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Prologue

 


The initial decision to secede from the Galaxy of
Free Systems came after two years of much deliberation. The
leadership of this rebellion originally consisted of the presidents
and chancellors of some ten planets; in the next two years, they
saw their movement grow to include the leaders of another
eighty-three systems. Many other systems were lukewarm to the idea,
and they decided to stay with the galactic government.

The ideals of the GFS were dying, some thought, and
while their representatives in Council weren’t in favor of
secession — they openly stated they would not join them in leaving
the GFS — these rebellious leaders were doing what they thought was
in the best interests of the people they governed.

In the months leading up to this final
decision, elections on many planets took place. The lone item on
the ballot was the question of whether or not the people wanted to
secede from the GFS. It was a contentious issue: It would change
the formation of the galaxy, the shipping lanes and planetary
allegiances. Neighbor planets on different sides of the issue began
to squabble about it, and it was up to the GFS to keep the
peace.

When the votes of the planets that were part
of the secessionist movement came down, it was only a matter of
time before the GFS, based on the capital world of Geldine, stepped
in with the following:

 


“According to the charter of
the Galaxy of Free Systems, a planet may not secede unless a
majority of the Council as a whole has been reached. A separate
election is null and void, and carries no weight with the
Council.”

 


It was a shocking blow to the rebel leaders,
their worlds and especially their people, people who wanted their
voices heard in a government that had grown too large to keep watch
over itself. They wanted out from under the claustrophobic blanket
of the GFS: The Council heavily taxed their people allegedly to
keep up with its growing infrastructure, as well as lining the
pockets of the representatives. One less planet’s taxes meant one
representative did not get to have a luxury space yacht or a
custom-tailored suit for Council.

In short, seeing ninety-three planets break
away and form their own centralized government would be a hard
blow.

In short, the bureaucracy of the GFS was
staggering, and the democracy once seen when the government formed
thousands of years ago had swelled into an overbearing
dictatorship.

Soon, those planets that had voted for the
right to secede came under an intense and bitter crackdown by the
GFS Navy. At bases throughout many different quadrants of the
galaxy, and on cruisers dispatched to remote sectors, GFS soldiers
began preparing for any possible action, whether it was an invasion
of a Rebel planet or withstanding an attack from the newly formed
Rebel Navy. Each side wanted what was best for the galaxy, in their
minds: It all came down to what they believed to be the right
course of action. The GFS did not want to split in two; the
Rebellion wanted to get as far away from the government as their
planets’ respective rotations would allow.

Once the Rebel planets saw GFS cruisers
floating above, those leaders knew it was only a matter of time
before the ships invaded.

The Rebels had quietly begun to form their
own military before word of their intention to secede became public
knowledge and they had soldiers and ships ready to fight. The
apparent threat that circled above their planets gave them good
reason to take up arms against the GFS: Protecting their freedoms
and their people were paramount to their plans.

However, the GFS did not invade. The
government had its reasons for posting ships in orbit of those
planets, mainly to keep the peace should protests break out being
their prime concern. In their minds, the Rebel leaders were
mindless, paranoid individuals who saw the cruisers as interference
by the GFS. The leaders of the government, especially President
Stephane Greensteen, did not want a war. They wanted peace and
prosperity, and did whatever they could to keep the galaxy under
that status quo.

They were hopelessly naïve to the workings
and inner machinations of the Rebellion, though: it was not until
the Rebels attacked the Zeta Quadrant Space Base that the conflict
officially escalated into a civil war, ending thousands of years of
peace in the galaxy.
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Without warning, the shrill sounds of klaxons wailed
throughout the enclave. The blaring noise roused the pilots and
shook them from their beds, while those on duty in the control
center of the Zeta Quadrant Space Base were quick to assess the
situation: they were under enemy attack, and they needed to respond
immediately.

The response of the pilots was quicker than
anticipated. Before they even knew what they were up against, they
had pulled on their flight suits and rushed through the stainless
steel corridors to the hangar bay where their fighters rested. The
antiquated hangar held fifty such warships, most of which were of
the one-man variety. There was one right in the center that was
different, though: It was retrofitted to be a two-person battleship
and was nicknamed The Tub, as it was a wide, oval fighter with room
for not only the pilot and the gunner, but also for passengers and
supplies, if need be.

The smell of coolant assaulted the nostrils
of the two people who operated The Tub, as they sprinted in from
their shared room not far from the hangar. The acidic scent woke
them up more than the klaxons did; it was slightly after twenty-six
hundred hours, two hours shy of a full day, and they had only
fallen asleep some three standard hours beforehand.

“Of all the quadrants in the known
galaxy, those pesky Rebels had to attack this one,” Ryann Germayne
said under his breath as he slid into the pilot’s seat, adjusting
the straps to secure him while in space. He looked over to his
gunner, Joslyne Destin-Germayne, who was also his wife. She looked
like she hardly had slept, but she was alert to what was to
come.

“Are you ready, flyboy?”

“You shoot; I’ll handle the flying and
the wisecracks.”

“You can’t do two things at the same
time, sweetheart. Just take care of the flying.”

Ryann grinned at his wife’s barb as he lit
the engines. The sounds of engines starting echoed throughout the
hangar, matching the sound of his heartbeat pounding against his
breastbone.

“All GFS fighters sound off at the
ready,” the flight control captain said over Ryann’s
headset.

“Green Leader, lit and lofty” he
replied, before the call signs of his fellow pilots rattled off one
by one. Ryann waited until he heard the final pilot indicate he was
ready, before command gave the take-off order.

“All GFS fighters, you have a go for
flight. Enemy fighters are poised for attack. This is not a drill.
You may engage and defend. Zeta Base out.”

“Green Lead acknowledged. Here we go,”
Ryann said, easing the throttle up to lift the two-man tub from its
berth, sending it through the portal that led to space. The others
followed, taking up flanking positions to Ryann and Joslyne’s right
and left sides.

The darkness of space enveloped them quickly.
There was not much time to think on it, as the Rebel pilots swarmed
the defenders, their blasters firing away once they came into
range. Two GFS ships turned to slag before they could even fire up
a response.

“Take evasive action!” Ryann said
calmly as he sent the ship into a spin, avoiding a collision with
his own wing mate. “Fire when you get a lock on a
bandit.”



“That’s what I’m trying to do,” was
Joslyne’s sarcastic reply. “I can’t shoot when you have me spinning
around in this thing.”

“You’d rather steer while I
shoot?”

“You couldn’t hit the port side of a
space cruiser.”

Ryann ignored the jab and righted the ship,
pushing the engines. Joslyne’s trigger finger erupted, photonic
energy spewing from the double turrets on either side of the bubble
that contained The Tub’s bridge. Four bolts of green light emerged,
all hitting the oncoming Rebel fighter, turning it into
particles.

Ryann turned to starboard, only to see a
flash of green light stream across his field of vision.

“What the hell was that?” he
screamed.

“Those would be photon projectiles,
sir,” Joslyne said. Ryann turned and saw her grin mischievously at
him. Even under the heaviest duress, she was a calming influence on
her husband — though she did it with a touch of sarcasm that made
him want to burst out laughing, despite the dangerous situation.
“Should I wait for your order to fire or do you mind if I save
us?”

Ryann caught the little wink she added to the
end of her quip before he sharply nodded. Joslyne was firing even
before he gave the order, her thumbs depressing the double trigger
in front of her so fast that she not only took out the first
bandit, but the second one, as well. The next set of photons
breezed through the explosion, missing the metal flotsam by inches,
only to pass through and crack the vacuum shield of the fighter
behind it.

“Nice shooting, Green Lead,” Ryann said
to Joslyne.

“That’s why I get the big
vouchers.”

The vacuum around the space base was teeming
with photonic energy streaming from ship to ship, the explosions of
on-target shots ripping through ships and bodies. Ryann could hear
the sounds of his comrades dying near him through his headset, but
the Rebels were losing more pilots than the GFS: He noted they did
not fly in tandem like the GFS pilots were, and there was no
fluidity to their attack. It was if they only wanted to cause chaos
for the defenders, using no set plan, using no wing mates to keep
the GFS off their tails.

Ryann’s thoughts were distracted as an enemy
bolt slapped harmlessly off the rear side of The Tub. Had it hit
dead on, The Tub would have been slag.

“Are our shields up? That was too
close,” Ryann exclaimed.

“Yes they are,” Joslyne replied without
turning her head; she kept the trigger going, blasting another
Rebel out of space. Ryann flew The Tub right through the empty
space once occupied by the Rebel ship. “Would you like them up
higher?” Another smirk came too easily to Ryann’s face.

Ryann spun the ship hard to port as a Rebel
ship had a lock on them. Thanking the maker for inertial dampeners,
he was able to shake the Rebel off for a fraction of a second. It
was only a fraction, though; the warning light on the panel in
front of them blinked red, signaling that the bogey had them in its
crosshairs once again.

“A little help here,” Ryann shouted
into the mouthpiece, all while jinking and juking on the throttle.
Red photonics passed them by, only to slam into other GFS
ships.

Within a few seconds of his plea for help, a
GFS fighter was right on the Rebel’s tail. Seconds seemed like
years before the fighter ripped off a salvo that shattered through
the rear-based engine compartment and turned the Rebel ship into a
broken hunk of metal.

“Nice flying, Hot Shot,” Joslyne said,
looking right at her husband. She knew the effect those words had
on Ryann, and she only said them when she meant them; she was not
being her sarcastic self. The battle was nearly over — the GFS
fighters were easily mopping up what remained of the Rebels, even
though several Rebels turned and headed for deep space, only to hit
their subspace throttles, disappearing for points
unknown.

Ryann heard her words, but could not rest and
dwell on them until they were back in the hangar.

The words echoed in his mind, and he could
not help but think of his father when he heard them. His father was
Jaxson “Hot Shot” Germayne, and to Ryann, the Hot Shot moniker was
the closest thing to praise anyone could give him. It filled him
with pride every time.

Turning The Tub to port, Ryann gave the order
for the remaining ships to return to base — even though he knew the
war was far from over.

It has only just
started, he said to himself.

The voice streaming through his headset broke
his reverie.

“Green Leader, after you freshen up
report to Base Command for debriefing.”

“Orders are acknowledged, Captain.
Should Joslyne come, too?” Ryann replied, looking to his
wife.

“That’s affirmative. Your gunner is
always welcome. Zeta Base out.”

Joslyne shot her husband a crooked look that
could have shattered planetoids.

“Why do you do this to me? After all
the bogies I kept off our tails today, you do this to me! This is
going to be torture!”

Ryann grinned at her, disarming his wife
immediately.

“You know you love these meetings. They
are the high point of your day.”

Joslyne leaned close to him, undoing her
restraints as she moved. Ryann kept his eyes on her as the base
loomed in the vacuum shield.

“Maybe they are the high point
of your day, Hot Shot, but I
think I could come up with a few better things to do rather than go
to a debriefing with Sparky,” she said with a sultry look in her
eye and a teasing taste to her words. “And if I were you darling,
I’d watch where I was going, since we’re nearing the base and I
don’t want to end up plastered to the side of it.”

Ryann shook his head and saw the gray façade
of the base coming ever closer. He swore and turned The Tub to port
again, narrowly missing the base’s protective barrier and sending
another set of klaxons blaring throughout the command center. He
righted The Tub and brought it in for a landing, just as several
other fighters were settling down inside the hangar.
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“Did you black out for a second, Germayne?” asked
Captain Danith “Sparky” Hardin, the commanding officer of the Zeta
Quadrant Space Base. He was a tall officer about the same age as
Ryann; in fact, Ryann had met him through his father. His face
showed the weariness of command, but he held it all with the aura
of someone with the knowledge of the battlefield. “We wondered for
a second if we were going to have to scrape you and your gunner off
the side with torches.”

Joslyne gave Ryann a sidelong glance, a
glance that he tried to ignore. The slight grin she gave nearly
made Ryann cough.

“Yes sir, I was just distracted for a
moment. I’m sorry if I startled anyone.”

“We’d like to keep the klaxons off when
our own personnel approach the base, so if you could keep the
distractions inside your ship down when you’re trying to reberth,
it would be greatly appreciated.”

“Yes, Captain.”

When Sparky turned to look at the data
print out he had brought into the conference room, Ryann and
Joslyne winked at each other. They had gotten away with their
little maneuver, just like the last time: Sparky was fine with a
husband and wife team sharing the cockpit of a Galaxy of Free
Systems fighter, and knew that the two lovers had to get the
aggression of space battle out somehow. His so-called dressing down
of Ryann meant for them to be careful the next time that Joslyne
tried to seduce her husband while flying, because he knew
there would be a next
time.

Sparky turned his attention back to the
couple, motioning for them to sit down.

“What did you think of their attack,
Ryann?” he asked, completely at ease.

Ryann quickly recalled his immediate thoughts
of the attack with a wry grin.

“They didn’t have that much of an
attack, Sparky. They were definitely not GFS-trained pilots; they
did not fly with a wing mate, and it was if they were just trying
to harry us. I thought it was going to be a rout right from the
start.”

“Except the time that you nearly
panicked about our shields,” Joslyne interrupted.

Ryann’s right eyebrow arched. “Thank
you for bringing that up
again.”

She winked. “No problem.”

“I think,” Sparky said, drawing their
focus back to the debriefing, “that we need to contact Geldine and
see what we can do about getting another detachment of pilots to
help patrol this quadrant. We’d rotate in shifts, having pilots out
and about at all hours, on the look out for Rebel ships in the
area.”

“Do you think that would be wise?”
Joslyne asked. “I think that the Rebels will acknowledge their
mistake and not think about attacking until they learn something
about tactics. They certainly didn’t raise an eyelash on any of us
when they tried to attack us.”

“Save the fact we lost three pilots to
their photons. I’m sure they had something raised on
them.”

Sparky’s retort stunned both of them. They
knew they had lost comrades, but in the heat of battle, they had
tempered their emotions and had gotten on with the job they had to
do. Now that Sparky had leveled that blow as softly as he could,
they could reflect on exactly what happened out there.

“Even though they had poor tactics,
they were able to blast three of our best pilots, present company
excluded, out of space and in to atoms. Being vigilant in our
defense of this quadrant, as large as it is, will deter the Rebels
from attacking, not their lack of skills, as we think. I will
contact Geldine and get the pilots we need transferred from another
local base, one that is a short subspace jump away in case of an
attack. We will beat the Rebels at their own game, if we have to.
Dismissed.”

With two quick salutes, Ryann and Joslyne
left the conference room just as Sparky reached for the
transmission generator. They were already near their quarters when
Sparky was able to reach the capital planet.

 


***

 


A few hours later, though, Ryann and Joslyne awoke
from a deep sleep by the faint humming of the comm unit.

“We need to talk,” Sparky said as Ryann
opened the channel, his gruff voice weakened by exhaustion. “Come
to the conference room in five minutes, and don’t expect it to be a
pleasant conversation. Hardin out.”

After waking Joslyne and getting dressed into
standard pilot’s coveralls, the couple marched into the conference
room. They were not even five feet into the room when Sparky’s
voice assaulted them with yet another unexpected blow.

“We three have new orders that just
came down from Geldine. We are transferring to a Fleet cruiser over
Orion Prime, one of the planets that are part of the Rebellion.
Apparently, the representative to Orion Prime got wind of my
conversation with Headquarters about more pilots, and he felt it
more appropriate to see to it that his planet did not fall into
enemy hands. So essentially, we’re taking the attack to the enemy,
as I said earlier.”

Ryann wasn’t sure if Sparky was happy with
that. His tone of voice indicated that he would much rather defend
his home quadrant than take personnel away to a system he had never
before visited. He was an officer of the GFS though, and he
followed orders to the letter — even if they came at a bureaucrat’s
whim.

“So essentially,” Ryann said, turning
Sparky’s words back on him, “we’re being thrown into the fire from
out of the frying pan.”

“You got it.”

“I guess we have no choice in the
matter; not that I like having wall-to-wall graysteel surrounding
me at all times,” Joslyne said, wrapping her hands around her upper
arms as she crossed them, as if the chill of space had invaded the
conference room.

“We’re going to a cruiser; it’s a
softer graysteel, Joslyne,” Ryann said with a wink. “And we do have
a choice in the matter: We either accept the orders like the good
little pilots we are, or we spend the rest of our lives working one
of the orbital monitor stations over Geldine. Personally, I like
natural gravity.” He smiled at her and then winked again as his
sarcastic jibe hit.

Joslyne snorted.

“Get packed. We leave for Orion Prime
within two standard hours. We’re taking your ship, since the GFS
needs mine for the new pilot that’s coming to replace us,” Sparky
said, before handing them the orders. He then went to his cabin to
pack his gear.

“Orion Prime,” Ryann whispered. “I’m
thinking that it will be uglier there than the dogfight we just
had.”

“Excuse me, sir, but I happen to think
that you can come up with a better term for our in-quarters
routine.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Oh.” Joslyne blushed.

“I’m sure we’re not going to get a warm
welcome from the planet’s Housewarming Committee. Let’s get a move
on; we don’t want to be late to the party.”
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After taking a closer look at their newly christened
orders, Ryann discovered that they were not to fly directly to
Orion Prime. Instead, they were to hook up at a rendezvous point
closer to Geldine, then hitch a ride with the cruiser to the
planet: Something that Ryann did not mind, but something he
preferred not to do, since he preferred flying in case something
happened. He liked to be in control of the situation every time.
Regardless, Ryann eased The Tub out of the berth at Zeta Quadrant,
then slipped the subspace lever down as soon as the gravity well of
the base was far enough away.

Soon, Zeta Quadrant would be further away than any of
the trio had planned a day before.

The trip to Geldine only took about six
standard hours; with The Tub on automatic pilot, Ryann and Joslyne
were able to get a few additional hours sleep. Sparky, on the other
hand, feigned sleep in the aft cabin and instead had his mind on
his new command aboard Firespray, the GFS cruiser.

An audible alarm told Ryann they were nearing
Geldine, and when he returned to the cockpit and released the
subspace systems, the capital planet of the Galaxy of Free Systems
emerged and radiant light blared through the vacuum shield.

Geldine was a planet of many cities, with the
capital city located in the northern hemisphere. From the ship,
Geldine had the look of a blackened husk just hanging there in the
middle of space, but Ryann knew that the blackened husk was just a
façade. On the planet’s surface were many bureaucrats, technocrats
and governmental busy bodies working in pristine buildings that had
no traces of the vision one received from looking at the
planet.

Those people were also ones that just loved
to stick their noses where it did not belong, he thought.

Ryann was a realist; he knew that someone had
to have control in the galaxy, but he also acknowledged — privately
to Joslyne and no one else — that the galaxy was growing too large
for itself. He did not believe that secession was the answer to the
galaxy’s problems; he just did not know of any other solution to
the problem. That was why he was a pilot and nothing more: He did
not want to be the one to make those decisions. He left that stuff
up to those qualified individuals on the planet he was approaching,
even if some of them had their own agendas. It was not his concern;
he simply did his job and did his job well.

Besides, service to the GFS was in his blood.
His father would not have taken it lightly if his only son did not
follow him into the government’s Navy and become the best pilot it
had.

Jaxson Germayne’s one and only son getting
involved in galaxy-wide politics was something that many thought
would never happen.

While Ryann was thinking about what his
father would say about that if he were still alive, The Tub
continued to approach Geldine. Off to the starboard side, the long,
GFS cruiser was starting to come into his vision. He tilted The Tub
to starboard and made straight for the cruiser.

“GFS fighter hailing the GFS
Firespray, this is Pilot Ryann
Germayne requesting permission to board. I’m carrying your new
commander as well as my gunner,” he spoke into the comm. He waited
several moments before receiving an answer, as if the
communications officer — there were usually two or three onboard
each GFS vessel, depending on the shift — was relaying the message
to the Commander of the Watch and waiting for his own
response.

The response came quicker than Ryann thought
it would.

“GFS fighter, this is
Firespray. You may start your
approach. We will be departing the quadrant for Orion Prime within
the hour. Welcome aboard.”

Ryann closed the link and accelerated,
steering The Tub toward the ventral hangar bay of the cruiser.

Firespray was
one of the newer cruisers to come off the line. A long
semi-cylindrical cruiser flattened out on its ventral side, and it
had angled wings on the starboard and port sides. Its dorsal side
was teeming with battlements, ready to fire photonic charges at
attacking ships and fighters. The bridge was located right at the
immediate port, a long, curving vacuum shield guarding the crew
against the cold reaches of space. Inside were many GFS crewmembers
milling about, performing their duties without a care to the whims
of the government on Geldine below.

And it was all for Sparky to command —
until the government’s next whim took him someplace else and
another command; Ryann wasn’t sure if he’d be allowed to take his
new toy to the new command. He raised the captain and his wife and
told them to prepare for arrival on Firespray. Joslyne groaned at the news, Sparky
grunted. Ryann shook his head as if trying to stave off a laugh and
then allowed The Tub to pivot under his gentle touch as he
maneuvered her into the hangar bay.

As he landed her, Ryann was not surprised to
see two lines of GFS troops coming up to The Tub to await their new
commander’s presence. Two bridge officers also walked briskly to
the ship, followed by a human-shaped robot; Ryann noticed that they
— the humans, at least — looked to be in a great hurry. He hit the
switch to lower the boarding ramp. He heard the servos churning as
the ramp descended, then heard a light thunk as it met the
deck.

“After you, Your Majesty,” Ryann said
as he met Joslyne and Sparky in the common area of the large ship.
He swept his left hand toward the passage. Sparky passed his friend
with a scathing look on his face that would have sent a lesser man
into a right state. Joslyne shook her head as she passed her
husband, giving him a little scratch on the stomach as she walked
down the ramp.
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