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“Never think that war, no matter how necessary nor how justified, is not a crime. Ask the infantry and ask the dead.”

Ernest Hemmingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls





“War crimes will be prosecuted. War criminals will be punished. And it will be no defense to say, ‘I was just following orders.’”
President George W. Bush, 17 March 2003




“A reminder we do not forget or forgive.”

Israeli Mossad
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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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Bethany Stufflebeam, UNT Ministry of Science Undersecretary for Space Exploration, sighed as she slipped off her shoes and flexed her toes. Her day had been one long series of meetings held in various conference rooms across the sprawling government complex in Lviv, and the shoes she had chosen that morning were not well-suited for how much walking she’d been forced to do. 

Thankfully, her position within the government rated her a private car and driver, or she’d be crowded aboard the shuttles with the low-ranking government officials on their way home. It wasn’t a luxury car, but it was one of few perks that made her job tolerable.

On a dark stretch of road outside the government complex, the car suddenly veered off the road and skidded to a halt. Before Stufflebeam could speak, a black van stopped next to the car, and several men jumped out. They yanked the car doors open, jerked her out of the back seat, placed her face down on the pavement, and zip tied her hands and feet. One of them tied a gag across her face and yanked a sack over her head, and then rough hands tossed her into the back of the van. The last thing she saw in the glare of the headlights was her driver, Georges, on his knees, with a pistol pointed at the back of his head.

Stufflebeam’s bladder had released when the men pulled her out of the car and added embarrassment to her shock and fear. She caught the sharp tang of urine through the hood as the van zoomed along to their destination.

After what felt like forever, but was probably less than ten minutes, the vehicle came to a stop. More hands pulled her out of the van and deposited her in an uncomfortable chair. They removed the hood and gag, and Stufflebeam looked around.

The room was lit by a single bulb hanging from an overhead wire. A musty smell pervaded the room, a combination of wet animals and rotting vegetables. The lightbulb didn’t throw enough light to give more than a hint of her surroundings, and she decided it was a barn.

A slim figure dressed in black clothes and a black mask stepped forward and pointed a finger at her.

“Bethany Stufflebeam, you are a traitor.”

It shocked Stufflebeam to hear a female voice, and the woman’s accusatory tone sent a tingle of fear down her spine. She struggled but failed to find her voice.

“You are a traitor, and you will pay for your disloyalty.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Stufflebeam said.

“You deny providing information to the enemies of the United Nations of Terra?”

The tingle of fear became a cold knot, like a frozen cannonball in Stufflebeam’s stomach. She struggled to control her emotions, but her tears betrayed her.

“I—” 

Her denial died in her throat.

“We have audio and video recordings of your meeting last night with one Sedgewick Foster, during which you exchanged information. We observed the meeting and followed Foster to his home, where we apprehended him. Did you know he is a senior executive for Bold Venture Galactic?”

Defeated, Stufflebeam nodded. “Yes. Sedgewick Foster and I have cooperated on many projects.”

“‘Cooperated on many projects.’ Is that how you describe your espionage?”

“Espionage? I’m not a spy. We’re friends; I just gave Sedgewick information from old survey missions. That information isn’t especially sensitive.”

“But it isn’t public.”

Whoever this woman was, she knew a lot, and Stufflebeam lapsed into silence.

“Sedgewick Foster is a member of a network of agents who support the Kuiper Knights,” the woman said.

Stufflebeam blinked in surprise. “The Kuiper Knights?”

“Yes, the Kuiper Knights. The mass-murdering Kuiper Knights. Your relationship with Foster makes you part of the network supporting the Kuiper Knights, too.”

“I had no idea. Please, you have to believe me,” Stufflebeam pleaded. “I didn’t know.”

The woman shook her head. “Ignorance is no excuse. You passed government information to someone who isn’t authorized to possess it. What he did with that information after that doesn’t change what you did.”

“But—”

“No buts, Bethany. You did it, and you know it.”

They considered each other in silence for a long moment.

“You know, there are some in your own government who want an automatic death sentence for all Kuiper Knights. No due process, no trial. Instant convictions and boom!” The woman formed a pistol with her right hand and jabbed it at Stufflebeam’s face. “That includes their supporters.

“I don’t favor the idea, myself. Perhaps for the vicious bastards like the ones who perpetrated the peace rally attack, but not for unwitting people like you. People like you still have value if used properly.”

Stufflebeam seized on the chance. “What can I do? Whatever you want, just tell me, and I’ll do it.”

“Tell me about the information you gave Foster. What was he interested in?”

“He wanted all the old survey reports from the Upper Hebrides. Most of the planets in the system are uninhabitable, but there are a few colonies, and one kingdom. Balloony, Barzoomy, something like that. It was a bunch of useless stuff, in my opinion, but he seemed happy with it. That was all I gave him.”

“Wait here.”

The woman stepped away and disappeared into the darkness beyond the reach of the light. Stufflebeam heard a murmured conversation, and then a door opened and closed. She put her chin to her chest and closed her eyes. Her fear transformed into resignation as she realized that her life would never be the same. A sudden thought gripped her.

Who are these people? Will they murder me?

Stufflebeam was determined to plead for her life when the woman returned. She had indicated that she didn’t support the universal death penalty, so perhaps there was a chance.

The door opened and closed again, and the masked woman reappeared.

“I reported what you told me. My superiors wanted me to arrange your disappearance as punishment for your treachery, but I convinced them otherwise. Instead, I am releasing you, but you need to understand one thing. You belong to me now. Go on with your life, and fulfill the duties of your office, but remember, we are watching. Never speak to anyone about this incident. Report any contact with Foster or his fellow conspirators, with no exceptions. If you talk, or you fail to report contact, the next time we talk won’t be so cordial.” She stepped back and motioned to invisible guards. “Get her out of here.”

Ten minutes later, the van braked to a stop. Stufflebeam was hauled out and dumped on the road. Her bindings were cut, she heard doors slamming, and the van sped away.

“What the hell is going on?” Georges asked as he helped her remove the hood. Stufflebeam saw that she was sitting next to her car.

“Mistaken identity,” Stufflebeam said. She groaned as she stood up. “Take me home, Georges.”

* * *
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“Whaddya think?” the black-clad woman, an Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Agency (ISRA) agent named Mary Temple, asked as she stripped off her mask and joined two other ISRA agents in an adjoining room. They had observed the interrogation of Stufflebeam via video, voice stress analysis, a holographic body heat scanner, and remote vital signs monitor.

“Textbook physiological responses every step of the way,” the first agent said. “She really bit on that line about apprehending Foster. All signs are that she was telling the truth.”

“The truth about more useless crap,” the other agent said in a whiny voice. “Who gives a damn about a dusty backwater like the Upper Hebrides?”

Temple shrugged. “Our job is to collect the intel, not analyze it.”

“Writing this one up is a waste of time,” the second agent said. “The report will just get filed away like all the others.”

“But we will have done our job,” Temple said with a sharp edge to her voice. “We’re in the intelligence collection phase of this operation right now. You know that. Maybe we’ll get to run-and-gun later, but for now, we drag our nets and see what we get.”

“All I’m saying is that it sucks. We’re trolling up hardened agents like Bethany Stufflebeam instead of going after the real bad guys.”

Temple shot a sharp look at the first agent when he snorted at the characterization of Stufflebeam as a hardened agent.

“Little fish lead to bigger fish, and bigger fish lead to whales,” Temple said. She gestured to a standalone computer terminal. “You two can take off if you want; I’ll stick around and write up the report.”

* * * * *
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Aboard the Freedom Jump Gate, JJ Zylstra kept his head down and avoided eye contact with his fellow passengers as they boarded Express Ten, one of the shuttles that transported travelers bound for Eros-69. Leaving the Free Sector was a big risk, but the only surgeons capable of repairing his distinctive scarring were on Terra Earth and the quarantine planet Eros-69. The autoflage generator he wore wasn’t a long-term solution; eventually, the unit would fail, or someone would get too close and notice his features. Zylstra wasn’t worried about instant recognition; he feared having his true image captured by a surveillance camera. Once that happened, it wouldn’t be long before the UNT intelligence apparatus would have his location pinpointed, and he would be captured.

Zylstra settled into a bulkhead seat in a middle row of the passenger compartment, leaned over with his face turned toward the wall, and feigned sleep. The rest of the passengers boarded the shuttle, and soon the compartment was filled with half-drunk revelers who carried on as if the debauchery of Eros-69 wasn’t still two days away.

Emil Zerec, Zylstra’s former commander and constant companion since the Space Marines defeated the Kuiper Knights, had split the credits they got from the sale of the gems Zerec had murdered another Kuiper Knight for. He cautioned Zylstra to conserve his funds until he linked up with the network of Kuiper Knight sympathizers on Eros-69, which was why Zylstra had booked a standard seat and sleeping pod instead of a private cabin. His frugality carried a certain amount of risk, but it seemed unlikely that anyone headed for Eros-69 would recognize him.

“Hiya, pal.” An obviously intoxicated man slumped down into the seat next to Zylstra and breathed a cloud of alcohol over him. The drunk held out a large neon-pink cup with a plastic flower for a straw. “You wanna drink?”

Zylstra shook his head. “No. Can’t you see I’m trying to sleep?”

“Geez, sorry. There’s no need to be hostile. I’m just trying to be friendly.” The drunken man struggled to his feet, stumbled forward several rows, and joined a knot of partiers. He said something to the group, and from the corner of Zylstra’s eye, he saw them all look his way.

Great. We haven’t even left the jump gate, and I’ve already drawn attention.

He twisted in his seat toward the bulkhead and buried his face behind his shoulder. The sleeping pods wouldn’t be available until Express Ten was through the jump gate, so he would have to do his best until he could retreat into the relative privacy there.

A woman shrieked, and laughter rang out as the party grew rowdier. Zylstra groaned inside.

Two days. Two fucking days.

* * *
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Zerec watched on an exterior monitor in the concourse as Express Ten backed away from the terminal and turned to line up for her jump through the gate. Sending Zylstra to Eros-69 on his own seemed risky, but Zerec’s anonymous benefactors had directed that the scarred Kuiper Knight should travel alone to receive much-needed surgery to repair his distinctive scarring. 

For security purposes, Zerec had told Zylstra that he was headed to a small monastery in the Leavitt Peripheral sympathetic to the Kuiper Knights. In reality, Zerec was headed to the small kingdom of Belzoona in the remote planetary system of the Upper Hebrides. Zerec would stay there as a guest of King Noko-Tahn, the ruler of Belzoona, until further notice. Then he would proceed to Eros-69 to have his own plastic surgery.

Express Ten disappeared out of frame. Mark Bowen, who stood next to Zerec, cleared his throat as if to say, It’s time to go.

Bowen was the assistant to Theo Leishman, Zerec’s transportation. Zerec and Zylstra had eluded initial capture and hidden in the jungle after the Space Marines defeated the Kuiper Knights on LAM. Leishman had rescued them at the behest of a network of Kuiper Knight sympathizers, and it was Leishman who had arranged for Zylstra’s transportation to Eros-69. It was also Leishman who’d agreed to transport Zerec to his alleged monastic hideout. Zerec hadn’t told Leishman his true destination yet; he would wait until they were clear of the jump gate to do so.

Zerec and Bowen walked toward the gate where Leishman’s shuttle waited. A prominent slaver and pirate like Leishman couldn’t chance visiting the Freedom Jump Gate, even wearing a full disguise and an autoflage generator. He sent Bowen in his stead to accompany Zerec and Zylstra aboard the jump gate. Leishman himself waited aboard Sin City 12, the vessel he jokingly referred to as the flagship of his pirate fleet.

“We should hear back from Zylstra in no more than two weeks,” Bowen said.

Zerec cast a sideways glance at Bowen but didn’t respond. He didn’t like small talk, especially with small men. An assistant to someone like Leishman should know better than to try and engage him in conversation. Too much information could be divulged by innocent chatter.

As they walked through the crowded terminal, Zerec was constantly aware of the surveillance cameras that monitored the people passing through the gate. He tried to avoid giving the cameras a full frontal view of his face without being obvious about it. Suspicious behavior would only draw attention to him, and he didn’t want that, either.

When they reached their gate, Bowen stood aside and gestured for Zerec to board first. After Bowen secured the hatch, he spoke into his communicator.

“Fatback, we are ready to depart.”

“Yes, sir.”

The shuttle pilot’s nickname made Zerec cringe inside. It sounded unprofessional, but Leishman insisted that Caleb “Fatback” Mellon was the best shuttle pilot in the sector.

Zerec settled into his seat and closed his eyes. In a few minutes, they would recover aboard Sin City No. 12 and begin their journey to the Upper Hebrides.

* * *
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Aboard the Freedom Jump Gate, a computer in the security office compiled all the video and still images of the three men traversing the gate. There was nothing remarkable about their appearance or behavior; what brought them to the attention of the security system was the inability of the cameras to resolve the facial characteristics of two of them. The cameras automatically switched views and followed the trio, but they couldn’t capture a clear image. One of the men boarded a shuttle for Eros-69, and when the shuttle departed, the other two boarded an anonymous shuttle that had no clear registration.

After the information was collated, the computer automatically generated a report and forwarded it to the ISRA for evaluation by human analysts.

* * * * *
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Chapter Three
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After the shuttle recovered aboard Sin City No. 12, Zerec went in search of Leishman. He found the slaver in his usual place, an opulent lounge just behind the control room.

“Did Zylstra get off okay?” Leishman asked when Zerec entered.

“Yes, he did.”

“Good. What’s he going to Eros-69 for, anyway?”

It seemed like an innocent question, but Zerec knew better than to answer it honestly. In his opinion, Leishman was not to be trusted. He felt that the slaver would trade any tidbits of information for some future favor or advantage, and he would do so without compunction.

“I think he said he’s going to meet some old war buddies.”

Leishman nodded in acknowledgement of the lie, and Zerec nodded back.

“We’re headed back to the Leavitt Peripheral to deliver you?” Leishman said. His statement was formed as a question, but he already knew the answer.

“No. There’s been a change of plans,” Zerec said.

Leishman’s eyebrows went up in surprise. “A change?”

“I’m headed for a place called Belzoona, in the Upper Hebrides. It’s close to the Leavitt Peripheral, but not so close that Fleet ships will see us.” Zerec pulled out his communicator. “I’ll send you the numbers.”

“There’s no need. I know where Belzoona is.”

Zerec’s face must have betrayed his suspicions, because Leishman laughed.

“I know Noko-Tahn, the ‘king’ of Belzoona. He’s a former pirate who decided that ruling a kingdom on a backwater planet was better than dying.”

Leishman pulled up a holographic display of the Upper Hebrides, and a small planet flashed. He zoomed the display in, but it remained a featureless orb.

“Belzoona is a small planetary kingdom in a remote, nameless corner of a system that’s ignored by everyone, which is perfect for an odd bird like Noko-Tahn. Why are you going there?”

“I’m going to meet some old war buddies,” Zerec said with a straight face.

Leishman stared at him for a second, and then broke into a wide grin.

“Okay, Zerec. Play your cards close to your chest. I like that.”

Zerec hated the idea of revealing his destination to Leishman, but he didn’t have another option. His credits were dwindling, and he couldn’t afford to contract a vessel to deliver him to Belzoona. The same friends who’d funded their escape from LAM also paid for Zylstra’s surgery and arranged for Zerec’s trip to Belzoona, but he knew their generosity wasn’t limitless. He suspected if they decided he and Zylstra weren’t worth the expense, they would cease to bankroll the pair, and buy their silence, instead. Permanently.

“I’ll tell Noko-Tahn you said hello,” Zerec said.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Friendships in this line of work can be precarious. I can’t recall the last time I spoke with him, but it may not have been cordial. I’ve traveled through that area many times but never visited him,” Leishman said. “I’m not sure I’d be welcome.”

“It’s probably better that you don’t visit, then. I’ve been told the Belzoonans are fiercely protective of their kingdom, and they have a robust army and space fleet to ward off pirates and slavers.”

“Noko-Tahn knows something about piracy. And slaving,” Leishman said with a wink and a smile.

Zerec fought back the urge to punch Leishman in the face at the casual way he talked about slavery. He despised men like Leishman who profited from human trafficking, and it sickened him to his core to see the depths of depravity they sank just to make a credit. Zerec had fought against slavers and pirates twice in his ISMC career, and he’d gleefully executed any who’d had the misfortune of becoming his prisoner. 

Zerec had vigorously protested when The Master told him of the agreement he’d made between the Kuiper Knights and Leishman, but The Master prevailed, and Zerec did his duty.

Now, a few months later, Zerec’s fate rested in the hands of a man he swore he would kill if he got the chance.

DINLI.

“What?” Leishman asked.

Zerec gave him a puzzled look but didn’t answer.

“You went away for a second there, and then shook your head. What was it?”

“Oh, nothing. Just pondering the twists and turns of fate.”

“Like what?”

Leishman’s persistence annoyed Zerec, but he saw no harm in sharing his thoughts.

“In the beginning, I resisted the idea of the Kuiper Knights joining forces with a slaver. Now here I am, just a few months later, a guest aboard your ship.”

“I never considered our agreement to be ‘joining forces,’ at least until that maniac ordered the attack on Terra Earth. Now, I don’t have much choice, do I?”

Zerec’s stomach clenched as his temper began to rise again, and he forced himself to remain calm. Although he often used the language of devotees, he hadn’t fully embraced all the religious aspects of the Kuiper Knighthood. Still, he had grown to love and respect The Master. The Master had rewarded his military acumen with a leadership position in the Knighthood. It was The Master who’d encouraged and approved Zerec’s plan to hijack the ISMC arsenal ship Colossus and capture the weapons stored aboard.

It had enraged Zerec when a Fleet warship destroyed Colossus and killed several thousand Kuiper Knights who were aboard. Zerec had plotted out several revenge scenarios, but he’d known nothing about the attack on the global peace rally until after the Knights on Terra Earth had carried it out. His initial reaction was to abandon the group, but like the rest of the Knights, he was stuck on LAM without transportation. His only option had been to prepare for the inevitable attack by the Space Marines.

“The Master was not a maniac.”

“He ordered the mass murder of over a hundred thousand innocent Terrans,” Leishman said, “at a fucking children’s global peace rally, for fuck’s sake. If that’s not the action of a maniac, I don’t know what is.”

“He was... unbalanced. His thinking wasn’t clear.”

Leishman scoffed. “That’s an understatement. He called down the wrath of the entire human race on the Kuiper Knights and put everyone in the Free Sector in danger. Now we’re all scurrying around in search of a hidey hole to avoid the UNT.”

“Are you afraid, Leishman?”

“You’re damn right, I’m afraid, and if you had any sense, you’d be afraid, too. The UNT isn’t going to forget, and they’re not going to forgive.”

Zerec scowled at this admission by Leishman.

“Let me explain something to you, Zerec. I’ve been a pirate and slaver for thirty-six years. I’ve served kings, corporations, pleasure ships, and the most remote mining operations in the galaxy. I’ve hijacked ore trains, hospital ships, and pilgrim convoys, and I’ve made billions of credits doing it. Never once in all those years was I in danger of capture or prosecution by any authority. You know why?”

“You paid off the right people.”

“Sure, I paid off the right people, but I also keep a low profile. I have no need to boast. You’ve heard of Blood Shirt Chambers?”

Zerec nodded. Blood Shirt Chambers was a popular boogey man in UNT children’s bedtime tales.

“Blood Shirt was the greatest pirate the Free Sector has ever seen. He never met a cargo he couldn’t steal or a colony he couldn’t pillage. 

“The truth is, Blood Shirt terrorized the Free Sector because government and corporate interests allowed him to. They didn’t mind if he raided a few colonies and murdered some people. He made it too expensive and too dangerous for most companies to operate here, so the giants like the Galactic Resource Conglomerate had no competition.

“Blood Shirt had this sector in the palm of his hand, but it wasn’t enough. He couldn’t keep his mouth shut. He boasted about driving the major corporations out of the Free Sector, and then he started to act on those boasts. A bounty hunter—an assassin—slipped into his outpost and killed him with a poison dart. His ego and mouth became too big, so they killed him.”

“That’s a great story,” Zerec said.

“It’s the truth, and that’s why I work hard to stay invisible. After I—well, after Blood Shirt died, the other captains fought for control of his empire. When one emerged on top, someone killed them, and the fighting began anew. Eventually, the big dogs killed each other off and left a lot of little operators scrambling to make a living. Now, it’s just me and a handful of other freelancers operating under the sensors. That is, until The Master ordered that attack. Now...”

“The Knighthood lives on, and in due time, will rise again,” Zerec said.

“That’s good news for you, I guess.” A look of curiosity crossed Leishman’s face. “Now you know my story. What’s yours? How does a Space Marine colonel end up on my ship as a fugitive from the UNT?”

Zerec thought for a second. While he didn’t want to share too many details with a man he distrusted and detested, it had been a long time since he’d had anything resembling a normal conversation with anyone. Leishman knew his ultimate destination, so he figured there would be no harm in describing how he came to be aboard Sin City No. 12.

“When the Budget Realignment Act was up for debate, many senior Fleet and Space Marine officers, including me, argued against the drawdown process. It was unfair and inconsistent, especially among the officer corps. It also threatened to leave Terra Earth vulnerable to attack.

“After it passed, I was offered my full pension and benefits if I went along quietly into retirement. When I pushed back, the ISMC divvied me without warning, and I ended up with nothing, along with many other Space Marines.

“I saw an opportunity with the Kuiper Knights, a chance to organize and lead an army in the Free Sector, so I joined.”

“And?”

Zerec shrugged. “That’s it. You know the rest. We used your intelligence to hijack Colossus and gave you the HYGPM in payment.”

The High Yield Ground Penetrating Munition (HYGPM), known as the “planet killer,” had been Leishman’s price for his part in hijacking Colossus.

“Where is the weapon, anyway?”

Leishman chuckled. “At a remote colony with some of my war buddies.”

The two men laughed together and some of Zerec’s dislike of Leishman faded. The slaver might be the worst sort of human being, but he had an engaging personality.

Mark Bowen appeared in the doorway.

“Sir, Chamberlain plotted the course for our new destination. We should arrive in seventy-two hours.”

Chamberlain was Leishman’s AI, which managed Sin City No. 12’s control room and ship navigation.

“Very well.”

“One more thing, sir. We encountered a research vessel from McMurdo Sound University.  They’re conducting some research into warp gates, and we inadvertently transited through one of their experiments. They accepted Chamberlain’s apology, and we’re now clear. Just thought you should know.”

“We need to do better than that, Mr. Bowen,” Leishman said with a snarl. “Why didn’t we take action to avoid them altogether?”

“Sir, it happened during the course change. The research ship chose an established shipping route to deploy their sensor field. Their ship was the only one on the screen, and we maneuvered to stay well clear of her. Their sensor field didn’t appear until the last moment, and by then it was too late to avoid it.”

“Did Chamberlain identify us?”

“No, sir. His programming doesn’t allow it.”

Leishman nodded. “Okay, thanks.”

After Bowen was gone, Leishman sighed.

“Mark’s a good kid, and he has a lot of potential, but sometimes I just don’t think he gets it.”

Zerec thought of Zylstra.

“It’s hard to find good help.”

“Indeed.”

* * *
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Two hours later, Leishman summoned Bowen to the lounge. He waved the younger man into a chair.

“I want to discuss a matter of great importance and sensitivity with you,” Leishman began. “Can I count on you to be discreet?”

“Yes, sir, or course.”

Leishman already knew Bowen could keep his secrets, or he would have airlocked his assistant long ago.

“I’ve been wracking my brain for solutions to the planet killer issue, and I think I might have something.”

Bowen waited for Leishman to continue.

“As you know, we’re headed for Belzoona, a fly-speck kingdom in the Upper Hebrides that no one has ever heard of. I did some research, and the Upper Hebrides appear to be largely unexplored. All I can find are some fifty-year-old surveys and two GRC exploratory drilling reports from one of the plutoids in the system. What if we stashed the planet killer on one of the remote planets there?”

“Why would we do that, sir?”

“Because having it aboard presents a host of problems. Firstly, when I made the deal with the Kuiper Knights, I thought the planet killer would be a great way to extort colonies that are too big for us to pillage in the traditional way. A ‘Pay a ransom, or I’ll destroy your planet’ scenario. It might have worked, at least until someone called my bluff. Then I would have had two choices: Drop the damned thing and have the UNT pursue me forever, or don’t drop it, and no colony would believe the threat again.

“I also thought I could get a king’s ransom for it from some megalomaniac who wanted to destroy his neighbors. That might have worked, but the Kuiper Knights did what they did, and megalomaniacs are suddenly in short supply.

“Now, it seems I can’t use it, and I can’t sell it, so I’m stuck with it.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Indeed it is. Every hour that passes increases the odds that word will leak out about it. I can name a dozen pirates who would welcome the opportunity to capture Sin City No. 12 and seize the weapon. We have mini railguns, but we can’t fight off a mass attack.

“Also, the UNT has declared war on the Kuiper Knights, and that declaration most assuredly includes their friends and allies. Namely, me. If the UNT learns that I possess the HYGPM, I will become their number one target. It’s difficult enough now to avoid Fleet ships sailing around the sector; if they dedicate themselves to hunt me down, it will become impossible.

“What’s your plan?”

“I want you to research every detail about the Upper Hebrides. Focus on smaller planets that have been passed over for exploration and exploitation. Find one that is so remote, and so uninteresting, that nobody would consider visiting it. We’ll stash the weapon there for future use.”

Bowen stood up. “I’ll get right on it, sir. Anything else?”

“No. This project is your number one priority.”

After Bowen left, Leishman rocked back in his chair with his fingers laced behind his neck. There was an important aspect of the situation he hadn’t shared with Bowen. He was certain the UNT would eventually catch up with him. They had too much power and too many resources for him to avoid them forever. When that happened, the HYGPM would be a valuable bargaining chip to trade for his freedom, but only if the location remained a secret. After they stashed the weapon, Leishman could erase Chamberlain’s programming. The crew wouldn’t know where they were, but Bowen would know. He shook his head.

Dead men tell no tales.

* * *
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Bowen logged into his workstation and opened his messaging software. He typed out a one-line message, washed it through a security program to remove all identifiers, and transmitted it through two virtual private networks. When the message was gone, he sat back and considered his next step.

Leishman was a treacherous bastard, and Bowen knew he himself was as expendable as any other member of Leishman’s crew. Probably more so, with his knowledge of the slaver’s plan for self-preservation. He had heard the story of Leishman’s rise to power among the slavers and pirates of the Free Sector, and betrayal was a prominent part of that story. Bowen had no desire to become part of the Leishman legend, except as the man who took his place.

Bowen settled into his new task of researching the Upper Hebrides. Someday, somebody else would do the grunt work for him.

The king will be dead. Long live the new king.

* * * * *
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A short, unsmiling aide ushered Boudreaux and Anders into the Minister of Defense’s inner office. Anders felt a hitch in his stomach when Minister Marjorie Brooks-Green, or MBG, smiled and waved the two men into chairs in front of her desk.

“Gentlemen, please, sit down.”

“Thank you, Minister,” Boudreaux said.

“Before we start, I’d like to clear the air,” MBG said. “I want to make sure the whole Compte de Barras episode is behind us, hmm?”

In the early days of the conflict between the UNT and the Kuiper Knights, then-General Boudreaux had ordered the Fleet destroyer Compte de Barras to enter the Free Sector and destroy the ex-flagship Colossus, which the Knights had hijacked. That order violated the Non-Use of Military Force Agreement (NUMFA) between the UNT and the Big Four, and Boudreaux and Anders were brought up on charges for that order. Both were reduced in rank by one grade but permitted to retire instead of facing court martial. Immediately following retirement, the Ministry of Defense had recruited them to form the Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance Agency (ISRA), a civilian version of the shuttered Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance branch of ISMC Intelligence.

Both men nodded. “Absolutely, Minister.”

“For what it’s worth, I think you made the right decision, Ellis,” she said to Boudreaux. “You just didn’t give yourself any cover. I haven’t had the chance to explain this to you, but the decision to charge you was a political one.”

“Understood.”

MBG smiled. “Good. Now, what can I do for you this morning?”

“We have located two Level One subjects on our target list, and we are seeking authorization to implement the Swift Sword Protocol,” Boudreaux said. “Show her, Nils.”

Anders put a portable holo projector on MBG’s desk.

“Two days ago, the security system aboard the Freedom Jump Gate captured images of two men we believe to be Emil Zerec and JJ Zylstra in the concourse,” he said.

A series of still images appeared above MBG’s desk, and she squinted as she examined each one.

“I know who Zerec is. Who is the other man?”

“JJ Zylstra. A former Space Marine who defected to the Kuiper Knights and became an aide to Zerec. We originally assessed that Zerec and Zylstra had escaped the Kuiper Knight cave and had likely died on LAM some time ago, but there was no hard evidence to support it. This imagery of them together on the jump gate proves that assessment was inaccurate.”

“And you’re certain these two are them?”

“As certain as we can be, Minister,” Anders said.

Her eyes flitted from Anders to Boudreaux. “The Swift Sword Protocol requires a high degree of certainty. So, how certain? 100 percent? 90 percent?”

“95 percent,” Boudreaux said. “We would need biometric data for 100 percent certainty, but we have no way to collect it.”

The Swift Sword Protocol authorized the pursuit and execution of the conspirators behind the Kuiper Knight rocket attack on a children’s global peace rally. UNT President Okoye had restricted the protocol to a short list of terrorist targets, even as he reportedly didn’t expect it would be employed at all.

“How do you want to proceed?”

“We’ll assemble a team of operatives and follow the trail. We tracked Zylstra to a ship bound for Eros-69, and we are confident we can find him there. Zerec boarded an unidentified shuttle, but we have our best analysts working on it. I believe we’ll have locating data on him very soon.”

“This team. They will be your best people?”

“Major Abner Fortis, Master Sergeant Petr Ystremski, and Jocko Bender,” Boudreaux said. “We’ve worked with all three, and they know each other very well, too.”

MBG smiled at the mention of Fortis’ name.

“I know Fortis. He’s a good officer.”

“Yes, ma’am, he is. He’s a clear thinker and capable of independent action. And he can be trusted to keep his mouth shut.”

“These men are willing to implement the full Swift Sword Protocol?”

“Fortis and Ystremski are Space Marines, and they’ll do as they’re ordered. They clashed with the Kuiper Knights a few years back, and the Kuiper Knights tried to assassinate Fortis. They won’t hesitate. Bender was a Space Marine who was duped into joining the Kuiper Knights. He surrendered and assisted us in the battle against the Knights on LAM.”

“He has shifting loyalties?”

Anders shook his head. “I don’t think so, Minister. Bender joined the Kuiper Knights because he thought it would be a good way to search the Free Sector for the slavers who trafficked his goddaughter. Instead, he wound up as a virtual slave himself to the Kuiper Knights on Leavitt Alpha Minor. He’s a solid operator, and he knows Zerec and Zylstra from his time in the Knighthood. He has a personal stake in seeing those two punished, so I don’t think shifting loyalties will be a problem.”

MBG squeezed her eyes shut and massaged her temples for a long moment. Finally, she looked up.

“We need to take the whole network apart. Clean out the entire nest of vipers.”

“Indeed. This is where we start, Minister.”

“Okay, General, you have your mission. Get your team together, and get them moving.” She pointed a finger at Boudreaux. “I want to talk to Fortis before he goes. And no fuckups. I don’t want to hear a bunch of excuses about mistaken identity or poor timing or bad aim. Zerec and Zylstra. That’s it. Understood?”

Boudreaux and Anders stood.

“Yes, ma’am, we understand, and we’ll make sure the team understands.”

“Good. Go get those bastards and make them pay.”

* * *
[image: ]


Jocko Bender unloaded the food from the cart onto the steam table and stepped back to allow the servers to do their job. He didn’t like to work in the galley, but it beat hauling rocks up that damned mountain for the Kuiper Knights.

“Bender.”

He turned and saw two Space Marines standing behind him. They both gripped truncheons and wore the distinctive MoJ insignia of the Ministry of Justice on their battle armor.

“I’m Bender.”

“Come with us.”

They stepped aside, and one of them gestured outside. Bender started for the door, and the Space Marines moved to keep two meters between themselves and the massive Australian.

“What’s all this, then?” Bender asked. “Someone been telling porky pies about Mrs. Benders’ baby boy again?”

“Keep moving, prisoner.”

Bender shook his head but did as he was instructed.

Bloody bastards are drunk with power.

The MoJ had requested and received Space Marine support to control the former Kuiper Knights captured during the fighting on LAM. ISMC 2nd Division assigned 3rd Battalion, 1st Regiment to the task while the rest of the division returned to Terra Earth. This angered the Space Marines of 3rd Battalion, and their attitude toward their captives had hardened as time passed.

At first, the former Knights were permitted almost unlimited freedom, but when the MoJ took over, they tightened the control. The Space Marines were only too happy to enforce the strict new rules. Even Bender, who had directly assisted the Space Marines during the fighting, was treated with suspicion and received only marginally less restrictions.

On the tarmac outside, Bender saw three Space Marines standing by a small shuttle. He recognized Major Selwyn Bishop, the executive officer of 3rd Battalion, and Master Sergeant Webster, first sergeant of 3rd Battalion. The third Space Marine was an unfamiliar female major dressed in a flight suit. He assumed she was the shuttle pilot.

“Is this him?” the major asked as Bender approached. The nametape on her flight suit read Sundiss.

“Yep. This is Jocko Bender. Former Space Marine. Joined the Kuiper Knights after the Corps divvied him,” Bishop said. “The 2nd Battalion CO said he assisted in the fight against his buddies in the cave, so we made him a trustee.”

Sundiss looked Bender up and down.

“You’re not going to make trouble for me, are you, Bender?”

Bender shook his head.

“Not me, ma’am.”

The major shook hands with Bishop, and then saluted.

“I’ll see you next trip, Selwyn. Maybe it will be your turn to go home.”

“Fuckin’ better be.”

Sundiss motioned for Bender to follow her up the ramp and into the shuttle. The cargo deck was empty, and when they went forward into the passenger compartment, it was empty as well.

“Sit wherever you want,” she said. “Buckle up; we’ll be in orbit before you know it.”

“All this for me?” Bender asked as he sank into a seat and strapped in.

“Yep. You’re our only passenger, and we have no cargo.”

“Why?”

The major shrugged. “I just do what I’m told.”

“DINLI.”

“Indeed.”

After a brief ride, the shuttle recovered inside its mothership. After the shuttle hangar air pressure was equalized, Sundiss opened a passenger hatch and led Bender down a set of boarding steps.

“Welcome to Faraway Sunrise,” Sundiss said.

A Fleet chief petty officer approached. “Is this Mr. Bender, ma’am?” he asked Sundiss.

“Affirmative.”

“Call me Jocko.”

“Okay, Mr.—er, Jocko. I’m Chief Thomason. Please follow me to your quarters.”

Bender turned and waved to Sundiss before he exited the space.

“Nice meeting you, Major. Thanks for the lift.”

As they walked through the passageway, Bender realized Faraway Sunrise was not a regular Fleet ship. All the fittings shone as if they were brand new, and the decks gleamed. Thomason stopped at a stateroom door and opened it.

“This is yours for the duration of our trip. It’s a bit cramped, but I hope it’s satisfactory.”

Bender stepped into the stateroom and chuckled. A full-sized bunk took up half the space, and a work desk and holographic projector filled the other half.

Thomason gestured to a small door next to the bunk. “The head is through there. You’ll find everything you need in there, and there are clean coveralls hanging in the closet. Please let me know if you need anything else. Hit 4 on the communicator at any time; that goes straight to me.”

Bender stopped the chief before he could back out and pull the door shut.

“What’s this all about, mate? I don’t understand.”

“I’m just the chief steward. They really don’t tell me anything. Perhaps the captain knows.”

“When do I get to meet the captain?”

“You already did. Major Sundiss. She’s the captain.”

“Huh. She didn’t tell me anything.”

“Maybe there’s nothing to tell. Anyway, Jocko, feel free to shower and change. Supper is at 1700 hours ship time.” Thomason pointed to a digital readout on the bulkhead, which read 15:39. “About an hour and a half. The crew’s mess is out this door and to the left, then left again at the end of the passageway. You can’t miss it. Will there be anything else?”

“Nah, mate. I’ve got everything I need at the moment.”

After Thomason closed the door behind himself, Bender flopped on the bunk and groaned with relief. He’d been sleeping on the ground for so long that he’d forgotten what a real bed felt like.

After a few minutes luxuriating on the bunk, Bender got up, kicked off his boots, and stripped off his filthy coveralls.

Time to put the shower to the test.

Bender stood under the scalding water as long as he could stand it, and it seemed like there was an endless supply of hot water aboard the ship. When he was finished, he had to feel his way to the door, and steam billowed out into the stateroom like thick London fog.

His filthy clothes were gone, and someone had done their best to clean his battered boots. He found a note on the bunk.

Mr. Bender,

I collected your dirty laundry while you were in the shower. I was
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