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Turning and turning in the widening gyre   

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere   

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst   

Are full of passionate intensity.

 

The Second Coming

By William Butler Yeats
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— One —

 

I cut the comlink and sat back, frowning. I couldn’t always sense trouble coming, or if I did back in my younger days, I ignored my instinct. There was a time when I’d embodied the old saying that the Almighty looked after fools and drunkards since I’d qualified on both counts. Making colonel and taking command of the 1st Special Forces Regiment was nothing short of miraculous, as was marrying a Naval Intelligence rear admiral who’d racked up a higher body count during her career than I did. 

She’s the one who took over from the Almighty long ago and put me back on the path of righteousness, although not without a few interesting detours. Sometimes I wondered whether I had a touch of the gift, as some might call it. There’s no doubt I could scare Sisters of the Void, many of whom could see things hidden from the eyes of ordinary mortals.

And what I was sensing now reminded me of an ancient poem by a man named Yeats called The Second Coming, especially the line which went, ‘Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.’ It would astonish most civilians that a Marine officer, especially one who climbed up the ranks from private to chief warrant officer before taking a commission, knew anything about pre-spaceflight poetry. 

But when you spent weeks on end aboard starships between missions, you read. A lot. Most long-service Marines are self-educated to a degree that astonished even our Navy siblings. Myself, I’ve always been fascinated with everything historical. By the time the Corps made me a major, I could have sat the examinations for a degree in military studies and earned first-class honors. And if I’d been inclined to write a thesis, that master’s degree would have been a cinch as well. But I digress.

Commanding the Fleet’s premier Special Forces regiment comes with the sort of situational awareness that most generals throughout history would have envied. Of course, being married to the head of Naval Intelligence’s Special Operations Division, whose blacker-than-black missions were carried out by my unit, gave me access to information few in the Armed Forces will ever see.

That’s why Yeats came to mind when I heard the first rumblings of a constitutional convention to be called by the OutWorlds, those star systems colonized during the second great migration, who won their independence because of the ensuing civil war that killed countless millions. The older systems we call Home Worlds, colonized during the first great migration and who, in turn, founded colonies of their own in newly discovered star systems, had never quite reconciled to losing the latter. As a result, the Commonwealth has been teetering on the edge of a new civil war for several generations, since before last century's drawn-out conflict with the Shrehari Empire.

And anyone paying attention to politics was aware a constitutional convention demanded by the OutWorlds could only be for one reason — to push back against the creeping centralization, which was becoming more evident by the day. It not only brought most existing colonies under direct Earth rule but threatened to strip the sovereign star systems of their power to decide their fates.

I’ve been fighting those Centralists, whatever they called themselves over the years, for a long time, much of it as an undercover field agent alongside my partner before we returned to more normal military careers. So I knew them, their leaders, and their intentions. Many of their operatives met a swift end thanks to my dagger or my Shrehari blaster. Or to Hera’s deadly stiletto.

That constitutional convention would bring the long, undercover war out in the open like nothing else. Earth and the Home Worlds wouldn’t cooperate, naturally, and would do their best to sabotage the OutWorlds’ unity of purpose. By violent means if necessary. They couldn’t allow a majority of star system senators, even if that majority was by one mere voice, to seize the Commonwealth Senate and turn it against the administration. Nor could they allow the OutWorld star system presidents, premiers, prime ministers, or whatever else they called their heads of government, to form a block that might, if pushed far enough, break away from Earth entirely.

As I said, a convention meant only one thing — trouble.

But that’s why I had a job, one I enjoyed. If it weren’t for politicians suffering from pathological narcissism, sociopathy, or other assorted derangements, my life would be tedious enough that I might just as well retire and spend my days at our seaside home, fishing, hunting, and drinking Shrehari Ale. Not that my wife, the rear admiral and former assassin, would let me sit idle while she schemed to prevent a Third Migration War.

And I just knew she’d somehow rope me into dealing with this convention. It’s what she did best.

“Caledonia to Colonel Decker.”

A basso profundo voice yanked me out of my private contemplation, and when I turned a gimlet eye on my open office door, I saw the smiling face of my oldest and best friend Josh Bayliss, who’d taken Ghost Squadron when they kicked me upstairs. Josh had witnessed my years as a fool and drunkard and saved my ass many times until I stepped into it so badly that even he couldn’t help.

“What’s up?”

Josh didn’t wait for me to invite him in. He simply took one of the chairs facing my desk and made himself comfortable. There was a time when Josh outranked me, and some habits never died.

“I should ask you that, considering the worried frown on your ugly mug.”

“Kal called just now, and we had a little chat.”

“And what did our esteemed deputy divisional commander say that has you look like they’re about to ban the importation of Shrehari Ale?”

Brigadier General Kal Ryent, another Special Forces legend, had the 1st SFR before me and was touted as one of the most promising flag officers in the Corps. I didn’t doubt he’d reach four stars. He and I had worked together on some hairy operations back in the day, and he was the smartest, most capable, and most charismatic combat leader I had ever met.

“Bite your tongue, heathen. That won’t happen while I’m still among the living, even if I must become a smuggler and haul it across half the galaxy myself.”

“Then what? Is Kal getting his second star and announced you’d be replacing him?”

I glowered at my friend. “You’re really pushing it, buddy. No.”

When I finished relaying Kal’s news of a possible constitutional convention and my sense that it meant big trouble in our little Commonwealth, Josh sat back and grunted.

“Damn fool politicians. Are they looking to blow everything up?”

I gave him a shrug. “It was going to happen sooner rather than later anyhow. Earth and the Home Worlds aren’t doing much by way of hiding their Centralist dreams lately. Might as well bring it on.”

“Then why are you worried if it's inevitable?”

“Because the OutWorlds banding together and telling Earth to stick it in the nearest black hole might trigger the proverbial antimatter containment breach. Once that’s triggered, there will be no going back, and if we — meaning the Fleet — can’t somehow manage the situation, it will mean civil war.”

“What’s the answer, then? What course of action do we take?”

Josh knew the answer as well as I did, but it was a word no one wanted to utter because even at its most benign, it meant an upheaval in the affairs of humanity like none before. But I was becoming convinced it had to happen. Between my study of human history and a spouse literally engineering the end of the Commonwealth in its present incarnation, I’d been converted.

“Ensure the politicians don’t kill billions.”

Josh grimaced. “A sizable chunk of the Armed Forces will obey orders to come down on recalcitrant star systems and make them repent.”

“Without a shred of doubt. And I won’t be in that sizable chunk, nor will ninety percent of the Special Forces community—”

“A hundred percent, Zack. We’re OutWorlders to the last trooper in SOCOM.”

“There are probably many Home Worlders in the MLI.”

Josh waved my objection away, and I understood why. Those who joined the Marine Light Infantry regiment had broken with their pasts. Its six battalions were the Marine Corps' own foreign legion, and the Corps’ home was on Caledonia.

“They’re all honorary OutWorlders by now. Especially since we took them into SOCOM.”

“Granted.”

“But back to the subject under discussion. Kal never wastes a word. Was he giving you a veiled warning order? Is it that what has you wondering about Shrehari Ale futures in the Rim Sector?”

I never could hide a damn thing from Josh. “Aye. It’s what he does best. Our Kal could teach Commonwealth senators a few lessons about shrewdness. I’m pretty sure Hera has plans for him as well, though she won’t say, and I know better than to ask. If this constitutional convention goes up the OutWorld flagpole, we’ll be the ones standing guard because Earth will never allow it to go ahead, at least not quietly and without incidents.”

“Did Kal say where they’re holding this incendiary meet-and-greet?”

“No. But that means nothing. He might know and just isn’t ready to tell. I’ll ask Hera when she’s at her most vulnerable this weekend.” The hint of a leer in my grin must have been enough because Josh took on a stony expression. He’d been my best man at our wedding, and his respect for my wife almost crossed the line into worship.

“Did I ever mention you sometimes share too much of your personal life with me, Zack?”

“Once or twice. Why did you come to see me instead of calling, like everyone else in this regiment?”

A faint smile relaxed Josh’s expression. “Are you complaining?” 

“About what, that you showed up in person or that no one else does?”

“Yes.”

“If we were still sergeants, I’d give you the rigid digit salute.”

“Fine. Two things. Curtis wants to challenge the War College distance learning examinations. He’s been spending his travel time between missions studying and writing the required essays. Should he pass, he wants leave to attend the residential portion.”

Major Curtis Delgado, Officer Commanding Ghost Squadron’s first company, also known as the Erinyes, was the top-rated company commander in the regiment and might easily surpass Josh and me one day. Neither of us ever bothered with the War College, and we were now too senior for it.

“He has my permission to challenge the exams. We’ll discuss his taking a few months of classroom time when he’s been admitted.”

Josh nodded. “In that case, we should look for his replacement now because if he’s off to Sanctum, he won’t return to the Erinyes. I was thinking we should slot him as deputy squadron commander and not necessarily in my squadron.”

“Agreed. We’ll discuss it at the next command conference. What’s the other thing?”

A lazy smile lit up Josh’s dark, craggy features. “Are you entering the SOCOM high explosives landscaping contest?”

I smiled back at him. “You bet.”
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— Two —

 

Commanding the 1st Special Forces Regiment and the Marine Corps’ Special Forces home station, Fort Arnhem, while being married to a Naval Intelligence rear admiral whose duty station was Armed Forces Headquarters in Sanctum, meant a lot of commuting. For me, not for Hera. After all, she outranked me by two grades and decided our family home was in one of the flag officers’ quarters in the base’s residential sector.

And because I didn’t feel like spending hours on the road or aboard the train between Sanctum and Carrick, the town nearest to Fort Arnhem, let alone use one of the motor pool’s aircars, I usually took the liberty shuttle. It left the Fort at sixteen hundred hours every Friday and returned from Sanctum on Sunday at twenty-two hundred. That meant riding with Marines from the regiment, the two MLI battalions, the Pathfinder School, and the support units, which suited me fine. There was no better way to gauge the troopers' mood than chatting them up during the quick hop between the backcountry and the big city, Caledonia’s capital.

Since I had a second set of clothes and uniforms at home, I always traveled light, without luggage, and wore dark civilian slacks tucked into black boots and a collarless white shirt beneath a waist-length black leather jacket. But I carried my personal sidearm, a Shrehari blaster re-bored for human ammunition in a shoulder holster — loaded and powered, of course — and my Pathfinder dagger tucked into the small of my back, even on what was now my home planet. 

Caledonia, nominally a Commonwealth colony controlled by Earth, was de facto if not de jure, the Fleet’s private world, quasi-independent and self-governing to the same extent as the OutWorlds. Except the governor general was always a former Grand Admiral, the star system government was mostly staffed with retired Armed Forces officers or Defense Department civilians, especially in the more senior jobs, and there were no elected officials above the local level. 

Caledonia existed solely to support the Fleet and offer its veterans a world where they could settle after leaving the Service and call their own. Even Hera and I had bought a home for our time off and, more importantly, our later years by the Middle Sea. But that didn’t mean guys like me, who’d pissed off plenty of powerful and dangerous folks during an extensive career in black ops, were safe from retribution, so we went about our business armed. And that was why Hera and I lived in the flag officers’ quarters on base, where security was tighter than an antimatter containment reservoir. Our home in the south was equally well equipped to repel raiders along with the occasional direct hit by a tropical typhoon. 

Sure, the opposition had tried to kill us a few times over the years, but they never quite managed. Still, as we said in our business, the enemy only needed to be lucky once. We needed to be lucky every time.

When I climbed aboard the shuttle sitting in the middle of the parade square, the two hundred or so troopers aboard variously waved, smiled, and nodded as I made my way forward to one of the aft-facing jump seats against the bulkhead separating the passenger compartment from the flight deck.

“How are they hanging this fine Friday, Colonel?” The pilot asked when I poked my head through the open door to say hi. He was a Marine warrant officer from the Fleet HQ aviation battalion, which provided transportation and low-level aviation defense.

“The way SOCOM likes it, Warrant. This is your last hop of the week?”

“You bet, sir. Once I land you folks, I’m parking this baby and going home for a cold beer and a hot tub.”

“That would be my plan as well, minus the hot tub. My wife doesn’t believe in them.”

“Can’t have everything, sir. That’s a fact. Say hi to the admiral for me, though.”

“Will do.”

At sixteen hundred precisely, the shuttle’s aft ramp rose — anyone not aboard by then would need to find alternate and much slower means to reach the capital. Moments later, the thrusters spooled up, and we rose vertically into the air until the shuttle cleared ground obstacles, such as the crags surrounding Fort Arnhem, before changing to horizontal flight and a quick run down the Nestor Valley.

As soon as the seat belt notification vanished, I stood and wandered along the aisles to chat with the troopers. Though I didn’t have Hera’s quasi-eidetic memory and couldn’t remember every name, I was good with faces and knew which unit each of them belonged to, unless they’d just been posted in or to another outfit at Arnhem.

“Off to enjoy the pleasures of the big city again, sir?” A young sergeant from the Pathfinder School asked with a smile as I neared.

“The admiral and I have experienced all of them, so it’s a quiet weekend at home for both of us. Mind you, she could always have something planned that I’ll only find out about at the last minute.” 

I winked at him and walked on as he and those around him chuckled. Everyone who’d been at Fort Arnhem when we were married in the chapel and held our reception in the Pegasus Club knew about my redoubtable spouse, and the newbies heard about it from the old-timers. It had been one of the most significant events in the Fort’s history.

Sergeant First Class Jenkins, one of the 1st MLI’s revenants — a Marine who’d screwed up by the numbers and ended in a prison colony on Parth before volunteering for the harshest basic training known to humanity — raised a hand as I continued my tour, exchanging a word here and there with the troopers.

“Hey Colonel, Yono here,” he nudged the man beside him with his elbow, “one of our newbies fresh from Fort Erfoud doesn’t believe you carry a Shrehari blaster as your personal weapon.”

The newbie looked to be in his mid-thirties, which probably made him another revenant now serving under a new identity.

I stopped beside them and raised the left side of my jacket to show the huge, ugly weapon in its holster.

“There you go. My man Jenkins here wasn’t lying. This isn’t the original one I took from a Shrehari corsair long ago — some piece of crap pirate stole it from me — but it’s just as nasty.”

“No shit, sir.” Yono grinned at Decker. “Any chance we’ll take a prize like that from the boneheads?”

His eagerness made me smile, and though it was unlikely any MLI troopers would conduct raids in the Protectorate Zone, life had a way of changing assumptions.

“You never know.”

By the time I’d finished my circuit, the pilot announced our imminent landing at the HQ spaceport, and I retook my seat. Riding the Friday liberty express had a habit of raising spirits, mine included. Once we’d settled by the passenger terminal, I watched the Marines exit with a spring in their step, then poked my head into the flight deck again.

“Have a great weekend, Warrant.”

“You too, sir.”

By the time I walked through the terminal’s main hall, it was empty save for cleaning droids doing their duty and keeping the stone floor polished to a shine so clear you could see your reflection. The main doors opened at my approach, and I immediately saw my lovely wife, also in civilian clothes, leaning against her car, which sat in a no-parking zone by the curb.

She smiled at me in the way she never smiled at anyone else. “My fearsome warrior is finally home.” 

“And ready for action, Admiral, sir.”

We embraced — chastely since displays of personal affection in public by senior officers were frowned upon — and climbed into the car, a dull, mass-produced gray box that contrasted with the sleek machines owned by most flag officers in Sanctum.

As we pulled away, I said, “What’s new in your zoo, oh love of my life?”

“Didn’t we talk last night?”

“Sure, but things happen on Fridays around the Puzzle Palace.”

She turned her head to spear me with those mesmerizing dark eyes. “Why do I sense you’re on a fishing expedition?”

“Because a dickey bird twittered something in my ear concerning the OutWorlds and a constitutional convention, and I immediately got a bad feeling about that.”

“Your dickey bird wouldn’t be named Kal, would he?”

“Yes, and because of that, I took it as an unvoiced warning order. And since this is the sort of stuff that Naval Intelligence tracks, it’s a given you’re already involved.”

Hera raised her hand to touch my left cheek with her slender fingers. “That’s why I love you so much, Big Boy. You’re the perfect package — brains and good looks.”

“Get us home, and I’ll show you I’m much more than just a good mind in a healthy body, Honey.”

“Sorry. It’ll have to wait. Saga is joining us for supper.”

I could feel my face light up at the mention of my only child’s name. The day she followed her old man into the Corps was one of the proudest of my life. Sure, she was an intelligence analyst, not a Pathfinder or any other combat specialty. But she was bucking for a Naval Intelligence Liaison Officer job and had recently completed the basic parachute course. I’d joined her for her last and qualifying jump, and watching the CO of the Pathfinder School pin on her wings had been another proud moment.

“Excellent.”

“And scuttlebutt says she’ll be a captain once this year’s promotion boards wrap up. Since she just has the minimum time in rank to qualify, I’d say your daughter gave an impressive performance.”

“A chip off the old blockhead, eh?” I grinned at Hera. “She’s a perfect package as well — her father’s brains and her mother’s looks. It would have been disastrous the other way around.”

Saga’s mother, my former spouse, may have had plenty of academic degrees and honors, but she was the perfect example of credentials not indicating intelligence beyond a narrowly focused area.

“Considering you never made captain, I’d say she’s an improvement on the old blockhead.”

“Not my fault. They commissioned me as a major.”

“After how many years climbing up the greasy pole?”

“Touché. But in my defense, I didn’t mature until later in life. Saga was an early bloomer.”

When Hera gave me a sideways smile, I couldn’t help but chuckle. She wasn’t just the most effective field operative and assassin of her generation. She was also a master manipulator. But we’d been together for so long I could always suss out her little tricks. Eventually.

“Nice try moving the subject away from my conversation with Kal. Now talk, or I’ll sleep in the spare room tonight.”

“You drive a hard bargain.”

“Among other hard things.” I gave her a leer.

“Yes, Kal is right. Rumblings about the OutWorlds looking for a confrontation with Earth are burning up the subspace radio network. Sovereign star system high commissioners have been holding top secret meetings with each other and the governments of their host planets on every OutWorld. Even the representatives here on Caledonia are angling for a meeting with the governor general and the Grand Admiral.”

“And are Larsson and the GG biting?”

“What do you think?”

“That would be a big no. They can’t afford to goad the SecGen any more than they already do.”

Hera nodded. “Caledonia and the Fleet are officially neutral in this matter.”

“And unofficially?”

“We’ll be quietly backing the OutWorlds.”

“I knew it. Big trouble is coming.”

“There’s no way of avoiding it, Zack. All Grand Admiral Kowalski did was buy us a few decades, maybe as much as a century, and we’ve already used up most of it keeping the peace and preparing for the inevitable.”
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— Three —

 

I barely had time to pop open a Shrehari Ale and mix a gin and tonic for Hera before the security system announced Lieutenant Saga Decker coming up our walkway from the quiet residential street reserved for the Fleet’s highest-ranking HQ officers.

My ale forgotten on the bar, alongside Hera’s drink, I reached the front door before my daughter did. She may have had her mother’s looks, but she had my height, and I knew that beneath the loose, casual civilian blouse and slacks, she was as hard and muscular as any jump-qualified Marine officer. She may have the finely sculpted, blond Lagman features, but Saga was a Decker where it counted.

“Dad!” 

I was treated to an enthusiastic hug from a daughter still making up for the lost years between when her mother left me to return home and raise Saga alone and the day I rescued her from kidnappers intent on overthrowing the Scandian government. I’d last seen her as a little girl and found her as a doctoral candidate ready to defend her thesis. But then, disenchanted with her mother for the umpteenth time, she took on her father’s last name and career path — more or less — which made up for a lot in a short time.

“How’s my Marine?”

“Doing great.” She released me, and I stepped aside to let her in. “Hi, Hera.”

“Hey, kiddo. Did you sort out the analysis before signing off for the weekend?”

“Yup. It’s in the colonel’s queue.”

Saga worked on the same floor in the HQ complex as Hera, and they saw each other every weekday, or damn near. I didn’t even see my daughter every weekend I came home, and sometimes, I felt a little jealous of my wife. Saga wasn’t the only one who wanted to make up for lost time.

“What can I get you, honey?”

“A Shrehari Ale, please, Dad.”

I grinned at her. “Excellent choice.”

After I passed the drinks around and Hera checked on the autochef producing our meal, we wandered onto the covered terrace and sat around a low coffee table. As usual for this time of year, Sanctum was warm and humid, with rain coming just before sunset. Come to think of it, the city was always warm and humid, seeing as how it was in the planet’s northern subtropical zone.

“Does Dad know about the rebellious rumblings along the Commonwealth frontier, Hera?”

I let out an indelicate snort. “Rebellious rumblings, eh? And how does a mere lieutenant, albeit in the promotion zone for captain, know about this when I just found out yesterday?”

Saga gave me an ironic glance. “Remember where I work, Dad? The Political Analysis Directorate?”

“Actually,” Hera said, “your daughter was the first to figure it out once reports filtered in from our OutWorld listening posts.”

“Was she now?” I gave Saga a congratulatory nod. “Well done.”

“It cemented her position on the promotion list, especially since we could warn the Grand Admiral and the Governor General before the OutWorld representatives asked for meetings with them.”

A faint smirk played on my daughter’s lips. “And you figured my doctorate in political history had as much use for a Marine officer as teats on a boar hog.”

“I never said that.”

She raised her ale bottle and winked at me. “But you thought it.”

I gave her my patented Decker frown. “Never assume. Nice traditional metaphor, though. Your grandpa would have liked it.”

She gave me an innocent look. “The one who told you to never return if you joined the Corps? Or the other one who told mom to never return if she married a Marine?”

“The first one. Your Lagman grandpa was a city boy who wouldn’t have known what a boar hog was. Although he referred to me as a pig more than once.”

Saga shrugged. “Good thing he’s not alive to see us now.”

“So, he says, subtly changing the subject back to the rumblings on the subspace network, any idea where they’ll hold this rebellious get-together?”

Both Hera and Saga shook their heads in precise tandem. “No, except it’ll be on one of the pure OutWorlds, not one of those waffling between factions like Novaya Sibir.”

“Thanks, Lieutenant Obvious. I was hoping for a bit of your incisive analysis, or do you keep that for everyone but me?”

Saga stuck out her tongue. “Grandpa Lagman might not have been totally wrong, Dad.”

“And there go your chances at promotion once I tell the captain’s board president you still behave like a twelve-year-old.”

“Okay, okay. You want my incisive analysis. Here it is. They likely won’t hold a convention in the Rim or Shield sectors. Too close to our turbulent frontiers and the Shrehari Empire. My best estimate is one of the Coalsack Sector systems other than Parth.” Mischief danced in her eyes, and I immediately knew what was coming next. “Mykonos would be a good bet.”

“Bite your tongue.”

Saga and Hera exchanged glances. Then my daughter chuckled. “He’s sometimes so easy to tease.”

“Sometimes?” My beloved wife asked before blowing me a kiss.

“Okay. Let’s calm down, everyone.” I raised my bottle. “To your health, my dears, and confusion to the enemy.”

They imitated me, and then, before the discussion could resume, the autochef signaled our first course was ready, so we trooped into the kitchen and helped ourselves before settling at the dining table with our drinks and more lighthearted conversation.

I never found out whether my daughter had inside knowledge, a touch of the second sight, or was just plain lucky. Because she’d nailed it. And they summoned me back to Sanctum the following Friday morning for orders.

 

***

 

When I reported to the office of Major General Martinson — Jimmy to his friends — Kal Ryent was already sitting comfortably in one of the chairs across from our division commander’s desk.

I came to attention on the threshold and snapped off a salute.

“Colonel Decker presenting himself, sober, properly attired, and in good spirits, per the general’s wishes.”

“At ease and grab a seat, Zack. You came last night?”

“Yes, sir. And I came to work with Hera this morning, a rare treat. May I guess this has to do with the OutWorld heads of government summoning a rebellious constitutional convention on Mykonos in four weeks?”

The two generals looked at each other and chuckled. Then Jimmy said, “Never could hide anything from you. Yes. To say the declaration by the OutWorlds that it will go ahead despite the strenuous objections of Earth and the Home Worlds, half the Senate, and most of the zaibatsus and their media arms has triggered a crisis would be an understatement. Late yesterday, we received word that the SecGen has declared such a convention illegitimate and would see the participating star systems sanctioned for their participation. In a way, he’s right because it takes approval by two-thirds of the sovereign star systems to reopen the constitution, something that won’t happen because the Commonwealth is almost evenly split. Yet denying the OutWorlds a way of effecting change to address their grievances is considered illegitimate by almost half of humanity.”

“Those who make peaceful revolution impossible will make violent revolution inevitable.” When Jimmy, who knew I was uttering one of the many quotes stored in my trivia-laden mind, gave me a questioning look, I added, “A man by the name John F. Kennedy who led one of the most powerful Earth nations during the twentieth century.”

“Well, that fellow sure has it right. Because if the convention doesn’t go ahead, we’ll be one step closer to the fate Grand Admiral Kowalski foresaw if we weren’t careful. Now Earth has forbidden the Fleet from getting involved in any way — no statements to the media, no naval support to carry delegates, and no providing security to the convention. They want to meet illegally? They can damn well take care of themselves. Earth won’t help or recognize anything that comes from the meetings.”

I nodded. “In other words, ignore the whole thing and pretend it isn’t happening. Except we won’t, will we?”

Jimmy shook his head. 

“No. If the SecGen’s henchmen try to disrupt the convention and cause casualties, we can kiss any chance of this ending peacefully goodbye. The last thing we need is aggrieved star systems making unilateral declarations of independence and launching their own FTL warships, never mind the Army and Marine Corps units stationed there supporting UDI and becoming ground forces of a hostile human polity. Sure, a few frigates cobbled together from merchant ships won’t stand a chance against actual Navy units, but if we, the Fleet, begin shooting at other human naval vessels flying a star system’s flag, we’ve lost.”

“Because at this point,” Kal Ryent said, speaking for the first time, “the Fleet is the only thing that can keep this from turning into an uncontrolled collapse, with everyone shooting at everyone. And our work starts on Mykonos. Which is your world of birth, isn’t it, Zack?”

“Yep. So, what’s my involvement? I haven’t been back there since my old regiment left it long ago.”

“You’re taking a brigade from the division there to train with the Mykonos Regiment under Kal’s overall command,” Jimmy replied. “It’ll be made up of Ghost Squadron, your aviation squadron, any support elements you think would be useful, and both MLI battalions designated to support your regiment. It’ll be named the 1st (SF) Brigade. The Mykonos Regiment will be placed on a fully operational footing, with the reserve units called up to active duty. That’ll give Kal a short division to work with.”

“What about naval support?”

Kal glanced at me. “I understand a task group from the 4th Fleet will conduct maneuvers in the Mykonos system around the time of the convention. If necessary, I’ll coordinate activities with the task group’s commanding officer.”

“Okay. Makes sense. When are we leaving?”

“In five days. We’ve put out orders to line up transport.” Jimmy glanced at the clock on his sideboard. “And Grand Admiral Larsson expects us in ten minutes. He’ll be issuing the orders and wants to look us in the eyes as he does so because he’ll be openly disobeying the SecDef and the SecGen, with all the peril that entails for the Fleet.”

“Just one last question, sir. Why Mykonos of all the OutWorlds?”

A thin smile lit up Jimmy’s face. 

“You haven’t heard? President Eugenius Van Kirten of Mykonos is the unofficial leader of the OutWorld effort to reopen the constitution. He naturally offered his world as the meeting place.” When Jimmy saw my expression, he frowned. “What’s wrong, Zack?”

“Eugene and I went to school together. We weren’t exactly friends. Last I saw him before enlisting, he threatened to make the rest of my life miserable for stealing his girlfriend in high school. And since it wasn’t true, I punched him in the nose, hard enough to break it.”

Surprising me, Kal and Jimmy burst out in laughter.

“Figures,” the former said. “Okay, don’t worry about it. Most of my job won’t be riding herd on your brigade or the Mykonos Regiment but playing undercover diplomat for the Fleet inside the convention and soothing wounded souls.”
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— Four —

 

Grand Admiral Larsson’s current senior aide, a Navy captain I’d never met, stood as Major General Martinson, Brigadier General Ryent, and I entered the outer office. He gestured at the open inner door.

“Please go right in. The CNO, the Commandant, the Chief of the Army Staff, and the Commander SOCOM are with the Grand Admiral.”

Great. The Fleet’s top brass in a single room. This would be fun. I glanced at Jimmy and Kal, but they seemed unfazed by the news we wouldn’t just be meeting with Larsson alone. As the senior among us, Jimmy led the charge through the door. He halted just inside. Kal and I lined up beside him, facing the conference table where the star-spangled quintet sat, and we saluted in unison.

Larsson, who was bareheaded, returned it with a grave nod. “At ease, gentlemen, and please join us.”

He waved at the empty chairs around the table.

When we’d obeyed, Larsson, who appeared much older than the last time I saw him in person, gave us a long, hard look. 

“What we’re about to discuss is so highly classified that even a top secret special access designation won’t suffice. You three probably touched on the subject in General Martinson’s office just now, and what you discussed there is covered by this classification.”

“Understood, sir,” Jimmy replied.

“What we face could decide whether the Commonwealth survives intact though with changes to the constitutional order, or splinters into two or more separate star nations — Grand Admiral Kowalski’s greatest fear. But no matter what happens, we must prevent another murderous civil war at all costs. Therefore, I will ensure the Armed Forces remain neutral because the alternative is unthinkable. Fortunately, unlike the eve of the Second Migration War, star systems no longer have their own navies or expeditionary capabilities, which leaves us as the sole arbiters regarding who can impose a decision by force. Now, we know the convention on Mykonos will go ahead whether or not Earth wants it to. And we’re also aware Earth will try to sabotage it by any means necessary. Our stance of neutrality will extend to ensuring nothing untoward happens so that the OutWorlds can present their grievances and debate what must change to preserve the Commonwealth.”

Larsson took a sip of water from the glass in front of him.

“Clearly, extending the Fleet’s protection to the OutWorld convention will violate Earth's orders forbidding any involvement. So deploying a security force can trigger a crisis on its own. Make no mistake, I fully intend for you to use deadly force if necessary to ensure the delegates can speak freely and without fear of violence because silencing them through intimidation will likely trigger a chain of events we cannot control.” He shook his head. “We wouldn’t be in this situation if Earth and the Home Worlds hadn’t done their best since Grand Admiral Kowalski’s day to undermine the treaties that ended the last Migration War. But no one will listen to reason. And I’m afraid the OutWorlds will become just as intransigent if they haven’t reached that point yet. President Van Kirten certainly sounds like he’s had enough when he told the SecGen where he could shove his declaration that the convention is illegitimate. 

“In any case, I wanted you to understand the stakes before we delve into the specifics. They cannot be more important, and the consequences of a misstep direr. What does this mean in concrete terms for you in particular? First, so that everyone can pretend the Fleet isn’t getting enmeshed in this mess, officially, the designated units from the 1st SFR will train with the Mykonos Regiment under acting Major General Ryent’s supervision. Congratulations, by the way, your acting promotion is effective as of this moment.”

Kal nodded once. “Thank you, sir.”

“Second, General Ryent is the only Armed Forces member who may interact with the OutWorld representatives and the Mykonos government.”

Jimmy raised his hand. “If I may, sir?”

“Go ahead.”

“Zack — Colonel Decker — is a Mykonos native and has family there. He also went to high school with Eugenius Van Kirten, though Zack says they weren’t on good terms when he enlisted in the Corps.”

“Very well. General Ryent may involve Colonel Decker in matters pertaining to the Mykonos government at his discretion and with the delegates, if absolutely necessary.”

Kal inclined his head. “Yes, sir.”

“Third, since the Constabulary will have received orders to stay completely uninvolved and leave any policing matters surrounding the convention to the Mykonos Police Service, contact with the resident Constabulary Group will be informal. If the commanding officer offers assistance, then General Ryent may decide whether to accept. It may well be that the local commanding officer will stay at a distance. But it doesn’t matter since Colonel Decker’s troops will be responsible for preventing any disruption by elements operating under secret orders from Earth. Fourth, you’ll receive all the support you want from Naval Intelligence on a priority basis. And finally, make damn sure no one, Marines or Army, shows the slightest sign of partisanship, period. That shouldn’t be a problem with Colonel Decker’s troopers, but the Mykonos Regiment’s soldiers are another matter. Their CO will receive orders from the Chief of the Army Staff on that subject, orders which General Ryent will reinforce upon his arrival.”

Larsson glanced at the service chiefs around the table. “Does anyone wish to add something?”

When they shook their heads, he turned back to Jimmy. “Questions?”

“Yes, sir. Who signs the rules of engagement?”

“Me. Draft up what you think they should be and pass them directly to your commanding officer.” Larsson nodded at the Commander, SOCOM. “Before you leave, please. I don’t want them coursing through the subspace network, no matter the level of encryption. Let’s hand-carry the sensitive stuff. Anything else? General Ryent? Colonel Decker?”

I had plenty of questions, but most were the sort I’d rather not get an answer to. At least not now, because it might limit my freedom of action. As a young Marine noncom, I learned that you can’t get chewed out for going against the boss’ wishes if you didn’t know what they were. Kal was an Academy product and had never served in the ranks, but he was smart enough to think along the same lines as me because he shook his head as well.

“Very well. Please carry on with the planning and preparation. I won’t wish you luck because I know you’ll create your own. Make sure nobody triggers a crack-up of the Commonwealth or a civil war by interfering with the delegates.”

Jimmy nodded once. “Yes, sir.”

We stood, saluted, and marched out with Jimmy in the lead once more. None of us spoke until we were back in the latter’s office behind closed doors.

“Congrats, Kal. Were you expecting that temporary second star?” I asked as we sat.

“Yeah. Jimmy told me this morning before you showed up.”

“All right, gents. We can wet Kal’s star after work at the mess. Right now, we have a lot of details to discuss. But first, did either of you find the Grand Admiral overly dramatic?”

Kal and I both shook our heads.

“Good. Because he’s not in the habit of overemphasizing. The stakes are truly that high, and mistakes can resonate across this part of the galaxy for a long time.”

“Problem is,” I said, “the opposition doesn’t care. They’ll do whatever they think is necessary to keep power centralized on Earth. Heck, many of the Home Worlds would like to turn their former colonies, now sovereign star systems, back into wholly-owned dependencies. If a bunch of people must die for that, so be it. My gut tells me it’ll get ugly on Mykonos before this is over.”

Kal glanced at me. “Fortunately, ugly is your specialty. Okay. Specifics. Go ahead, Jimmy.”

“Right. Hera is sending half a dozen undercover agents to Mykonos as quickly as possible. I’ve asked for a NILO with a sufficiently high-security clearance to be the liaison between you two and Naval Intelligence, including Hera’s division. As for Constabulary liaison, you still have Chief Warrant Officer Kine, right, Zack?”

“Yes. She’ll give us the lay of the land where the 55th Constabulary Group’s views on the convention are concerned. Aleksa has a real knack for interrogating people without them realizing.”

“Good. Ghost Squadron is going in wearing the winged dagger, as are you, but bring unmarked and untraceable gear. I know it means more equipment to haul, but them’s the breaks. If your aviation squadron, the MLI, and other supporting elements need to look like they’re not Marines, they can strip the insignia off their armor. It won’t fool anyone, but as the Grand Admiral said, pretending we’re not doing what we’re doing will allow the opposition to back off gracefully. But the intent is to make everyone other than Ghost Squadron the visible part of the operation to distract the opposition while Josh Bayliss’ crew does its thing in the darkest shadows.”

“Got it.” I suddenly had one of my bad ideas, the kind Hera routinely deplores but which almost always work out. “Concerning the NILO. I know a jump-qualified Marine intelligence officer with a high enough security clearance and who figured this mess out before it became public. She’s on the captain’s promotion list, so an acting promotion to tide her over until the boards sit would get her at the right rank.”

Before I even finished speaking, Kal was chuckling with undisguised amusement. 

“I think I know who Zack means, and I’m not sure the mission can stand another Decker. But he’s right, Jimmy. Saga on the ground with us over there will be invaluable as an analyst, even more so than an intelligence liaison.”

“Can you stand the accusations of nepotism, Zack?”

I shrugged. 

“You think anyone would make them to my face? In a community where we’re keen on having people we know and trust on our team? Not a chance it’ll happen. If you agree, I’ll ask Hera to clear it through her chain of command, and when she does, I’ll want Saga at Fort Arnhem ASAP. We’ll need her political insights while we plan and prepare.”

“Fine. Approved. Let’s discuss the timeline.”
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— Five —

 

“Good afternoon.” I dropped into my chair at the head of the regimental conference table the following Monday and placed my tablet in front of me. “Can any of you guess why I’ve called this assembly? Not you, Josh. You already figured it out.”

“And I may or may not have speculated,” he replied smugly.

“Never mind, then.”

“It’s Mykonos?” Lora Cyone, who’d taken command of the 1st MLI a few weeks ago, asked. Lora and I went way back. There was even a time when we were more than just professional colleagues. But both of us had traveled a lot of light years since then and talked little about what we’d endured together.

“It is indeed. Give the lieutenant colonel with the funny hat badge an extra sticky bun. What I’m about to say is classified top secret special access codename Rubicon. You will repeat nothing I say outside of this room or discuss it among yourselves. Our Marines are used to going in without the full picture, and this is one of those times. As you’ll understand in a few moments.”

I gave them a condensed version of Grand Admiral Larsson’s words and watched as their faces took on somber expressions.

“This could be the most important mission of our careers, folks, one where we succeed if nothing happens and where we might fail if we have to open fire. Before I touch on specifics, does anyone have questions? I’ll answer the easy one right now — you’re here because you and your commands are coming with me. Anyone not here right now isn’t going to Mykonos.”

I glanced at each in turn — Josh, Lora, Haru Ishida, who had the 2nd MLI, Harjit Gill, who had my aviation squadron, and Sergeant Major Paavola — but they shook their heads. I wasn’t surprised. They were among the smartest, most experienced people in SOCOM and could figure things out themselves.

“Officially, we are forming the 1st SF Brigade to train the Mykonos Regiment in counter-insurgency techniques. The rest of the Regiment will continue the current deployment, training, and recovery cycle. The Mykonos Regiment will be responsible for our logistics, which means we’re not bringing support elements beyond those organic to your units. Unofficially, Ghost Squadron, with help from Naval Intelligence, will find and neutralize threats while the two MLI battalions will provide visible security to the constitutional convention by training near where it’ll be held. And since we might need to move fast, I’m bringing our own aviation assets rather than depending on those of the Mykonos Regiment. Now the only thing your people get to hear is the official story. If they figure out there’s more going on, I hope they’ll have the brains to stay quiet. And if they don’t, I expect you to fix it.”
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