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It was just over two weeks since the Hera comet blockade ended with me being promoted from Lieutenant straight to Major. It was four days since our fighter team had portalled to Earth to help with the refurbishment of the five Earth solar arrays. It was three days since I’d learned the truth about what happened when my second cousin, Jarra, was born nearly a decade ago, and my head was still struggling to adjust to that shocking information.

I was sitting on the couch in the living area of my quarters, gloomily watching the wall vid, when I heard a chime from the door. I froze the vid I’d been watching, used the door controls to check who was outside, and grimaced when I saw it was Commander Jaxon Tell Galad. He was my fighter team leader, oldest friend, second cousin, and crucially Jarra’s older brother. For the last three days, I’d been alternating between moods of pitying him and wanting to murder him.

It wasn’t Jaxon’s fault that his baby sister had been born among the one in a thousand babies that had a faulty immune system, so she had to be portalled to Earth as an emergency pre-empt to save her life. It was most definitely Jaxon’s fault that his parents had lost custody of Jarra though. His selfish behaviour had delayed his mother’s journey to Earth, so she hadn’t arrived until after Jarra had been given a new identity and sent to be raised as one of the anonymous millions of wards of Hospital Earth.

It was also Jaxon’s fault that a core group of our Betan clan members, including our clan council and my closest relatives, had been driven to cover up the shameful truth by announcing that Jarra had died at birth. While I knew they’d made that decision to protect the rest of the clan, I was still shocked and hurt to learn that so many of the people I cared about and trusted had been lying to me since I was eleven years old.

There was another chime from the door, so I gave a heartfelt groan and went to open it. Predictably, a blast of icy, snowflake-filled air hit me in the face. Our fighter team was staying at the Earth Europe solar array guest accommodation area. It was winter in Earth Europe, a far colder winter than the ones on any of humanity’s carefully selected colony worlds, and there’d been intermittent snowfall ever since we arrived.

Yesterday afternoon, I’d grown tired of wading through ankle-deep snow to get to and from the portals and our community dome. I’d found some shovels in a storage shed, and persuaded my two feuding silver wing members, Patia and Trisha, to help me clear the snow from the path that ran in front of our row of little domes. My plan was that battling the elements together would unite us as a fighter wing, and stop Patia and Trisha’s endless squabbling.

I’d gone off to work my evening shift on the Earth Europe solar array with a sense of satisfaction, and was pleased to return after midnight and find just a dusting of snow on the path. When I’d awoken at noon today though, and headed to the community dome for breakfast, I’d discovered the path was covered in snow again, and that Patia and Trisha were having a screaming match next to the food dispenser. Yet more snow was determinedly falling now, the flakes so thick that they’d turned Jaxon’s dark hair confusingly white.

“How can I help you, sir?” I asked him, in a voice that was as cold as the Earth Europe air.

“I need to come in and tell you something, Drago,” said Jaxon.

I took a step forward into the snow, and kept my words strictly formal. “You can tell me whatever you wish while we’re out here, sir.”

“We can’t risk having this conversation where someone could overhear us,” said Jaxon.

I gazed pointedly around at the snow-smothered trees and the total absence of people, but retreated into my living area. I took a small, pyramid-shaped anti-eavesdropping device from my uniform jacket pocket, activated it, put it on the table, and then slumped down onto the couch.

Jaxon had followed me inside and closed the door behind him. He took off his uniform jacket to shake snowflakes from it, then froze as he saw the image on the wall vid. “You’ve been watching a Hospital Earth information vid,” he said, in an accusing tone.

“Of course I’ve been watching a Hospital Earth information vid,” I said impatiently. “I’ve watched dozens of them since you went absent without leave and I learned Jarra was alive and being raised by Hospital Earth. Now, what did you want to say to me?”

Jaxon ignored me, pulled his jacket back on, and went across to tap at the wall vid controls. The Hospital Earth information vid started playing again, and an announcer’s saccharine voice spoke.

“We’ll now show you a typical room in one of Hospital Earth’s Next Step residences. This particular room belongs to a sixteen-year-old Handicapped girl.”

Jaxon made a sharp sound of disgust and paused the vid. “If you’re going to watch this blatant propaganda, Drago, you need to be aware that it’s packed with manipulative terms and outright lies. Notice how that announcer just used Hospital Earth’s official polite term for people born with an immune system problem. Handicapped. Think about all the better terms that the allegedly benevolent Hospital Earth could have chosen to describe its wards.”

“Even before I learned what had happened to Jarra, I thought that was a revealingly callous word to choose.”

“It’s not just callous,” said Jaxon, in a ranting tone. “It’s deliberately calculated to cause problems for their wards. Think how many people you’ve heard making jokes about the Handicapped being semi-human. Hospital Earth should be using its information vids to point out that the only difference between those born with the immune system problem and the rest of humanity is that they’ll die on any other world than Earth. Instead, Hospital Earth actively encourages the cruel jokes by using the terms Handicapped and normal born. Do you know why Hospital Earth does that?”

Jaxon didn’t wait for me to reply, just rushed on to answer his own question. “Because the more off-worlders believe that people with immune system problems aren’t capable of making their own decisions, the more power gets handed to the main board of Hospital Earth, and the fewer questions are asked about what the board members do with that power.”

I frowned. “When your sister, Gemelle, told me what had really happened to baby Jarra, she mentioned that the main board of Hospital Earth made the laws on Earth. I was too focused on the fact that Jarra didn’t die back in August 2771, to think through just how outrageous that was. I can see that Hospital Earth needs to run residences for its wards, and provide them with things like schooling and medical care, but why is it running the entire planet?”

“That’s precisely the sort of question that the main board of Hospital Earth doesn’t want people asking. During the years I was a cadet at the Military Academy, and coming to Earth to search for Jarra, I noticed that several members of the main board retired and handed on their positions to their children or grandchildren.”

I blinked. “How could they hand on their positions? I saw an information vid that said Parliament of Planets appointed representative numbers of board members from each sector.”

“All the negative publicity about Earth, combined with the fact the main board members of Hospital Earth are paid miserly salaries, means there isn’t much competition for places. Parliament of Planets approves multiple suitable candidates, but the final choice is made by a vote of the existing board members, so ...”

“They have an arrangement where they all vote for each other’s children,” I finished the sentence for him. “But why would they want to hand down positions to their children if the salaries are so bad?”

“Because they enjoy their absolute power, and the salaries are bad because they are on public record,” said Jaxon. “The annual Year End bonuses aren’t.”

“You mean that the annual Year End bonuses are very generous?”

“Staggeringly generous.” Jaxon started the vid playing again. “Moving on, there are a host of suspicious details in Hospital Earth’s information vids.”

“Suspicious details like that being an incredibly tidy room for a sixteen-year-old?”

“That room isn’t just incredibly tidy,” said Jaxon. “It has pristine walls, brand new furniture, a vase of flowers, and a bowl of fruit. Do you really believe that Hospital Earth supplies all its teenage wards with fresh flowers and fruit every day?”

“I don’t believe any ward of Hospital Earth has ever set foot in that room, let alone lives in it. I expect that it’s a show room kept just for making vids like this.”

“Exactly,” said Jaxon. “You could spend months of your life watching these vids. There’s a virtually inexhaustible supply because the Hospital Earth Information Department produces dozens of vids each year. Most of them are aimed at the parents of babies with the immune system problem. Others are for curious members of the general public. A few seem to be intended specifically for Parliament of Planets, and are full of statistics to reassure the planetary representatives of humanity’s colony worlds that the annual funding they vote for each year is being wisely and compassionately spent.”

He shrugged. “But these vids all show the same fake glowing image of a Hospital Earth that lovingly cares for its wards. If you want to know the real truth about the life Jarra is living now, let me take you to a Transit area. If we watch the school parties going to and from the intercontinental portals, and listen to what the children are saying, then ...”

“No!” I said firmly. “When you went absent without leave three days ago, I found you in Europe Transit 2, watching the school parties in the hope that Jarra would be in the next one to walk past. You tried to talk me into staying there with you, but I refused and dragged you back here. I’m not nardle enough to agree to go back there now. We both know that the chances of you finding and recognizing Jarra in a Transit area are impossibly small. Given 460,000 girls become wards of Hospital Earth each year ...”

Jaxon held up a hand to stop me. “Enough. I’m well aware that the numbers are against me, but our clan council members have tried every method they can think of to locate Jarra. Those methods all failed, so now they’re just waiting for Jarra to reach the age of fourteen and have the chance to contact us herself. I know that there’s only a faint hope of me finding Jarra by searching Earth, but that faint hope is better than passively waiting for over four years.”

He pulled a face. “If you insist on getting your facts from Hospital Earth information vids, let me show you one that was made for the parents of babies born with the immune system problem.”

Jaxon took a data chip from his pocket, and inserted it into the wall vid. “This vid shows more of the truth than the others because someone accidentally released the unedited version. The Hospital Earth Information Department spotted the mistake within hours, and replaced the vid with the correct version, but by then I’d already seen it and made my own copy.”

Jaxon started the new vid playing. Hospital Earth information vids usually began with a standard opening sequence, but this one just showed some peculiar symbols before going straight to a close-up view of a woman. She was wearing a nurse’s uniform, but I didn’t think she was a genuine nurse, because she was wearing glittering glam girl makeup more suitable for parties than medical work.

“Over a million Handicapped babies are born each year and portalled to Earth as emergency medical pre-empts,” she said. “Their incoming portal signals are relayed directly to Hospital Earth Infant Crash Units.”

The image zoomed out to show a white room with a portal in the corner, and a neat line of twelve tables against the wall. The three tables nearest the portal were empty, but the other nine each held an incubator with a flashing medical display on the wall next to it. I saw a handsome male doctor was frowning at the display above one of the incubators. His face seemed oddly familiar.

“This is one of Hospital Earth’s many Infant Crash Units,” said the nurse. “Each unit will normally care for up to ten babies at a time, but they are designed with surge capacity to cope with twelve if there’s an unexpected rush of Handicapped babies arriving on Earth. Additional Reserve Infant Crash Units are opened to prepare for any predictable peaks in the number of births, notably the one that comes nine months after the Year End party season.”

By now, I’d worked out that I’d seen the doctor in two other Hospital Earth information vids, where he’d been introduced as a Child Advocate. That confirmed my theory that both he and the nurse were actors.

“You’ll notice that the incubators each have a red, amber, or green label,” said the nurse. “The red-labelled incubator nearest the portal holds a baby who arrived here only two hours ago in a critical condition and is still being stabilized. The next six amber-labelled incubators hold babies who have been stabilized but are still under observation. The final two green-labelled incubators hold babies who have completed their observation period and are about to be transferred.”

She moved to stand between the two green-labelled incubators. “The parents of the baby on my left have expressed a wish to claim and raise their child themselves. The baby is therefore being transferred to a Nursery holding unit ready for collection. The parents have already spent three days on Earth, staying in Hospital Earth parental handover accommodation, and being advised by a Hospital Earth Child Advocate on all the options available to support parents moving to Earth to raise their Handicapped babies.”

She smiled. “Since the parents have teaching experience, Hospital Earth has already arranged posts for them at one of its schools, as well as long-term accommodation for the family. The parents have now returned to their home world in Gamma sector to pack and arrange shipment for their personal belongings. They will be back on Earth, and taking their baby to their new home, within the next few days.”

The nurse paused before speaking again. “The parents of the baby on my right already have an older child. After painstaking consideration, they decided not to disrupt the life of that older child by wrenching her away from her home world, friends, and family. They feel that the needs of their new baby will be better served by leaving it in the excellent care of Hospital Earth anyway. That means this baby will be transferred to a long-term Nursery residential unit, and raised as a ward of Hospital Earth with all the advantages of expert specialist care and interaction with other children of its kind.”

“Its kind,” Jaxon repeated her words in a savage voice. “These are carefully scripted speeches, but the people writing those scripts are off-worlders, so unthinkingly include phrases that betray their own innate prejudices.”

The nurse was still talking. “Part of the transfer process involves the baby going through an anonymization process and being allocated a new identity. The crucial information linking the old and new identities will be stored in Hospital Earth’s secure master genealogy computer. Keeping the link between parent and child secret benefits both parties. It protects the privacy of the parents, and allows Handicapped children to grow up happily within the culture of Earth without the unhealthy distracting knowledge of their birth background.”

I winced when I heard Jarra’s Betan culture and proud clan heritage dismissed as an unhealthy distraction.

“When a ward of Hospital Earth reaches the age of fourteen,” said the nurse, “the master genealogy computer sends them a specially generated code that only they can use to request details about their parents.”

Jaxon had clearly watched this vid dozens of times before, but he still made a sound that was a mixture of longing and pain. Jarra’s fourteenth birthday was another four and a half years away.

“At that point, the ward may attempt to contact their birth parents,” continued the nurse. “There is no need for parents to be concerned that the ward may force a barrage of unwanted messages on them though. Parents who feel that further contact would be unwise just need to respond to the first message with a statement that they wish to be left in peace. After that, Hospital Earth’s skilled psychologists will gently guide the ward into accepting their decision.”

Now the male doctor walked over to stand next to the nurse. “Two babies. Two very different, but equally caring decisions by their parents. Every new parent of a Handicapped baby has to decide between these two possible futures for their child.”

Jaxon paused the vid, then spoke in anguished tones. “And my parents had to decide between those two futures for my baby sister. I understood exactly what was at stake back then. They were deciding whether my new baby sister would grow up as a member of our family and clan, or be handed over to be raised by strangers. I was still horrified when they announced they’d take Gemelle and me to live on Earth and raise Jarra.”

He shook his head. “Gemelle supported their decision, but I was so unutterably selfish that I could only see my own side of things. I focused on how moving to Earth would affect my schooling, and imagined how my friends at the Zeus Military School would mock me for having a Handicapped baby sister.”

“No decent friend would mock you for that,” I said.

“I know that now,” said Jaxon. “Looking back, it’s obvious that those so-called friends of mine were worthless human beings. The fact is that I chose the wrong people to be my friends, because they were the ones who flattered me. I usually had to compete with you to earn compliments from members of our own and allied clans, so I enjoyed spending my time with friends who’d give me unquestioning admiration simply for being a member of the illustrious Tell clan.”

He groaned. “The problem was that they weren’t just giving me comforting flattery. They were training me to believe that being a member of a high-ranked clan made me an innately superior person, and feeding me poisonous ideas about people who’d been born with immune system problems.”

I was frowning, trying to absorb what he was saying. “I never knew your friends at the Zeus Military school. We had completely separate social circles there because you were two years older than me. I never knew that you felt you had to compete with me for compliments either. That doesn’t make any sense at all. You were always stronger, faster, and better at everything than me.”

Jaxon pointed a forefinger at me. “Think through your last few sentences, Drago. I was stronger, faster, and better at everything than you, but only because I was two years older. Think of all the advantages a ten-year-old has over someone who is only eight, an eleven-year-old has over someone who is only nine, and a twelve-year-old has over someone that’s only ten. You never seemed aware that you’d have easily beaten me if we’d been the same age, but everyone else knew it, including me.”

He gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Anyway, I was thirteen and a half when Jarra was born. By then, all my friends’ poisonous ideas were well entrenched in my head, telling me that her rights, her wellbeing, her future were less important than those of a normal born member of a high-ranked clan like me. I couldn’t understand why my parents and Gemelle were willing to make the sacrifice of moving to Earth to care for Jarra. I kept quiet for a while, thinking they were bound to change their minds, but then ...”

He grimaced. “I flatly refused to go to Earth, expecting my parents to back down. When they didn’t, I cold-bloodedly used emotional blackmail against my mother to try to get my own selfish way. Eventually, my parents and Gemelle talked sense into me, and I realized the truth. That being a member of a high-ranked clan and having a host of other advantages didn’t make me superior, because those things had all been handed to me. It was what I did with those advantages that decided my worth as a person, and I was behaving like a Zeus sewer rat.”

He brushed the back of his hand across his eyes. “Well, I changed my mind, and said that I’d go to Earth after all, but it was too late. Jarra had already gone through the anonymization process. I’d shattered the core Betan values of Fidelis by taking my baby sister’s family and heritage from her, and there’s no way I can ever make up for that. I can’t even find her to tell her how sorry I am.”
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The despair in Jaxon’s face now was the reason I kept alternating between moods of wanting to murder him and pitying him. The thought of a child of our clan being alone on Earth and raised by strangers horrified me, but there’d been the mitigating factor that Jaxon had only been thirteen when he wrecked his baby sister’s life, and it was clear that he desperately regretted what he’d done.

It didn’t matter how I treated Jaxon anyway. Whether I screamed at him in anger, or spoke soothing words of forgiveness, wouldn’t make any difference. Whatever I did, Jaxon was going to keep ripping himself apart with guilt over his behaviour nearly a decade ago. There was no point in me standing in judgement over him, because he’d been judging himself for years, and nothing I could say or do to him would change the verdict he’d pronounced on himself.

Besides, I was in no position to stand in judgement on anyone, because I’d broken Fidelis myself as a fully grown adult. Gemelle and I had been in the same class at the Military Academy, and I’d wrecked her relationship with her boyfriend in the hope of persuading her into a relationship with me. Now Gemelle had granted me forgiveness under the rules of Fidelis, so I was free to put my past behaviour behind me and move on, but I’d never forget what it was like to be haunted by regret and self-loathing.

I saw Jaxon start the wall vid playing, and his face twist in pain as he listened to the sanctimonious scripted lines being mouthed by the doctor and nurse. “Turn off the vid, Jaxon,” I said. “I understand that this particular Hospital Earth information vid underlines everything you did wrong a decade ago, so you keep playing it as a punishment. I don’t enjoy watching you torture yourself though.”

“You need to see the rest of the vid.”

“No, I don’t,” I said firmly. “I’ve already seen a dozen vids that are exactly the same as this. If you don’t turn it off now, then I’ll turn it off myself and smash that data chip into pieces.”

“Wait!” ordered Jaxon. “In a few seconds, you’ll hear an alarm sounding.”

I shrugged and waited. After about five more seconds, I heard the alarm. I’d been expecting a shrieking klaxon noise, but this was an intense musical throbbing, followed by an automated voice speaking.

“Incoming crash portal signal. Origin Zhurong, Epsilon sector.”

Three genuine medical staff had been standing out of view of the recording vid bees. A male nurse and two female doctors. Now they ran past the actors, heading for where the portal in the corner of the room had flared into life. The male actor gave an outraged howl, and shouted after them.

“You should have let us end the scene. I’d prepared a line for if this happened, saying that we had to deal with an incoming emergency and would resume the talk later.”

An incubator was appearing through the portal now. The nurse was in position beside it, arms reaching out to steady the incubator, while the younger doctor waved a scanner at it. The older doctor grabbed a spray syringe from a nearby shelf, and shouted back at the actor.

“This baby has come from a frontier sector. With such a lengthy pre-empted portal jump, a delay of even a second in treatment can make the difference between life and death. Your vid team has to nuke off out of my unit.”

The actor gasped. “You can’t talk to us like that, you throwback. We’re normal born!”

“We have to leave this room now,” an authoritative male voice spoke from somewhere out of view of the vid bees. Any vid bee team would have at least one vid bee operator and a producer, and I guessed this was the producer talking.

“We’re not going anywhere,” said the actor. “I’m not being ordered around by a semi-human like her.”

“Shut up!” said the producer.

The medical staff ignored the exchange, their attention focused on the newly arrived baby. “No heartbeat,” said the younger doctor.

“We’re going straight to resus,” said the older doctor, who was obviously the leader of this medical team.

The nurse rushed the incubator over to the nearest table, and opened it. I caught a glimpse of the limp baby inside before the lead doctor leaned over the incubator to use the spray syringe.

The younger doctor was urgently waving her scanner. “Still no heartbeat. Still no heartbeat.” She repeated the words a third time before turning to the lead doctor. “Should we try a second dose?”

The lead doctor seemed to be doing something else to the baby now, but her body was blocking my view of what was happening. “Additional doses can cause severe aftereffects. We’ll try a few more seconds of ...”

The younger doctor interrupted her. “Yes! We have a heartbeat now. Breathing confirmed too.”

The medical display on the wall next to the baby’s incubator started flashing. There was another full minute of frantic activity around the incubator, with the doctors exchanging terse medical statements. Finally, the lead doctor moved to study the details of the medical display for several seconds before giving an approving nod.

“We’ve got a steady improvement in vital signs. I want to get rid of our intruders now, but warn me if that improvement falters.”

The lead doctor turned to scowl malevolently at the male actor who’d insulted her, and advanced on him with a menacing stalking gait that reminded me of General Hiraga. Many people thought that my father, General Dragon Tell Dramis, was more terrifying than General Hiraga. I strongly disagreed. I’d never forget the hideous time that Gemelle and I had gone on a field trip as cadets, and been given the wrong portal code. We’d ended up on one of General Hiraga’s Planet First bases, and been verbally shredded by her for portalling in without permission.

The fact was that my father used sheer volume during his displays of anger, while General Hiraga froze her prey to the spot with a single withering look, and then used carefully targeted sarcasm to destroy them. It was the difference between being hit by a blunt instrument, and being stabbed by multiple scientifically-placed knives.

“I will be lodging a formal complaint with Hospital Earth about your conduct,” said the doctor. “You didn’t just ignore my order to leave my unit during a life-threatening medical emergency, but responded to that order by calling me a throwback.”

The male actor shrugged. “You can lodge a formal complaint if you want, but you’ll just get reprimanded for telling a norm to nuke off.”

“I’m aware that the Hospital Earth Information Department insists on recruiting all its staff from other worlds,” said the doctor, in a dangerously friendly tone. “I can see the logic that off-worlder script writers are best able to write the lines aimed at influencing off-worlder parents. I’ve never understood the insistence on using off-world actors to recite those lines though. You’ve just demonstrated that no one can tell whether someone has the immune system problem or not just by looking at them.”

She paused before delivering the killing blow. “For your information, I am what you describe as normal born.”

The male actor looked disconcerted. “In that case, I apologize for the misunderstanding. I should have realized that none of the Handicapped would be intelligent enough to qualify as doctors.”

“And now you’ve proved your own total lack of both intelligence and social skills,” said the doctor. “You’ve already dug a hole deep enough to bury you, so allow me to point out that my daughter was born with the immune system problem, and has just qualified as a doctor. I won’t make any comment about my two colleagues currently standing in front of you, other than to say they are both highly qualified and dedicated medical personnel.”

“Oh,” muttered the actor. “Well, I apologize again, but you can’t expect me to know about the situation on Earth.”

The doctor’s smile was that of a predator who has cornered its prey and is about to pounce. “Are you saying that I shouldn’t expect members of Hospital Earth’s Information Department to know anything about Earth?”

“No, but ...”

The female actor had been watching in disapproving silence until now, but finally intervened. “Shut up, nardle brain. You’re going to get our whole team into trouble.”

The male actor gestured impatiently at her. “You stay out of this!”

The female actor waved both her hands. “If that’s what you want ... I’m stating for the record that I objected to your actions and behaviour, but you refused to listen. Now I’m leaving rather than remain a part of this.”

She marched out of the door, and the male actor looked indignantly at someone out of view of the vid bees. “I hope you’re going to fire her for walking out in the middle of making a vid.”

The same male voice as earlier replied in a satisfied tone. “In fact, I’m firing you for conduct that brings discredit on the Hospital Earth Information Department.”

“You can’t do that!” wailed the actor.

“Let me explain a basic fact to you,” said the doctor. “Off-worlder bigots like you soon discover that Hospital Earth will always take the norm’s side in an argument. You take advantage of that to insult and bully those born with immune system problems, knowing that your victims will have to behave like dutiful doormats or be punished by Hospital Earth.”

She shook her head. “There are certain situations where the norm doesn’t automatically win the argument though. Members of the main board of Hospital Earth get paid vast Year End bonuses if they reach the performance targets in a set of key areas, such as child abuse and emergency pre-empt arrival mortality rates. That means Hospital Earth thoroughly investigates all complaints related to those areas, and deals firmly with the guilty parties even if they’re norms.”

She laughed. “Your producer knows that. He told you to obey my order to leave the room. When you refused and insulted me a second time, the rest of your team stayed in this room for two reasons. The first was so they could intervene if you tried to interfere with our work. The second was so they could record the events to prove their own innocence during the inevitable enquiry.”

The actor turned to look directly at the vid bee. “You’re still recording this? Turn off the vid bee at ...”

The image gave a sudden lurch sideways, and both sound and vision abruptly cut out. As Jaxon turned off the wall vid and retrieved his data chip, I was thinking about the tone of satisfaction in the producer’s voice when he fired the actor. That seemed to hint that the actor wasn’t just prejudiced against those born with immune system problems, but a deeply unpleasant person to work with, so the team were glad to get rid of ...

Jaxon’s self-accusing voice interrupted my thoughts. “Jarra was portalling to Earth from the heart of frontier Kappa sector. She’ll have arrived here in a critical condition like that baby in the vid.”
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“We know that Jarra survived the trip to Earth,” I said gently. “Her Hospital Earth Child Advocate confirmed that. Now I’m getting tired of you standing there and looming over me. Are you finally going to sit down, or do I have to stand up?”

“I wasn’t sure if I was allowed to sit down or not,” said Jaxon. “Every clan member who knows the truth about Jarra’s situation has to behave reasonably normally to me when we’re in public, because they mustn’t do anything to give away the secret. In private though, it’s their duty as honourable Betans to treat me with the contempt I deserve for shattering the rules of Fidelis. They’ve all got their personal way of showing that contempt. Some of them yell insults, some of them blank me out of existence, while others just treat me with quiet disgust. During the last few days, you’ve been varying wildly from one meeting to the next, so I assume you’re still working out what to do.”

I pictured what it was like to be Jaxon. He lived in a world where he hated himself for his past selfish behaviour. A world where he had to keep the truth about Jarra secret from most of his clan members. A world where those clan members who did know the truth acted perfectly normally to him in front of those ignorant of Jarra’s situation, only to treat him like a Zeus sewer rat the instant they were alone with him.

What was it like to live your life like that? What was it like to be constantly aware that you’d brought this situation upon yourself by your totally unforgivable behaviour? No wonder Jaxon was unstable and guilt-ridden.

“You obviously don’t need to take the fact that you’re my deputy into account,” added Jaxon. “When we’re alone together, how you behave to me is solely a matter of Betan honour.”

“I realize that our Military ranks are irrelevant to this. The problem is that people who only have intermittent contact with you have the freedom to do things like yell insults. I don’t. Our team lives and works together, so I can’t interact with you in a way that has a damaging impact on the others.”

“You aren’t going to apply to move to a different team then?”

“I’m in no position to do that. I have to be the most clueless deputy fighter team leader in the history of the Military, so no other team leader would accept me.”

Jaxon pulled a rueful face. “I’m sure you could use your charming smile to get a place on any team you wanted, Drago.”

“If there’s a fighter team leader deluded enough to accept me on the basis of a charming smile, then I wouldn’t want to follow them into a combat situation. Besides, Gemelle told me the truth about Jarra because I was your deputy team leader and ideally placed to keep you out of trouble. She wouldn’t be pleased if I immediately applied to move team away from you.”

I groaned. “I’ll need time to absorb the situation and work out how I’m going to deal with it long term. It’s going to be easier to talk if we’re both sitting down though.”

Jaxon dragged a chair closer to where I was sitting on the couch, sat down, and resumed the conversation. “Thankfully, you’re right that Jarra definitely survived the trip to Earth. Now she’s growing up as a ward of Hospital Earth, facing bigotry and prejudice, and it’s all my fault.”

When Jaxon arrived outside my door, I’d had some grim thoughts about which parts of this situation were his fault and which weren’t, so it was easy for me to answer that. “It’s your fault that Jarra is growing up as a ward of Hospital Earth. A lot of things aren’t your fault though. You aren’t responsible for Jarra being born with the immune system problem, the strain of a pre-empted portal jump from Kappa sector to Earth, or the fact that some people are narrow-minded and prejudiced.”

“I’m responsible for the fact that Jarra is facing prejudice as a ward of Hospital Earth rather than a member of one of the most influential clans in Beta sector,” said Jaxon. “You heard what that doctor said in the vid. If a norm insults someone born with immune system problems, the target has to behave like a dutiful doormat or be punished by Hospital Earth.”

He shook his head. “How do you think Jarra’s going to react when someone insults her? Our clan was founded by humanity’s greatest ever hero, Tellon Blaze. His descendants don’t make good doormats, but if Jarra fights back then she’ll be the one being punished. There’s no way for her to appeal for justice against Hospital Earth, and no way for her to escape its rule. Hospital Earth makes the laws on this world, and if Jarra tries to portal anywhere else, then her immune system will fail and she’ll die.”

I tried to reply, but Jaxon was still talking, the anger in his voice clearly aimed at himself rather than me. “If I’d agreed to my parents’ plans at the beginning, then Jarra would be living with them on Earth right now. Gemelle and I would still have attended the Military Academy and be serving Military Officers, but we’d be making regular visits to Earth, and other clan members would be visiting Earth as well. If anyone tried calling Jarra names, we’d deal with them, and if Hospital Earth caused any problems ... Well, we could send your father to terrify the members of the main board.”

“There’s no point in wasting time on fantasies of what might have happened,” I said. “We need to focus on reality. Specifically, the reality that the refurbishment of the Earth solar arrays should have been carried out months ago, but they were left to deteriorate to the point where Earth is desperately short of power. We may not know which of Earth’s five continents Jarra is living on, but we do know that the strict power conservation measures will be affecting her badly in one way or another. You mustn’t try to go absent without leave again, because you’re needed to help with the solar array repair work.”

Jaxon’s anger at himself abruptly changed to weary resignation. “We had this exact conversation when you found me in Europe Transit 2. I agreed then that our best way to help Jarra was to concentrate on our mission to repair the Earth solar arrays. You don’t need to worry about me going absent without leave again.”

“When we had this conversation in Europe Transit 2, I believed your claim that you’d concentrate on our mission, but now I’ve seen your reaction to me playing a Hospital Earth information vid. You instantly forgot whatever you’d come to tell me, and started obsessing over Jarra’s situation. If you react like that to the mere sight of a Hospital Earth information vid, then how could you resist an unexpected opportunity to go searching for Jarra?”

“That’s a good point,” admitted Jaxon. “When I was a cadet at the Military Academy, I was constantly aware that Earth was just two interstellar portal jumps away from me. Whenever I had a free day, I felt an overwhelming compulsion to go to Earth to search its Transit areas for Jarra. I always intended to portal back to Academy in time for my next class, but I’d get caught up in my search and couldn’t tear myself away.”

He groaned. “Whatever the hour of day or night in a Transit area, there are school parties heading to or from continents in other time zones. I had a recurring nightmare that I’d leave a Transit area just before Jarra arrived, and miss finding her by just a couple of minutes. I’d stay searching until I was literally falling asleep on my feet, before finally going back to Academy. Just imagine how the Military Academy lecturers felt about me going missing for days, and then returning to fall asleep during their classes.”

I frowned. “I assumed that when you went absent without leave from the Military Academy for days, you found somewhere to stay on Earth. Are you saying that wasn’t true, and you weren’t sleeping at all during those absences?”

“Oh, I’d sometimes find a seat and doze for a while,” said Jaxon. “Once I moved on to my fighter pilot training though, I had to change what I was doing because of the frequent medical checks. The doctors were concentrating on things like how our bodies were coping with zero gravity and high acceleration, but they couldn’t miss my fatigue levels. The instructors told me they were reluctant to throw a member of the Tell clan off the fighter pilot training course, but they couldn’t allow me to fly when I was exhausted. I wouldn’t just be a danger to myself, but to others as well.”

He made a pained noise. “After that, I had to limit my time away from Academy, and call in at one of the Earth Off-worlds whenever I got tired, to grab some sleep in one of their overnight waiting areas. It was only after a few weeks had gone by, and I was feeling totally normal again, that I realized how badly the lack of sleep had affected me both physically and mentally. When I remembered some of the things I’d done, and thought how easily I could have made a deadly error ...”

He grimaced. “Anyway, after I completed my fighter pilot training, I spent two years on Planet First missions. I thought that had broken my compulsion to search for Jarra, but coming to Earth has brought it back as strong as ever. You’re probably right that I couldn’t resist a chance to go searching for Jarra again, but I’m not going to get one. There’s a flicker force fence stopping me from leaving this area on foot, and Military Security has blocked me from dialling the local portal.”

“You found a way to get past the flicker force fence before.”

“Military Security has tightened the precautions since then,” said Jaxon, “but even if I did find a way to go absent without leave again, it wouldn’t be such a problem now. You know the truth about Jarra, all the details of where I search for her, and how I disguise myself. It would be easy for you to check Earth’s Transit areas, find me, and bring me back again.”

“What’s worrying me is that you might go off in the middle of the night, so some reporter finds you before I even know that you’re missing. Every newzie channel in Alpha sector was running stories about the two of us after we saved Hera from being destroyed, and then our team got caught up in defending Adonis Off-world against that attack by Hestian militants. Public interest in us is still at fever pitch. If any newzie reporters spot you wandering loose, they’ll corner you and try to pressure you into an interview.”

“No newzie reporters are going to recognize me when I’m acting the part of a tour guide advertising the Rome Alive attraction,” said Jaxon soothingly. “The helmet of my ancient Roman soldier costume covers most of my face.”

“I’m sure that your disguise worked perfectly well when you went absent without leave as a cadet at the Military Academy. You aren’t an obscure cadet any longer though. We’re both famous, and every newzie channel in Alpha sector is desperate for an interview with us. Remember what happened when we were being treated in the Military Headquarters Medical Centre on Academy. A newzie reporter impersonated a therapist to try to trick me into answering her questions.”

“I think that incident has made you a bit paranoid, Drago. We were assigned to assist the Earth solar arrays because no off-world newzie channels bother to send reporters to Earth. Nothing ever happens here.”

“There may not be any off-world newzie reporters here,” I said stubbornly, “but Earth’s own newzie channel, Earth Rolling News, must have roving reporters.”

“Earth Rolling News reporters won’t be interested in interviewing either of us,” said Jaxon. “Earth Rolling News barely mentions off-world events, because so many of their viewers resent them spending time covering stories about worlds they can never visit.”

“The Earth Rolling News reporters must know all about major off-world stories like Hera though, and be aware that the leading Alphan newzie channels would pay a fortune for an exclusive interview with either of us.”

“I hadn’t considered that,” said Jaxon.

The more we discussed this, the more worried I became. “Even if you don’t go absent without leave, there’s a risk of some newzie reporter discovering our team has been assigned to help the Earth solar arrays. It wouldn’t be hard for them to find out the location of the guest accommodation areas.”

“It wouldn’t be hard for them to find out our location, but it should be impossible for them to get in here.”

“If a reporter could sneak into the Military Headquarters Medical Centre, then it has to be possible for one to sneak in here. They’d just need to bribe the right person to get their genetic code on the authorized portal access list. If anyone turns up here, however convincing their excuse, and starts asking you intrusive questions, then you mustn’t answer them. You’d need to report the situation to Military Security at once.”

“I still think you’re being paranoid,” said Jaxon.

“I’ve good reason to be paranoid. If the newzies got a vid of you answering some innocuous questions, then it might not be a serious problem. What would happen if they mentioned something about Earth and people with immune system problems though? They’d notice you reacting oddly, ask you more questions, and ...”

“You’re right,” interrupted Jaxon. “A vid of me babbling a guilty confession about Jarra would be disastrous for our clan.”

I couldn’t explain to Jaxon that it might not just be disastrous for our clan, but for the Military as well. General Renton Mai, the head of Hera Command, had entrusted me with the code black secret information that General Marshal Ezren Tanner had resigned his position in the middle of the Hera comet blockade. The previous commander-in-chief of the Military, General Marshal Emeritus Cara Wade, had returned to take temporary command. She was desperately trying to keep Ezren Tanner’s resignation secret until she had a successor in place, so she could make this appear an orderly handover of command.

The problem was that the Emeritus needed to get the selection process changed to allow her to choose a better successor. Part of her plan to do that was based on my current popularity and the fact I had citizenship of both Alpha and Beta sector. That meant it was vital for me to stay a flawless example of a Military officer, and I’d been warned that any damaging publicity Jaxon attracted could reflect badly on me as his cousin.

“I promise that I’ll report anyone asking me suspicious questions to Military Security,” said Jaxon. “That applies wherever I am and whoever they are.”

“Good,” I said. “Now, what did you originally come here to tell me?”

Jaxon sighed. “Well, you know that all the Alpha sector newzie channels have been reporting a crisis on Hestia.”

I pulled a face. “There’s always at least one crisis on Hestia, and often several at the same time.”

“I’m talking about the latest big scandal about the leader of the Hestia Revolutionary Right. Indigo Westritch tried to kidnap Ferelith Fulton, the daughter of the leader of the Unite Hestia party.”

I knew all about that kidnapping because Gemelle had been involved in investigating it, and I’d accidentally got drawn into the events as well. I wasn’t sure if Jaxon knew about Gemelle’s assignment though, so let him keep talking.

“Indigo Westritch was planning to blame the kidnapping on the Liberty Left, so Ferelith’s outraged mother would bring her party into an alliance with the Revolutionary Right. Military Security sent Gemelle undercover to take Ferelith’s place though, and ...”

I could finally interrupt Jaxon. “I know all about this. I told you that I had a long meeting with Gemelle where she told me the truth about Jarra. Gemelle was already disguised as Ferelith Fulton at that point, with the kidnappers following her. I was actually present when the kidnappers attacked Gemelle.”

“You were?” Jaxon gave me an incredulous look. “You mean that you saved Gemelle from being kidnapped?”

“Chaos, no,” I said hastily. “Gemelle saved herself. All I did was play the part of a dead body.”

Jaxon gave a confused shake of his head. “Anyway, once Gemelle’s appearance was back to normal, she was allowed to go on leave until she was needed to give evidence against Indigo Westritch. She called me yesterday to say she was going to our clan hall to attend today’s clan council meeting.”

“Attend today’s clan council meeting,” I repeated nervously. “To do what exactly?”

“To report that I went absent without leave, so she had to tell you the truth about Jarra.”

I frowned. “My father is on Brynhild in Kappa sector, dealing with some creatures that appeared harmless during the Planet First checks, but developed venomous bites soon after the planet moved into Colony Ten stage. That means he won’t be present during the clan council meeting, but he’s going to be angry when he finds out I’ve been told the secret.”

“The time difference between here and Zeus means that today’s clan council meeting has already happened,” said Jaxon. “Your father wasn’t physically present, but he attended as a holo using the clan secure live link.”

He sighed. “I know that because your father called me as soon as the meeting ended. He’s just spent over an hour yelling threats at me, and would have kept going for longer if he hadn’t had to go and give a mission briefing. I came here to explain what had happened, and warn you that your father said he’d be calling you as soon as the mission briefing was over.”
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I threw a despairing glance at Jaxon before tapping urgently at my Military lookup. “You came here to warn me that my father is about to call me? Why the nuke didn’t you say that earlier?”

Jaxon watched me nervously. “Are you calling your father yourself, Drago? If you are, then I’d better leave. If he sees me with you ...”

“I’m not calling my father. I’m setting my lookup to auto respond to all calls with an on-duty message. However angry my father is, he won’t compromise his high standards by trying to lecture me when I’m on duty.”

“You can’t pretend you’re on duty forever,” said Jaxon. “You’ll have to talk to your father sooner or later.”

“I doubt that I’ll be doing any talking,” I said ruefully. “I’ll just be listening to my father shout at me.”

“Well, you’ll have to listen to your father shouting at you sooner or later then.”

“I realize that. I just don’t want him doing it right before I’m flying a lumbering solar array transport ship dangerously close to solar array wings where people are working. I’m nowhere near as experienced a pilot as you, so I’ll need to be concentrating on what I’m doing, not shuddering at the memory of one of my father’s verbal onslaughts.”

I gave a last decisive tap at my lookup screen. “As soon as I’ve finished my duty shift, I’ll take the auto respond off. Now, what sort of threats has my father been making?”

“Most of what he said was just a blur. You know what it’s like when your father totally loses his temper. You’re being hit by a deafening wall of sound.”

I nodded. I knew exactly what Jaxon meant.

“The main threat was perfectly clear though,” added Jaxon. “Your father is going to make a fifth attempt to get clan council to discard me from the clan.”

“Gemelle told me about my father’s first four attempts to get you discarded,” I said anxiously. “The first three failed because of the complications of discarding an underage clan member. The fourth one was on your eighteenth birthday. Clan council decided not to do anything until Jarra was in contact with the clan and could express her opinion. If my father makes another attempt, then clan council should keep to that decision, because nothing has changed in the last five years.”

“Actually, some crucial factors have changed in the last five years,” said Jaxon grimly. “On my eighteenth birthday, Gemelle was planning a trip to Earth where she’d hack her way into the Hospital Earth master genealogy computer. Gemelle had already been on the Military Security accelerated training programme for several years at that point, and had been systematically studying every module they had on hacking computer systems. She believed that she’d succeed in retrieving the information on Jarra’s new identity within a few months.”

He shrugged. “All the clan council members believed that too. Everyone except your father preferred to wait to have contact with Jarra before making a decision on discarding me. Gemelle’s attempt to break into the genealogy computer failed though. She’s made some more attempts over the last five years, and they’ve all failed as well, so the clan council members have given up hope of her ever succeeding.”

I was thinking frantically. “Yes, but those clan council members have now delayed discarding you for nearly a decade. Surely they’ll decide to wait the final four years for Jarra to contact us before doing anything drastic. Especially after what happened at Hera.”

I waved my hands. “Chaos, there’d be a massive scandal if our clan council discarded you now. There’d be no way to justify it to the rest of the clan without telling them the secret about Jarra. All the other clans in the Military Alliance would be asking questions too. No, not just the other clans in the Military Alliance, but every clan in Beta sector, and a host of newzie reporters as well.”

Now I wasn’t just panicking about Jaxon being thrown out of the clan because of the impact on him and our family, but imagining how the scandal could wreck all General Marshal Emeritus Cara Wade’s plans. “The clan couldn’t explain the real reason you were discarded, so the newzie channels would invent a lot of lurid possibilities.”

“Your father realizes it would be a tactical error to try to get me discarded from the clan while all the newzie channels are running stories about Hera and the coming medal ceremony,” said Jaxon wearily. “He made attempts to discard me on both my fourteenth birthday and my eighteenth birthday. He’s planning to wait for my twenty-fourth birthday to make this one. That’s nearly a year away, so all the fuss about Hera will have died down.”

He grimaced. “Your father said that I was bound to have done something disgraceful by then that clan council could use as an excuse for discarding me. He’s right about that. I messed up when I went absent without leave, so Gemelle had to tell you the truth about Jarra. I’ll mess up again. I always do.”

I calmed down a little. If my father was going to wait until Jaxon’s twenty-fourth birthday to try to discard him, then at least whatever happened wouldn’t affect the Emeritus’s plans. She couldn’t keep General Marshal Ezren Tanner’s resignation secret for long, so she had to have a successor in place within the next couple of months.

“I still don’t see why the rest of the clan council members would hold out against my father for nearly a decade, only to give in and discard you when you’re a Military hero,” I said. “What happened at Hera has to count in your favour for longer than the few weeks that the newzie channels are talking about you. Nuking hell, you saved an entire colony world from destruction!”

“You saved Hera by blowing up your fighter to change the course of the comet core,” said Jaxon. “I just collected you from among the debris afterwards.”

“If you insist on being pedantic about details, we both saved Hera from destruction. It still has to count in your favour though.”

“It may not count in my favour enough,” said Jaxon. “You don’t seem to have thought through the fact that the current clan council isn’t the same as the one that refused to discard me when Jarra was born, or even the one that refused to discard me five years ago.”

I frowned. “You mean that several members of clan council have stepped down over the last decade, so new ones have been appointed. I hadn’t considered that complication. Presumably those new members had to be told about Jarra’s situation?”

“Yes, and they’re naturally furious about it. When we regain contact with Jarra, she won’t just be entitled to compensation from our clan in general under Fidelis. She’ll have the right to stand in judgement on everyone who carries individual guilt.”

I frowned. “Clan council can’t dump this issue on Jarra the instant she makes contact.”

“Of course not,” said Jaxon. “They’ll have to delay for months, and quite probably a
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