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This book is dedicated to all those whose convictions inspired them to defend what was important to them – and who gave their lives for that cause.


"Go tell the Spartans, passerby, that here, obedient to their laws, we lie."


The inscription on the commemorative plaque at Thermopylae
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PROLOGUE


The first colonial ships departed Earth 372 years ago, seeking to conquer the stars. Since that event in 2094, the colonization of the galaxy has made incredible progress. An unprecedented exodus resulted in the settling of over three hundred planets and their annexation into the Terran Hegemony, which was considered home by over 75 billion people.


Thanks to the discovery of the jump points and the development of the transdimensional drive – "TD drive" for short – the distance between the stars was no longer measured in lifespans. Spaceships now required only a few weeks or months to build up enough speed to reach and cross between the jump points.


The jumps themselves took place in zero time. However, each ship had to be traveling at 0.4 c, the equivalent of 40 percent the speed of light, at the point of entry in order to be moving fast enough to fold space with the supplemental energy burst from the TD engine and to pass through a jump point. If a ship didn't meet the minimum speed, the best case scenario involved a missed jump opportunity. The alternative was a jump ending in nothingness, light-years away from any potentially responsive port, without sufficient energy, provisions, or oxygen reserves, stranded in the midst of never-ending space. This fate had befallen far too many ships.


Of course, the great interstellar exodus came with its own unique problems. With enough capital, every splinter group, sect, religious body, or ethnic / special interest group could rent or purchase space ships for emigration. The exodus presented an opportunity for these groups to turn their backs on Terra, the new name for Earth, and to begin new lives according to their own rules. The nation states on the old Earth had hardly been abolished before new boundaries were being established beyond the atmosphere.


In the hope of preventing the rise of new power-hungry nation states and the potential conflicts that might stem from them, the former United Nations transformed itself into the Terran Hegemony in 2127. Every planetary government agreed to uphold the joint constitution, the so-called Grand Charter, and to submit themselves to the Hegemony Senate on Terra in all matters of defense and foreign policy.


Beyond these concerns, every planet and system, even entire sectors, were allowed to maintain their own governments. These ranged from the Islamic worlds around Mecca and Medina to the Ecological Federation of Paradise to the Trade Alliance to the Kingdom of Alesia. Within their separate political spheres, each government was permitted to operate autonomously, as long as their activities didn't infringe on their neighbors' rights or violate the Grand Charter.


To ensure adherence to the Grand Charter, the Senate set up the Terran Defense Force (TDF). These troops patrolled the trade routes, researched and mapped space, explored new jump points, monitored the separate nations' military and security forces, and curtailed the already violent expansion efforts of various national entities, which had increased at an alarming rate in recent years.


In short, the TDF was the Senate's strong arm, without which it would have long lost the influence it still possessed – or believed it still possessed – in many regions.


To prevent the infiltration of its troops by nationalistic agitators, demagogues, and ideologues, the Terran Great Senate – the regulatory body that supervised the actual Senate – decreed that recruitment for the TDF should primarily focus on children. This way, the TDF could exclusively control its recruits' upbringing, education, and training, which would solidify the loyalty of future soldiers to the Hegemony.


Therefore, four times a year, around the start of each Terran season, suitable volunteers were tested and brought to Terra to continue their training to become TDF members at the TDF Academy on Luna, Terra's moon.


At the end of their training, each TDF member was assigned the position for which they were best qualified. This might be as an infantryman, an administrative officer, a drone pilot, a cook, or even a fleet or regimental officer – if he or she ranked among the best of the best and survived the hard training regimen connected with the selection process.
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Terran Hegemony, Thebes, Newport, Spaceport, 08.21.2466. 1500 Local Planetary Time (LPT)





Autumn had reached Thebes, a planet with wide expanses and practically unchanging weather conditions year round. The summer had been quite chilly, but that was just the way things were on Thebes. Rarely truly warm, though too often cold and unpleasant. This went for the summers, too, which only lasted for about two months and rarely reached the seventies. All in all, the only reason the Hegemony placed any value on this planet was due to its genetically modified wheat and vast prairies, which produced a high percentage of the foodstuffs for the colonized planets in this sector.


The GM Skyflyer MkIII family air vehicle carrying Leonidas Alexander Falkenberg and his father approached the parking area for the Newport Spaceport departure terminal. The air traffic was light, which hardly came as a surprise. What would bring an aircraft to Thebes, after all? Although Thebes sat on one of the major interstellar trade routes, 90 percent of the commercial ships bypassed the system altogether.


Freight goods composed over 95 percent of Thebes' transshipment. All foodstuffs were delivered to the spaceport by automated or robot-controlled light freighters or magnetic trains in standard Mark I – IV containers. The goods were loaded at the port onto barges that carried the cargo to the orbiting full-sized freighters, which exchanged the containers for consumer, luxury, and investment goods. Returning to the surface, the barges transferred the new goods to the waiting light freighters and magnetic trains. Not terribly exciting but fairly efficient. Even though this was only his second time here, Leonidas was already tired of watching the process.


"Sir, when does my ship leave?" he asked his father.


His father, a 45-year-old TDF veteran, inhaled deeply. Ever since passing the TDF entrance exam two months before, Leonidas had worried nonstop that he might miss his flight. It was no surprise that for the second time time in four hours, he was asking his father about the departure time. Others would have been shocked that the newly minted five-year-old had only asked twice.


"Leonidas, you already know the answer, so stop asking. Can't you just enjoy the view for a few minutes?"


Of course, this was not a satisfying answer for a five-year-old or even one you might have expected, since in about an hour Leonidas would be leaving the planet without much prospect of returning for the next fifteen years. The reply was all the more remarkable considering that, except for the twice-asked question and the short replies, not a single word had been exchanged during the three thousand-kilometer trip. However, extraneous questions were a rarity in the Falkenberg family, and when they did occur, they were seldom tolerated. For once, this was alright with Leonidas, who was still trying to process the farewells he had just taken from his mother, his sister Athena, and his older brother Caesar.


He glanced sideways at his father. For some reason, Maximilian didn't seem all that happy about the situation, although he had been incredibly proud when Leonidas had passed his entrance exam. After the results had been announced, the otherwise taciturn man had shown his son a few pictures from his military service, sharing the stories that went with them. This was another rarity in the Falkenberg home, and his mother Tessa had seemed less than delighted by it.


Maximilian Falkenberg was not a great talker, but when he did have something to say, it was always a good idea to listen closely. Leonidas' mother claimed his reticence had been brought on by the injury his father had suffered while helping to quell the rebellion on Assur. In an ambush, he had lost both legs, half a lung and his best friend. Leonidas had never been able to find out which of these losses had been the worst for his father. This was a topic that never came up for discussion or could be broached through questions. The military past of Leonidas' father was completely taboo in their family, as was the subject of the military in general. This was mainly due to his mother, who was convinced that their family had already paid their dues to society. Nonetheless, he had not been forbidden to learn about the TDF, and after sufficient consideration, he had asked his father if he could take the entrance exam. It was at that moment that he noticed something about his father. He couldn't put it into words, but Leonidas was practically certain that his father had hoped he would do this very thing, despite the fact he had never said anything about it. His demeanor after Leonidas passed the test with distinction also indicated his approval. However, Leonidas could never figure out why his father refused to talk about this subject, a mystery that neither his father nor his mother ever offered to help solve. Leonidas sighed, his thoughts occupied by wondering why adults always had to make everything so complicated. He continued to gaze out the window as they neared their destination. They flew across the Tellert River and Newport came into view, the air traffic growing busier as they approached.


Even at a distance, Leonidas could see a ship sitting on the open airfield, contrasting sharply with the barges that dominated the field. It was narrower than a freighter and was only about one hundred meters long. It bore the emblem of the TDF, a stylized white galaxy within a white laurel wreath against a light blue background, but what distinguished the ship even more were the double gun turrets on the top of it, as well as the fact it was sitting in the designated military part of the spaceport.


"Look, father, there's my ship. It's huge!"


"My boy, that's not a ship. It's a launch, kind of like a dinghy. The real ship is orbiting somewhere above Thebes, and is several times bigger than that little thing there."


"Will you be taking me up into orbit?"


Leonidas watched his father expectantly. "No, Leo, I can't. Parents can only go as far as the gate. The TDF is responsible for you past that point. For a long time, it's going to be your family."


Leonidas considered this. "You were also in the TDF, father. So, you can come along and take me up to the ship."


Maximilian studied his son again before shaking his head slightly. He relinquished control of his vehicle to the almost fully automated spaceport traffic control center. Now he had one less problem on his hands.


The vehicle was drawn along the guide beam to the spaceport's entrance, coming to a stop in front of the passenger departure area. A yellow transport droid immediately approached them and asked: "May I help you with your baggage, gentlemen?"


Leonidas and his father were just climbing out of their vehicle, but they didn't respond to the droid. Via his individual comp – his personal DNA-coded arm comp, IC for short – which he still had from his military days, Maximilian instructed his vehicle's autopilot to park in an adjacent lot and to wait until he notified it to return to the terminal's pickup area.


There was no luggage for the multi-armed service droid to carry anyway. All of Leonidas' future needs would be supplied by the TDF.


"And whatever they don't give you, my boy, you don't really need," his father had added to the orders from the TDF, by way of explanation.


All that was allowed was three kilograms of carry-ons. Mementoes. Leonidas had spent a long time considering what to bring. He had finally made a list, gathered everything together, and weighed it. He was only off by thirteen kilograms. His favorite books would have to stay behind, along with his ball and the green block of granite he had found last year on their mountain trip to the Emerald Waterfalls. Once he had set aside everything that seemed too heavy, he was down to seven kilograms. Still four too many!


After a sleepless night, his father had given him a HoloCube the following morning. It came with a 200 TB hard drive and voice control. Leonidas was stunned. His very own HoloCube. The latest model, at that! Never in his wildest dreams had Leonidas imagined that his father would spend so much money on something like this. His mother had merely watched her husband with a smile. Now Leonidas had something that would enable him to take along all his favorite toys, books, photos, and videos – at least in a scanned, saved sense. For the next two weeks, he ran around with the HoloCam from his father, taking photos and videos of everything that was important to him. Surprisingly enough, his father had permitted this without a single comment. Leonidas captured his mother cooking, the sunrise and sunset over the hill behind their house, his siblings, the skittish cat from next door, his room, his mother out shopping, his father at the memorial in the TDF cemetery near the city – he had recently started visiting it more often –, his mother baking in the kitchen...


When he had everything pulled together, he still had an extra 200 grams for the various sweets his mother had stuffed into his bag, despite his father's disapproving gaze.


His father grasped his hand and led him to the TDF check-in point. Leonidas had to present his ID card, while his father handed over the documents that the uniformed man behind the desk called marching orders, although everyone had to know that he was going to be flying on a ship to Terra and not marching anywhere. Leonidas was asked to peer into a retinal scanner and to sit quietly for a DNA scan.


When this was over, the desk attendant said: "That's it, Cadet Falkenberg. Here's your boarding pass. Don't lose it! You have thirty minutes until boarding. Feel free to spend this time with your father. Be back here at 1600 on the dot, with all your gear."


Thanks to his father's years of insistent formalities, Leonidas responded instinctively: "Aye aye, sir!"


"Well, look at that. There's still hope for my beloved TDF," the man remarked with a smile. Leonidas had no idea why the soldier suddenly looked so much friendlier.


"Father, could we go have a cup of hot chocolate?" Leonidas asked.


"Yes, Leo! Good idea. There's something I'd still like to tell you."


Leonidas and his father walked over to the cafeteria across from the check-in desk, where they claimed an unoccupied table. Parents and their children were scattered all over the place, the general mood being relatively gloomy. This part of the terminal seemed to be engulfed in a fog of melancholy, sadness, and gradual goodbyes, which effectively repelled all the other passengers and visitors.


Leonidas watched his father submit their order through the table terminal, before shifting his attention to him: "Leo, we won't see each other for a very long time – at least not face to face. You're now as old as I was when my father brought me to the check-in desk. I'm very proud of you, and I'm sure you're going to do great things."


A red-and-gold painted droid delivered their order, interrupting his father for just a moment.


"As of today, you are a soldier in the TDF. Never forget that, my son. For the past twelve hundred years, there has been a Falkenberg in every generation who, just like you, has done their duty. You will receive the finest education possible. What you eventually become depends only on your own abilities, your dedication, and your ambition. And on something that isn't talked about nearly enough – luck. Never press your luck too far. Always take precautions when making plans. Don't ever rely on chance, and always be careful. I would like to give you something I hope you will never receive personally."


He reached into his bag and pulled out one of his medals, which Leonidas had secretly looked at more than once. His father didn't keep these under lock and key, but he didn't display them, either, and typically refused to answer any questions about them.


"This, Leo, is the Blood Cross. I received it because I failed to duck down quickly enough. This piece of lead is what I got in exchange for my legs and lung. I might have excellent prosthetics, but I have never stopped missing my legs. Make sure, my boy, that you never receive a medal like this. It would kill your mother. So here, take this one and keep it as a warning of what can happen if you are reckless and trust in your luck instead of being careful.


"And ignore anything you hear about honor, bravery, and heroism. Listen to nothing except your own common sense and do what you think is the right thing, my boy. Always!"


His father had never said anything like this before. Quite the opposite. At home, he had encouraged his son to look up to his grandfather Marcus, who in 2432, during the capture of the space station on Ceres, had single-handedly stormed the main security center. For this heroic act, he had been awarded the Terran Cross on the battlefield by the fleet admiral himself. There was also Uncle Hadrian, who had received the Defense Cross for neutralizing an enemy gun emplacement in hand-to-hand combat despite having been injured. The events that had led up to these heroic acts were another taboo topic at home, and Leonidas had worked hard to find out even these bits of information. And now this!


"Father, may I ask you something?"


"My boy, you may ask me anything. What would you like to know?"


"Why didn't you go back to the TDF after you got better?"


Leonidas studied his father closely. This was actually a thorny question his mother had strictly forbidden him from asking. She claimed his father would tell him eventually – when the time was right. For a second, it looked like his father was struggling against tears. Maybe it hadn't been such a good idea to ask him this at this particular moment.


"My boy, assuming you complete your training without deciding to quit, you will eventually reach a certain age and have been around enough that you will be forced to choose between two possible paths: You will either change that which is slowly killing off both you and your comrades, or you will walk away altogether. Back then, I decided to walk away."


Leonidas still had a lot of questions, but their time was up. The great departure was taking shape around him. Parents hugged their children while friends shook hands, and the young cadets began gathering around the check-in point. It was two minutes till four. Leonidas looked at his father and hugged him one more time. "Please tell Mother I love her, sir."


"Take good care of yourself, Leo!"


"Aye aye, sir!" Leonidas replied, turning quickly away so his father wouldn't see his tears.


Like the other cadets, he reported to the soldier at the check-in desk and presented his marching orders. At the next table, he was handed gray overalls with his name on them and a pair of zero-g boots. After getting dressed in the changing area, he emptied his pockets and deposited his civilian clothes in a trash disposal. With his three kilograms of gear, he boarded the TDSF shuttle Prometheus, which transported him up to the orbiting TDSF troop transport cruiser 73 Gladius. This was the moment that everything changed for Leonidas. He would think back on this day, though he had no way of knowing that yet.
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In orbit above Thebes, TDSF Launch 73-2 TDSFS Prometheus, 08.21.2466, 2120 LPT, 1545 Galactic Standard Time (GST)





His father had been right. The Gladius was bigger than the shuttle. Significantly bigger. The blue-uniformed petty officer, who was accompanying the thirty-two cadets, explained what type of ship they would have the honor of traveling on to Terra via Sparta, Megara, and Olont. As the cadets stared at the view screens – either to catch one last glimpse of their home planet or to check out the Gladius as they approached – the officer pointed out that this venerable ship had participated in practically every fleet operation over the past seventy years.


"Ladies and gentlemen, our Gladius is a Weapon-Class troop transport cruiser. It measures twelve hundred meters long and four hundred fifty meters at its widest point. With a crew of one thousand six hundred, it can transport an entire ground-forces division and its equipment. The landing craft Prometheus, on which you are currently traveling, is only one of Gladius' six launches, each of which can transport an entire company. This is why you have so much space in here.


"Since this is a battleship, you shouldn't expect much luxury on board. In other words, if any of you have enjoyed living the good life before now, it's time to kiss those days goodbye! You won't find any room service, extra desserts, or nagging around here. Starting now, you are all members of the TDF. And members don't mess around with each other. Got it? Anyway, go ahead and look around at the view screens or out of the portholes, and relax a little."


With those words, he turned around and disappeared through a door, which was called a hatch up here. Leonidas watched the main screen, shifting his gaze back and forth from the quickly approaching, cigar-shaped Gladius to Thebes. Without any scale comparison, it would have been difficult to guess the ship's dimensions if a barge hadn't flown past the ship at that moment. Leonidas knew that these barges were four to six times as large as the launch he was on. Nonetheless, the barge looked relatively small compared to the giant Gladius.


"Look at that old piece of junk," commented a boy two rows behind him. His remark coincided, unfortunately, with the officer's return.


"Which of you landlubbers said that? Who's dumb enough to call our old lady junk? Which of you is arrogant enough to risk opening your trap about something you know next to nothing about, hm? In short, which of you ignoramuses wants trouble with me for the rest of our trip?"


Frightened faces all around. Leonidas hardly dared to breathe, keeping his lips firmly closed. The petty officer turned on his heel and retreated through the door to who knows where. Leonidas made the snap decision to no longer think of doors as doors, but as hatches. From behind him, somebody let out a long breath and gasped for more air. Someone in front of him sniffled quietly. Leonidas made another decision to keep all his comments to himself. Like he had heard once in an old holofilm: "Shut up, do your duty, and never speak up!" In the context of keeping your mouth shut, that old soldier saying was not too far off the mark, as far as Leonidas could see.


"Jenkins, I hope you haven't been putting on your show again for the cadets back there!"


"No, sir. I just took the opportunity to draw the young ladies' and gentlemen's attention to a few important points, so the captain won't have to waste valuable time on correcting the cadets' word choices in the future."


Petty Officer First Class Jenkins and Captain Samuel A. Davidson had known each other for decades. They had been part of the same cadet class, spending four years in the same lecture hall at the Academy. Although Jenkins fell victim to the pitfalls of advanced mathematics, despite the assistance of his classmates in general and of Davidson in particular, Davidson finished his fleet officer training. Thus, Jenkins began his TDF career as a soldier in the Terran Defense Space Force (TDSF), while Davidson got started as a TDSF officer a few years later. When Davidson assumed command of the Gladius three years ago, he crossed paths once more with Jenkins, who was one of the petty officers on the Gladius' barges.


Davidson, a fifty-year-old man of taller than average height, had used their time in orbit to "stretch his legs" a little on solid ground and to visit an old acquaintance who now managed the Newport Spaceport's signal department. Unfortunately, as was typical on trips like this, he had been required to exchange the most recent confidential dispatches with the port's captain.


Despite instantaneous hypercommunication and diverse encryption techniques, there were still certain kinds of dispatches that could only be delivered in person, to minimize the odds of unauthorized individuals having access to them. This was why Captain (TDSF) Davidson was armed and in the company of a heavily armed, four-man corporal's command of marines when he handed the newest confidential dispatches to the port's captain.


Usually, these errands were taken care of by TDSF corvettes and much lower officers, but High Command had wanted this particular special dispatch to be handled at the highest level. In the Navy, officers with the rank of captain served exclusively on cruisers and performed their duties in space. Since these cruisers typically operated in fixed theaters of operation and in units, the Gladius was selected for this task because it and two other troop transport cruisers would be flying past all of the systems in which the dispatch recipients were located. This would enable all the individuals on the distribution list to receive the dispatches personally from a captain (TDSF).


What nonsense, Davidson thought. And to make the matter all the worse, the escort was sufficiently large and more-than-sufficiently armed to conquer an entire planet. Good luck with that confidentiality thing! At least, the residents of Thebes got to see that the Navy was using their tax money not only for salaries and smart uniforms, but also for high-caliber blasters, perfect for intimidating unarmed and innocent civilians. Unfortunately, the relevant orders were "clear and unambiguous."


One positive result of all this was the fact that, over the past four weeks, Davidson had personally visited more planets than he had in the entire previous decade. It was a privilege to be able to hand all the administrative stuff over to his IO, due to the "elevated status of the orders," and to take in a little of whatever the surface landscape might have to offer, without a guilty conscience. It was almost like being on leave, especially if he wasn't handed any return dispatches. If not, he was able to send his escort back and use the remaining time until the launch's departure with the cadets to walk around and just enjoy the feeling of the wind.


It might be true that the engineers could build ships with every conceivable bell and whistle, but after a certain amount of time on these "creations of modern technology," you started to miss the most basic things, such as the wind in your face.


Now they were on their way back to "Old Gladdy," as his crew called the Gladius – of course, out of ear's reach of the officers and especially the commander. Davidson smiled at the thought of how relieved his IO would look when he took over the majority of the paperwork again. Reports, various forms, requests, preferments, transfers, revisions, disciplinary measures, incoming messages, ...


One glance through the porthole confirmed that he still had about two minutes to enjoy without all of that. On the rapidly approaching Gladius, Davidson could make out the clear marks of minor hull damage on the starboard side close to gun turret 3. It looked like it had been caused by a meteorite that had slipped through the meteorite shield. The commander made a mental note of this and scrutinized the rest of his ship.


The Prometheus launch approached docking bay 4, the uppermost of three bays on the starboard side, and docked without any discernible sound or vibration. The pilot, Lt (TDSF) Andrea P. Wilson, had no desire to draw criticism from her commander, which was why she tried her utmost to execute an exemplary docking maneuver under his watchful eye. After all, he was sitting in the cockpit!


Once the control lamps had flashed green, the bay officer had confirmed their landing, and the systems had been switched over to external auto-control, she turned to her right and said: "Sir, Prometheus launch is docked and secured. The locks have been pressurized, Captain."


"Thank you, Wilson. Your handling was impressive. If I hadn't been looking out the porthole, I wouldn't have even noticed that we'd docked."


"Thank you, sir. The Gladius deck officer reports that everything is ready, sir."


Captain Davidson stood up and walked over to the forward entry hatch, returned Petty Officer First Class Jenkins' greeting in passing, and marched down the Prometheus' connector. As soon as he set foot on the deck of the Gladius, the edge of which was demarcated by a red line, one of the petty officers standing near the Gladius' lock blew a note on his whistle and a voice announced via the loudspeaker: "Commander on board!"


A detachment of seven marines – an entire corporal's command in the combat armor of the Deck Guard – presented their weapons at orders from their commanding sergeant, and his IO, Commander Felix Hausser, presented his report. And he did indeed look relieved.
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In orbit above Thebes, TDSF troop transport cruiser 73 TDSFS Gladius, 08.21.2466, 2310 LPT, 1530 GST





On board the Gladius, nothing was as expected. Instead of spacious corridors and rooms, everything was narrow and small. A single wide corridor ran down the middle of the ship along its horizontal axis, and it was commonly called the "main road." All of the important intersections branched off of this artery, which provided relatively direct access to all of the ship's stations – if you knew where to go. With its diameter of 450 meters, the cigar-shaped Gladius possessed only twenty troop decks on which ground troops could be transported. These twenty decks each measured 400 meters in length and were arranged down the middle of the Gladius, ten above and ten below the main road. These were located in close proximity to the launch docking rings and between the hangars for the thirty assault craft. This positioning was meant to simplify the deployment process. At a moment's notice, the ground troops could reach the launches and assault craft as quickly as possible to without getting under the crew's feet.


The rear third of the ship was reserved for the TD drive, the life support drive, the three antimatter (AM) reactors, the food storage, the main shield generator, and the ship's technical safeguards. The front third of the ship housed the Gladius' Operations Center (OpC) and its adjacent Joint Information Center (JIC), the crew quarters, the leisure facilities, the kitchens and dining areas, the Ground Operations Control and Command Room (GOCCR) for the commander of the ground troops along with headquarter offices, and the control rooms for navigation, telecommunications, electronic warfare (EW), weaponry, and the captain. All of these critical control rooms were situated around the OpC and surrounded by an additional armored defensive layer to ensure the operational readiness of these essential ship's systems at all times. A platoon-sized marine contingent was part of the crew and was responsible for protecting the Gladius. It reported solely to the security officer.


The ship's hull was armored and surrounded by a defensive shield to provide protection against enemy fire. However, the shield required so much energy that the Gladius – and every other ship, for that matter – could never cross a jump point with full shield strength. On the limited amount of available energy, no ship could simultaneously run its life support drive, TD drive, and shield generator. As a result, the jump points were generally crossed with only minimal shield protection.


Instead of being solely equipped with non-munition energy weapons, the Gladius was outfitted with a mixed armament of rocket launchers, turbolasers, torpedo tubes, various kinds of artillery pieces, and Gatling guns. These were mounted on the side turrets, so that every centimeter of space around the Gladius could be targeted. Double-hinged hatches made sure that the majority of the weapons could fire in a single direction and that a minimum of three different weapons systems could cover the field of fire. Thus, no defensive vector would find itself undefended as a result of insufficient energy or munitions supplies.


The three sectors of the ship were marked in distinct colors to aid in orientation: green for the mid-section with the troop decks, blue for the front of the ship with the captain's spaces, and yellow for the stern with the engine rooms. Red was used for all of the regions that were of vital significance for the warship – the reactors, the weapons stations, the magazine, and the OpC. The decks were numbered from the keel up, and the individual frames were numbered from bow to stern. This made orientation much easier.


This orientation system was explained to the cadets before they even exited the launch. "You are only allowed to enter the parts of the ships marked in green. No one should even joke about leaving the authorized areas on their own. You will limit yourself to the shortest direct path from point A to point B, and don't even think about making a detour to point C. This ship wasn't designed for chauffeuring civilians – much less children – through space. It was built for military use. In short: Any wrong move at the wrong time could be deadly up here. I don't want to scare you, but you've been recruited to serve the Terran Hegemony someday, doing God knows what, and not to go belly up on the trip to Terra. Just make sure you do everything your supervisors tell you to."


With this, the young ensign who had met them at the bulkhead to Deck Green 19 turned and addressed a mate standing close by: "Follow the normal procedure and bring the group to Mess 15 Green – S 321 at 1700. The transport officer will be giving his talk before our ladies and gentlemen are sent off to pillow duty."


"Aye aye, sir," the mate replied.


Aided by three other crewmen, he began to energetically divide the cadets into three groups to channel them through "the procedure." All this meant was a medical scan, the distribution and calibration of personal DNA-coded ICs, the stowing of personal gear in the sleeping barracks, a short briefing on the ship's security guidelines, and an even shorter snacktime.


Leonidas had been awake for almost seventeen hours and was understandably tired, which is why it was not particularly surprising that at this point, no one in the group of cadets was especially curious or even responsive. Many nodded off on their feet and were only able to follow the presentations on a subconscious level.


Once the cadets reached the mess hall in Green Section, Deck 15, Starboard Frame 321, at 1700 on the dot, fifteen of them practically fell asleep immediately upon sitting down. The crewmen had to wake them up and keep them awake.


"Everyone up! Attention!" The mate turned toward the officer who had just appeared. After saluting, he reported: "Major, all thirty-two cadets from Thebes are present and accounted for in the mess hall. All activities have been carried out as ordered. The cadets have been equipped and fed, sir!"


"Thank you, Martinez. At ease!" The officer turned to the cadets: "Ladies and gentlemen, welcome on board the Gladius. I would like to take this opportunity to say a few words before you finally head to your bunks. Twenty-one years ago, I was sitting here, just like you, wondering what was going to come next..."


That was the last thing Leonidas remembered before he was roughly jostled awake.


"Let's go. Up! It's time to hit the hay. And, young man – I don't mean to nag, but perhaps you could manage in the future to snore a little less loudly. The major had a damned hard time drowning you out." With this, the crewman walked off to gather his group back together.


The subsequent march through the endless corridors, hatches, and stairwells was also not particularly well-suited for stoking the cadets' interest. Everyone was happy to finally reach their sleeping quarters, which they had only visited quickly when they had stowed their gear in the lockers at the foot of their beds, if that was what you could call those things. Leonidas fleetingly wondered why the beds resembled bulky capsules, and why these were being used instead of normal beds, considering that space was a seemingly limited commodity here.


These thoughts apparently occurred to several of the other cadets. As if the mate could read their minds, he provided an explanation: "So, undress down to your underwear and your personal watch com, which we call an IC around here, and lock everything else in your locker. Stretch out in your tank, connect the data cable to your IC, and just relax. You'll never get such a good night's sleep again. The spaceships have to abide by certain regulations which necessitate this kind of bed. Their main purpose is to make sure nothing happens to you while you're sleeping. Besides that, in your capsule, your odds of surviving a hull breach will be better. The Navy wants to make sure you're optimally protected, even while you're asleep. Alright then. Let's get a move on! I still have stuff to do today."


Without any fuss or further questions, the cadets dragged themselves to the lockers, got undressed, stretched out in the tanks/capsules, and connected their ICs to the cables. They were practically out cold before the crewman could make one last check down the length of the stasis chamber before activating the capsules. Blue light shimmered from each of the thirty-two chambers, and the ship's computer assumed the other life support functions.


"Man, Martinez. I always feel guilty about lying to the kids. All this shit is meant to tire them out. They haven't registered much of anything in hours. And then that crap about the conscientious Navy. It makes me sick."


"Pierre, you'd feel sick if you had thirty frightened brats around you, screaming for Mommy and Daddy because nothing scared them more than the thought of being 'frozen.' How would you suggest telling a five-year-old that, even though he's going to be frozen, it won't hurt and he'll wake up again?"


"You've got a point, but we almost lied to them about..."


"Pierre, I'm done with this. We never lie! We don't lie to the little buggers. We just didn't tell them the whole truth. There's a difference! Even you have to admit that. Have I made myself clear, crewman?"


"Aye aye, sir!"


"Pierre, you idiot. We were just as honest as the Navy is with us. They never lie to us – they just don't tell us enough, early enough."


"Chen, you need to shut up now."


"Yes, sir. I just wanted to explain to our colleague, as straightforwardly as possible, the overarching wisdom of this decision for 'information reduction' in light of our own unique experiences, sir. I hoped I was intervening on behalf of your own interests, sir."


"Chen, with your big mouth, you should have become an officer so you could have enlightened the world with your insights. Unfortunately, you are just a petty officer, second class. Anyway, a great opportunity for you and comrade Pierre is now standing before you. Quickly check the cabling of the stasis chambers that aren't connected to the network. While you take care of that, you may, of course, continue your broad discussion of wisdom in general and its special application to the TDSF."


"Before or after supper?" Pierre asked.


"You'll be the end of me. As far as I'm concerned, after supper. Just make sure you're done by 2200."


"Aye aye, sir," Pierre and Chen replied in unison.


Martinez turned around and walked over to the wall communicator: "Major Stewart – reporting!"


"Martinez, are you alright?"


"Yes, sir! Everything's perfect as usual, sir." Behind his back, Chen rolled her eyes.


"Good, then report back to your station officer!"


"Aye aye, sir! Martinez, out." After a quick mental calculation, he turned back toward the two waiting crewmen: "I'll handle everything with Lt Gatow. You both have your orders. Take Masterson with you to speed things up, assuming he comes back from the head sometime soon."


"Yeah, sir. The truth got to him too..."


"Chen?"


"Sir?"


"Zip it!"


"Aye aye, sir!"
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In orbit above Thebes, TDSF troop transport cruiser 73 TDSFS Gladius, 1820 GST





„Attention! Captain on the bridge," announced the guard at the access hatch.


Davidson strode straight to his command chair as his IO, Commander Hausser, stood up and reported: „Captain, ten minutes ago we received the jump route from System Control. We are still five hours away from the jump point, and no other ships are expected there, as far as Thebes knows. All systems go. TD drive loaded, sir."


„Fine, Felix, I'll take over. Lt Cortez, what do the sensors say?"


„One transport abeam, port side, sir. Maintaining trajectory to Thebes. All clear ahead. We should have the patrol boat on screen in an hour, sir," said the twenty-five-year-old lieutenant, head of the Gladius' navigation division, without looking up from his screens.


„Very good. Felix, how are our guests doing?"


„No problems there, Captain. Everything proceeded as arranged with Major Stewart."


„Hmm. And what about the hull damage?"


„Nothing major, sir. Looks worse than it is. Bottom line, just a little charred paint. We're putting it on the docket for the next shipyard inspection," LtCdr Marcus Ibaka, the senior engineer, replied for the IO.


„Do that, Marcus."


With that, Davidson turned to the displays and screens attached to his command chair. These provided him with all the critical information he required to run the ship. Granted, Davidson was convinced that 90 percent of the screens were purely superfluous and just got in the way, but in combat, this kind of information could prove useful.


„Gladius, how are your circuits doing?"


„Thanks for asking, Captain. Since you didn't receive any dispatches from the harbormaster, I assume you got to visit some of the local attractions. Is Newport as depressing as the data makes it seem, sir?"


Commander Hausser couldn't help grinning,while the rest of the bridge crew tried to look busy.


Davidson took a deep breath and said: „Gladius, I'm going to cut this chat short and get to the point you've been kind enough not to bring up. Yes, as you know, I visited Commander Kelso, and she sends you her regards. She asked if you're still as uncivil as ever."


„Captain, I'm not uncivil. I only pointed out that for the past two years, you've hardly left the ship, and now I'm glad that, on account of the – and I quote – 'dispatch affair' that caused you so much trouble, you've found time to relax a little. Because Commander Kelso's HomeComp confirmed that you proposed a meeting time, I only wanted to inquire discreetly whether you enjoyed the layover on Thebes – sir."


„Gladius, you're the most amazing ship's comp I've ever had. I've never even heard of another ship's AI showing as much interest as you do in things that are none of their business."


„Captain, a good ship's AI..."


„... feels responsible for everything that concerns the ship and its crew. Yes, thank you, I know that."


„Captain, I am only doing my duty," Gladius replied, almost indignantly.


„Well then, tell me why you didn't register the meteor impact that left you with a dent?"


„Singed the paint is more like it, sir. That is because the meteorite screen absorbed over 90 percent of the critical mass of the meteorite in question. There was no danger to the outer hull, therefore I did not send the sensor report over to the technical department. If I passed along all my sensor reports, it would be like tracking every contact you experience on a given day. The resulting flood of data would burden you more than it would inform you. I use a security buffer that prevents me from being buried in junk sensor data like this. Whether the security parameters were sufficient in this case, however..."


„... is something you'd better discuss with LtCdr Ibaka. Security buffers shouldn't be suppressed, especially when any damage to the hull is involved. I expect a possible workable solution within four hours."


„Aye aye, sir."


„Good, then let's leave it at that for now. Bill, I'd like you and Daisy to run a weapons exercise with the turbolasers for our asteroid belt flyby. Daisy, look for a handful of boulders and mark them as the enemy. The subsequent alerting of the gun crews will follow Exercise Pattern Two. Let's just see how alert they are up there."


LtCdr William Morrison, the ordnance officer, and Lt Daisy Miller, the AstroOffc, answered in unison, „Aye aye, sir," and immediately began their preparations.


In addition, Lt Miller marked a dozen asteroids of all sizes and defined them for the targeting computer as combat drones, armed freighters, guard ships, and one as a frigate. LtCdr Morrison, for his part, checked out the turbolaser batteries and switched off the control function of the bridge to simulate an outage so that the auxiliary weapons control system could run through a genuine unprepared exercise.


„Astronavigation complete, Captain. Data entered."


As proof, two fighter aircraft suddenly popped up on the navigation display. They were identical with the boulders located within the ring.


„Sir, sensors reprogrammed. Ready for weapons exercise on auxiliary sensors," Lt Cortez reported.


„Batteries ready for exercise alarm! All firing except for turbolaser disconnected from energy, sir," reported LtCdr Morrison.


„Excellent. Gladius, register the arrival of the individual gun crews at the stations and the ,ready for action' reports from the ordnance leaders and the remaining stations. Record the exercise according to established procedure."


„Aye aye, sir," replied the ship's comp.


„I'd like to light a fire under those lollygaggers. This is a warship, not some cruise liner. So, Felix, let's get these ladies and gentlemen up to speed."


„Yes, sir!" Cdr Hausser pressed a key on his console, unleashing a series of actions that promptly turned the ship into an anthill.


The announcement from the ship's comp resounded from every loudspeaker: „Exercise alarm. Enemy fighter craft approaching. Clear the decks for action!"


It was not just the triple repetition of the announcement, it was the siren for this type of alarm that really got the crew going. The gun crews ran cursing to their batteries. The ship security teams went on standby, the sickbay initiated emergency measures, the reactors were ramped up to 100 percent output to supply the shield generator with energy, and the ship's technical team tracked the ship's comp as it monitored the sealing of the bulkheads once all crew members in an area were at their stations or had left or crossed a sector on their way to their stations. The onboard contingent of marines put on their battle armor and took up their defense-preparedness positions. In short: the organized chaos was perfect.


As the indicator lights on the control display switched one by one from red to green, the ship's comp said: „All bulkheads sealed! Time: 5 minutes 32! – IO, bomb explosion in assault craft hangar 2, activate fire alarm!"


„Aye aye, sir! Gladius! Input bomb explosion in assault craft hangar 2. Activate fire alarm. Program ship security sensors. Load damage program Alpha for this area."


„Aye aye, sir!" the ship's comp confirmed.


Shortly afterward, new alarm sirens rang throughout the ship: „Explosion in assault craft hangar 2, fire alarm. Emergency teams 7 to 9 to Deck 42 Green 415!"


Emergency teams rushed to this section, while the pilots, ground crews, and crew members active in this area received orders for further action from the ship's comp via their ICs. A few of them pretended to be the dead and wounded, while others were locked in the hangar, and still others were on their own, cut off by the fire.


It became apparent to everybody that the chaos would be ramped up even more. But what had to seem like a colossal mess to the uninitiated was based on a system of measures and procedures that had been drilled for years. Medics rushed to the hangar, as firefighting droids rolled, hovered, or crawled to fire sources. Leak teams stood at the ready. Marines searched systematically for additional bombs and kept an eye on all the other crew members.


Com and data lines switched off by the ship's comp were bypassed, as smoke was pumped out of the affected compartments and the „wounded" were rescued. Simultaneously, turbolaser batteries pulverized the „fighter craft," „missile vessels," and other targets.


„Captain, all targets destroyed. Time: 9 minutes, 21 seconds."


„Not bad, Bill. But of course chunks of rock can't shoot back. Well done, all the same."


„Fires under control. Time: 10 minutes, 56 seconds."


„All wounded transported to the sick bay emergency unit. Time: 13 minutes, 43 seconds."


It went on like this a while longer. Captain Davidson watched the results on his screens and took notes. The whole thing had gone better than he'd expected. Of course, there were always one or two details to find fault with, but all in all, it was a satisfactory outcome.


„IO, please have the ,all clear' announced. I expect all division leaders in my conference room in one hour for the wrap-up discussion. The bridge is yours!"


„Aye aye, sir!"


With that, Davidson stood up and went to his quarters, just behind the bridge, outside of which an armored and armed marine greeted him. As he passed through the door to his quarters, the bridge guard petty officer called out: „Commander leaving the bridge!"


Softly humming an old cadet song, Davidson sat down at his desk and went over his notes, calling up the data recordings of the relevant incidents and divisions. Anyone serving with the TDSF knew that survival in a space battle often depended on one or two small details. For this reason, it was Davidson's habit to pay attention to the details and to consistently remedy them. Sic parvis magna! So small, yet so great! The old academy motto, which supposedly went back to the English seafarer and admiral Sir Francis Drake. And if that were true, then Captain Samuel A. Davidson would be the last person to disregard the details.


The wrap-up discussion turned up a few more details that had to be resolved. The speed of target assignment by the auxiliary fire center left a little to be desired, and to some extent the new arrivals had not been sufficiently instructed in the ship's safety procedures. That meant these exercises would now be repeated several more times, until the deficiencies were eliminated.


Davidson sat in his command chair and stared pensively at the main screen.


„Belinda, are the jump data in yet?"


The woman he'd addressed was Lt Junior Grade Belinda Tessa Steiner, second signal officer of the Gladius, who was responsible for data exchange with the Thebes Jump Control. „No, sir! Shall I call?"


„No, leave it for now. They'll get in touch soon enough."


Before every jump, all captains felt a certain degree of uneasiness, because anything could happen. A sudden drop in the engines' performance, a failure of the inertia compensators because of a secondary energy surge, an unregistered ship crossing the jump point in the opposite direction at the wrong time...


„Captain, Thebes Jump Control has just reported that Sparta is reporting no approaching traffic. The next transfer from Sparta to Thebes is the freighter Dancing Cat in ninety-seven minutes."


„Thanks, Belinda. Helmsman! Time to transfer threshold Jump Point Thebes – Sparta?"


„Twelve minutes, sir!"


„IO, status reports!"


Commander Hausser checked the incoming reports on his console just as Davidson and every other bridge officer did on their respective system consoles. Then he reported: „Captain, all systems go. Velocity 0.44 c. Energy flow stable. TD drive loaded and ready. Reserve energy 100 percent. Shields at 10 percent. Ship ready for jump!"


Davidson checked the status reports once more and ordered: „Gladius, initiate jump sequence. Start at x minus one minute."


„Initiate jump sequence at x minus one minute. Aye aye, sir!"


Davidson, like everyone else, now braced for the jump. Even though it took place in de facto zero time, the subjective impression diverged sharply from this value. After every jump, Davidson felt like he was about to throw up. Others passed out for a short time, while still others didn't feel a thing.


In any event, the „folding of space" at the jump point affected every organism differently. And so the stations had to be staffed with crew members who didn't suffer from what were called „jump syndromes." A handicap that occurred in almost half of all people, in one form or another.


„Attention, everyone. Jump sequence initiated. Jump in 50 – 40 – 30...," the ship's comp counted down.


When the comp made it to „four," Davidson leaned back. It was too late to change anything anyway. All systems were go. There was nothing more to do.


The jump itself wasn't all that exciting. No funnel formed in space for the Gladius to plunge into. No flash of light appeared to swallow up the ship. In less than a second, the constellations changed, and ahead of the ship's bow, the sun of the Sparta System was hanging in space at a distance of 12 billion kilometers.


„Jump executed. Position: 11.89 billion kilometers, plus twelve degrees before System Zero," the ship's comp reported.


This simply meant that the Gladius had arrived in the zenith plane twelve degrees above Sparta at the indicated distance from the center of the sun (System Zero).


„Report to Sparta Jump Control: TDSFS Gladius requests approach vector clearance for transit orbit of Sparta."


„Aye aye, sir!" Lt (JG) Steiner called up a report already prepared in her signal computer and sent it to Sparta Jump Control, which confirmed the report and cleared a prioritized approach vector to Sparta, sending it in encoded form via Sparta System Command.


Lt (JG) Steiner relayed the encoded data to the helmsman and reported: „Sir, confirming report received from Sparta Jump Control. Permission to approach granted. Data transmitted to helm."


„Helmsman, set course! Reduce speed to 0.1 c."


„Aye aye, Captain," the helmsman replied.


This ensured that the momentum lost at the point of jumping, which no scientist had yet been able to plausibly explain – considering that the jump took place in zero time and without resistance – was reduced to the barely acceptable and allowable intrasystem entry and travel velocity.


„Felix, normal shift operation for the entire crew. I'll take over the second watch. Keep an eye on that tub up there, the Dancing Cat, until it's passed. You know how those civilians are. I'll be in my quarters. We'll see how much work we can make up in the next five days – before that dispatch drama starts up again. The bridge is yours!"


„Aye, sir. Assuming command!"


„Attention, the commander is leaving the bridge," the bridge guard petty officer reported, while Cdr Hausser sat down in the command chair and checked the data. Sighing, he studied the sensor data from the Dancing Cat and was amazed once again at the sort of stuff you crossed paths with in space.


„Lt Cortez, keep an eye on the Dancing Cat for the next half hour. If she gets closer to us than a quarter astronomical unit, report to me."


„Aye aye, sir!"


„Helm, prepare some possible alternatives for evasive maneuvers."


„Aye aye, sir. Already taken care of."


„Good. Well, for now, we're on top of things," he said to himself. Then he turned back to the screen to skim the most recently viewed report.
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Roman Republic, Rome, New Rome, Great Library, 08.30.2466, 1015 LPT, 0011 GST





One after the other, the heads and representatives of the various planetary governments arrived, at least those whom Rome's First Consul, Julius Quintus Maximilianus, had invited in strictest secrecy. From his earliest youth, Maximilianus, a Roman patrician who was only thirty-five years old, had pursued just one goal: to extricate the Roman Republic from the claws of the Hegemony.


Gazing out from the balcony, his gray eyes followed the arrival of the delegate from the Islamic Worlds of Mecca and Medina, a figure shrouded in black garments, encircled by six inconspicuously dressed officers and bodyguards. Maximilianus couldn't help but smile. They had accepted Rome's invitation and insisted on bodyguards, even though Rome was granting them guarantees of safety, the like of which had never been seen before!


The invitations had all been delivered by hand, by couriers posing as tourists. Each delegate was conducted to Rome on a route far from the routes and regions patrolled by the TDSF. The meeting was not even in the organizers' date books, and there had been no communication except by courier. Nor were there any tell-tale data files, IT signatures, emails, or even hard copies. The five invited participant nations arrived on totally neutral ships – not on the customary diplomatic government ships, nor even on warships, but on small, nondescript commercial ships and freighters. Not a single thing had been left to chance. Each of the participants had left behind convincing reasons explaining his weeks-long or even months-long absence from his home world. Doubles, skillfully faked holocam images, and targeted disinformation were employed to disguise their current whereabouts – to say nothing of the topic of the conference.


Only an hour earlier, Maximilianus had returned from dedicating a new bridge from the southern continent Attica to Rome. And in three hours, his speech on the government's agricultural reform would be aired live from the broadcast room in the Capitol. He hoped that this secret conference would not last longer than four hours. The topic and the occasion could be described quite simply: Down with the Terran Hegemony!


Julius noticed a gray-uniformed Tribune of the Legions approaching, one of his personal staff, and awaited his report. „Consul, all of the representatives have arrived and are waiting in the great hall. The AV shield is activated and stable. Operation TORCH was reported successful five minutes ago, so there are now no TDFS units on patrol in the immediate vicinity of Rome. The TDSF guard ship Harris left the system ten minutes ago in the direction of Naples. The commander reported his destination to Rome System Command in clear terms. He was jumping to Robinson. Double civilian guards are stationed throughout the building. Normal public traffic in the library is continuing, as ordered."


„Thank you, Arminius. Make sure no one gets 'lost.' It wouldn't be good if some loyal citizen of Rome saw or noticed something he's not supposed to. No exceptions, Tribune!"


„At your command, Consul!" The tribune turned away and strode over to the black-uniformed Praetorian centurion, the leader of the guard unit, to instruct him to keep an eye on whatever else developed.


For one more moment, Julius enjoyed the view from the balcony. Before him lay the heart of Rome. The library, surrounded by gardens, stood on a slight rise and bordered directly on the Forum Romanum to the south, so that from the balcony on the twenty-first floor, he had a magnificent view across the Forum, with its central Landing Monument, all the way to the Palatine with the Capitol. At a distance of over five kilometers, he saw the „Wall," a circle of buildings, almost ten kilometers in diameter, surrounding the parklike downtown and shielding it from the rest of the city. The tallest skyscrapers of the Republic were located here, like a phalanx or palisade around the heart of Rome. All that stood in the downtown area were the government buildings, museums, embassies, the smaller diplomatic spaceport, the Colosseum, the Odeon, the Academy of Sciences of the Republic, temples and churches, and other public buildings, in a zone completely free of vehicles, above ground at any rate, through which the Tiber meandered.


Then his gaze fell upon the massive Hall of Mars near the Capitol, likewise white, in which the standards of the inactive Roman military units were enshrined. At the mere thought of these inactive units, the same anger rose within him that had driven him his whole life, right up to this moment. He now intended to forge an alliance to cast off the hated yoke of the Terran Hegemony: to end the humiliating interference in Rome's domestic affairs, and to attain the position that Rome had rightful claim to among the peoples of humankind, a status the Terran Hegemony and its military apparatus had withheld for too many years.


The conflict with the Ecological Federation of Paradise over the Planet of Eden could have been resolved long ago. However, thanks to the TDF, those naive fanatics were able to continue to gloat about protecting the native flora and fauna, all while creating a tourist center such as „humanity has not seen since the expulsion from Paradise," as their slogan proclaimed.


It was and remained a secondary consideration that the planet also had valuable energy crystals on the floor of the so-called „Opal Sea," which Rome needed for its economy, despite all its proposed compromises. Why would Rome want to expand, anyway? Open up its own energy-crystal mine and become independent of the mines on the Neptune moon Triton, especially since the Hegemony so „generously" allowed its nations to exploit them at will?


Julius Quintus Maximilianus grimaced at this thought. This dependence had to end. Once and for all! Never again would Terra decide Rome's fate. The Romans alone should determine Rome's development. Romans and only Romans!


Maximilian cast a last glance at the imposing white marble dome of the Capitol, turned around, and strode rapidly across the balcony. There wasn't a second to lose before taking Rome's destiny into his own hands.


When he entered the conference room, all the participants had already gathered, sitting at the round table where high-ranking scholarly committees and the board of directors of the Great Library usually assembled.


Maximilianus came to a stop at the table and made no move to welcome the participants personally. Wherever he started, he would be snubbing somebody else or at least giving him a reason to feel snubbed. That was due in part to the conflicting interests represented by those gathered here, and in part to their egos. Diplomacy was the science of hitching as many people as possible to one's own cart with as little effort as possible, while breaking no unnecessary china and not making oneself personally vulnerable. This principle had always paid off for Maximilianus. Otherwise he wouldn't have been, at age 31, the youngest senator ever to be elected First Consul of Rome.


Slowly, one by one, he looked at the assembled company. To his right sat the Second Elect Messenger of the Word of Muhammad, Hassan Bin Assar, in his mid-fifties, whom Maximilianus had seen from the balcony. Beside him sat a General of the Prophet whom Maximilianus recognized from news reports as the „Butcher of Dubai," Muhib Mustafa Hamilka. Muhib Hamilka had earned this „title" from his role in putting down a demonstration in Dubai in 2455, where he had his troops gun down over twelve hundred demonstrators demanding greater religious freedoms. After this military action, Hamilka's meteoric rise within the military hierarchy of the Islamic Worlds of Mecca and Medina began. A circumstance, Maximilian felt, that spoke volumes about the mental constitution of these people. The Second Elect Messenger Assar, by contrast, was a virtually unknown quantity who portrayed himself within the Council of the Prophet as the leader responsible for foreign policy. However, he'd done very little that could explain his high position. Maximilianus resolved to be cautious.


Next to Assar sat the representative of the Trade Alliance, First General Consul Boris Ivan Shukov. Maximilianus had known General Consul Shukov personally for years, having had familial business relations with him.


Maximilianus' family was one of the founding families of Rome that had arrived on the first colonial ship, and like all the initial settler families who now made up Rome's aristocracy, it had amassed an immense fortune which required management. Early on, the two men's personal attitudes toward the Hegemony had run parallel. Both viewed the Hegemony as a long-term threat. One saw a threat to Rome's expansion, and the other saw a threat to the profits of the Trade Alliance. Maximilianus' long-standing business partner now held a high rank on the Trade Alliance board, and this was a bonus that Maximilianus intended to make use of.


Next to Shukov sat the representative of the Cilician Federation. This state, located at the edge of inhabited space, comprised nine systems but had a population only an eighth the size of the Republic's. The sole reason why Maximilianus had invited this federation and viewed it as a potential ally was the fact that the Cilician government had never made a secret of its rejection of the Hegemony as a „protective power." The nine systems were considered a stronghold of piracy and were a constant thorn in the side of the Trade Alliance. Cilician pirates were every captain's nightmare along the Hegemony's space routes. Officially, the government condemned these activities, but everyone knew that a considerable portion of the state's revenue was generated by piracy. More than one punitive intervention by the TDF had been directed at the pirates' secret retreats in the systems of Rhodes, Milet, and Tortuga, though it must have seemed like a joke to all upstanding merchants whenever the Cilician government feigned ignorance once again. In any case, resistance to the Hegemony had, for whatever reasons, a long tradition in the Cilician region. Maximilianus thought of the saying: „The enemy of my enemy is my friend." And for decades these „friends" had been forcing the Hegemony to mount an ever greater fleet presence on the trade routes, and they had destroyed more than one TDSF ship.


The fourth ally at the table was the General Director of the Directorate of Technocracy of Newton. Albert Isaac Carnegie, a forty-year-old technocrat who enjoyed nothing more than condemning in the Senate on Terra the limitations imposed on research and development. Unlike the Hegemony, he believed that genetic research should be allowed to „realize the dreams of humanity" – an aspiration that Maximilianus agreed with without reservations, as long as it didn't lead to the transformation of humans as such. He could understand genetic products and processes for curing illnesses, improving the harvest, or developing raw materials, but the „reformation of the human body" to the point of adapting, upgrading, and modifying humans – this he roundly rejected, in agreement with the Grand Charter of the Hegemony. The mere thought of humans with gills and webbed skin or other artificial features made him nauseous.


Nonetheless, he had to remind himself that only Newton had the necessary technical know-how for creating Rome's own industrial infrastructure, independent of Terra's.


The name „Newton" itself exhibited secessionist tendencies. Whereas the colonists in the first and second emigration waves gave their new planets the names of old terrestrial settlements, mostly ancient ones, the Technocrats insisted on the name Newton. They developed the planet, the system, and the surrounding sector into an unequaled colonial technological power, second only to Terra. The inhabitants enjoyed the highest educational standards and the highest average income, and exhibited the best general technological standards, outside of Terra. Its fundamentally pacifistic attitude was the only thing that set Newton against Terra, although their conflict was limited to vociferous arguments in the Senate.


The next person at the table was the Director of Defense, Arthur Edison Nerva, the sixty-year-old chief of staff of Newton's defense forces. Nerva was a veteran of numerous punitive expeditions against the Cilician pirates in the immediate vicinity of the Technocracy. Again and again, the wealth of the Technocratic worlds attracted pirate leagues that plundered smaller space bases, settlements, and mining colonies in the asteroid belts and outposts. For this reason, he wasn't very happy to see these „gangs of criminals" at the same table.


The last delegate, sitting directly to Maximilianus's left, was Bernard Earl of Rockfall, the ambassador of the Royal Astral Republic of Athens. This forty-one-year-old career diplomat had been a close friend of Maximilianus since their shared youth at the boarding school of Delos. Bernard was the younger brother of King Alexander Paul III. The royal family, like the entire Astral Republic, was an opponent of the Terran Hegemony. The Athenians believed their nation should have a seat in the Great Senate, to which they were entitled as a cosignatory of the Grand Charter.


As it was, Terra held two of the five Senate seats, while the Roman Republic, the Technocracy of Newton, and the United Dragons – the fourteen systems colonized by the Asians – possessed one apiece. Since the United Dragons and the Hegemony had followed the same political agenda since the ratification of the Grand Charter, the Hegemony had always held a nominal majority in the Great Senate. One possible reason for this was the dependence of the Asian colonies on food supplies from the Hegemony. Another possible reason was the occasional waves of forced emigration from the Asian regions on Terra, which could worsen the conditions in the fourteen systems at any time.


All in all, without majority approval, it was impossible to even force a vote on a new seat application in the Senate of the Terran Hegemony. And since Terra had no intention of handing over a seat, and the number of seats was limited to five, well...


Maximilianus and Bernard were agreed that Rome and Athens were natural allies against the dominance of the Terran Hegemony, the arbitrariness of the current system, and the TDF's rule by terror.


Maximilianus cleared his throat. „Gentlemen, I thank you for accepting my unusual invitation to this conference. For reasons of security, we will keep this first discussion as brief as possible. Assuming your consent, we can deal with everything else by channels that for everyone's protection are, let's say, more labyrinthine."


The attendees couldn't help but chuckle. The „situation" had been discussed with each of them in preparation for the meeting, and each had come to his own conclusion that something had to happen. Better sooner than later, as long as the necessary groundwork could be laid so that „sooner" would be crowned with success. And the success at issue here had only one goal: destroying the dominance of the Terran Hegemony!


„I am proceeding on the assumption that each of you has the required authority from his government to adopt binding resolutions?"


Murmured assent and nodding heads all around. Assar interjected: „My government decided years ago that the accursed Hegemony curtails the freedom of the faithful. But by ourselves, we were in no position to cast off the yoke of the TDF. Our fleet is not large enough, and our army is not strong enough to win our independence by force. Nor are we economically strong enough to take on the Hegemony alone. Why do you look so shocked? We aren't blind when it comes to our strengths and weaknesses. Do not confuse the chatter of our media with the goals of the Council of the Prophet.


„We desire more for our people than the crumbs the Hegemony leaves for us. Just like you. But neither you nor anyone else acting alone has the capacity to challenge the Hegemony. We are all dependent on various raw materials, technical products, and the infrastructure that holds everything together.


„The data collected by the First Consul allowed us to reach the evident conclusion that together, we have a chance. Together, we have the resources and technical knowledge to confront the Hegemony and to accomplish the will of the one true God."


Maximilianus might not have cared any more about the will of God than the rest of the men at the table, but he was thankful for this statement, seeing as it had come from an unexpected corner.


„Newton, too, can no longer deny the need for change. The dictates of the Grand Charter curtail the progress and prosperity of us all. I would like, however, to point out that Newton is not a military power and has no desire to be one. We see our part primarily in providing economic resources and the technology required for building up a fighting force that can pose an effective opposition to the Hegemony."


Nods of assent followed these remarks. Maximilianus also intended to bring in Newton for exactly this purpose, and had even conducted the preliminary discussions with this in mind. Nobody was eager to have Newton become a technological superpower with a strengthened military – least of all Rome.


The Cilician delegate, Captain General Hermann Baron of Milet, cleared his throat: „A position we welcome. The technical deficits of our ships have prevented us from striking at the TDF in a sustained way, but what if they decide to invade our systems again? With the proper technical and economic support, I can guarantee you that the Cilidan Federation will keep the Hegemonic criminals sufficiently occupied until we have grown strong enough collectively to drive these thugs out of our space."


„Perhaps your government could give us a guarantee of safe passage for the ships of ours that will aid you by delivering the necessary resources," said Carnegie. The delegate from the Trade Alliance, General Consul Shukov, also looked inquiringly in the Captain General's direction.


„Gentlemen, let me assure you that a new agreement between my government and the leaders of a variety of organizations suspected of piracy has only recently produced a fundamental breakthrough. All of you here can assume that none of your ships – or any other property – will be attacked by those pirates any longer. On that you have the word of honor of the Duke of Rhodes!"


„That would be a welcome development, Captain General. It would lower our transport expenses considerably and free up the costly escort ships for other missions," Shukov declared.


„For the purpose of concealment, however, you shouldn't reduce the escort system too much in the previously volatile regions, General Consul. Perhaps it would make sense if some of your ships continued to disappear and carry out other missions, let's say, outside of TDF-controlled space," Muhib Hamilkar objected.


„We aren't going to do that," Director for Defense Nerva replied. „We've been coordinating our convoy activities with the Trade Alliance for years. It would be much too conspicuous if no more attacks took place. Instead, here we have a good chance to decoy TDSF escort units into ambushes."


„Then they could confirm our ,losses'!"


„Quite right, General Director. And then we'll accuse the TDF and the Senate of not taking the problem seriously enough, which would of course lead to shortages in worlds that have so far been too open to Terra's policies..."


Every man in the room had his own ideas about who should sustain the losses. Maximilianus cut in, „I am certain we can bring about suitable incidents that will serve our purposes – assuming precise coordination. Without such coordination, the Terran Secret Service could quickly become suspicious."


„Sooner or later, the TSS will get suspicious anyway," Assar interjected. „If nothing else, the simple fact that we will be investing significant resources in our planetary industrial infrastructures will make them prick up their ears. How do you think the Hegemony will react, Shukov, when you're suddenly building more warships than freighters? Or do you think, Carnegie, that the technological leap in the Cilidan fleet will go unnoticed?"


„The fleet must be built outside of the space under surveillance by the Hegemony. All transports from our systems have to go there – without being detected. Training the troops can be done here only to a limited extent, that much is clear. Also, the freight from the ships on transport missions must be reloaded onto other ships at multiple unsuspicious locations. Then they will fly more or less directly to the production sites. This might become a problem," said Earl Rockfall, looking earnest.


Assar studied Maximilianus with a thoughtful gaze. Everyone at the table was waiting for a suggestion, since none of them had a solution of his own. Gradually, everyone noticed the direction of Assar's gaze, and one by one, they looked at Maximilianus.


„It seems to me, you must present us with a suggestion to help us along, Consul," Assar said.


„He ought to have one, if for no other reason than that he dragged us here to talk about an alliance that could fail at any time, thanks to the Hegemony's constant surveillance," Baron Milet opined.


„Yes, Julius. We can solve the transport problem. The only way we can initiate the project is by having ships disappear in ostensible pirate raids. It's clear to all of us that together we have the necessary technical knowhow to stand up to Terra, and the data you've made us privy to have proven it, too. The population growth on Mecca and Medina will easily provide us with the necessary workers and ,settlers,' while Newton's technical products and droids will simplify production. With our help, the Cilician Federation can divert the Hegemony militarily. Athens can stridently denounce the Hegemony in the Senate, and it also has essential raw materials that we need for arming ourselves. But what does Rome have to contribute – other than the initiative itself?


„Quite simply – a jump point, uncharted by the TDF, which leads to a system accessible only via this portal. The system is unknown to the Hegemony and, among other things, it possesses an Earth-like planet that Rome has been secretly colonizing for four years."


„That's impossible! The TDSF has mapped all the jump points in the Roman region, and we all know that Rome doesn't border on the unexplored regions of the Outer Rim," Baron Milet snorted.


„Correct, Baron. And that is precisely what makes the situation so exceptional. Nobody will be looking for a jump point like this in Rome, and even if someone in the future were to surmise, on the basis of large-scale data and shipping movements, that a colonization is going on beyond known space, I guarantee we will not make it easy for them."


„Well, that's true. But what interests me is why the jump point hasn't been discovered by the TDSF," Assar replied.


„Because it was unknown to any of us until six years ago, and the TDSF stopped its cartography in the Roman region 182 years ago."


Bernard of Rockfall shook his head: „Julius, you never cease to amaze me. Jump points don't just turn up and disappear again. If they're there, they can be located by means of the Kreutzman Anomaly. And at great distances, too."


„Correct, but that presupposes that the Kreutzman Anomaly can be located as well, which, as we all know, is not possible within stellar gravitational funnels."


„Unfortunately, jump points can't be there either, because space cannot be folded in such spots. Gravitational issues also mean that funnels can't conceal jump points. So, where's the catch?" Shukov asked, more than a little confused.


„I don't want to get scientific, but please imagine a double-star system without planets, in which the larger sun is orbited by a much smaller one on an astronomically distant course. If this smaller sun happens to be on the side of the system where the jump point in question is located, and the other jump point is opposite it, and a surveying ship is in the system precisely when this situation I've just described has occurred, then..."


„... the ship can't locate the other jump point because it is covered up by the gravitational field of the smaller sun. And why should anyone remain in a system that consists exclusively of stars? So far, so good. But what about the jump point itself? Isn't it partially blocked by this special astronomical situation?" Carnegie asked.


„For two months – every seven years! The next time in four years. To be exact, the jump point will be covered up again by the smaller star from the end of March until the beginning of June 2470."


„And the double-star system is located off the usual space routes?"


„Exactly, General Nerva. Off the direct trade and patrol routes, but otherwise nearly at the astronomical center of the Roman Republic."


Incredulous laughter went around the room. „And where can the double system be reached from?" Assar asked.


Maximilianus could feel the tension rising, and he said with a smile: „From Pergamon!"


„That's incredible!" Shukov erupted. „It couldn't get any better than that. Pergamon has only three jump points. Besides the double-star system in question, which I believe doesn't even have an official name yet, there is a jump point to Rome and one to Valencia, which lies only one jump away from Rome. So it's an absolute side route."


„Even better, gentlemen. About four years ago, we were able to convince the TDF to disband their permanent garrison, and let us run the jump and system controls on our own. At our own expense, of course."


Now the delegate from Athens, the Earl Rockfall, couldn't help but laugh out loud, while the delegate from the Trade Alliance only shook his head in amusement.


„That may have just explained the secret of your ,stupidity,'" Shukov said with a laugh.


„Can somebody tell me what's so funny?" Carnegie demanded to know.


„Quite simple. In ,63, our consul here gave his inaugural speech as First Consul before the assembled Senate on Terra. He sounded ambitious, honest and, excuse the expression, Consul, pretty dumb." This remark from Assar was met with more laughter.


„Consul Maximilianus spoke of collaborative efforts, insisting that everyone should help the community, and thus the ,Hegemony,' as much as possible. This included relieving the TDF financially wherever it was unnecessarily spread thin and burdened in its core mission – that's how you expressed it, Consul, isn't it? After another thirty minutes or so in which I seriously wondered who this was that Rome had chosen for its First Consul, he got around to the offer, as a first step, so to speak, and as proof of his good intentions. May Allah forgive him! Rome would oversee transport and traffic in the marginal system Pergamon from now on, at its own expense, and also purchase the TDF facilities from the Hegemony at the original price. The fresh capital was to be reinvested by the Hegemony for the benefit of the weaker members of the stellar community."


„The voting lasted just long enough for the senators to stop holding their breaths," Shukov said.


„No wonder, considering how broke the TDF was at the time," Carnegie interjected.


„In any case, the First Consul of Rome proved to be extremely inventive, shrewd, and foresightful," Earl Rockfall stated.


„And his mission, which he has been preparing for years now, is now on the table, gentlemen," Shukov replied.


The Captain General of the Cilician Federation Baron Milet scrutinized Maximilianus: „Well then, Consul. I think the banter is over. How have you conceived this whole thing, and who is supposed to contribute what? We shouldn't waste any more time."


„Now, gentlemen. The Baron is right. If you would please turn your attention to the following breakdown..."


Maximilianus stood on the balcony – at exactly the same spot where he had stood barely four hours earlier, before the meeting started. He watched with a smile as the last delegate, in a civilian air vehicle, passed the exit shaft of the underground garage, quickly gained altitude, and accelerated toward Starport North, which lay right behind Capitol Hill in the Palisade.


He soaked in the view of Rome's center, now bathed in sunlight, lying before him, encircled by the skyscrapers of the Palisade. Almost a place of peace and quiet, since only very few official air vehicles passed through the area, while the air traffic pulsed along the Palisade.


The meeting couldn't have gone better. After his presentation and the suggestions for further steps, an agreement was quickly reached – of course, he didn't make the proposal himself – to elect him coordinator of the planned blow against the Hegemony. Perhaps „elect" was not the correct term. They had positively forced the leadership role upon him.


With that, Julius Quintus Maximilianus, First Consul of Rome, had taken a great stride toward his goal. He had everything he needed at his disposal: the money and the transporters of the Trade Alliance, the fanatics of the Islamic Worlds as colonists, the technology of Newton, the political support of Athens, and a good diversion of the TDSF thanks to the Cilician Federation. And Rome was sitting in the middle, coordinating the resources provided by others, in order to establish a Roman star system as a power base on a scale never before seen.


Even if everything failed and the alliance crumbled before the Hegemony was smashed, or even before the actual conflict started, Rome would profit from it every day it lasted. No matter the outcome, he, the First Consul Julius Maximilianus, would make the best of it – for the benefit and glory of Rome. Just as he had sworn at his inauguration...
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Terran Hegemony, Sol System, in approach to Luna, TDSF troop transport cruiser 73 TDSFS Gladius, 10.03.2466, 1215 LPT, 1215 GST





As the Gladius swung into lunar transit orbit, the cadets were "thawed out," as it was called in fleet jargon. Except for a headache, stiff limbs, and a ravenous hunger, Leonidas thought everything seemed completely normal. He wondered if the funny "safety bunks" might have caused these symptoms. Since the fleet's organization was in full swing as the alarm sounded, Leonidas had no more time for such thoughts. On his way to the washroom, it briefly occurred to him that he hadn't dreamed anything, probably because of how tired he'd been. During the night, someone had hung in each cadet's locker a gray uniform with a name badge, a TDF emblem on the left shoulder, and an insignia on the collar – a silver laurel wreath containing the numeral "1." Even the black gloves and white visor cap with a golden TDF insignia were the right size, as Leonidas quickly discovered.


Leonidas was glad they didn't have to march for kilometers through the ship to find a changing area. He thought this aspect of the fleet organization came with an upside. When they stepped into the mess area in their new uniforms, Leonidas noticed immediately that the entire area was swarming with cadets, all in the company of crew members. For each group of about thirty cadets, there was one crewman or soldier. Leonidas estimated there were about six or seven hundred cadets.


After getting his food, he sat at a one of the long tables next to a cadet who had not been part of his group from Thebes.


Since they hadn't been instructed to eat in silence, he said: "Hello, I'm Leonidas, but you can call me Leo. That's what they do at home."


"Hi, I'm Thorwald. Boy, I'm starving. I couldn't get much down at supper last night. Too excited for that."


"I was too tired. After running around the ship yesterday, I just wanted to sleep."


"Yeah, I had a hard day, too. Mainly because we had to get up so early, though. The running around wasn't all that bad. I come from Assur, where the gravity is 1.4 G. Walking around at 1 G on board this ship is a breeze, you know!" Thorwald spread a thick layer of jam on his roll.


"Then the tour couldn't have been too bad for you, and ...? Where are you from?"


Thorwald stared at him. "From Assur, like I said."


"And you came on board yesterday?"


"Yeah, just like you. I didn't see you last night, though, but that's just because we were in different groups yesterday."


Leonidas moved from confusion to worry to alarm.


"Hey, Thorwald, do you know what today's date is?"


Thorwald gave Leonidas a strange look. "Uh, Leo, is something wrong with you?"


"I hope not. But would you mind doing me a favor and telling me what today is?"


"Sure. Today is one day after yesterday – July 15, 2466. Better now?"


"Would you feel better if you boarded this ship on August 21 in orbit above Thebes and found yourself having breakfast with someone claiming today was July 15? And that we were still in the Assur system?"


"What's going on?"


"Well, I boarded the Gladius from Thebes. On August 21, 2466."


The two cadets sitting across from Leonidas and Thorwald first looked at each other, and then at Leonidas and Thorwald. One of the girls struggled to express her question: "You mean we aren't in the Spartan system anymore?"


Thorwald looked at his three tablemates as if he were the only normal one there. "Where are the two of you from?" he asked the girls.


"From Sparta!" they said in unison. "And today isn't either July 15 or August 21. It's..."


"What are you blabbering about?" the crewman responsible for Leonidas' group asked gruffly.


"Sir, we have a problem, and I..."


"You need to eat while you still have time. Everything's just fine. When we're done eating, the transport officer, Major Stewart, will answer all your questions during his briefing. And now absolute silence, or you'll find yourself with a real problem, Cadet Falkenberg. Got it?"


"Aye aye, sir!"


The four cadets kept exchanging glances as they ate, and Leonidas knew he was no longer the only one who suspected they were also not in the Spartan system.


"Ladies and gentlemen, allow me to clarify something that has perhaps caused some of you to feel a little worried," began Major Stewart. "Many of you have already figured out that the time you were asleep was actually longer than you first thought it was. This was due to the fact that you were quartered on the troop deck. As you know, the Gladius is actually a troop transport cruiser. The problem with space travel is the limited supply of food, water and oxygen we can transport. These cannot simply be preprocessed or prepared on board to unlimited levels, nor can we store this much without having to set aside a massive amount of room on board. This is why TDF troops are always transported in stasis capsules."


This explanation was received by the cadets like a slap in the face. Someone should have at least said something to them. Leonidas, who had already started suspecting something like this, found the explanation logical and completely reasonable. However, he now surmised that the the TDF had intentionally been unclear on this – at best. You could have also come to the conclusion that they had been lied to, since the words "lies" and "tricks" were now making their rounds of the tables. A few brave souls were ready to chime in, but the Major waved them off.


"Ladies and gentlemen, no one with the TDF lies or plays tricks. I will not tolerate even the slightest suggestion that this is the case. We didn't want to worry you. Please take our actions as they were intended – a necessary military decision by your superior officers!" The officer calmly scanned the room, and the grumbling abruptly ceased.


"You are now members of the TDF, and as such, your obedience and support are expected. You don't have to be pleased about the orders, and you don't need to understand them all right away. However, starting now, you are expected to identify with the goals of the TDF and the Terran Hegemony. This applies to both major and minor matters, such as the troop transport regulations of the fleet. No more, but definitely no less."


The major made eye contact with every single cadet, at least it seemed that way to Leonidas, before continuing a little more congenially. "Think about this from the practical side of things. What would the cadets from Mecca, for example, have done for the past four months, even if the Gladius had happened to have the required capacity? This is a warship, not a prison. But that is what the troop deck would have soon felt like to you," Major Stewart said with a slight smile.


Leonidas saw this a little differently, and he got the feeling that Thorwald and the two girls from Sparta did as well. However, they were now in the TDF, and there really was no room for protest. Nonetheless, this mode of operation left something to be desired, in Leonidas' opinion.


The officer now moved on to the next topic: "Now that this is settled, I would like to inform you that we are approaching Luna."


A number of the cadets reacted to this announcement with celebratory cries, while others felt a need to start chattering excitedly with their neighbors. Others, like Leonidas, had anticipated this information.


"Silence on deck," bellowed the major so loudly that he could be heard in every corner of the deck, even without technical enhancement. The cadets fell into shocked silence.


Stewart sighed and continued: "In the TDF, we don't behave as if we were in the circus. You would be well advised to get used to letting your supervisors reach the end of what they need to say. This is one procedure that has proven itself over the past few millennia." He took a quick look at one excited cadet who was sitting up at the front, but continued calmly: "Once we have swung into orbit, we will immediately start with the transfer to the Academy. We will be taking our own launches. At the same time, the Gladius will be bringing a troop contingent on board, making things a little hectic. So that everyone can disembark in a relatively orderly fashion, we are going to divide you up into new groups. After passing through the jump point, we received the lecture group assignments from the Academy. As you will understand, we are mixing up the cadets so that over the course of your training, you will become acquainted with other planetary traditions and cultures.


Your personal individual comps, IC for short, have just been fed your future lecture group numbers. You can now see the number blinking on your screens."


The cadets looked excitedly at their previously useless ICs and started comparing their assignments. Thorwald grinned at Leonidas and said: "It looks like we'll be together a little longer, Leo." He held out his IC so Leonidas could read the display.


"Yes, it does!"


"Once you've wasted enough time on your pointless comparisons and chit-chat, we'll get back to the topic at hand," came the commentary from the podium. Silence fell immediately.


"The soldiers will now take you back to your lockers so you can fetch your gear. This will give you a chance to say goodbye to those who came on board with you from your home planets. You will be brought back here, and I will call you up by your lecture group numbers. You will then stand up and go to the crew member at either the right- or left-hand exit, who will signal for you to join them." He pointed in both directions.
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