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CHAPTER ONE

Conference.

Trace was wiping his eyes and blowing his nose into a tissue.  Cal regarded him with a mixture of compassion and contempt.

Tim looked like he hadn’t slept in three ship-days, which he probably hadn’t.  Coren was futzing around with his uniform, which was wrapped around his muscular frame like a second skin.  I was in Gov-civilian clothes, a T-shirt, with the GSN icon under my collar, and trousers.  David beheld the never-than-less astounding wonder of hell-space out the bulkhead window. 

A sudden thought occurred to me:

I tapped my ear-com four times.  Bridge-to-ship.

“This is Captain Hardy.  I want to commend all of you for your outstanding performance and bravery during this most difficult mission.  Again, I remind you that all of you are here of your own free will.  You can return to Earth any time you like.  As many of you have heard by now, our good doctor, Andrea Gorman, has elected to leave.”

Coren spat out his coffee.

Tap.

“Something wrong, Coren?”

“No, sir.  Went down the wrong way.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him.  Andrea had told me about their time together.

Four taps, again.

“This is the Captain, again.  As I was saying. Doctor Gorman has decided to return to Earth.  Don’t let that be of any concern to you.  We have five remaining medical officers on-board.”

Glorified nurses, I wanted to say, but didn’t.  We had to make do.

I continued:

“By the grace of God, and some damn fine tech, the only thing the Gov does well, and the professionalism of every one of you, we have so far prevailed.  No injuries have been sustained, yet.  Don’t fall asleep, I’m almost done.  Since we are no longer part of the GSN, I’m removing uniform protocols.  While I expect all of you to maintain the highest levels of discipline at all time, while on-duty, you can wear whatever you like.  Shirtless is not  an option.  Hardy out.”

Tap.

I sipped some coffee.

“Trace?”

“We could take Red Star back to Earth and save City 13.”

Tim took the floor, “Kid, we’ve been damn lucky so far.  If we go home, we’ll not only be up against the rest of the fleet.  And a thousand orbital cannons, to boot.  As the Captain just said, the Gov is good at exactly one thing, military weaponry.  Even though she was built for evil purposes, I’d like to shake the hands of every man and woman who participated in her design.  As much as we all loved Peacekeeper, and as often as she protected us, this story would have ended five minutes after leaving Space-Dock had we instigated this revolution aboard her.  And then?  There’s the fact that they’re apparently building another Red Star.”

Trace said, “We have the super-gun.”

“It’s only good for one shot.  She needs at least three hours, ship’s time, to recharge.  And our shields?  As amazing as they are, would collapse if even ten of the orbital cannons were operational.  Each one is equipped with one hundred torps.  No, we can’t go back.  Not even for your lady-friend, lad, and this wicked stunt they plan to pull, hell, I’m surprised they haven’t done it already, or something like it.  Earth, the way she is now, can’t sustain ten billion people, never mind twenty-five.”

Trance buried his face into his hands and wept.

To my shock, Cal squeezed his shoulder.

“Ouch.”

“Sorry, Trace.”

That was not only the first time I’d ever heard Cal apologize for anything, that was the first time I’d ever heard him call Trace by his Christian name.  Not the pejorative, at least to Trace, “cadet.”

Cal said, “You can go back to Earth any time you like, Trace.  But we need you.  As much as it pains me to say this, you’re the best pilot on this ship.  Come on, cadet.  We all went into this with our eyes open.”

Trace sat back and said, “I’m not leaving.”

I said, “Good.  How long before we reach Liberty?”

Cal said, “Maybe two months.”

“Okay.  Tim?  How’s Red Star?”

“One hundred percent, right now, sir.  I recommend we make a pit-stop somewhere, before we reach Liberty, for parts.”

“We’ll leave that on the table, for now.  Cal, I’m adding another piece of food to your plate.”

He laughed.

“Well, since there’s no real food on-board, sir...”

Coren, who was normally taciturn, piped in, “Excuse me, sir, but there is!  In Vlad’s quarters, sir.”

He was referring to Vlad Marx, our now deceased political officer, courtesy of Andrea’s poison pill, so to speak.

I said, “I’ll be damned, he’s right.  Okay, Cal, now you have two pieces of food on your plate.”

“Thanks, Coren,” he said dryly

“No problem, sir,” was his reply.  Coren was completely without guile.

“Cal, my grand-father...”

Nobody rolled their eyes, as civilians often did when I brought up my grand-father.

“...told me that the star and sea-ships back in his day, had morale officers.  Anyone here know what “morale” means?”

The Gov had long ago, and continued to, eliminate words from the English language.

Cal raised his hand, “A stupid person.  Like our not-so-dearly departed political officer.”

“No, that’s “moron.”  Morale is a feeling, a general disposition.  My gramps told me that morale is a feeling, a general disposition.  My Grampa told me that morale was the most important aspect of life on a starship.”

Cal said, “In all the years I’ve served with you, sir, I’ve never heard you use that word before.”

“Well, there was never a reason to.  Now that we’re free of the Gov, and we don’t have a political officer breathing down our necks around the clock, we can consider things like morale.  Cal, in addition to your duties as X-O and Chief-of-Security, I’m appointing you the brand-new position of morale officer.”

“Thank you, sir.”  

His face had an expression that was more like “fuck you, sir.”

“Don’t look so morose.  As X-O, you were always morale officer.  You just didn’t know it until now.  We’re going to have a party.  Now, maybe it’s a dumb idea, considering what we’ve been through and what we’ve done.  What I’ve done.  I want you, and the entire crew to understand that the blood of our fellow officers is on my hands.”

Tim said, “Captain, if I may...”

“Go ahead, Chief.”

“I think I speak for most of the crew, except for Lewis in the brig and maybe, God forbid, a few pretenders on board who have yet to reveal themselves, we’re all with you.  You gave our pursuers every chance to come with us.  Instead, they tried to blow us up, knowing damn well we’d retaliate with lethal force, if necessary.  I don’t mean to talk down to anyone, especially you, Trace.  But we’re all adults in this game.  We’ve made our choices and history will judge us accordingly.”  

Trace said, “If we win, they’ll call us heroes.  If we lose, they’ll call us traitors.”

I nodded.

“We won’t lose.  Cal, tomorrow night, in the mess, starting at 2000, we are going to unwind a little.  Here’s another word the Gov banned:  Party.  We’re going to have a party.  That means, we’re going to have some fun.”

Trace said, “While the Gov executes my girl-friend, her family and nukes City 13.  Just saying, sir.”

“There’s nothing we can do about that.  If we return to Earth, we’ll wind up martyrs.  And this whole venture will be for nothing.”

Suddenly, I had an idea.  A sick one, but it was worth a shot.

“Cal, have someone take all the food and alcohol out of Vlad’s quarters.  There’s tons of it.  Have it moved to the mess for tomorrow night.  You can make the announcement to the crew at your discretion.  Trace, I have an idea.  It’s a long-shot, but I’m gonna give it a go.  Dismissed.

CHAPTER TWO

“You want me to do what?”

“You heard me.”

I was in my quarters, my virtual screen on, and talking to Tyra Samms, the object of my affections, and star anchor of GovMe, short for Government Media.

“If I were standing in front of you, right now, I’d...”

“Slap my face?”

“Yes.  No, I didn’t report your responding to that distress signal, and no, I’m not going to do that.”

She lit a cigarette.

“It’s bad enough I’m doing this.”

I smiled.

“Well, why are you?”

Silence.

“You could save a lot of people.”

“I can’t believe the Gov would do such a thing,”

“Why the hell not?  Sky-cops execute citizens every day for sneezing in public or walking without saluting.  You ever heard of a man named Joseph Stalin?”

“No.  But I’ll bet your Grand-father told you about him.”

“Yes,” I laughed.  “Stalin was dictator of a country called Russia.  Back when Earth had countries.  Millions of people died under his reign, from famine.  Because of his polices and the cowardice of those who supported him.  They were just grains of sand.  That’s what people are to the Gov, Tyra.  Your masters who allow you to live in luxury, think just like Stalin did.  Grains of sand.  On Liberty, people are people with a capital “P.”

“All right, for fuck sakes, it’s like elections are back and you’re running for president.”

“Yes, I do go on, don’t I?  Tyra, the clock is ticking.  For all we know, Michelle and her family are already dead.  And City 13, oh, it’s a hell-hole of a city, but seven million people live there.”

“You could go back.”

“Not an option,  Oh, we’ll come back eventually.  After we’ve defeated the fleet at Liberty.”

“You’re quite the optimist.”

“The military doesn’t allow for pessimism, Tyra.”

“Do you talk to everything like they’re twelve years old?”

“Not on purpose.”

She puffed away on her smoke.

“I hope you have plenty of APC in your washroom.”

“I do.  My family has history of heart disease.” 

I shook my head and laughed.

“The man I’ve been seeing?  He’s president of GovMe.  He speaks to President LaRue, every day.”

“Do you think he’s in love with you?”

She rolled her eyes.

“He’s male.”

“Dumb question.  How do you feel about him?”

“I like him enough to socialize with.  Yes, I think he’s in love with me.”

“Okay, Tyra.  Let’s start walking on egg-shells.”

“What are those?  Let me guess!  Something your grand-father told you about.”

“Yeah.  Here we go.  Do you like him enough to sleep with him?”

“This conversation has just gone full-circle.”

“And when it ends?  Can I tell my helmsman that the woman he loves has a chance?”

“Well, you know how it works.  Every time the Gov executes someone, they want the whole world to know about it.  That’s how they keep everyone in line.  Well, except for you and your wayward crew.”

She exhaled.

“Okay.  I’ll call Taylor now.”

“So.  You’re on our side?”

“Sean, I’m on MY side.  I...yes, the Gov has been good to me.  Look at the way I live.  But...oh...”

She started to cry.

“Tell your boy...tell him, “maybe.”  I’ll get back to you.”

She disconnected.

Oh, Tyra.

If you think what you’re considering is difficult, I don’t think you have any idea how hard it was for me to ask.

CHAPTER THREE

The party was, as Gramps would have said, in “full swing,” when all hell broke loose.

I was drinking beer with Cal and Tim, who was leaning against a bulk-head
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