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In Love and War
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For eighty-eight years, the galaxy has been torn apart by the endless war between the Republic of United Planets and the Empire of Worlds.

Anjali Patel and Mikhail Grikov are soldiers on opposing sides of that war. They meet, fall in love and decide to go on the run together.

Pursued by both the Empire and the Republic, they struggle to stay alive and free and prove that their love is stronger than the war…
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I. The Concourse
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High in orbit above the border world of Legrelle, spun the space station Unity, one of the biggest civilian space stations in this sector of the Republic of United Planets.

Among the people who strolled along the main concourse of Unity was Tabitha Tyrone, tall, statuesque, dark-skinned, her hair braided into neat cornrows. She had just turned thirty-eight and served aboard the deep space freighter Freedom’s Horizon, in theory as first mate and in practice as Girl Friday, who handled everything nobody else could be bothered to do, in this case handing in paperwork at the civilian docking office.

Tabitha was pleased that the rather eccentric route of the Freedom’s Horizon had finally taken her to a place that was at least halfway civilised. But then, as the wife of the Captain of the Freedom’s Horizon she had more than a little influence upon the freighter’s ports of call. And in this case, Tabitha had simply told her husband that she needed to do some shopping and get her hair done and then she’d asked him to find a likely place. And in this case, that likely place had turned out to be Unity Station.

It was Tabitha’s first visit to Unity and she had to admit that she was impressed. The station was a spacious multi-ring structure with multiple levels of docking facilities, its own repair yard and a concourse to rival a suburban shopping mall on a Republican core world. All in all, Unity was the most civilised place Tabitha had encountered since she and her husband Elijah had decided to buy a freighter and leave the core worlds behind for the wilderness that was the galactic rim.

Elijah had never regretted leaving the core worlds. At least, Tabitha didn’t think he did, considering how he kept talking about how true freedom was only to be found out here on the galactic rim. Tabitha generally agreed with her husband that the galactic rim was freer, safer, a better place to raise their kids, far from the madness of the war that had engulfed most of the galaxy. But sometimes she still missed the ease of being able to go to a mall and get everything she could possibly want in one single convenient place. She also missed hair salons and day spas and fashion boutiques that actually carried current styles rather than those from two years ago and restaurants that served every kind of cuisine imaginable.

The great concourse of Unity had all this or at least a reasonably good approximation. There were shops carrying all the big galactic brands and restaurants offering the cuisines of all the main core worlds. There were sidewalk cafés and conversation pits and children’s play areas and planters containing real, bona-fide flowers and even small trees.

Tabitha shot a sideways glance at her son Carter. He walked with his eyes wide and his mouth gaping open, as if the great concourse of Unity Station was the most amazing place he’d ever seen. And who knew, to him it possibly was? After all, Carter had been very young when she and Elijah left Nuruba, only four. The two little ones, Tasha and Spencer, hadn’t even been born yet. Carter probably didn’t remember much of Nuruba either, didn’t remember how Tabitha had taken him to the neighbourhood playground or the mall as a toddler. Children forgot so quickly. The good things as well as the bad.

Carter suddenly stopped, rubbernecking at two officers of the Republican Navy in full dress uniform.

“Mom, why are there so many soldiers here? Is the war near here?”

The war was never far in the Republic these days, even out here on the galactic rim. Case in point, the giant screens dotted all around the concourse kept showing the latest news from the front, in this case footage from the battle of Zatar. Tabitha tried and to her shame failed to recall where precisely Zatar was. Had to be an Imperial world, that’s why the name didn’t ring a bell.

But with so much to see that was new to him, Carter hadn’t paid any attention to the news screens. So Tabitha decided not to burst his bubble and shook her head. “No, dear, the soldiers are only here, because there is a battlecruiser, the Great Endeavour, docked at Unity. We saw it coming in, remember?”

Carter nodded. Like his younger siblings, he’d had his nose pressed to the viewport during docking, marvelling at the size of the station and the gigantic battleship docked at the military part of the station.

“And if you look through the observation port…” Tabitha pointed at the giant arched windows that covered the entire front of the concourse. “…then you can see the battlecruiser again, docked right below us.”

Carter immediately ran over to the observation windows to take a closer look at the Great Endeavour, for battlecruisers were incredibly exciting unless you had the misfortune of having served aboard one of them.

Tabitha followed, shaking her head at whatever idiot had thought it was a good idea to place a military dock capable of accommodating full-size battlecruisers right below the main concourse level.
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II. The Great Endeavour
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On the bridge of the Republic of United Planets battlecruiser Great Endeavour, the third officer, Commander Lucius Flynn sat in the captain’s chair, which was too big for him, both literally and metaphorically. But the Captain, the first officer, the second officer and three quarters of the crew were all amusing themselves on Unity Station, leaving Lucius in charge for what was supposed to be the graveyard shift.

He was a skinny fellow in his late twenties with pale skin, sandy hair and a nondescript face, the sort of person no one ever noticed or remembered. He’d been assigned to the Great Endeavour two months ago and so far, even the Captain kept forgetting his name. If Lucius was angry about that, he never gave any indication of it.

Tonight, he was supposed to oversee a couple of cadets straight in from the Academy. There were four of them: Merrill, a chubby blonde girl with rosy cheeks, Watanabe, a dark-haired, narrow-faced young man who never ever seemed to smile, Adeboye, a dark-skinned, stocky young man with a broad nose and Giantano, a cheerful fellow with an easy smile and curly dark hair. 

They seemed all right for cadets, eager but inexperienced. And so innocent. They wouldn’t stay that way long, not once the Great Endeavour finished her emergency repairs and returned to the battlefield.

Lucius settled back in his chair and smiled at the enthusiasm with which the cadets settled at their stations. Merrill took the coms, Watanabe nav, Adeboye weapons and Giantano the pilot’s seat. They seemed cheerful and happy to finally get some real experience on a real bridge aboard a real ship. By the end of the eight hour shift, they’d probably be bored out of their minds, but that was all right. There’d be time enough to gain experience later.

Over the next hour, nothing happened except that the four recruits kept checking and rechecking the status of their systems and formally announced it every five minutes or so. Lucius let them. If it made them happy…

“Sir,” Merrill suddenly exclaimed and Lucius braced himself for yet another unnecessary status update, “I’ve got a call for you from repair supervisor Kim.”

“Then what are you waiting for? Put her through.”

“Sir, yes, sir.”

In spite of her obvious excitement, Merrill managed to push the correct buttons and soon Lieutenant Samantha Kim from engineering appeared on the main viewscreen (which really wasn’t necessary, but apparently Merrill had decided to treat even a routine repair update as a message of galaxy-shattering importance). Lieutenant Kim was still dressed in a repair crew spacesuit. A close-up of the red suit was all that Lucius could see on the screen, for apparently Kim hadn’t expected the call to be put on the main screen either and therefore didn’t bother to hold her com unit at an angle that actually showed her face.

“Lieutenant, you’re on visual,” Lucius said with a sigh, “Could you please adjust your screen?”

“Oh, of course.” Lieutenant Kim sounded slightly flustered, but she did adjust her screen. The red slowly retreated until it revealed a pretty, dark haired woman in her late twenties dressed in a bright red spacesuit with the helmet off.

“Oh,” she repeated as soon as she saw the image of the bridge on her screen, “I’m sorry, I thought Commanders Jaeger or Atalay were on duty.”

“I’m afraid it’s just me, Lieutenant,” Lucius said with a barely suppressed sigh, “So why did you call?”

“Oh, of course, I almost forgot. I…”

Wanted to chat and flirt a bit with the first or the second officer, decorated war heroes and handsome bastards that they both were.

“…I wanted to give you an update on the repairs, Commander…” Lieutenant Kim blushed, until her cheeks matched the colour of her suit. “I’m sorry, but I’m horrible with names and I’m not even sure if we’ve been properly introduced.”

This time, Lucius did not even try to suppress his sigh. Cadet Giantano snickered, but Lucius quieted him with a pointed glare. “Commander Lucius Flynn, third officer aboard the Great Endeavour, at your service. And now, Lieutenant, your report please.”

“Ahem, we have finished repairs on the sublight and manoeuvring engines, sir. But we still need to do some final calibrations, so I wanted to ask you if you could take the Great Endeavour for a short trip around Unity, so we can collect the necessary data.”

At the prospect of some actual action, even if it was just a single orbit around Unity Station, the cadets’ ears pricked up. Watanabe was drumming his fingers on the nav console, Adeboye could barely keep himself in his seat and Merrill was hyperventilating. And of course, Lucius had to be the one to disappoint them.

“Normally I’d be pleased to, Lieutenant,” he replied, “But as you can see, we’re down to a skeleton crew and my entire bridge personnel are untried cadets fresh from the Academy.”

“Best way for them to learn, I’d say,” Lieutenant Kim replied, “Undock, a circle around the station or better yet an orbit around the planet, gather data, dock again. Easy, low risk and your cadets can get a bit of practical experience outside the simulator.”
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