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“Just say no.”

─First Lady Nancy Reagan
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“Liberty call, liberty call!”

─Word passed over the internal communications system

on U.S. Navy ships, greeted with cheers.

* * * * *
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DINLI
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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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Chapter One
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International Space Marine Corps Second Lieutenant Abner Fortis keyed his throat mike. “Go, go, go!”

Breaching charges blew open the front and back doors of the building simultaneously, and Space Marines dressed in all-black tactical armor flowed inside. There were several bright flashes and sharp cracks as stun grenades preceded the assault troops into interior rooms and up the stairs. Short bursts of gunfire announced the discovery of “enemy” troops concealed inside.

“Clear!” called Assault Team Alpha Leader, responsible for the first floor.

“Clear!” echoed Assault Team Bravo Leader from upstairs.

“Clear!” came the call from the Overwatch Sniper Team Leader.

“All clear, all clear,” announced Fortis. He consulted his watch. “Good job, Marines. Twenty-six seconds. All teams, muster at the rally point.” Cool air washed over his head as he pulled off his assault helmet and swiped at the sweat on his face. The new-style assault helmets were full face, with a bulletproof visor and a hermetic seal. Great protection, but heavy and stifling.

The assault teams and sniper overwatch gathered together and shared a laugh at Private Modell, who had a bright orange blotch on the chest of his battle armor. The Space Marine trainees used training rounds loaded with bright green paint, while the training cadre opposing force, or OPFOR, used orange.

After the assault teams formed up, the training cadre commander approached Fortis. He was a business-like warrant officer named Tarkenton, with a critical eye and direct manner, and he wasn’t shy about pointing out trainee mistakes. He nodded to Fortis.

“You mind if I address your troops, Lieutenant?”

Fortis motioned to the formation. “Be my guest, Warrant.”

Warrant Tarkenton faced the Space Marines. “You ladies think it’s funny that one of yours got hit?”

Everyone froze, and Fortis got a hot feeling around his neck as the blood rushed to his face. Tarkenton began to pace in front of the formation and every eye followed him.

“This Marine is dead,” he pointed at Modell, “And you’re all standing around, grab-assing.” He put his hands on his hips. “Third Platoon failed this exercise.” He turned to Fortis. “You failed this exercise, Lieutenant. Your casualty planning was inadequate and your failure to take appropriate measures with a casualty cost the Space Marines a man.”

Fortis opened his mouth to protest, but he stayed silent. He didn’t learn about the casualty until after the exercise, but if he argued with Tarkenton it would just shift the blame to the men. The simple truth was that Fortis, as the officer in charge, was responsible for the failure, no matter the reason.

“You didn’t brief casualty procedures, did you?”

It was more accusation than question, and Fortis shook his head and cleared his throat.

“We did not, Warrant.”

“Let this be a lesson for all of you,” said Tarkenton raising his voice. “Even on a training mission, you have to be ready for anything.” He slapped Fortis on the shoulder. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, sir. Once you get more experience it will get easier.” He turned back to the formation. “When you return tomorrow, we’ll run this scenario again, and this time you better be prepared for anything.” With that, Tarkenton turned and joined the training cadre on the other side of the dynamic training compartment.

“With some more experience, Lieutenant, you’ll be a jackass like me.” Private Queen, Third Platoon jokester and expert mimic, mocked the warrant for the amusement of his comrades.

Fortis fought the urge to smile. “Knock it off, Queen. You all heard the man: We fucked up. I fucked up. We need to be better than that. Third Platoon, atten-hut!”

As one, the platoon snapped to attention.

Fortis eyed the formation. A lot of new faces.

After Fortis was relieved of platoon commander duties during his recent court martial, Third Platoon had received replacements to fill gaps left by the meat grinder on Pada-Pada. The new guys were a mixed lot: veterans and cherries, chronic fuckups and genuine head cases. Whatever else they were, they were now his responsibility to train and mold into an efficient fighting unit, and assault exercises like the one they had just completed would help accomplish that mission.

“Corporal Ystremski, take charge and dismiss the platoon.”

Ystremski saluted, and Fortis returned the military courtesy.

“Aye, aye, sir.” The corporal faced the formation. “Third Platoon, stow your gear and muster in the hangar in ten minutes for PT. Fall out!”

* * *
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In the pre-dawn darkness on the industrial planet of Eros-28, a black-clad figure crouched behind a low stone wall and checked her watch.

Three minutes.

Dust devils swirled and danced in the beams of the searchlights mounted above the underground garage entryway and cast crazy shadows across the featureless landscape. The dust-laden breeze gave the white beams a dull orange glow, and the surrounding darkness swallowed the light after a few meters.

The woman didn’t notice the squad of troops that had surrounded her until it was too late. They slammed her to the ground, restrained her arms and legs, and waited.

A hovercopter approached from the east and settled onto a lighted pad next to the garage entrance. The ’copter raised more dirt and dust as the troops dumped her in the aircraft and piled in behind. The machine rose smoothly into the dark sky and sped off over the desert.

Forty seconds later, a series of explosions rocked the underground garage and collapsed the structure. Tons of dirt buried a hundred pieces of newly refurbished mining equipment and wiped out two weeks of work. No lives were lost, but the sabotage was a severe blow to facility productivity and a major escalation in the ongoing struggle between the Galactic Resource Conglomerate, GRC, and the resistance on Eros-28.

Unbeknownst to facility management, the true target of the attack was several hundred kilos of China Mike, a highly addictive drug, hidden in the machinery.

* * *
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The morning after the failed training scenario, Fortis sighed and leaned back in his chair in the Foxtrot Company XO’s office. He had ground away all night at the mountain of paperwork on his desk, but it didn’t look any smaller. The amount of administrivia necessary to operate a company of Space Marines was overwhelming, and it sat squarely on Fortis’ shoulders as the acting executive officer. He stood up and stretched, and all of his muscles protested.

There were three sharp raps on the hatch, and Corporal Ystremski stuck his head inside.

“Hey, LT, what’s going on?”

Fortis gestured at his desk. “Death by a million paper cuts. What’s up with you?”

“Every day’s a holiday.”

“DINLI, dickhead.”

Sticklers for ISMC protocol would have frowned at the casual banter between the officer and the enlisted man, but Fortis and Ystremski had recently spent two weeks in a fight for their lives on the jungle planet Pada-Pada. They had been battle tested together and their shared experience in combat had scoured away the patina of pro forma bullshit and left behind a solid professional military relationship.

Corporal Ystremski sank into the chair opposite Fortis and pointed. “It looks like that pile of paper has grown since the last time I stopped by, sir.”

Fortis scowled. “Yeah. Reese has the paperwork pump in recirculation mode, I think.”

Captain Reese, the Second Battalion Administrative Officer, hated Fortis and took immense pleasure in tormenting him.

Reese had been Foxtrot Company commander when Fortis and a detachment of two platoons dropped to Pada-Pada on a training mission in support of the Global Resource Conglomerate, or GRC. The mission went sideways, and the Space Marines became embroiled in a battle with vicious bugs and deadly cloned soldiers.

After several appeals for guidance from his company commander went unanswered, Fortis transmitted a status report of events on Pada-Pada directly to the Battalion commander. The report resulted in Captain Reese’s reassignment to administrative duties, for which he blamed Fortis.

Because of a Fleet-wide shortage of junior officers, Foxtrot Company only had two commissioned officers: Captain Brickell, the new commanding officer, and Second Lieutenant Fortis. Which meant Fortis was forced to assume duties as the company executive officer, a job which included mountains of paperwork.

As a result of Reese’s grudge, Foxtrot Company paperwork had ground to a halt. Personnel action requests were returned for minor errors, routine reports were rejected, and supply requisitions were delayed or just disappeared.

The current Foxtrot Company CO, Captain Brickell, had made it clear to Fortis that he was on his own in the ongoing battle with Reese. Brickell wanted no part of any fight with Battalion HQ, even when he was obliged to make Fortis the acting company XO. “Nothing late, nothing lost,” had been his direction, and Fortis worked tirelessly to meet that standard, even though it was like bailing the ocean with a bucket.

“Why doesn’t the CO say something? Reese is fucking over the whole company with his bullshit.”

“The CO has enough to do without worrying about a bunch of paper,” Fortis replied. He sat back down and sighed as his leg muscles relaxed. “Commanding a company with only one officer and two warrant officers can’t be easy.”

“How are the workouts coming along, LT? Feeling good?”

“Not bad. I definitely feel the enhancement, and I’m lifting more weight than I ever have.”

Fortis had received his Level Six Strength Enhancement the previous week and was under strict orders from the Battalion medical officer to exercise to muscle exhaustion twice daily. This was critical for two reasons. First, it was the only way to determine whether his body would accept or reject the enhancement. If his body rejected the enhancement, it was better to find out while the Fleet hospital ship was in range. Second, it was crucial that his musculoskeletal system develop to tolerate the stress the higher enhancement levels could put on his body. Superhuman strength was dangerous in a weak body.

There was a third, unofficial, reason why the exercise was important to Fortis: it gave him a bulletproof reason to walk away from his desk and leave the avalanche of admin behind, if only for a few hours. He had to work out, and neither Captain Brickell nor Captain Reese would dare go against the orders of the Battalion medical officer.

The office door banged open, and Captain Reese barged in with a sheaf of papers clutched in his hand.

Fortis and Ystremski stood.

“Mister Fortis, these requisitions are incomplete. You have to submit in triplicate—”

Reese stopped in mid-sentence when he saw Corporal Ystremski.

Years earlier, Ystremski had punched Reese during a drunken confrontation and the resulting charges got Ystremski busted from gunnery sergeant to private. Even without the gunny chevrons, Ystremski had the uncanny ability to project an aura of disdain and contempt at anyone he chose, and Reese was a frequent target of the corporal’s attention.

“I... uh... anyway, fix these.”

The flustered captain dropped the papers on the desk and backed out of the space before Fortis could even render the customary salute. Ystremski pushed the door shut, and the two exchanged amused smiles.

“That guy is a fucking weasel. I should have hit him twice.”

Fortis chuckled. “He’s not worth the effort. How many times do you want to make corporal?” He dug through a small pile of completed paperwork. “Before I forget, I have something for you.” He found what he was looking for and handed it to Ystremski. “Sorry.”

Ystremski opened the folder and saw it was a personnel action request with his name at the top and the word “DENIED” stamped in big red letters across the bottom. Fortis had given Ystremski a battlefield promotion to the rank of gunnery sergeant during the battle on Pada-Pada, but his request to make the promotion permanent had been rejected.

Ystremski gave a bitter chuckle. “At least they let me keep corporal.”

“DINLI.”

“DINLI,” Ystremski affirmed. He tapped his wrist. “It’s about time, sir.”

Fortis shook his head. Captain Brickell was the only company commander in the entire Battalion that held morning formation in the cavernous hangar bay. He claimed it helped maintain the military bearing of the company in garrison on the flagship. Fortis secretly suspected Brickell did it because the division commander, General Gupta, ran laps in the hangar every morning at the same time the formation was held.

Whatever the reason, the corporal was right. It was time to go.

* * *
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Foxtrot Company formed up and submitted muster reports to Lieutenant Fortis. When they were verified, Fortis signaled to Captain Brickell on his communicator. Two minutes later, Brickell entered the hangar.

“Attention on deck!”

Foxtrot Company came to attention, and Fortis saluted the CO.

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

Brickell returned the salute. “Very well. Put the company at ease, XO.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Fortis about-faced. “Foxtrot Company, stand at ease.”

For the next ten minutes, Brickell paced in front of the company and expounded on his theories about leadership, followership, and what it meant to be a Space Marine. Fortis glared at the assembled troops as eyelids drooped and attention visibly wandered.

“Today, Lieutenant Fortis will lead two assault teams on a dynamic-entry training scenario. The rest of Third Platoon will report to the company clerk’s office for general duty assignments.”

Great.

Normally, Fortis would leap at the chance for more tactical training, but the weight of all the paperwork on his desk threatened to crush him. He began to plot how to slough off the training onto one of the two warrant officers when Brickell said something that got the attention of every Space Marine in the formation.

“The general has approved a ten-day planetary liberty visit for the entire division.”

The company held their collective breath.

“In the Eros Cluster.”

Military bearing in the formation crumbled, and the Space Marines laughed and whooped. Fortis fought to control his own reaction as the CO held up his hand for silence.

“Company, atten-HUT!” Fortis ordered.

The company popped to attention, and their smiles vanished.

Captain Brickell nodded to Fortis. “Thank you, XO.” He turned back to the company. “In three days, the Fleet will arrive in the vicinity of the Eros Cluster. When I receive spaceport assignments from the staff I will pass them on to you.” Brickell passed in front of the formation and whirled to a stop facing the Space Marines. “Know this, ladies. Nobody is going anywhere unless Foxtrot Company gear is in tip-top shape, our spaces are pristine, and company business is squared away. Understood?”

The company stood, silent.

Brickell turned on his heel and strode toward the hatch that led to his quarters. “XO, take charge and dismiss the company.”

Fortis waited until the CO closed the hatch behind him.

“Platoon commanders take charge. Company, dismissed!”

* * * * *
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Chapter Two
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After four hours of dynamic-entry training scenarios, Fortis and the two assault teams took a breather while they waited for the colonel in charge of Battalion training to arrive and observe their final training evolution.

The training day had started out rough. The Space Marines were distracted by the news of impending liberty, and they made many basic errors during the first scenarios. Fortis was forced to call a timeout. He delivered a stern warning that they would repeat the scenarios all day if necessary, and the assault teams settled down.

The scenarios had fallen into the familiar pattern of training conducted by the Battalion cadre. The cadre were all over the Space Marines to start. The tiniest mistakes were belabored, and the trainers attributed many of them to a failure of leadership, a polite way of indirectly blaming Fortis.

By the midpoint, the cadre noted fewer mistakes, whether the Space Marines committed them or not. For the final scenario for the colonel, Warrant Tarkenton and his team declared that the assault teams were operating like a well-oiled machine because of the training the cadre had provided.

Fortis wished Corporal Ystremski was there to deflect some of Warrant Tarkenton’s bullshit; Ystremski might only be a corporal, but he knew how the game was played.

Maybe that’s why Brickell wanted him for admin duty today.

“Lieutenant Fortis!”

Fortis looked up and saw the Foxtrot Company Clerk, Staff Sergeant Cruz, standing by the hatch.

“Captain Brickell wants all platoon commanders and sergeants up in the company room ASAP. The liberty assignments are out!”

Cruz disappeared through the hatch before Fortis could respond. First and Second Squads whooped with excitement, and Fortis cut them off with a wave of his hand.

“Third Platoon, lock it up.” He turned to Tarkenton. “What do you want us to do, Warrant?”

“Go ahead and dismiss them, sir. I just got the call, the colonel’s not coming. We’ve been recalled to the training center ourselves.”

* * *
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Ystremski caught up with Fortis at the company room hatch. “What’s the word, LT?”

“Beats me. Cruz said the CO wanted us up here because the liberty assignments were out. What have you heard?”

Ystremski shook his head. “Not a peep. I’ve been busy with Third Squad all morning.”

The two men entered the company room and joined the warrant officers and their platoon NCOs as they waited for Captain Brickell. Finally, the CO arrived.

“I just received the liberty assignments from Battalion admin for Foxtrot Company.” He held up a sheet of paper. “Foxtrot Company has been assigned Spaceport Zulu Five on Eros-69.”

Everyone laughed and applauded. Ystremski nudged Fortis and smiled.

“Eros-69 is paradise,” he muttered to the young officer out of the corner of his mouth.

“I meant what I said at formation this morning, ladies. Spaces clean, equipment maintained, and company business completed.”

After Brickell dismissed the group, Fortis held Ystremski back until they were alone in the company room.

“What’s on Eros-69?”

“You name it, LT. Booze, real women, everything. The last time I was there, they were building a biodome to hold a beach. Can you believe that?”

“Actually, I can. I was supposed to go work for my father building biodomes after college, but I decided a career in the ISMC sounded like more fun.”

Ystremski laughed. “Having fun yet?”

“DINLI.”

“You know what’s weird about this, LT? Normally we don’t stop there so early in a deployment. Usually, it’s on our way home.”

“Why is that?”

“Imagine what would happen on Terra Earth if five thousand sex-starved Space Marines returned straight home after a two-year deep-space deployment? It would be anarchy. Instead, we go to Eros-69 and blow off some steam. We have to quarantine anyway, so why not do it in a place that has excellent hotels and beautiful beaches, real women and cheap booze, and all of it under a biodome that feels just like home.”

Fortis led Ystremski into the passageway to the Foxtrot Company XO’s office.

“Huh. Sounds nice. Too bad I can’t drink.”

“Oh shit, I forgot about your strength enhancement.”

One of the restrictions while undergoing physical enhancements was that the recipient could not consume any drugs or alcohol until the doctors were certain the enhancement had “taken.” It wouldn’t have been a problem on a normal deployment, but the liberty call complicated things for Fortis.

“It doesn’t matter anyway. Remember what the CO said about ‘company business squared away’ at formation? I think I’ll be spending my liberty right here.”

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that, sir.”

Fortis opened the hatch and gaped at his empty desk.

“What happened here? Where did all that paper go?”

“Well, sir, you were busy in the trainer being a Space Marine this morning. And the lads of Third Squad know that you won’t get liberty if your desk isn’t clear.” He winked. “I know some people that know some people, the kind of people who make things work around here. I made a couple calls and got things moving.”

“You didn’t break any regs, did you?”

Ystremski feigned shock. “Me? Oh, no, sir, I would never break any regs. I’m a by-the-book Space Marine. I divided everything up by subject and got the piles into the right hands.”

Fortis chuckled. “I wonder what Reese will say when he finds out?”

“By the time he discovers it, we’ll be knee-deep in bacchanal.”

* * *
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Freed from his administrative bondage, Fortis went to the troop weight room for his first workout of the day. As a commissioned officer, he was entitled to use the embarked staff gym, which was clean and bright, with shiny machines and electro-beats pulsating from overhead speakers. There was even a staff of orderlies who handed out towels and offered personal training services. Users had to remain rank-conscious at all times or risk interfering with a senior officer’s exercise time. It rivaled any boutique on Terra Earth, and Fortis hated it.

The troop weight room, by contrast, was a dank, dark space deep in the bowels of the flagship. It reeked of sweat and testosterone. There were no machines or ellipticals; it was all steel bars and free weights. The only music was the clank of weights and grunts of exertion as muscle and iron collided.

Rank didn’t matter in the troop gym, only effort. It was a pocket of egalitarianism aboard the highly stratified flagship. Fortis wasn’t a lieutenant in the gym; he was a Space Marine building his body to accept the strength enhancements. His fellow weightlifters were eager to help him with a spot, and he endured their good-natured ribbing when they discovered he was an officer. They pushed him hard because someday they might have to follow him into battle. Fortis drove himself hard because he knew the Space Marines wouldn’t follow a weak leader.

When Fortis was exhausted and could barely lift his arms, he slumped onto an empty bench. Someone threw a towel at him, and he waved his thanks with a trembling hand. Their laughter followed him as he forced his wobbly legs to carry him into the passageway to make the long climb up several decks to his stateroom.

* * *
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Captain Reese was tapping on his keyboard when Captain Brickell entered the Battalion administrative space with an armload of paper and stopped at his desk. When Reese didn’t look up, Brickell dumped the pile on Reese’s deck without ceremony.

“Hey, Tim, what’s all this crap?”

Reese looked up, gave Brickell a look like he had just stepped in something unpleasant before turning his attention to the folders and documents.

“Looks like periodic enlisted performance reports, some supply paperwork, and a few personnel action requests.”

Brickell glared. “I know what it is. I signed some of this stuff a week ago. Why is it back on my desk for signature again?”

Reese exaggerated scratching his chin. “Perhaps it was returned because it’s not satisfactory. Let me see...” He opened the top folder and scanned the first few pages. “Yep, that’s it. These performance reports aren’t properly formatted. Each paragraph is supposed to be indented with two spaces not five. I returned them to your XO to correct and resubmit.”

“Are you kidding me? What difference does the formatting make? These reports don’t go into their personnel files. Hell, most of the guys post them on the walls in the shitter for a laugh.”

“What the men choose to do with their paperwork is their business. My only concern is that it meets the standards set forth in the ISMC Correspondence Manual.”

Brickell clenched and unclenched his fists and took a deep breath before he addressed Reese in a loud voice.

“What’s your problem, Reese? Ever since I relieved you as Foxtrot Company CO you’ve had a hard-on for Fortis. Don’t get me wrong, I’m in favor of training and testing our cherries to make sure they’re up to the task, but this—” he gestured at the mound of paper, “—this is bullshit. Your vendetta against my XO is beginning to impact my company, and I won’t allow that to happen. From now on, if I sign it, it’s good enough. Understand?”

Everyone in the space watched in shocked silence as the blood drained from Reese’s face, and his mouth opened and closed without a sound. After a long moment, Brickell turned on his heel and strode out.

* * *
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Fortis showered, donned fresh fatigues, and went in search of Major Anders, the Battalion Intelligence Officer. The major was in his office with his feet up while an episode of a holographic Terran reality show floated above his desk. Anders swung his feet down and smiled when Fortis opened the hatch.

“Ah, Lieutenant Fortis. What can I do for you today?”

Major Anders had taken a liking to Abner when he had briefed the lieutenant prior to his deployment to Pada-Pada. Most of the ISMC infantry officers paid little attention to Anders and the intelligence he provided them, but Fortis was genuinely interested. When he returned from Pada-Pada, Fortis had provided the major with a wealth of information about the GRC precision crafted soldiers, or “test tubes,” he’d fought there.

“Hello, Major. I guess you heard about our liberty on Eros-69?”

Anders chuckled, and his smile widened. “Indeed, I have. What of it?”

Fortis shrugged. “I’ve never been there, and the only stories I get from the men involve debauchery on a grand scale. I’m curious to know if there’s anything of interest about the place besides the obvious.”

“To understand the Eros Cluster you have to know the history. Do you have time?”

Fortis nodded, and Anders gestured at the seat across from him. He keyed his computer terminal, and a group of planets replaced the show on his holograph.

“When humans first began manned deep-space exploration and resource exploitation there wasn’t a lot of thought given to the nasty things that might follow us back to Terra Earth. The assumption was that nothing harmful could survive the decontamination procedures we followed before getting back inside our space craft. Nor did we think anything could survive on the exterior of a spacecraft in the vacuum of space. If it did, the thinking was that heat of atmospheric re-entry would finish it. Then came the Long March incident.”

“The Long March incident?”

“Yes. Long March was a Chinese deep-space survey mission. This was back before the UNT formed and individual countries still sponsored their own missions. Anyway, Long March returned after a four-year deployment and went into quarantine orbit around Terra Earth.

“Just before the crew boarded a shuttle to return to the surface, there was some kind of viral outbreak on Long March that killed everyone. They had brought something back with them and, fortunately, it woke up before they brought it to the surface. Some of the crew managed to escape on the shuttle and tried to enter Terra Earth’s atmosphere. The Chinese government destroyed it before they could land.”

“Damn!”

“The Chinese were determined not to release any more pandemics or plagues on the planet, so their reaction was understandable. Had that shuttle landed and unleashed whatever it was that had killed everyone on Long March, our species may not have survived.

“Anyway, three hundred and nine people died as a result. At that point, the governments of every space-faring nation decided that a more rigorous quarantine protocol was necessary.”

Fortis scratched his chin. “That’s an interesting story, sir, but what’s it got to do with Eros-69?”

Anders held up a hand. “Patience, Abner. We’ll get to Eros-69, but first I have to tell you about Cuba Libre.

“After Long March, they reactivated the International Space Station and used it to quarantine crews until they could be certified as safe to return to Terra Earth.

“The first mission placed in quarantine on the ISS was the crew of Cuba Libre, a long-range mineral survey vessel. The ship returned from a six-year survey mission and docked with the ISS without incident. After two weeks in quarantine circling Terra Earth, mass psychosis swept through the Cuba Libre crew. They attempted to de-orbit the ISS, and it broke apart and burned up on re-entry.”

“What drove them crazy, a bug?”

“Nobody knows. It might have been a bug or it might have been the psychological torment of seeing Terra Earth every time they looked out the viewports after six years away. Whatever the reason was, it died with them when the ISS burned up. That’s when the Galactic Resource Conglomerate got involved.”

“The GRC? As in the guys we fought on Pada-Pada?”

Major Anders nodded. “One and the same. GRC had a resource extraction claim on a small cluster of plutoids at the far edge of the Milky Way known as the Eros Cluster. The claim was a bust, but as they say in the real estate business: location, location, location. The cluster is perfectly situated to serve missions departing and returning to the galaxy.

“At first, they built a quarantine dome on Eros-69 for their own crews. It worked out so well for them that the UNT contracted with the GRC to expand the operation to include a series of pleasure domes for all deep-space missions. Now, crews returning from extended missions stop there to release pent-up energy and pass quarantine before they return to Terra Earth.”

“Smart idea. Makes sense.”

“And makes big money.”

“So that’s where we’re headed, huh? Eros-69. Ystremski said they have beaches there.”

Major Anders leaned back and laid his hands across his stomach. “They have every kind of diversion imaginable, Fortis. It’s paradise.”

* * *
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For the next two days, Foxtrot Company cleaned and trained.

Atlas, flagship of ISMC’s Ninth Division, was designed to be self-cleaning, but with Eros-69 liberty on the line, the Space Marines left nothing to chance.

The company paperwork logjam finally broke, and Fortis mastered the art of only handling a piece of paper once. Captain Brickell made no comment about the sudden administrative efficiency of the company. Warrant Officers Takahashi and Taylor, the other Foxtrot Company platoon commanders, did their part to help the paperwork monster lurch along. Fortis began to relax. He intensified his physical training regimen, and it became obvious to him that the strength enhancement had been successful. He wouldn’t be able to fully participate in the drunken wildness Third Platoon had planned for liberty, but at least he wouldn’t be stuck on the flagship.

He received a hologram from his mother the night before the Space Marines were scheduled to load up for Eros-69. He considered leaving it until he came back from liberty, but if he didn’t respond in a day or two, she would follow it up with another, and another, and then another, each more anxious than the last.

It depressed Fortis that his life had been a complete cliché. He’d been a dutiful son who performed well in school and steered clear of trouble. Abner’s father had dreamed of him working his way up through the family biodome construction business and eventually taking over. His mother had no opinions of her own, content to parrot whatever his father said.

When Abner announced that he had applied for a commission in the ISMC, his parents reacted exactly as he had expected. His father angrily demanded that he withdraw his application, and his mother disappeared into her bedroom in tears. Two days later, as he prepared to catch the train for the induction center, his mother fought back a new torrent of tears and smoothed his hair.

“Be careful, Abner.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Steer clear of danger.”

His father waited for him at the door, and for the first time in Abner’s life, the two shook hands.

“Stay out of trouble, son. If you need anything, call.”

Their private disappointment became public pride when word that he had received the L’Ordre de la Galanterie made it back to Terra Earth. His father was on a contract in the Felder Reach, but his mother’s holos were filled with stories of her new-found popularity as the mother of a hero, her efforts at matchmaking for Abner, and admonishments to be careful and write soon.

Fortis keyed her latest and sat back to watch. A blue-tinged electronic version of his mother hovered over his desk.

Hello Abner,

I hope this finds you well. Everything is fine here. We all love and miss you.

Do you remember Mrs. Armstrong? Her husband is aide to the territorial governor. Anyway, I saw her at the community center with her daughter Elspeth yesterday. Elspeth is quite the beauty, Abner. I know that you would agree. I promised her that you would holo her when you got time away from your duties. Be a dear, Abner, and write when you can. She comes from the finest sort of people, and I think you two would make a lovely couple. It never hurts to plan for the future. After all, the future will be here before you know it.

Anyway, I’m sure you’re busy, so I’ll let you go. Please write back as soon as you can.

I love you.

Holographic Mother waved, and Fortis caught himself before he waved back.

He sighed and hit Reply.

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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Mikel Chive, the GRC Director of Security on Eros-28, suppressed a smile as he entered the windowless interrogation room. The gray dirt walls swallowed the light cast by the single-bulb light fixture on the ceiling.

The prisoner was standing in the middle of the room, shackled to a heavy eyebolt anchored in the floor. She’d been defiant at first, but two days in the cold, damp cell with no food or water had crushed her spirit. Her face was drawn from fear and exhaustion, and she swayed unsteadily on her feet.

Chive wrinkled his nose at the sharp stench of dried urine.

“Will you give me your name?”

She shook her head and lowered her eyes.

Chive knew who she was from her fingerprints and DNA, but he wanted her to give him information, and it was a good way to start. She was the first member of the resistance he’d captured, and he wanted to squeeze her for every bit of information she had. But, to do so, it was critical that she talk.

He flashed his friendliest smile.

“What harm could your name do? I can’t just call you ‘woman,’ can I?”

No response.

“If you don’t answer my questions, I’m going to hurt you.”

She stayed silent.

“It doesn’t have to be like this, Raisa.”

She flinched but still said nothing.

“Oh, yes. I know who you are.” He leaned in until he could smell the sweat and fear in her grimy hair, and his voice dropped to a whisper. “I know who you are. I know about Belson, too.”

Raisa lunged at the mention of her son. Chive backpedaled until her shackles jerked tight and she fell to the floor. He motioned to the guards standing in the shadows behind her.

“Get her up.”

The guards hauled Raisa to her feet by her arms and held her there. Chive stepped forward, paused, and punched her hard in the stomach. Her breath whooshed out as she doubled over and fell to her knees. He gave her a moment to recover and then snapped his fingers. The guards pulled her up, and Chive saw a string of bile clinging to her shirt. He grabbed a handful of her disheveled hair, jerking her head up.

She spat full in his face.

Chive stumbled back and wiped at his eyes as the guards threw Raisa to the floor and started pummeling her.

“Wait!”

The guards stopped and looked at Chive.

“Pick her up.”

They stood her up again, and this time Chive didn’t hesitate. He drove a fist directly into her face. There was a satisfying crunch as her nose shattered. Raisa clutched her face and collapsed to the floor. Chive delivered a sharp kick to her ribs.

“They told you we would use a mind probe to interrogate you, didn’t they?” he said as he stood over her prostrated body. “Maybe some drugs?”

Raisa moaned.

He kicked a hand away from her face and ground his heel into the palm. Raisa squealed and tried to pull her hand away, but he continued to twist his boot until the bones snapped. She screamed and finally managed to jerk her hand free.

He chuckled at her pain.

“You have the power here, Raisa. You get to decide how I treat you. If you answer my questions fully and truthfully, I will treat you well. If you lie to me, I will hurt you. If you refuse to answer my questions, I will hurt you. Do you understand?”

Raisa didn’t respond, so Chive kicked her in the ribs again. She cried out and tried to roll away from further abuse.

“You see? I asked you a question, and you didn’t answer, so I hurt you. Do you understand now?”

This time, she gave an almost imperceptible nod.

“Good.”

He snapped his fingers and two guards picked her up while a third slid a chair underneath her.

“Let’s begin.”

For the next hour, Chive peppered Raisa Spears with questions about the resistance and her role in the demolition of the garage. When she hesitated or told him an obvious lie, she paid with pain. Chive was careful not to push her too hard until he was certain he had everything he was going to get from the shattered woman. Her answers soon became nonsensical, and she drifted in and out of consciousness. That’s when the mercenary knew she was finished.

Finally, he stood in front of her and pulled her head back by her hair.

“I think we’re finished here. Time to go, Raisa.”

He laughed aloud at the look of hope that crossed her filthy, battered face.

“This isn’t an interrogation anymore.” He kicked the chair out from under her, and she slumped to the floor. “Now I’m going to punish you for blowing up my garage.”

* * *
[image: ]


The GRC planetary governor of Eros-28, a prematurely bald man named Czrk, sighed with frustration and dropped his pen on the open file in front of him. His staff, gathered around the conference table, were somber, except for his security director, Mikel Chive. Chive was his usual expressionless self, and his lack of visible concern tweaked Czrk’s nerves.

“Over a hundred vehicles buried by a terrorist attack and nobody saw a thing.”

The governor’s eyes went from face to face, but none dared meet his gaze except Chive.

“Two weeks’ worth of work, ruined in an instant! What happened to our vaunted security force? Where were they when the attack occurred?”

“I only have so many men, Governor. They can’t be everywhere. If the maintenance crews had locked the doors behind them, the attack could have been avoided.”

The maintenance chief, Blud Leutgen, slammed his beefy palm on the table. “You can’t prove that, Chive! We sealed that door after we loaded all the gear in there. Don’t pass your failures off on my people!”

The governor held up his hands. “Gentlemen, gentlemen! We can sit here and point fingers, but it won’t solve the problem of a hundred vehicles under three meters of dirt. Where are we on the excavation?”

Bob Drager, the governor’s executive assistant, chimed in. “Sir, we didn’t learn about the attack until after the dust storm started. We thought it was just going to be some wind, but it turned into a full-blown sifter and halted all outside work. As soon as the storm blows out, we’ll get crews over there to excavate the site.”

“We’ll have to clean each piece of equipment again, but I can add extra shifts to get it done as soon as possible,” added Leutgen. “Is there space in one of the other storage garages?”

The governor looked at Jan Stepnow, the facilities supervisor, who nodded.

“We can make space in Garage Five. I’ll have my folks get started at once, sir.”

Czrk gestured to a pudgy man in a bright orange jumpsuit. “Chief Schultz, do you have anything to report?”

The chief of the colonial police force shook his head. “No, sir, Governor. We haven’t been able to get out since the sifter started. We will go out as soon as possible.”

Governor Czrk nodded and consulted his meeting agenda. “And finally, the weather. Mr. Yuri, please, make the sifter end.”

The governor’s science advisor was a slight Asian man seated at the far end of
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