a CO, you’re an infantry officer, and you meet all the requirements of command. Most importantly, you’re available.”

Fortis couldn’t keep the surprise from his face.

“Don’t look so disappointed, Abner. You’ve been pushing for an infantry command for a long time, and now you have it.”

“I’m not disappointed, I’m astounded. An infantry command is the last thing I expected.”

“Needs of the service. First thing tomorrow morning. Don’t be late.”

Fortis looked around and saw the MPs were out of earshot.

“Are you busy tonight?”

Markovsky shook her head.

“Sorry, lover. It’s been fun, but I’m not looking to be the girl back home. Go to war, and we’ll pick it up again when you get back.”

Fortis stared as Markovsky and the MPs climbed into a waiting vehicle. He shouldered his duffel, and with the uniform bag in the other hand, started for the main gate to catch a taxi to Ystremski’s apartment.

* * * * *
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


As part of Gunnery Sergeant Petr Ystremski’s clandestine mission to infiltrate the Kuiper Knights and locate Colossus, General Anders had arranged for the ISMC to discharge, or divvie, Ystremski as part of his cover story. His family moved to North America, and Ystremski had moved into a run-down apartment in downtown Kinshasa. 

Since Ystremski’s return to Terra Earth, he’d been living in the apartment as he struggled with the ISMC to reinstate him. Without Anders to confirm the mission, Manpower refused to believe his story, and Ystremski had made little headway in his struggle.

Ystremski greeted Fortis when he knocked on the door. “Hey, stranger.” He looked at Fortis’s bags. “You moving in?”

“Just for tonight.” Fortis gestured to the lumpy sofa. “Where’s Sam?”

“He’s out somewhere. Probably scouting Gunny Pete’s again.”

Sam Hart was the retired ISMC corpsman Ystremski had adopted to look after the apartment while he was gone. Since Ystremski’s return, he and Hart had come up with a plan to purchase and reopen Gunny Pete’s, an old-school dive bar and epicenter of off-base ISMC social life that had closed following the military drawdown.

“Still dreaming about that place, eh?”

“Yeah, but it’s okay. It keeps him sober most of the day, so that’s a good thing. What’s your story?”

Fortis told Ystremski about his morning. “I’m supposed to report to 2nd Division first thing tomorrow morning to command a battalion.”

“You’re such a lucky asshole,” Ystremski said, and then he smiled. “Congratulations. I’m happy for you.”

“Thank you. What about you? Any progress?”

“Hurry up and wait. I’m sure some numbnuts colonel in Manpower has my file sitting on his desk. I guess he’s waiting for divine inspiration to get off his fat ass and deal with it.”

“They filed charges against Boudreaux and Anders. I don’t have any details, but it looks like they’ll be out of the fight for a while.”

Ystremski groaned. “That figures. Punish the best guys for having the balls to do what needed to be done and leave me in limbo. Do you think they’re going to charge you with anything?”

“I doubt it. If they were going to, they would’ve arrested me instead of giving me a command.”

“What’s the latest on the attack? Have they figured out who did it?”

“2nd Division is deploying in two days, so somebody knows. They’re not sharing the information, but I think it was the Kuiper Knights.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me. Crazy fuckers. Speaking of the Kuiper Knights, the tacs have been rounding them up all over the place. Shipping them off to a prison in the Canary Islands, I hear.”

“Maybe I should turn you in?” Fortis said with a smile.

“Don’t even joke like that, dickhead. I’ll be lucky not to get scooped up by an overzealous tac squad before Manpower gets their shit together.”

Just then, the apartment door opened, and Sam Hart entered.

“What the hell’s going on in here?”

“We were just discussing how corpsmen are as worthless as a screen door on an airlock,” Ystremski said. “What are you up to?”

“I went by Gunny Pete’s again this morning,” Hart said. “It’s still for sale.” He winked at Fortis. “Whaddya say, Major?”

Fortis and Ystremski traded amused looks.

“What would you do to the place if you owned it, Sam?”

“Not a fucking thing. Sweep the floors, change the sheets on the beds upstairs, and start slinging drinks.”

“Do you think there are enough Space Marines left in Kinshasa to keep the place running?”

“Only one that matters. Me.”

The trio had discussed reopening the iconic Space Marine watering hole several times. Hart calculated that it would only take five hundred thousand credits to purchase the building and get it up and running. Fortis was the obvious money man, since he’d had precious little time to spend any of his Space Marine salary or the pension he received as a winner of the L’ordre de la Galanterie on his cherry drop. The longer they talked about it, the more appealing the idea became to Fortis, especially since he’d planned to resign his ISMC commission and needed a job.

The attack on the Children’s Global Peace Rally had changed everything.

* * *
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Deep in a cave in the jungle-covered mountains that surrounded the Kuiper Knights’ headquarters, known as Sanctuary, Bender stopped digging and leaned on his shovel to wipe the sweat out of his eyes.

“Bloody hell.”

The humidity outside was stifling, but down here, it was almost unbearable. All around him, Kuiper Knights swung picks and shovels by the dim light of sputtering lanterns, burrowing deeper into the mountain in accordance with Brother Zerec’s directions.

Bender was one of the first former Space Marines to join the Kuiper Knights after the ISMC divvied him. It was widely suspected that the Knights were involved in the Free Sector slave trade, and he’d figured joining would be a good chance to continue the search for his goddaughter. Instead, he’d been posted to the Knighthood’s headquarters, where he’d been assigned to various construction projects.

“Who told you to stop digging, Brother?”

Bender turned and saw the red smock of a knight errant. The knights errant were the fanatical followers of The Master who received the most important assignments, like overseeing the excavation of the bunker complex. He straightened to his full height and towered over the smaller man.

“Just catching a breather, mate. It’s hot work, y’know.”

The knight errant’s reaction to Bender was almost laughable. He was used to the submissive deference shown toward the knights errant, and Bender’s response seemed to unnerve him.

“Yes, well, don’t dally too long. We must keep to Brother Zerec’s schedule.”

The knight errant disappeared into the gloomy depths of the cave, and Bender sighed as he plunged his shovel deep into the dirt.

Wanker.

* * *
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Aboard the converted crew transport vessel Sun City No. 12, orbiting on the far edge of the Leavitt Peripheral, Theo Leishman waited impatiently for the video call to synch and the encryption light to turn green. When the connection was made, The Leader appeared on his screen.

“Which one of you damned fools authorized the attack?”

The Leader blinked in surprise at the vehemence of Leishman’s assault, and it took a long second for him to respond.

“That’s a matter for the Knighthood, Mr. Leishman.”

“We had an agreement!”

“Our agreement concluded when you took possession of the weapon. Our mutual obligation ended at that point.”

“Do you understand what you’ve done?”

“The UNT destroyed our ship in the Free Sector, in contravention of the Non-Use of Military Force Agreement. We reminded them that they’re not invulnerable.”

“‘Reminded them?’ Are you insane? You murdered a hundred thousand people, including citizens of the Big Four. If they weren’t angry before, they are now. Do you understand what’s about to happen?”

“I didn’t know divination was one of your abilities, Mr. Leishman. That seems a bit mystical for a slaver.”

Leishman ignored the barb.

“My sources report that the Big Four have suspended the NUMFA, and the UNT plans to deploy a division of Space Marines through the Freedom Gate.”

The Leader scoffed. “We have many Knights who were former Space Marines—more than a mere division—and we have their weapons, too.”

Leishman fought back the anger rising in his chest. “They aren’t just coming for you. They’re coming after anyone who had anything to do with the attack, including me.”

“You worry too much, Mr. Leishman. We’re protected by the True Faith, as we always have been. The soulless minions of the UNT will fall under our swords, as they have so many times in the past.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Leishman stabbed the disconnect button, and The Leader’s face disappeared from his screen. He swiveled to face Mark Bowen, his assistant, who was seated just off camera next to him.

“That crazy old bastard doesn’t understand the danger he’s put us all in.”

Bowen shrugged. “He’s a fanatic. Fanatics view the world differently than we do. We seek to maximize profits while minimizing risk. For him and his followers, it’s about self-actualization, achieving inner peace, or whatever the fuck they’re seeking, and the risks be damned. What kind of maniac attacks innocent civilians?”

Leishman glared at Bowen. Leishman’s criminal empire was built on the slave trade, which he fed by attacking colonies and transport ships.

Bowen blushed and laughed nervously. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Leishman waited an extra second before he spoke.

“The Leader is delusional if he thinks all his former Space Marines will remain loyal to him when the fighting begins. It was one thing for them to recite some mumbo-jumbo in order to get a job. It’s quite another when their leader’s committed mass murder, and the weight of a division of Space Marines is about to drop on them. I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them grab the crazy bastard and try to work out a deal with the UNT.

“If we’re lucky, the Space Marines will kill The Leader and all the Knights who know about our transaction before they get a chance to rat us out. It won’t look good if they discover we’re hauling around proof positive that we were involved with Colossus.”

“What of the Space Marines?”

“The last report I received said deployment was ‘imminent,’ meaning days, not weeks. They’re sending 2nd Division.”

“Do we have anyone in 2nd Division?”

Leishman shook his head. “Not yet. They divvied all our reliable people, and they’ve been shuffling the rest around to fill up 2nd Division. Our source in Kinshasa will inform us when they deploy, but that’s the best we’re going to get.”

He leaned back in his chair and considered the options. Leishman had no use for the Mark-654 High Yield Ground Penetrating Munition, or HYGPM, the Kuiper Knights had given him in exchange for the intelligence that enabled them to hijack Colossus. However, in the shadowy world where he did business, someone would pay him dearly for a weapon so powerful it had earned the nickname Planet Killer.

The biggest challenge was where to store such a weapon. As a slaver, he didn’t maintain a main operating base, and it would’ve been foolish to hide the weapon there if he did. Somebody would try to steal it, or the UNT would show up to take it back by force.

He didn’t want to carry the weapon, either. Sun City No. 12 was well armed to repel pirate attacks, but even Leishman’s fearsome reputation couldn’t deter them all. Pirates willingly took insane risks, and someday a band of them might decide that attacking Leishman to steal the weapon was worth it. 

The most important consideration for not carrying the HYGPM was that it could serve as a bargaining chip if the UNT managed to capture Leishman. They might hate him and how he made a living, but he doubted the government could resist the temptation to recover the weapon in exchange for his freedom.

He sat up.

“Let’s find a place to stash the bomb and get the hell out of this sector. When 2nd Division blows the shit out of the Kuiper Knights, I don’t want to be collateral damage.”

* * * * *
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Major Abner Fortis drew more than the usual looks warranted by a major as he walked across the base to the 2nd Division headquarters area. The war bond tour years earlier had made him a minor celebrity in the Corps, but his involvement in the recent Free Sector mission had put him on the Space Marine map. He got plenty of stares and doubletakes, but he ignored it all.

Fortis got a strange, almost unsettled feeling as he approached the headquarters. The buildings were as he remembered, but he noticed a marked difference in the vibe of the area as he returned the salutes of those who crossed his path. The Space Marines he encountered actually looked like they were headed somewhere instead of the usual skylarking. A division of five thousand Space Marines, many of them still teenagers, should’ve had the NCOs busy riding herd on them, but there was none of that. 

He presented himself to the 1st Regiment desk watch, and the corporal escorted him to the deputy commander’s office. Col J. Weiss read the hand-lettered sign taped to the door. The watch tapped on the door and opened it.

“Colonel, Major Fortis is here.”

Fortis entered, stopped the prescribed two paces from the colonel’s desk, and saluted.

“Major Abner Fortis, reporting as ordered, sir.”

Weiss returned his salute. “Thank you, Corporal. That’s all.” He stuck out his hand, and Fortis shook it.

“Have a seat, Major.” Weiss gestured to the piles of paper spread across his desk. “I apologize for the mess, but the Corps hasn’t seen fit to fill my clerk billet yet.”

Weiss was a nondescript officer of medium build, plain faced, with wispy brown hair trimmed tight on the sides and combed carefully on top. Fortis’ first impression was of a manager who would’ve been more at home in a Terran accounting firm.

Fortis nodded but said nothing.

“We’re certainly glad to have you aboard. The drawdown and rebuilding of 2nd Division has created a lot of turmoil, and the addition of experienced officers will help alleviate some of it. Anyway—” Weiss stood, and Fortis followed suit “—let’s go meet the boss.”

The colonel led Fortis across the hall to a door marked 1st Regiment Commanding Officer.

“Colonel Feliz only just took command,” Weiss said in a low voice. “We haven’t even had time to make a sign for his door.” He tapped and entered. “Major Fortis is here, sir.”

Fortis repeated his report, and Feliz broke into a wide grin as he stood and offered his hand.

“Welcome aboard, Major. Please, sit down. General Anders speaks highly of you.”

Feliz was a head taller than Fortis, with a spare frame and a gleaming bald head. The skin on his face was drawn tight over his cheekbones and chin, which gave him a skeletal appearance. A pencil-thin moustache hovered between a narrow nose and thin upper lip.

“I’ve had the pleasure of serving with the general several times over my career,” Fortis said.

“I was two years behind him at Fleet Academy, and we’ve stayed in touch. Do you keep in touch with your classmates, Major?”

Weiss cleared his throat.

“I didn’t attend Fleet Academy, sir. I was a direct accession after Imperio disappeared.”

“Ah, shit.” Feliz fumbled with a folder on his desk as his ears reddened. “Of course. I saw that in your record.”

Before Fortis could respond, Weiss spoke up.

“Colonel, we should leave soon if we want to make the briefing on time.”

“You’re right.” Feliz stood and ushered Fortis to the door. “You got here just in time for the all-officer briefing with General Moreno. Maybe we’ll finally be told where we’re going and what we’ll be doing.”

* * *
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“Attention on deck!”

The officers of ISMC 2nd Division rose as one and stood at attention as Major General Nola Moreno strode across the briefing theater stage to the waiting podium. She looked out over the group for a long second before she waved them into their seats.

“Carry on, Marines.”

A holograph of a large smear of stars in a spiral formation appeared above the stage behind the general.

“This is Libertas Centralis, the primary galaxy in the Free Sector. As you can see, it’s a spiral galaxy, much like our own Milky Way, except it lacks the band of stars across the center. I don’t know what that means, and
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