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CHAPTER ONE 

“Uncle Sean?”

“What now, Kyle?”

He pouted.

“I’m just teasing.  Go ahead.”

“What’s Liberty?”

“You mean the word or the planet?”

“The planet, the planet!”

“All right, here we go.  But once I start talking, you can’t interrupt me.”

“I promise.  I promise to the Government.”

Heavy sigh.

“Okay, about a hundred years ago...”

He yawned.

“That was quick.”

“I’m just sleepy.  A hundred years ago...and?”

“Well, a lot of people, a few million, actually, decided to leave Earth.  They decided that Earth had become a bad place.  Because there was no freedom left, anywhere.  The Government...can you tell me exactly what the Government is, Kyle?”

He sighed.

“Yes, Uncle Sean.  It’s a bunch of people who are smarter than everybody else and they get to tell everybody else what to do and what not to do.  Before the Government, the world was in a terrible place of death and war and racism and crime and lots of other bad things.  And then, the Government came along and fixed everything.”

I laughed.  It was either that, or cry. 

“That’s a very good answer, Kyle.  Anyone from the Government would certainly approve.”

Man, would they ever, I thought.  Anyone who so much as questioned a Government-issued edict was tortured, then executed.

“Well, Kyle, the people who left Earth...”

I wondered how carefully I should choose my words.  As a ranking officer of the GSN—Government Star Navy—I was assumed to have revocable privileges denied to enlisted personnel—not to mention, most of the rest of the global population, which was estimated at 25 billion.  It was also estimated, according to a report I’d read tattooed in code on a civilian dissident’s back—that more than half that number lived a hand-to-mouth existence.  So much for the Global Government.  The President and her underlings wore rose-colored glasses, and, from all appearances, were content to play fiddles and rearrange chairs, while the Titanic sank.

The average citizen has no access to global information.  The internet still exists, but only a few, such as myself, and other people in the military, have access to it.  Joe and Jane Planet Earth were told day-after-day that the glorious future had arrived—ahead of schedule, too.  No famine.  No crime.  No war.  No unemployment.  No disease.  No freedom.  Well, THAT was certainly true.

I picked up my nephew and sat him on my knee.  I decided to roll the dice.  Was it really such a risk?  I’d made politically unacceptable comments behind closed doors many-a-time before, without consequence.  Maybe I was a little cocky.  Why the hell not?  I was Captain Sean Hardy of the Government Dreadnought-class starship Peacekeeper, celebrated and lauded for the Mars Colony Rebellion Quellings, the Lunar Terrorist Incident, that very nearly resulted in the destruction of the moon; and the liberation of Space Station Orion, which had been overtaken by a mutinous, fanatical faction of the crew.

Did any of that mean I was exempt from Government dictates?  Well, yes, some of them.  At least in theory.  But there were no guarantees.

“Uncle Sean?”

“Okay.  Before the Government, the world was in a very bad state.”

And post-Government, things got a lot worse, I wanted to say, but didn’t.

“The world was nearly consumed by war, terrorism and rioting.  People demanded order.  People demanded a world government.  Other people were against that idea, even though the world was in so much trouble.  So, they left.  In starships, of their own design.  They went to another star system and found a planet that was rich in minerals and natural resources.  Not suitable for human life in terms of atmosphere, but they had machines that allowed them to create a breathable environment.  They named the planet Liberty, because by that point, there was none left on Earth.”

“What does “liberty” mean, Uncle Sean?”

“It means being free to say whatever you want and to live your life as you see fit.”

“That sounds horrible.  You shouldn’t say those things, Uncle Sean.  You could get into trouble.”

“Not me, kid.  I’m Captain Hardy, hero of the GSN, remember?”

He laughed.

Like I said, because I was military, I had access to the internet.  Of course, it was under the complete control of the Gov.  But every so often, an unauthorized web-site or vid would pop up for a while, before the Gov had it deleted, not to mention, whomever posted it.  One time, I happened to chance on a vid that was about an event called World War 2.  I’d never heard of it.  Apparently, a nothing of a man named Adolf Hitler had manipulated his way into power and turned his country into a police state.  His intent was to conquer the world, and, according to this vid, he very nearly succeeded.  It took the combined military forces of the free world to stop him.  If this Hitler, I thought, were alive today, he’d be a perfect fit for the highest echelons of the Government.  Maybe even President.  Even the children of Germany—a country—this was a time when countries existed—were a part of Hitler’s mad scheme.  He’d created something called the Hitler Youth Corps, which had encouraged it’s members to spy on their parents and report them for making any seemingly unpatriotic comments or engaging in any seemingly unpatriotic behavior.

Looking at my nephew, Kyle, and thinking about the Hitler Youth Corps, suddenly filled me with concern for my brother and his wife.

They hated the Government as much as I did.

CHAPTER TWO

“Another spy from the deviant planet Liberty was arrested this morning, and just now executed.  That makes seven now, seven spies who attempted to penetrate our military defenses, with the intent of weakening our ability to protect ourselves from invasion.  There can be no doubt, Citizens, Liberty intends to invade Earth, and destroy our perfect society of equality and fairness.  They will level our cities and incinerate billions.  Billions!  It is your absolute duty as a citizen of the Government to report any behavior, no matter how apparently trivial, you judge to be detrimental to the Government and your fellow citizens.”

I turned off my screen and looked out my window.  I lived in City Nine.  It’s funny.  I don’t know who I’m writing this for.  Myself, I guess.  But I’m going to take it for granted that some things might need to be explained.  As I noted earlier, countries are now a thing of the past.  Earth was One, according to the Gov.  Every city was exactly the same, which was laughably untrue. City Nine was one of the good ones.  Thousands of buildings, miles high.  Clean, structured.  Very little crime.  Hell, you could be executed for picking your nose in public or running a sky-light, which I often did.  Not recklessly, but it amused me, whenever a Gov Sky-Cop pulled up to me, gun raised, ready to shoot, until I showed him or her my identification.  Invariably, not only would the Sky-Cop holster his weapon, he would beg for forgiveness and plead not to be reported for disrespecting an officer of the military.  One particularly memorable exchange went like this:

SKY-COP  My sex partner is very beautiful,

sir.  Come to our house tonight.  You can

make love to her as often as you like.

ME  She’s sure lucky to have you.

SKY-COP  Thank you, sir, and thank you for

your service.

My service.

If they only knew.

CHAPTER THREE

“It’s official.  We’re taking Liberty.  No pun intended.”

I smiled.  Yet another privilege a citizen could be executed for.  Smiling in public.

“It seems to be the only course of action, sir.  Kill or be killed.”

I was in the office of Admiral Jonah Manners.  He was fifty, overweight and his uniform was far too tight on him.  I’d been his first officer on Peacekeeper, under his command.  We’d been in many battles together, eaten together and imbibed alcohol, together, but if he had any animosity towards the Gov, he never gave so much as a hint of it.  As I, to him.  

My first officer, Calvin Fox, my helmsman, Trace Banner, my navigator, Coren Ferris, and my chief engineer, Tim Zucker, hated the Gov, too.

As for the rest of my crew, they were all question marks.

In the broadest sense, all human beings are question marks, which is not a very comforting thought.  But what the hell is ever comforting about reality?

“Quite right, Hardy.  You’ve been to Liberty, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Ironically, perhaps, as a spy.  For a brief time, I was assigned to GI, Government Intelligence, an oxymoron if there ever was one.  My one mission, before I requested a transfer back to the fleet—was to infiltrate Liberty and spend as much time there as possible, then eventually report back.  I wound up spending about a month there.  My identification card stated that I was a student from Luna, which was Liberty’s moon.  Luna had one city, creatively named, Luna City.  There was a startling contrast in the esthetic of Luna City, as compared with the cities of Earth, the good ones, anyway, which all looked the same, as if they’d popped out of something I’d seen on a vid once—something called a “cookie-cutter machine.”  Every building in Luna City had unique features and there were private houses, something that hadn’t existed on Earth since the Government took power.  People were allowed to have as many children as they wanted.  On Earth, there was a one-child only policy.  On Luna City, people were allowed to own weapons, up to a point.  On Earth, possession of a metal fork or steak knife could mean snap-execution.  People on Luna City had all the freedoms that were denied to citizens of Earth.  The freedom to speak, smile and assemble peacefully.  They could even criticize their own politicians.  What a concept.  And there were books on Luna City.  And bookstores.  After a few days there, I took a shuttle to Liberty herself.  The planet had seven continents.  Only one had been colonized.  Like Luna City, Liberty had a diverse and dynamic architecture.  

The shuttle passengers were a smiling, laughing and happy bunch.  I’d seen more smiling people during my stay on Luna City and Liberty than ever before in my entire life.

“Hardy.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You seem far away.”

“No, sir.  Sorry, sir.  I was just remembering how horrible my stay was on Liberty.”

“I’m looking at your report right now.  It seems rather evenly-toned.”

“Well, I tried to write it objectively, sir.”

He turned off his screen.

“Tell me about their space military capabilities.”

“They seem to be compatible with ours, sir.  They have orbital cannons around Luna and Liberty, just like we do.  Their ships are much like ours.  If it comes to a shooting war...”

“Oh, it will, it will.  Mark my words, Hardy.  We’re going to Liberty and we’re going to smash them before they smash us.  You game, Hardy?”

“Yes, sir.”

He looked at me with a raised eye-brow.  There were times when, especially when we were drinking together, I wondered if he hated the Government as much as me and my crew did.  We held eye-contact, as if we were in a staring contest.  Who was going to break first?  As it turned out, neither.  He sat back and cleared his throat.

“What do you know about Red Star One?”

“Oh, just rumors, sir.  A new ship?  Fitted with high-tech.  State-of-the-art.  New shields, new weapons, unprecedented maneuverability.  A captain’s dream.  Not to mention, a helmsman’s, and an engineer’s.”

“Come with me.”

We were at GSN Command in City One.  A few minutes later, I was staring at a huge screen.  The image on the screen was
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