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Alexander Girndt strode briskly through the noon-crowded streets of Maritown with a light step.  The harbour district was always crowded, but it was also his favourite part of town.  The Sea of Lomur stretched away to his left, as far as he could see, and the town sprawled off to his right.  The town contained the homes and businesses of almost three thousand people, making it one of Lomuria’s larger cities.

Lomuria’s capitol was larger, but located on the other side of the planet.  Maritown was just big enough for him.

Girndt adjusted his uniform slightly, wanting it to look impressive to the people he passed.  After all, very few of them had ever seen the uniform of the Republic Judicial Forces—Seventeenth Colonial Cavaliers—let alone passed a full lieutenant on the streets of their hometown.  It would a memorable event for most of them.  Tourists were common enough—the locals barely gave them a second glance.  Constables of the city’s police force were a rarity and members of the Republican Judicial Forces, uniformed or not, would be a real rarity.

The clock tower chimed.

“I’m late!” Girndt exclaimed as the chime faded.  He picked up his pace, running along the street with all the speed of a twenty-five year old late for the most important date of his life.  I can’t afford to be late, not today of all days!

*        *       *
[image: ]


The frond-like leaves of the weeping willowmeres brushed against his face as he pushed his way through them.  Thick red mud, sinewy yellow whip-grass, and green razor-vines, snagged at his boots as he hurried along the tenuously defined trail.

The clearing suddenly opened before him, the forest giving way to a small clearing in a single step, the yellow sun shining down brightly from the blue-tinted sky overhead and.  The soft gurgling of a small stream mixed with the trills and whistles of birds to form the perfect backdrop to the scene.

Girndt stopped in mid-step.

In the midst of the clearing a radiant vision stood waiting.  She was a tall woman, looking as regal as if she was some queen from ancient fairy tales, in a lacy blue dress.

“You are a vision of beauty,” Girndt proclaimed as he hastily brushed a few stray leaves from his olive green uniform tunic.  “I am unworthy to gaze upon you, lest your radiance blind me!”

“Such flattery, Alex, would easily win you my heart,” she replied in a soft voice, “if you did not already possess it.”  She smiled warmly at him and his heart melted.

“No flattery can justly describe your beauty, Shadur, nor can mere words express the depth of my—”

“Shut up and kiss me.”

He stepped forward and quickly embraced her in his arms.  “As you command, my Lady.”

When they finally parted, Girndt’s knees were weak—and not just from lack of oxygen.  He stood, trembling, as Shadur took a step away so that she could better examine him.  “How dashing you look in that uniform, Lieutenant.”  She drank him in, her eyes catching every detail.  “I will miss you after tomorrow,”

“And I will miss you.”  Girndt took her hand in his.  “I must do this.  It is my calling.”

“The Republic has stood for over a thousand years,” she told him.  “Surely it can continue to operate without your presence.”

“I am drawn to the stars.”

“Why could you not be happy here on Lomuria?”

“Because...” his voice trailed off, uncertain how to answer her poignant question.

Her shoulders drooped.  “Because then you would not be you, Alex,” she said in a resigned voice.  “You would not be the man whom I love.”

Girndt held out a hand as she sadly shook her head.  “I can make a difference out there.”  His eyes were shining with pride and eager anticipation.  “Admiral Kurfahl himself requested my presence within his squadron after graduation.  I’m one of the first Lomurians to join the Judicial Forces, let alone an elite unit like the Cavaliers.  This is my chance to show Metropolis and all the other Core Worlds that the Outer Rim Territories are still as important to the Republic as they believe they are.”  Politics...everything revolved around the playing of politics.

“You will make Lomuria proud.”

“I want to make you proud.”

“I already am.”

He blushed and looked away.  “I must go soon.  My ship leaves at dawn.”  Moreover, the spaceport was located some distance away.  I will have to leave soon, if I am to reach my shuttle before it launches.  Once the Wandering Eye leaves orbit, it could be weeks before another ship arrives here.  Lomuria was an isolated system, on the edge of the Republic.  There was no regular interstellar traffic coming and going, only an occasional visit by an independent trader or a layover by a Judicial Forces patrol ship.  If I miss the Eye, I will never reach Aglukark in time to report to the Mitigation for my tour of duty.  I doubt the admiral will be pleased if I am late on my first tour of duty.  “I don’t want to leave you.”

“A temporary parting?”

“Of course.  I love you, Shadur, and the spirits of the ancestors know it.”  He smiled at her.  “Not all the pirates in the galaxy nor all the bureaucrats on Metropolis will keep me away from you.”

“Nor all the wealth of the Trading Houses?”

“The entire Republic does not possess wealth enough to keep me away from you forever.  The sound of your voice, the touch of your blonde locks, your very existence is more valuable to me than any mounds of precious gems or any number of credits.”  His voice trembled.  “You mean more to me than life itself.”

“And you to me,” she whispered.  “Then,” she said more loudly, “let me bestow more of my wealth upon you.”

His heart melted at her smile.  “Shadur, empress of my heart, let us be wed this very day, before I take ship to the Outer Rim.”

Her lips twitched at his grand words and excited gestures.  “No, Lieutenant, we cannot.”  Her tone was deep with sorrow and regret.  “Though I long to become your wife, now is not the time.  My mother will not accept your price for me.”

“But you will!”  His eyes blazed.  “Damn this foolish tradition!  Marry me, Shadur, please.”

“You would marry me, then leave on your patrol, Alex?  A single night of passion in my arms, then months—or ever years!—before you can return to me?”

“A single night of passion in your arms will sustain me for those months and even years.”

Her fingers brushed against his chest.  “I know, and I feel the same way.”  She shook her head.  “But we cannot.”

He had known that would be her answer.  “A single kiss then,” Girndt asked, “before I go?”

“More than one, if you have the time.”

“For you, I would stop the flow of time itself!”

“Such arrogance, Lieutenant,” she chided with a smile.

“Such truth.”  He paused, staring into her eyes.  “Shadur, I will come back for you.  On the twenty-fifth anniversary of the sinking of the Waverunner, you will be my wife.”

“Wait another twenty years for you, boy?  I’ll be an old woman by then.”  There was already a decade between them.

Girndt dismissed that protest with a wave of his hand.  “By then at the latest.  I hope to be wed to you long before that day.”  I see no reason why I could not marry her while still serving in the J.F.C.  “We will have lots of time together.  I want to spend my life with you.”

“And I with you.”

“We will be married.”

“You seem certain.”

“I am.”

“If you face pirates with that certainty, Alex, they will almost certainly surrender rather than challenge you.  They would not risk defeat.”

He laughed.  “I will return as often as I can.  Someday your mother will accept my price.”

“A promise made?”

“And sealed upon my heart,” he replied as he embraced her once more.
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“This patrol is boring.”

“I know.”

“Captain, we’ve been out here for how many months now?  Surely that is long enough for us to go without calling in at port.”

“Just over three months, Commander, hardly anytime at all.  We have enough consumables stored onboard to last us for a standard year or more.”

Girndt nodded.  “The crew are growing restless.”  I certainly hope that we’re not out on patrol for that long.  A year would just be far too long.

“They are Republican Judicials.  They will have to adapt to the demands of their duty.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Lars Thorson brushed his hand through his neatly trimmed brown beard.  “Lieutenant Commander Girndt, I rely on you to maintain order in the ranks onboard Expedite.  Patrolling these uninhabited systems is not glorious work, I will admit that, but it is still important.  Vital to maintaining the security of the Republic.”

“Yes, Captain, I am aware of that.”  Girndt frowned.  His three years of service in the Judicial Forces had not been nearly as exciting as he had hoped or daydreamed that it would be.  A month of boring patrols onboard the Mitigation with only one encounter with pirates to provide some fun.  Those cowards broke and fled as soon as we engaged them.  Good thing I was approved for the transfer to Expedite.  Service aboard the Steadfast-class cruiser was looking up, given his recent promotion.  Even if the Caledonia Sector is devoid of pirate activity.  “Still, I feel that I must remind you that your crew is growing restless.  Rumours from home have been troublesome of late.” 

“The increasing threats from the Separatists?”  Captain Thorson laughed.  “Some isolated troublemakers in a few fringe systems.  The President will never allow it to come to war.”

“I hope not.”  Girndt had listened to the murmurs from the crew as they discussed news from home.  Things are more serious that he will admit.  The Separatists are growing more and more vocal...I wish that I shared his belief in the president’s ability to avert open war.  “The risk of a civil war is worrisome to everyone.”

Thorson shook his head.  “The Republic has maintained order throughout the galaxy for centuries.  A few disgruntled complaints from a handful of frontier worlds is not going to bring civilisation crashing down around us.”

Girndt shook his head.  “It’s more than just a few disgruntled frontier worlds.  It’s spreading...like a rot.”  Even some members of the Senate had raised questions about the decaying administrative bureaucracies of the Republic.  Perhaps the Republic has outlived itself.  He shied away from that troubling thought.

“The President has the matter well in hand.  The new laws and regulations will restore order.  That is our job as well, maintaining order throughout the galaxy.”  Thorson shrugged.  “One way or another, Commander, order will be maintained.”

“I hope that you right, Captain.”

“When you’ve been in service as long as I have, Commander, you’ll learn not to panic at the first sounds of grumbling.  Either from the Senate or from your crew.”  He smiled.  “There are worse things to worry about.”

“Oh?”

“Like the threat of pirates.”  His eyes drifted to a monitor.  “Or religious nuts.”

Girndt glanced at the monitor.  “Oh, it’s just a freighter belonging to the Brotherhood of Scintillating Illumination.”

“Like I said: religious nuts.”  Thorson smirked.  “At least they are law-abiding religious nuts.  Helm, plot an intercept course.  Let’s go make a routine cargo inspection.  It might liven up the boredom for a little while.”

*        *       *
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“Incoming distress signal.”

Girndt stepped towards the comm-officer.  “Your report, Lieutenant Reichman?”

“We’ve intercepted a tachyon distress signal from the Dolorous, Commander.  Republican registry.  It’s a prison ship carrying suspected terrorists from the sector capitol to a prison planet in the Sorrel system.  Apparently they were attacked by pirates intent on rescuing some of the prisoners.”

“You have their position?”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Transfer the data to the helm and alter course to intercept them.  Jump to hyperspace as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Notify the captain.  Prep the starfighters for launch.”  At last some action, he thought gleefully.  He winced as a glimmer of guilt surged through him at the thought. I should not be happy at the prospect of a battle, he told himself.  If there is a ship in distress, that is a bad thing...  Nevertheless, it was a break from the mind-numbing boredom of patrol.

*        *       *
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Two hours later, the Steadfast-class cruiser emerged from hyperspace near the fifth planet of the Sorrel system.  Lars Thorson was standing on the bridge, watchful and ready as his warship reverted to normal space.  “Lieutenant Kabrinski, scan the area for the Dolorous.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Should we launch fighters?”

“Hold them in readiness, Commander.”

Girndt nodded.  “Yes, Captain.”  He glanced at a display.  Four small Starhawk-class fighters were attached to the outer hull on external racks; their pilots were sitting in their cockpits, ready for immediate launch.  “Norcta, alert the gun crews to stand ready.”

The Korsh tilted his head to the right—his species equivalent to a Human nod.  “Yes.”

“Open an area-wide comm-channel.”  Thorson paused.  “This is the Republic cruiser Expedite answering your distress signal.  Dolorous, please respond.”

“Vessel detected near the fifth planet.  It might be the Dolorous.”

“Alter course to approach.”

Commander Girndt checked a display.  “All crew are at battle stations.  Fighters standing by for launch.”

“Any other vessels on the sensors?”

“None detected, Captain.”  Kabrinski shook his head.

“Maintain scanning.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Captain, this could be a trap.  Dolorous has not responded to our signals.  Nor do they appear to be under power.”

“Commander, that is a prison ship.  It has minimal point-defence weapons at best.  It poses no threat to a Steadfast-class cruiser.”

“Yes, Sir.”  Girndt quickly ran the comparison through his head.  The Expedite was a boxy warship some three hundred and fifty metres in length with over a thousand crewers and armed with twelve turbolasers and twenty point defence lasers.  The Dolorous was a Panopticon-class cruiser, eighty metres long with only four point defence lasers to protect its ten crewers and up to two hundred passengers.

“Energy spike!” Dimitry Kabrinski called out from the sensor station.  “Incoming fighters!”

“Stand by!” Thorson ordered.  “Report, Kabrinski?”

“Six starfighters.  Look like Vultures.”  A standard, if old, heavy fighter design.  “Detecting targeting beams.  Fighters are presumed hostile.”

Thorson remained calm.  “Gun crews are cleared to fire.”

Norcta bared his fangs.  The Expedite’s forward weaponry opened fire and three of the approaching fighters were destroyed by the hail of turbolasers.

The other three Vultures each salvoed two torpedoes apiece with devastating accuracy against the Expedite’s port deflector screens.

“The Dolorous is coming about.  Weaponry is active.”

“Your orders, Captain?” Girndt pressed.

“Alter course to intercept the Dolorous.”

“Captain?”

“You heard me.  Commander, report to the aft station.  Contact Sorrel and see where its patrols are.”

“Yes, Sir.”  Girndt hurried to the communication substation.  It was built into a small alcove, almost a separate room from the rest of the Expedite’s bridge.  He attempted to contact Sorrel, having called Reichman to open the initial channel for him.  “Girndt to Thorson, we’re being jammed,” he said into the intercom as the comm-array only broadcast static.

“Fighters are returning for another pass.  Port screens are faltering.”

“Brace for impact!” a voice called out.

The bridge rocked.

Girndt coughed on the smoke that hazed the bridge.  “Status report!” he shouted over the wail of klaxons.  Where’s the Captain? he wondered as he stood up.  “Give me a status report!  Now!”

“Screens are down.  Hull has been beached.”

“Repair crews are responding.”  Reichman sounded dazed.

“Engineering is intact.”

“Weapons are still unsheathed,” Norcta growled.

“And the Vultures?”

“We failed to claw them hard enough.”

“Captain?”  Girndt looked around.  The bridge was a wreck with fallen supports and shattered terminals.  One portion of the hull was missing, with only a flickering force field separating the crew from the vacuum of space.  Thank the ancestors for emergency force fields, he though.  “Medics to the bridge.”

“Where is the captain?”

“Not sure,” Reichman said.  “I think he was sucked out.”

Girndt nodded once.  “I’m assuming command.  Get those screens back up!”

“Yes, Commander.”

“Launch the FireFalcons.”

“Two of them were destroyed.”

“Launch the other two.  Order them to engage the Vultures.  Kabrinski, where is the Dolorous?”

“Bearing nine seven mark three two.”  He wiped a trickle of blood from his forehead.

“Any response to our signals?”

“None,” Reichman replied.  “We’re still being jammed.  Sorrel won’t even know that we’re under attack.”

“It’s weapons are tracking us.  Range in twenty seconds.”

“Then the transport has been captured by the terrorists.”  Or so he could only assume from its manoeuvring.  “Turbolaser crews, target the Dolorous and destroy it.”

The tactical officer looked at him, his grey fur rippling in agitation.

“You heard me, Norcta.  Target the Dolorous and destroy it.  On my authority.”

At the snap in his voice, Norcta saluted.  “Yes, Commander.”

“Dolorous is well within range.”

“Fire at will.”  Girndt watched as the prison ship’s hull sparked as laser bolts burned into it.  An explosion destroyed one of its point defence lasers  “They have no active deflector screens.”  And their weak weaponry was unable to break through his own screens.  For now...no telling how long our deflectors will stay functional.  “Target their bridge...concentrate your fire.”

“Aye.”  Norcta growled a command over the intercom.

“Dolorous has been disabled.  Its crew are broadcasting their surrender.  Jamming is down.”

“Reichman, inform them that a prize crew will be assuming command of their vessel.  Inform Sergeant Owens to secure that ship at once.”

“Yes, Sir.”

Girndt took a deep breath.  “Kabrinski, any sign of other ships?”

“Yes, Sir.  The Vultures have been destroyed...our surviving pilot is returning to dock.”  Kabrinski paused a moment as he refined his display.  “I’ve detected the signals from a Sorrel patrol flotilla.  They are engaged with a pirate vessel near the fourth planet.”

“Can you pipe the details to me?”  Girndt studied the display.  Details were weak at the current distance, but it looked like the pirate was a modified freighter.  The patrol ships had superiority in numbers and in weaponry and from the projected course vectors, the pirates were attempting to withdraw.  “Signal the patrol and see if they require assistance.”  Even battered, the sudden arrival of a cruiser should be enough to frighten off a pirate band.   Girndt wiped a hand across his forehead.  That was too much excitement. 
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“This is Captain Girndt of the Republic Frigate, Suzanne Hayes, to Flaming Sword Anchorage.  Respond please.”  The wheel-shaped space station was slowing rotating, locked forever in orbit over the capitol city of Chalice.  Several warships could be seen moving to dock with the station while others were moving away from it.  A lot of warships there.  Even more than usual, he thought.

“This is Anchorage Control,” a gruff male voice replied.  “Welcome back, Captain.”

“Thank you.  I was wondering what we would find here.”

“Oh?  What exactly are you suggesting, Captain?” the suspicion in the controller’s voice carried plainly over the comm.

“Nothing, Control.  We’ve been out on an extended patrol for several weeks now and the rumours when we left the starport were not good.”

“Things are a lot worse than rumour said,” the controller told him grimly.  “We can’t discuss these matters over an open channel.  Shuttle across at once, Captain.  The Commander wishes to speak with you personally.”

“Understood, Control.”

“Follow beacon nine seven to your allotted parking orbit; any deviation from the assigned flight vector will result in your destruction.”  There was a note of grim finality in that warning.  “And have your Ops officer pass along any requisitions or supply needs.  We’ll do our best to meet them.”

“I see.  Understood, Control.  Suzanne Hayes out.”  Girndt looked at his first officer.  “I wonder what’s going on?”

Girard shrugged.  “You’ll find out soon enough, Captain.  I’ll have the supply list transmitted over to them immediately.”

“Keep the crew ready.  No shore leaves.  If I read between the lines, I don’t think we’ll be staying here for long.”  And that worried Girndt more than he would admit.

*        *       *
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The commander’s office was a spacious one with several large viewports giving a fine view of the station’s curved bulk and of the white-flecked green and blue planet.  The station’s commanding officer sat behind a large ornately carved desk.

Wood?  Girndt’s eyebrows lifted.  A desk like that is expensive, more so than a space station would normally carry.  The commander must be of some definite importance then.  Or else he thinks that he is.  The carvings showed the traces of handcrafting...and the act of importing a non-standard wooden desk to the station would have been expensive.

“Welcome aboard the Flaming Sword, Captain Girndt.”  The commander held out a dark-skinned hand.  “Vice Admiral Nom Makuna.”

“A pleasure, Admiral Makuna.”  Girndt paused a moment.  “The conversation I had with your flight controller was less than relaxing.”

“I know.  It couldn’t be helped.”  Makuna motioned the other officer to a chair.  “I know that you’ve been out of touch for several weeks.”

“Extended patrol through the Ambergris Sector.  Over twenty systems in two months.”

“A long time to be cooped up in one of those frigates.”

“The Suzanne Hayes is a fine ship.”  She was easily twice the size of the Steadfast cruisers he had first served on.  Hardly cramped for a few month’s cruise.  It carried enough supplies to last us for years...not that I would want to spend two or three years straight onboard her.  “So is her crew.”

“A good training vessel.  You will help to graduate a number of fine officers.”

“I trust that I passed my own training?”

“Brevet-captain is a good term.  Good for a man to learn how to handle a ship and crew.  Get to know your strengths out in the real world.  Academy learning can only show so much about a man...some things aren’t revealed until the press of combat.  But you tasted combat during your career long before your recent assignment to the Hayes.”

“I didn’t see much action onboard the Mitigation; the only pirate band we encountered ran before we could engage them.”

“You did see combat on the Expedite.  You took command of the ship after an ambush by pirates in the Sorrel system.”

“I did.”  I was too scared to be scared.  The crew were depending on me.

“You won the battle and saved your ship and its crew.  A promotion to captain was a logical step.”

“Like I said, Admiral, I trust that I passed muster?”

“You did at that, Captain.”  Makuna nodded.  “Admiral Kurfahl was quite impressed by your work in the Forces up until now.”  He tapped a switch on his desk and a hologram of the admiral glowed to life in the corner of the office.

“...a fine officer I have found him to be,” the furry Mog’rat was saying.  “Shows considerable attention to even minor details, he does.  Concern for his crew he has.  Stands up for them he does.  Most importantly, at this time, my last thoughts.  Loyalty to the Republic he shows, stronger than that of many Core Worlders.”

Girndt smiled.

Makuna halted the recording and the holo-officer simply stood in the corner.  “An officer who can inspire the loyalty of his crew so quickly is a man to be prized.”

“Thank you, Sir.  I only gave my subordinates the loyalty that a commander should show them.”

“You defended their actions before several inspections.”

“The Hayes encountered several smuggling ships during our Ambergris patrol.  A board of review was required during our time in port.”

“Several of your officers were accused of firing first.”

“They followed my standing orders.  The suspected smugglers were attempting to escape, and had their own weapon arrays powered up.  I would have given the order to fire if I had been on the bridge at the time of the incident.  Lieutenant Chambers has my full confidence.”

“There was nothing questionable in their conduct?”

“Of course not.  A little rough around the edges, of course, but none of the training crews I have had have ever given me cause for alarm.  There are no loose cannons on my ships.”

“I am glad that you have no doubts on that matter.”

“I am tired of these veiled accusations, Admiral.”  Girndt leaned forward in his chair.  “I am not blind.  The system is crowded with warships.”  Sector capitol or not, the Hayes’ sensor array had recorded a larger than average number of warships present at Chalice.  “I saw security troops outside the shuttle bay and your office.  I have seen the furtive looks from your crewers.  I want to know what is happening.”

Makuna looked at him with an expressionless face for several moments.  “The Separatists,” he announced at last, “have declared war on the Republic.”

Girndt was unable to speak for several more long minutes.  “War?” he finally blurted out as if he had never heard the word before.  “Have they gone mad?”

“Possibly.”

“I thought the President was negotiating with their leaders.”

“He was.  In the meantime, they built up an army of WarDroids and unleashed it.  Two weeks ago, there was a huge battle on Brittany in the Outer Rim.  Since then, other inconclusive engagements have been fought in a dozen systems.  The madness is spreading.  System after system, world after world.”

Girndt felt weak.  “May the spirits of the ancestors protect us,” he murmured.

Makuna tapped the switch on his desk and Kurfahl repeated his earlier comment “Most importantly, at this time, my last thoughts.  Loyalty to the Republic he shows, stronger than that of many Core Worlders.”

Girndt eyed the recording.

“Loyalty is very important to the Republic right now, Captain Girndt.  Too many ships have not yet returned to their homeports.  Too many planetary governments are either joining the Separatists or declaring outright neutrality.  The loyalist faction is weak, far weaker than the Senate will publicly admit.”

“I see.”  Girndt was shocked.  I had no idea.  Just like Captain Thorson...I had no idea things were truly this bad.

“The Senate has voted to disband the Judicial Forces for the duration of the emergency.  President Tiresias has authorised the creation of a mighty army to protect the loyalist systems.”  Makuna held out his hand.  “Welcome to the Republic’s Illustrious Army, Captain.” 

*        *       *
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“This may take some getting used too.”

“Your promotion or the war?”

“Both,” Girndt replied in a weak joke.

His first officer shook his head.  “I can’t believe it.”

“I know, Girard.”  Girndt shook his own head in rueful agreement.  “Civil war.  I can scarcely credit myself.”  He stared out of the viewport at the Chalice system.  The number of warships on station had dwindled, but there were still many out there.  Several convoys have left...something must be happening.  A communication black out was in effect, by order of Admiral Makuna.  I want to know what is going on!  The rumour mill was working overtime and the lack of official information was damaging morale.

Duncan Girard ran a hand through his perpetually unkempt blond hair.  “I’m not sure how to take the news.”  He shrugged.  “We knew things were bad, politically and economically, but I never thought it would come to this.”

“It will only grow worse yet.”  The young woman who stepped onto the bridge was wearing a lieutenant’s uniform.  “Sarah Douglas, Republic Intelligence Ministry.”

Girndt stared at her.  “What are you doing on my ship?”

“Checking your crew for potential subversives,” she replied immediately.  “So far I haven’t found any.”

“I am glad to hear that.”

“So am I, Captain.”  She gave Girard a careful look.  “So far the Separatists have surprised us far more than we would like.”  She sat down in one of the chairs.  “Many of the Trading Families, corporate alliances, and the banking worlds seem to be supporting the Separatists.  They’ve struck hard at a dozen star systems so far, inflicting damage and terror out of proportion to their actual effectiveness.”

“Raids to keep us off-balance while they assemble their armies.”

“Precisely.”

Girard frowned.  “What action is President Tiresias taking?”

“He has ordered his Army to take several of the major rebel strongholds just outside the Core Worlds.  Right now, we’re mostly still transporting and deploying our troops to the growing battlefields.”

“Is Metropolis safe?’”

“As safe as anyplace can be right now.”

“What about Lomuria?”

Douglas frowned.  “Lomuria, Captain?”

“Yes, my home world?”

“Oh.”  She frowned.  “I’m not sure.  I don’t recall seeing the name in any reports thus far, so it must be pro-Republic.  Or else too unimportant to matter.”

“Most likely unimportant.  It’s a fringe system and has been pretty much ignored by the Republic for most of its history.  I don’t see why the Separatists would attack it...there is nothing of value there.  I can’t think of any tactical or strategic value to the system either.”  Girndt leaned back in his own chair, trying to set aside his fears for his home world’s safety.  And for a particular woman.  I must contact her as soon as the communication blackout is rescinded, he told himself.  “So we are truly at war.”

“Yes.”

“You do realise that the Republic cannot stand without the support of its citizens.”

“It has stood for over a thousand years.  The Republic has maintained order and peace throughout the galaxy.  A handful of disgruntled Separatists cannot be permitted to destroy it.”

“So you say.”

The Intelligence officer narrowed her eyes.  “Are you suggesting that the Republic is at fault?”

“I am suggesting that the disgruntled citizens might have some legal and justified grievances with how their government has been operating.”  Girndt shook his head.  “But I do not see this as justification for civil war.”

“I’m glad you feel that way.  You’ll be receiving new orders soon.”  She stood up.  “I trust that you will carry them out with your usual prompt skill.”

*        *       *
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“They have sent us to deal with monks.”  Girndt sounded unhappy and did not bother to hide his feelings.

“Our briefing called them dissidents.”  Girard shook his head at the thought.

“They are a monastic order.  What threat can they pose to the Republic?”

“The President is taking no chances, Captain.  If they are using their ships to smuggle weapons to rebellious worlds, then they must be stopped.”

“At what cost do we maintain our safety?” Girndt asked sourly.  “What principals and rights do we lose every day that we fight this damned war?”

“You’re asking me?  Arcadia is a world of peace.  I’m the aberration.”  Very few Arcadians joined the Republic Judicial Forces...even fewer had stayed in service since the Judicials had become a formal army.  “Our militaristic days are centuries behind us.  Prince Saint-Jamis values peaceful relations.  He even had weapons all but banned from our world.”

“I wish that more worlds shared his commitment to pacifism.”  Especially now.

“Captain, we are scanning multiple vessels on approach vector.”

Girndt stepped towards the crewpit.  “Read their transponders, Lieutenant Kemper.”

“They’re McTaggart-class freighters.  Luminousity and Liturgy.”

McTaggart-class?  They’d carry about a thousand metric tons of cargo in their hundred metre long hulls.  “Hail them, Vresh.”  Girndt stepped towards the comm-station.  “I want to speak with them.”

“Sir, should we fire a warning shot?  Or launch our fighters?”

“Why, Girard?  Surely you don’t expect two old monastic freighters to attack a frigate?  A six hundred metre-long top-of-the-line warship?”

“There is always a risk, Captain.”

Well do I know that fact.  “It is a small one this time.”

“I am Noviciate Pyre, of the Brotherhood of Scintillating Illumination.”  The voice that came over the comm-channel was calm and apparently unconcerned by the approaching warship.  “How can we offer assistance to you, Suzanne Hayes, in your quest for knowledge?”

“This is Captain Girndt.  You are aware that your ships have entered a restricted system.”

“The carriers of the Light may go wither they wish.  We are bound by neither border or shadow for our light illuminates our path.”

“You were sighted in the Zagreb system a few days before they declared independence.  Can you explain that, Noviciate?”

“We were guided there, seeking to teach the local inhabitants how to better see the universe around themselves.  Once the violence began, we could return to our ships and flee.  We are not warriors by nature or calling, merely carriers of the Light.”

“And your presence in the Hellenic League?  Was that also a coincidence?”

“I was not aware that the League had seceded from the Empyrean Republic of Worlds.”

“It hasn’t...yet.  Its senator is hinting at secession though.”

“The galaxy is a troubled place.  The shadows lay thick over the thoughts and purposes of all beings.”

Girndt frowned.  “I will have to send a boarding party to examine your ships.”

“Examine us for what?”

“Weapons and other contraband.  If you have nothing to hide, then there should be no problem with us boarding.  We’ll try to be as swift as possible and not delay you any longer than we must.”

“We appreciate your willingness to accommodate our desire to travel along our chosen path, but I fear I must refuse your boarding parties permission to enter our sacred chambers.  These ships are closed to all who are not members of the Brotherhood.”

“I see.”

“I assure you, Captain Girndt, that there is no contraband onboard either of our vessels.”

“I will have to confirm that for myself.”

“Then I fear that I must again deny you.  Furthermore, should you persist in this violation and defilement, the Brotherhood will have little choice but to issue a formal protest to the Republic Admiralty, the Senate, and the President himself.”

“You will do what you must,” Girndt told Pyre, “as must I.  Prepare to receive a shuttle.”  He gestured for the CommTech to close the channel.  “Girard, take two squads.  Be as respectful as you can.”

“Yes, Captain.”

Girndt paced across the bridge to the viewport where he could stare into space.  “This is not how I had envisioned my service to the Republic.”  He stared at the two freighters drifting off his bow.  “Not at all.”
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“We have left hyperspace, Captain.”

“Thank you.  Time to parking orbit?”

“Twenty minutes.”

“Ahead at our best speed.”  Which would not be much, Girndt admitted to himself.  I’ve never seen so many starships before.  Some attempt was being made to organise the flow of traffic into lanes—marked by satellite buoys—but such attempts were almost overwhelmed by the sheer number of vessels presently moving to and from the planet.  “There must be hundreds of ships out there.”

“It is the Republic’s capitol.”  A note of amusement coloured Girard’s voice.  “A hub of commerce and politics.  Billions of inhabitants living there, and very likely billions of visitors down there at the same time.  Even with the current state of war.”

“So that is Metropolis.”  Girndt allowed a touch of awe to tinge his voice as he stared at the planet.  “I have never seen it in person before,” he admitted.

“It is quite a sight, Captain.”  Girard was smiling.  “I’ve been here a few times on J.F. business, but it’s been at least a decade since I was last here.”

“It’s so big.”  The planet was a fairly average-sized terrestrial world.  Blue oceans covered three quarters of the surface, with one large continent and two smaller ones providing living space.  The largest continent was completely covered by a single immense city.  Currently on the planet’s night side, it was plainly visible from orbit as a sprawling mass of light.  There are likely more people down there right now then have ever lived in Lomuria in all of my home world’s entire history!

“Customs ship approaching, Captain.  Transponder code is Met dash nine zero five.”

“Transmit our clearance codes to them and then request a parking orbit.”  Girndt turned to his CommTech.  “Use the most recent codes.”

“Aye, Captain.”  Vresh flicked his ears in response and reached for his panel.  “We don’t want to panic the garrison.”  He chuckled. 

Girndt shook his head.  With the state of war, security patrols in and around the capitol had been tripled.  ‘No need to start a panic, he says.  If we send out the wrong code, the local defences will blast us out of the sky long before we reach orbit.  Metropolis possessed one of the most powerful defence grids in the galaxy, more than capable of holding off an attacking fleet long enough for reinforcements to arrive from other systems.  The standing garrison of warships and fighters always numbered in the hundreds as well.

Kabrinski adjusted his display to show an overview of the system with the Suzanne Hayes moving towards Metropolis.  The Guardian-class patrol ship was closing quickly.  With their minimal armaments, the Guardians were designed more for chasing down smugglers and pirates rather than fighting invading warships.

“We have received docking information, Captain.”  Vresh rechecked his equipment.  “After the customs inspection, we are to assume orbit near SkyGuard Three.”  Six SkyGuard space stations orbited Metropolis—one over each pole and four spaced around the equator.  Each heavily armed station held numerous fighter squadrons to protect the planet from attack, as well as serving as docking ports for incoming traffic.  “A shuttle will be sent for you, Captain.  Your presence is requested at the SMOC tomorrow morning.”

“Acknowledge the instructions.”

“Aye, Captain.”

“Helm, set a course.”

“Aye.  Course plotted...adjusting vector and speed now.”

“So many ships.”  Hundreds of ship icons clogged the sensor display: freighters of all types and class, warships, starfighters, civilian yachts and passenger liners.  “Who would think that one world would draw so many people?”

*        *       *
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The sleek-winged Elegance-class shuttle cut through the clouds just as dawn was breaking over that portion of Metropolis.

“Very impressive.”  The architecture was stunning.  Fancifully shaped towers rose towards the sky, steel and glass shining in the sunlight.  Girndt shook his head.  “It’s like some fairytale city.”

“This is one of the older regions, Captain.”  The pilot was a native, and his accent was strange to Girndt.  “Over the centuries, we’ve taken pains to make our capitol look grand.”

“Your architects succeeded.”

“If we had time, I’d fly you past the Palace...now that is quite the structure.  Bigger than most planetary capitols.”  He checked a display, then adjusted the shuttle’s altitude.  “However, you are short on time.”

“We should be getting ready for the meeting, Sir.”

“Yes, Girard.”

“We’re almost there.  Those three towers around that dome.”

“Yes, I recognise the Celestial Judicial Courthouse.”

“I’ve got access for the private landing pad.  We should be setting down within a few moments.”

“Excellent.”  Though I will be sorry to not have a chance to see more of the capitol before I return to space.  It is a spectacular sight.

The former Celestial Judicial Courthouse—now the Strategic Military Operations Centre—was crowded.  Although the complex was vast, extending far underground as well as up into the towers, it was still crowded.  Many of the upper dome levels were still being used for the debate of law, but the more-secure underground warrens had been given over to the demands of the War.

Alexander Girndt and Duncan Girard passed through no less than six checkpoints, undergoing a rigorous identity check at each one, before they stepped into a command centre.  Officers and former Judicials were talking.  A handful of senators were present, offering comments and advice.

“Look at that holomap.”  Girard whistled softly in admiration.  The holomap was huge, hovering in the air off to one side of the room.  It seemed detailed enough to show every star in the galaxy.  Most of the worlds glowed a comforting green, but the red of rebellion and war glared balefully from too many places. 

“Welcome to Metropolis, Captain.”

“President Tiresias.”  Startled, Girndt offered a quick salute.  Good thing I chose to wear all my medals after all.  I never thought to meet the president!

The middle-aged Human smiled warmly at him.  “Captain Girndt, I believe?”  He was dressed in a rather modest looking green shirt and navy blue pants.  The cut was fashionable, and would not have been out of place on Lomuria.

“Yes, Sir.”  He knows me!

“It is a pleasure to meet you.  I wish that it could have been under better circumstance.”  Lines had creased his face, visible proof that the recent outbreak of war was ageing him.  “These are trying times for our once-great Republic.”

“Sir, I am confident that the Judicial For—I mean the Illustrious Army will stand behind you.”

“Much of it does.”

“The Separatists don’t know what they are doing with this revolt.”

“They seek chaos.  Many of the other races are jealous of humanity’s great wealth and stability.  They want to see us humbled.  Some wish to see us extinct.  Even our fellow Humans are not immune to corruption, falling to the seductive worship of alien gods or the lure of forbidden vices.”  President Tiresias sighed.  “I have done what I can to change the corruption within the Senate, but I am only one man dealing with the legacy of generations of decay and neglect.”

“You have my complete support.”

“Thank you.”  Tiresias took Girndt’s hand in a firm handshake.  “I must go.  We will take again.”

Girndt watched him wander into the crowd.  “I didn’t expect to see him here.”

“He must be here to get an update.”

“I wonder where we get our update.  My orders merely said to come to this room.”

“Captain Girndt?”

He turned to face a young woman in a green uniform.  “Yes, Lieutenant?”

She smiled.  “Your presence is requested in meeting room five sixteen blue.  You have a personal briefing coming up.”

“I have no idea where that is.”

“I’ll show you.  This way please.”

The meeting room was merely a fairly standard pastel-walled office.  A small table with a built-in computer interface, six chairs, and a small refreshment dispenser made up the only furnishings.

Girndt poured himself some juice.  Girard declined an offer of refreshments, stepping back outside for a moment.  Girndt sat down in one of the chairs and stared at the blank monitor.

“A fresh intelligence report has just arrived, Captain.”

“What news does it carry?”

Girard gestured for the courier to precede him back into the room.

“Jackie Hayes, Republic Intelligence Ministry.”  She offered a quick salute.  “I’ve been assigned to give you a current overview on the status of the war.”

“Thank you.  My crew and I have been trying to keep abreast of details, as best we could.  Reports have been fragmented and contradictory though.”

“Propaganda and misinformation efforts.”  She did not bother to sound apologetic.  “Sometimes it’s better to leave the populace in confusion than explain too much about the enemy’s successes.”

“Have the Separatists been winning?” Girndt asked.  I don’t know if I like the idea that the government is lying to the people.  Then again, how could the Republic fight effectively if the Separatists knew exactly where the Illustrious Army was gathering its forces or what it was planning to do?

“Separatist forces have been sighted massing near Bix’tai.”

“That puts them within strike range of half a dozen sectors.”  With a few quick keystrokes, Girndt called up a starchart onto his monitor.  “At least twenty strategic targets there.”

“The Republic lacks the strength to defend them all.”  Girard shrugged.  “The Separatists seem to have considerably more ships that we thought.”

“Their numbers were a grim surprise.  More ships and their crews either defected or else were hijacked and captured in the first month than we would have suspected.  The Republic is still trying to recover from that debacle.”  Especially among the upper echelons of the RIM bureaucracy.

“I don’t see how we can save this situation from becoming a disaster.  Since the Tairanians seceded, most of that region has been thrown into anarchy.”

Hayes nodded.  “The Admiralty has ordered elements of the Tenth Fleet to gather in the Dadelaus System.  That is the main sector command hub for most of our coreward border.  They’ll also be within an hour travel-time of the Cirroc supply depot.”

“Both vital targets...but neither is a likely one for the Separatists to attack.  They will know how strongly we must try to defend that sector.”

“There are other targets.  RIM is attempting to intercept and decode more of their transmissions...and keep them from decoding any of ours.  The Tairanians are not making it easy though.  They’re making a game of it.”

“Arcadia is within their strike range.”

Girndt glanced over at his first officer.  “You think that your home world is in danger, Commander?”

“Possibly.”

“Every system is in danger from this cursed war.  Arcadia is well-known for its anti-war stance—why would the Separatist attacked a purely pacifist target?”  Hayes shook her head.  “There are far more important tactical and strategic targets for them to deal with.”

Girard nodded.

“My concern, however, is that the longer the war continues, the worse things are going to get.”

“A concern, Commander, that I share completely.”  Girndt sighed.  Things will get much worse before they start to get better.

*        *       *
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“Sounds like Admiral Prancing Deer scored a major victory.”

“At least someone gets to fight in this war.”  Girndt looked up from the desk.  I am sick of writing reports about smuggling bases hidden in the Outer Territories.  I want to get back into action.  He had been assigned to the SMOC for almost a month now.  At least I can get access to battle reports now...and they all make for grim reading.  “What did he do?”

Girard smiled happily.  “He led a major portion of the Fifth Fleet into the heart of the Mojave Syndicate.  A classic flanking attack, jumping past their main bases into their core worlds.  Routed the bulk of the Syndicate’s First Fleet and destroyed their command ships and carriers.  After counting up how few of their ships survived, the government surrendered almost immediately.”

“That is good news.”  It removed one threat from the Republic’s spinward flank...and left dozens more to go.  “Let’s hope we can do as well when our turn comes.”

“We would do well to remember that, Captain.”  Commander Hayes stepped through the door into the meeting room.  “You will have new orders arriving soon.”

“A mission?”

“A vital one I dare think.”

The tone of her words made Girndt frown.  “What has happened?”

“The Cren’tha have joined the Separatists.  Two task forces have struck into the Republic.  They hit Noructar and Tau Omicron.  Heavily civilian casualties on both worlds.  The raiders jumped before reinforcements could arrive.”

“By the spirits of the ancestors.”  Girndt lowered his head.

“What are we doing about it?” Girard demanded.

“The fleet is gathering at Da’Sha.”

“Da’Sha?”

“That is the next likely target.  The Republic relies on the planet as a local source of supplies for the a dozen nearby colonies.”

“And by striking at it, the Separatists will throw an entire sector into chaos.”  Girndt nodded.  “I’ll have my ship jump for Da’Sha at once.”

*        *       *
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“Enemy forces are continuing to trade long-range fire with our lead elements.”

Girndt moved to study the tactical display.  Three frigates—Raphael Aurillus, Zarneh, and Dimitry Cherenkov—were trading turbolaser shots with Separatist brigantines as they pushed towards Orpheus Station.  Transponder beacons identified the Separatists as True Path, Hopeful Future, and Liberation’s Beacon.  “It’s a feint,” he said
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