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None of them wanted to leave Earth.  It might have been nightmarish, but it was all they knew.

Gary wanted to concentrate on his exams, in hopes of leaving the CityBlock and its bullies far behind.  Kailee wanted to become an actress.  Darrin merely wanted to live.  But when the three teenagers win a competition, they find themselves taking the trip of a lifetime, a voyage to a colony world where they can see how the colonists live.

Meridian is very different from the dark and dismal CityBlocks, a place where they can make a new beginning.  But it also houses dangers, dangers that their education on Earth didn't even begin to prepare them to face, dangers governed by the cold equations of survival.  

And when disaster strikes, they find themselves forced to fight for their lives – or die, alone and unloved, thousands of light years from home.

[As always, my ebooks are DRM-free.  You can do anything you like with them that you can do with a normal paperback book.  Download a large sample from my website (www.chrishanger.net)  before you buy.]
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Author’s Note
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As an odd-numbered book in the series, Reality Check is stand-alone.  I believe that you should be able to read it without reference to the earlier books in the series.  However, if you wish to read about the Fall of Earth, you may refer to When The Bough Breaks, Book III in the series.  The next mainstream book, Retreat Hell, is already available in eBook, paperback and audio format.

Chronologically speaking, Reality Check takes place at the same time as The Empire’s Corps.

If you enjoyed this book, please review online and consider joining either my mailing list or facebook page (or both).  I post regular updates on my facebook, along with free snippets, political commentary and other stuff.  (And the more followers I have, the more impressive it seems to potential publishers.)

As always, if you spot any spelling errors and suchlike, drop me a note.  I offer cameos!  Please let me know about any problems in context, however.  EBook locations aren't always helpful, sadly.

Thank you for your attention.

Christopher G. Nuttall
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Disclaimer
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I am not a survival expert.  Some of the actions taken by the characters in this book can be dangerous if not done properly.  If you want proper advice, please consult a survival manual or ask someone with genuine experience.

CGN.
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Chapter One
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It may seem absurd or unnecessary to point out that the core purpose of education is education, teaching children what they need to know.  Indeed, there are people who would argue with that definition, or point out that education rarely ends when a child becomes an adult.  But it is largely true.

- Professor Leo Caesius.  Education and the Decline and Fall of the Galactic Empire.

“Settle down,” Miss Simpson said.  “Please, settle down.”

Darrin Pearson rolled his eyes as he moved towards his seat, neither fast enough to mark him as one of the nerds who actually liked learning nor slow enough to pose as one of the thugs who preferred being rough and violent to actually being in school.  Coming to think of it, he was definitely closer to the latter than the former, but he actually enjoyed playing sports and the schoolyard was the only place they were allowed to play without being harassed by the Civil Guard.

He took his seat and pretended to study the blank screen.  Miss Simpson was younger than the last teacher Form 11B had had, a man who had left three months after he had arrived.  Rumour had it that he’d been caught in the closet with a schoolgirl, but Darrin suspected that he’d actually been defeated by the teenage boys and girls he’d been supposed to teach.  Few teachers actually lasted longer than a year, if they were lucky.  He’d seen pranks where teachers and students had been badly injured, even killed.

Miss Simpson was young, too young.  With her long brown hair, tight top and pale face she looked barely older than the kids she was meant to teach, which made it impossible for her to maintain discipline.  Not that age or even physical bulk mattered, Darrin knew; a teacher who laid a hand on a student, or even raised his or her voice too high, would be off to the nearest penal world as soon as an official complaint could be filed.  It hadn't taken him – or most of the other children – long to realise that there was little the teachers could actually do to them.  The only children they could threaten with meaningful consequences were the ones least likely to cause trouble.

He caught Judy’s eye as she sat at the next desk and winked at her.  She smiled back at him, rather nervously.  The last time they’d gone to a party together, they’d wound up having sex in a private room ... and, since then, they’d barely talked.  Darrin had merely noted her as another conquest and suspected that she felt the same way too.  It wasn't as if there was room for real love in his life, no matter how the girls might swoon at bad romantic flicks.  No one in the CityBlocks had time for real romance.

“Please, sit down,” Miss Simpson pleaded.  “The test will begin shortly.”

Darrin snorted to himself.  There were one hundred and fifty children in the classroom – few of them were allowed to skive off, not when their parents were paid by the government for sending their children to school – and there was no way that even the most effective teacher could pay attention to all of them.  He glanced around and saw a dozen conversations taking place, even when the teacher stared at them desperately.

Judy leaned across to whisper to him.  Darrin stared in admiration as he saw her breasts pressed against her tight shirt.  She hadn't bothered with a bra, he saw, and the memory of touching those breasts in a loveless night of passion sent heat surging through his groin.  He could reach out and touch them, he knew ... 

“This test,” Judy hissed.  “Do you think it is actually important?”

Darrin shrugged.  They were tested every three days, as far as he could tell; the tests ranged from important to completely pointless.  If the test was important, the teachers would have worked over the previous two days to teach them how to pass the test; Miss Simpson hadn't, so logically the test was unimportant.  It was just another wasted day in a whole series of wasted days.  He couldn't wait for his next birthday.

One more year and I will be out of here, he thought.  The nerds and geeks might stay in the system until they were twenty-one, but Darrin had no intention of remaining in school one second longer than he had to.  At seventeen, he could leave school and have all that time to himself.  One more year ...

“I don’t think so,” he said, out loud.  Behind him, a sudden fracas broke out between two boys, neither of which seemed to care about Miss Simpson’s tearful pleas.  “They didn't tell us much about it in advance.”

Judy let out a sigh of relief.  “Glad to hear it,” she said.  “I don’t want to be grounded again.”

Darrin smiled as she sat back and stretched, a movement that automatically drew his attention to her breasts.  Judy’s parents were odd; they believed that their daughter should actually try her hardest in school and grounded her if she didn't perform to their standards.  In her place, Darrin would have filed a motion for emancipation from his parents; he didn't need that sort of pressure in his life, not when he was trying to drift through life with as little effort as possible.  But Judy seemed to actually like her parents.  Darrin couldn't have said that about his stepfather.  The bastard had made it clear that he would be kicked out of the family apartment when he turned seventeen.

He briefly considered asking her out again, but he’d already had her one way and he didn't want her as a girlfriend.  It wasn't something people did, not at his age.  The folk in the CityBlock might not care about casual sex, but they would talk if they formed a proper relationship.  Not that they wouldn't talk anyway – if there was one lesson Darrin had learned, it was that everyone lied about sex – yet it would bother him.  Having a girlfriend was the first step towards having a wife ... and the dreary mundane life endured by the older residents of the CityBlock.

“The test will now begin,” Miss Simpson said.  “This test is crucial to your future, so please answer each question carefully.  Very carefully.”

Darrin smiled to himself as the screen in front of him lit up, showing the name of the school - Rowdy Yates Centre of Educational Excellence Forty-Two – and the logo of the company that had designed the test.  He’d heard that schoolchildren stalked the halls of the CityBlocks looking for the test companies, intending to vandalise their premises, but none had actually found them.  Rumour suggested that the teachers themselves actually came up with the tests, a rumour Darrin personally doubted.  Very few teachers he’d met actually wanted to make their lives harder.

“There will be an important announcement at the end of the class,” Miss Simpson said, desperately.  “Please, take your seats and prepare for the test.”

The class settled down, just long enough for the first question to appear on the screen.  Miss Simpson flinched at the groan that ran through the room, then sat down at her desk.  Darrin smirked to himself at her defeated expression, then looked at the question.  It looked impossibly difficult, as always.


Person A gets into his aircar and travels at a speed of 30mph.  Person B gets into his aircar and travels at a speed of 60mph.  They pass each other after 10 minutes.  How far apart were they when they started?



Darrin gritted his teeth.  Below the question itself, there were a set of possible answers.  He skimmed them quickly, then took a guess, stabbing his finger at the first solution.  The screen changed, revealing the second question, which demanded to know why the solution was the correct one.  Darrin rubbed his forehead as he examined the handful of possible answers, feeling his head starting to pound.  Why did they expect him to answer such questions?

Desperately, he picked another answer at random and then moved on to the third question.

***
[image: ]


Gary Seaman felt sweat trickling down his back as he kept his eyes on the screen, carefully not glancing either left or right.  To the right, there was Moe; to the left, there was Barry ... both of them obnoxious bastards who delighted in tormenting the weak and powerless.  Gary knew himself to be smarter than both of the assholes put together, but somehow that wasn't enough to keep them from picking on him.  And he already knew from bitter experience that complaining about it to the teachers didn't help.  Barry and Moe were so strong and fearsome that even the teachers were scared of them.

The coldly logical part of his mind suggested that the teachers were right to be scared.  He knew that teachers had been injured or killed by their pupils before.  And yet it still gnawed at him that they would permit some of their charges to harm or even kill their other charges.  

One more year, he told himself, as the first question appeared on the screen.  He’d worked hard to build up his grades, working towards the moment when he could get into Imperial University and leave the CityBlock far behind.  One more year and I can get out of this death trap.

His family had been CityBlock residents for centuries, according to his father.  They'd moved in somewhere in the dim mists of prehistory, then stayed there ... but Gary intended to be the first to leave.  He had the brains, he had the grades; all he had to do was stay alive long enough to make his escape.  Besides, it wasn't as if there was anything tying him to the block that might induce him to stay.  He had no friends, not when anyone who talked to him might be picked on by the bastards.  And he certainly had no girlfriend.  He was a virgin and, in a class where almost everyone had lost their virginity already, it rankled.

He looked down at the question.  It was surprisingly simple for their age, which confirmed his suspicion that the test wasn't actually important.  God alone knew what the tests were actually intended to measure, but the students were barely allowed any time for self-improvement.

Person A travels three miles in ten minutes, he thought.  It was logical; Person A would travel thirty miles in one hour, so he would travel ...

No, that was wrong.  Person A would travel five miles in ten minutes; Person B would travel ten miles in the same space of time.  Logically, therefore, they were fifteen miles apart.  But that assumed that they were travelling directly towards one another, or that there was nothing in the way.  He knew better than to assume that the simple answer, no matter how logical, was the correct one.  There were times when he’d seen the marking sheets give the wrong answer to questions, as if no one bothered to check them before they were sent to the schools.  

He reread the question, looking for hidden surprises, then skimmed through the list of possible answers.  There was one marked fifteen.  He pushed down on it and jumped to the next question, which demanded to know why that was the correct answer.  Again, there were five possible answers, so he picked the one closest to his line of thought and then moved on to the next question.  It was something completely different, nothing to do with maths at all.

Snorting inwardly, he answered the question as best as he could.  It was important, desperately so, for him to keep his grades up.  The person who graduated with the highest ranking would win a scholarship to Imperial University, he knew, and that person had to be him.  His family wouldn't make any investment in his future, certainly when they didn't think he had a future.  But then ... he looked over at Barry and shuddered.  The over-muscled buffoon – the nasty part of Gary’s mind wondered if his ugly appearance was due to incest – was perfectly suited to live in the Undercity.  Gary had other ambitions.

Barry looked up and leered at him.  Gary shuddered at the expression, knowing that he would have to run when class ended or face yet another beating.  At first, they'd demanded money, but after Gary’s father had stopped giving him pocket money they’d just settled for beating him up at every opportunity.  And there was nowhere he could be safe, after all.  They were forbidden to leave the schoolyard during the day – the electronic wristband he wore would alert the teachers if he left – and there was nowhere he could hide.  

Just one more year, he told himself.  And then I can be gone.

***
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Kailee Singh didn't bother to try to answer any of the questions on the screen.  She could barely read, let alone write; for her, sounding out a single question would take more time than she had to complete the entire test.  Instead, she studied her appearance in the screen and smiled to herself.  She looked perfect.  Long black hair framed a pert face and fell down to her shirt, which exposed just enough cleavage to make the boys stare.  Good enough, she told herself, to pass through the early auditions to become an actress.  Good enough, she prayed, to get her out of the CityBlock once and for all.

She knew that staying in the CityBlocks was effectively a death sentence.  If she were lucky, she might marry and start pumping out children, just like many of her peers.  God knew that a third of the girls in the class had had kids of their own – and that there were girls in the CityBlock who were grandmothers at thirty.  And if she wasn't lucky, she would wind up raped and murdered, her corpse abandoned in a dumpster and left to rot.  Or married to someone who beat her on a regular basis.  Her father wasn't a bad guy, as fathers went, but she knew that he had hit her stepmother more than once.  She didn't want to wind up in the same boat.

Miss Simpson might have been admirable, under other circumstances.  But Kailee could see the predatory glances from some of the boys and knew just what they were thinking.  A young teacher – a young sexy teacher – who knew just how far they could go?  And, if the poor bitch dared to complain, Kailee knew that her attackers could simply claim that she led them on.  A teacher was always presumed guilty, particularly when challenged by her students.  

Kailee allowed herself to slip into a daydream of life as an actress.  She knew it would be hard, but it would also be something worthwhile.  The very best actresses earned millions of credits in a year; by the time she retired, she would have enough money to ensure that she never had to go back to the CityBlock.  A home in an upmarket part of Earth, maybe even one of the luxury orbital apartments she’d seen so often on the entertainment flicks ... who knew how far she could go?

“Wake up,” Dawn muttered to her.  “The test’s over.”

Kailee made a face, but sat upright.  Dawn was the closest thing she had to a friend, although she kept trying to convince Kailee to come out with her and Judy.  Kailee, who had no intention of allowing anything to damage her looks, generally refused to go anywhere unless it was in a large group.  But she didn't really trust her friend’s boyfriend and his friends either ...

“There is a competition coming up,” Miss Simpson said.  “It has been decided that a handful of students from Earth will be sent to a colony world to see how the colonials live their lives.  You are all invited to submit an essay of five hundred words explaining why you would like to go to the colony world; the best-written pieces of work will be rewarded with a free trip.”

There was a brief buzz of excitement as the news sank in.  Kailee rolled her eyes at Miss Simpson’s expression.  For the first time in her life, she had the undivided attention of almost the entire class.  But Kailee found it hard to care.  Everyone knew that the colonies were poor worlds, populated by criminals and those who couldn't get a job on Earth; she certainly had no intention of submitting an essay.  And besides, given that there were over ten thousand pupils in the school, who was going to read them all?

“Class dismissed,” Miss Simpson said.  “I ...”

Her next words were drowned out as half of the class fled.  Kailee saw Gary running for his life, with his two tormentors walking after him in a calculated manner they’d learned from countless bad entertainment flicks.  Gary wasn't bad-looking, she knew – his short brown hair gave him a kind look - and he was nicer than most of the boys in the class, but he couldn't have hoped to protect her.  Pity, really.

But given the way he stared when she was near him, perhaps it was for the best.

The girls waited until they were all ready, then left the room and towards the canteen as a body.  Kailee glanced back, just in time to see Miss Simpson slump into the chair and cover her eyes with her hands.  She felt a moment of sympathy, which was washed away in a flood of cynicism.  Miss Simpson would have been through the same school system as Kailee and the others, hadn't she?  What had she been thinking when she'd applied to become a teacher?

Maybe she thought it could be better if she was in charge, Kailee thought.  And she was wrong.

She scowled, bitterly.  As always, she felt hopelessly vulnerable while at school ...

Because she knew that, whoever was in charge, it wasn't the teachers.  
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Chapter Two
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The secondary purpose of education is to imbue the child with the values, ideals and social mores of the surrounding society.  No man (or child) is an island; sooner or later the child will have to leave the family home and interact with outsiders.  When he or she does so, education provides the training to navigate such a potentially hostile minefield successfully.  

- Professor Leo Caesius.  Education and the Decline and Fall of the Galactic Empire.

Another fucking essay, Gary thought, as he stepped into the canteen.  Another goddamned fucking essay.

Swearing in his head didn't do much for his feelings.  He had too much work to do already, starting with the standard coursework and moving on to the extra credit materials he did in a desperate attempt to boost his grades.  Thankfully, the essay didn't seem too complicated ... but there was a nasty sting in the tale.  The sensible answer might not be the one they were looking for.

He considered, briefly, just refusing to enter the competition.  Most of his fellow pupils would do just that, he was sure.  Few of them had the determination or the drive to leave the CityBlocks where their parents and grandparents had lived out their lives; they knew, as clearly as Gary himself, that it was possible to live without good grades.  After all, there were no real consequences for bad grades, unless it was remaining in the towering CityBlocks.  But if one wanted to leave, one had to have near-perfect grades.  Gary didn't dare get a black mark on his record, not now.  And not entering the competition might well earn him a markdown from whoever was in charge of collecting the essays.

There was no sign of Moe or Barry as he joined the line of students waiting to be served their food.  Gary let out a sigh of relief, although he knew that the two bullies were probably on their way.  It was forbidden to bring food in from outside the school and parents could be fined if their children were caught with non-school food, something that was surprisingly effective in keeping it out of the compound.  Gary could only wonder why the authorities didn't use similar methods to keep the worst pupils under control.  After all, some of them picked on tutors and teachers as well as their fellow students.

He took a plate of food and eyed it doubtfully.  It was little more than a plate of algae-based stew, which they had been told provided everything that a growing child needed to stay healthy.  After twelve years in the school system, Gary knew that it was almost completely tasteless, even though it would have been easy to add a flavour to the gruel.  He'd once tried to find out why the food was never flavoured, only to draw a complete blank.  The only answer he could think of that made sense was that there was no money in flavouring school food.  If the people in charge – whoever they were – thought nothing of allowing bullying to run rampant through the school, they probably didn't care about making the food tasty as well as healthy.

If it is healthy, he thought, as he took a bite.  It was lukewarm and felt unpleasant against his tongue, so he washed it down with water.  He remembered all too clearly the first time he had been introduced to school food.  Swallowing it as a boy of four had been a thoroughly unpleasant experience.  I wouldn't put money on it.

He placed his reader on the table beside him and started to think, hoping to distract himself from the tasteless food.  The essay would have to be completed as soon as possible, perhaps in the afterschool classes that were compulsory for all students.  But what answer were they actually looking for?  The truth – that he didn't want to go to a colony world, even for a few short months – wouldn't go down well with whoever was marking the essays.  But what answer did they actually want?

Why would they want me to go to a colony world?  The question buzzed through his head, he turned it around and around.  They’d want me to show the locals how to live.

It seemed a plausible answer, he decided.  They hadn't been told much about the colony worlds, but what they had been told wasn't very encouraging.  The colonies were founded by settlers from Earth, yet they lacked the true civilisation that made Earth such a wonderful place to live.  Gary, who knew perfectly well that Earth was not a decent place to live, found it hard to imagine anywhere worse.  And yet the images they’d been shown had told them of men scrabbling to pull foodstuffs out of the soil and women desperately trying to survive the pangs of childbirth.  Earth’s vast social security network was simply not present on the colonies.

Carefully, he shaped the answer in his mind.  He would like to go so that he could show the value of living on Earth.  It was toadying, he knew, but there were quite a few teachers and professors who appreciated it when the student recited official dogma back at them.  He made a mental note to look up the textbooks on the colonies, then add quotes to suggest how Earth’s solutions would fit the colonies and solve all of their problems.  It would be completely absurd, he suspected, but that wouldn't matter.  If there was one thing he had learned after years of schooling, it was that the right answer was the answer they wanted, not the one that made the most sense.

The only danger, he decided, as he stood up and carried his tray over to the waste disposal tube, was that he might actually win the competition.  But it seemed unlikely.  Assuming that only ten students could go – and Miss Simpson hadn't been precise about the exact number – and only a third of the school entered the competition, there would still be hundreds of thousands of possible winners.  The odds of not going were in his favour.  Somehow, he doubted that the teachers would actually read the essays and mark them, not when the poor bastards barely had the time to handle their classes.  They used the readers and examination machines to save time ...

Shaking his head, he walked out of the canteen and down towards the history classroom.  If he were lucky, he would be able to get inside and wait for the teacher there.  Neither Barry nor Moe were likely to go to the classroom a moment before they absolutely had to go, not when their parents would probably be fined too.  Gary had occasionally wondered why the teachers simply didn't let them skive off from school – everyone would win – but it wasn't the teachers who monitored the students.  That was the job of yet another department.

He slipped inside the classroom and sat down, pulling his reader out of his pocket.  All he could do now was wait – and, perhaps, start working on the essay.

***
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“A trip to the colonies,” Sally proclaimed, as the girls picked at their food.  “Can you imagine it?”

Kailee could.  A week or two away from civilisation, away from sophisticated medical treatments that helped keep her face flawless and her body slim.  None of the images she’d seen of the colony worlds had suggested that they were good places to live, although they’d all shared a giggle at the sight of topless men in the fields, bringing in the crops.  She took another bite of her food, then pushed the rest of the tray towards one of her friends.  She’d be hungry for the rest of the day, but it was better than overeating.  Dangerously slim was in at the moment and she didn't dare put on weight.

“Just enter a blank piece of paper,” Joanne suggested.  “They never bother to read these essays anyway.”

“But then they wouldn't know who deserved to win,” Sally objected, with mock horror.  “Imagine going out there and breaking a nail.”

Kailee tuned them out and started to daydream about her future career.  One more year of schooling, then she could start applying to talent scouts and casting agencies.  She knew, without false modesty, that she was beautiful, very much like the current crop of celebrities who dominated the entertainment channels.  All she would have to do was impress the scouts and she would be on her way.  It was a shame that they weren't allowed to act in school, but the one time she'd asked about putting on a school play she'd been told that they were elitist and threatened with having her grades marked down when she'd asked why.  After that, she’d given up and practiced her acting at home.

She could easily see herself in a dozen different roles.  Stellar Star, Queen of the Spaceways; there were over a hundred entertainment flicks based around those stories, starring twenty different actresses in the lead role.  Or galactic super-spy Jonny Barracuda ... maybe she couldn't take the lead role in that franchise, but she could play the incredibly hot female agent who was assigned to him whenever he landed on a new world.  She’d be reluctant to take part in a soap opera – she had always found them boring – yet one of them might launch her career into high orbit.  Or ...

The daydreaming kept her occupied as the girls finished their meals and dumped the remainder in the disposal tubes.  At first, they’d been lectured on not wasting food, even though they had struggled to finish their meals.  Later, they’d discovered that there were no real consequences for throwing away half their trays and just carried on – or given the food to the handful of students who actually liked it.  In theory, that too was forbidden, but the teachers tended to turn a blind eye.  Whenever Kailee bothered to think about it, the dull illogic of the school puzzled her.  But she had long since chosen her own course, one taking her well away from her CityBlock.

She walked with the other girls down towards the history classroom, keeping one eye out for trouble.  It just wasn't safe, even in what was meant to be a supervised environment.  She still recalled the shock of a gang of boys invading the girls toilet, four years ago.  The immature little brats had run in, catcalled at the girls and then fled before anyone could catch them, although she knew that they would probably have escaped punishment.  If pupils could get away with harming their teachers, they could get away with being creepy and invading toilets.

Inside, they sat down and chatted about nothing.  Kailee tuned them out effortlessly and went back to daydreaming.  It was so much better than reality.

***
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Darrin hadn't bothered to give the question of why he would want to go to the colonies much thought.  The truth was that he couldn't decide if he actually wanted to go or not.  Part of him thought that it would be an adventure, just like those he saw on the entertainment channels, but the rest of him suspected that the teachers would find a way to suck all the interesting parts out and leave them with dry dust and boredom.  It was astonishing just how subjects that might have been interesting had been drained of life by the schools.

“Class, be seated,” Mr. Rogers said.  “We shall resume our study of the Unification Treaties that ended the wars.”

He went on without waiting for the class to quiet down.  “In 80EE, the third set of treaties were signed between the Empire and various interested parties.  Those treaties ensured that the Empire would remain unchallenged in the sectors surrounding Sol and laid the groundwork for the assimilation of those parties into the Empire ...”

Darrin rolled his eyes.  The Unification Treaties – and the importance of Unification – were probably important, but he knew almost nothing about them.  Who had been fighting the Empire – and why had they been fighting?  The lectures were vague, almost completely imprecise, until he could regurgitate facts without having any idea of their context.  And when he'd asked about the Unification Wars, as a young child, he'd been sent to a counsellor for an examination.  The wars were largely a forbidden subject, barely touched on and almost always in passing.

He would have liked to know the truth behind the entertainment videos.  There was no shortage of war movies freely available on the planetary datanet.  But the schools refused to talk about the whole issue, leaving him bored out of his mind.  Who gave a damn about the treaties anyway?  Surely the wars before them were much more exciting.

“These treaties were important because they established a framework of law that they used to build the Empire,” Mr. Rogers continued.  “For the first time in thousands of years, there was a unified code of law.  This was important because previously there were many different codes of law; what was permitted on one planet might be forbidden on others.  This led to problems when someone committed, all unknowing, a crime that caused a diplomatic incident.  Now, those problems were eliminated at the stroke of a pen.”

Darrin snorted to himself.  The boredom was threatening to overwhelm him.  He glanced around and saw that several students were taking advantage of the class to catch up on their sleep, placing their heads on the desk and closing their eyes.  Judy was sitting with the other girls, sadly; Darrin tried to catch her eye, but she either missed his glance or ignored it completely.  He briefly considered trying to get some sleep himself, before deciding that he needed some other entertainment.  Carefully leaning forward, he kicked the back of Gary’s chair.  The nerd let out a surprisingly loud yelp.

“Yes, Mr. Seaman?”  Mr. Rogers asked.  “Is there a problem?”

The back of Gary’s neck turned red as the class tittered.  Darrin smiled; it was just the nerd’s rotten luck that he had a name that could be turned into an object of easy mockery.  But if he would only stand up for himself once or twice ... not that he could.  Gary wasn't strong or tough or determined to hurt his enemies even if he were to be hurt worse.  He was just a wimp and the CityBlocks had no place for wimps.

“No, sir,” Gary said.  He shuffled forwards, although with the chairs bolted to the floor it was impossible to move out of Darrin’s reach.  “No problem.”

Darrin saw Barry and Moe smirking and grinned to himself, then sobered.  If there was one lesson that everyone learned quickly in the CityBlocks, it was that you had to look after yourself or submit yourself to someone else who would look after you.  It was why Darrin’s mother had married his stepfather, trading the occasional beating from him for safety from everyone else.  The man was a sadist – Darrin wanted to kill him one day – but he did manage to protect his wife from everyone else.  Gary ... had no such protection, nor did he have any friends who might help him defend himself.

“Glad to hear it,” Mr. Rogers said.  He exercised his sarcasm on the students who didn't have the nerve to fight back, either directly or indirectly.  “Please be quiet while we resume our study of history.”

He clasped his hands behind his back as he addressed the class.  “These treaties also gave the Empire the legitimacy to unify the remaining inhabited worlds, even if their inhabitants objected to becoming part of the Empire.  In addition, vast numbers of people who wished their own colony worlds were shipped to new places where they could live, subject only to the Empire.  The First Emperor ...”

Darrin rolled his eyes as the teacher droned on.  He’d actually read several biographies of the First Emperor after watching an entertainment flick about his life, but it hadn’t taken him long to realise that each biography had contradicted the others.  The man’s life was more myth than reality, with some books claiming that he had been born on Earth and others that he was a superior being who had descended from the heavens to rule the human race.  If he had so much as stubbed his toe, it hadn't made it into any of the biographies.  Maybe Darrin was just cynical, but he couldn't help wondering if the First Emperor had really existed.  How did they know he’d lived?

“For homework,” Mr. Rogers concluded, “you will write an outline of the basic treaties and submit it at the end of the week, then log into the school datanet and answer the questions on the test.  Class dismissed.”

Darrin rose to his feet, hastily.  He hadn't been paying attention, but Mr. Rogers was one of the teachers who rarely bothered to collect homework; if it wasn't handed in, he just didn't care.  Nerds like Gary would hand it in, he was sure, but nothing seemed to happen to the children who didn't give a shit.  Besides, there were more important matters than homework, particularly history homework.  His name was down for playing basketball after class, during the mandatory afterschool classes.  It was about the only thing they did at school that interested him, even though none of them were actually allowed to win.  

And we keep the scores in our head, he said, turning so he could see Judy as she stood up.  He could ask her out for the weekend, if he moved quickly.  She would be willing, he was sure ... or maybe he should ask one of the other girls.  Perhaps a real challenge, like Kailee.  There was no shortage of bragging among the boys over their conquests, but Kailee had never been lured into bed by anyone.  Maybe he could try ...

Grinning at the thought, he followed the other pupils out of the room, towards their next class.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


In addition, the child must learn how to interact with his or her peers.  This is not easy; children are, by nature, selfish.  They must learn to come to terms with the fact that they are not unique and that society does not, must not, put them first.

- Professor Leo Caesius.  Education and the Decline and Fall of the Galactic Empire.

Gary let out a sigh of relief as he made his way into the classroom that was reserved for afterschool studies.  Few of his fellow pupils would willingly come into the classroom, not when they bitterly resented having to remain in school for an additional two hours.  Gary himself resented it; he could work just as easily at home, without having to worry that Barry or Moe would come after him.  Even they would hesitate before breaking into an apartment complex.  

Only because dad pays off the gangs, Gary thought, bitterly.  The gangs that controlled the CityBlock took payments from the residents, in exchange for leaving them alone and even providing protection from unauthorised thieves.  No doubt Barry and Moe would go straight into the gangs as soon as they left school, if they weren't gang members already.  They were always bragging about their connections, about how they could get anything their fellow students wanted – for a price, of course.  

He pushed the thought aside.  The day’s humiliation had been bad enough, but he knew that there was worse to come, unless he managed to dodge Barry and Moe on the way home.  Not that he was surprised that Darrin had attacked him; when his classmates were bored, Gary was often their favourite target for mischief.  His schoolwork could be deleted at any moment, his few possessions stolen and hidden – if he was lucky.  If not ... he remembered, his cheeks flushing with shame, the day he’d had to walk home naked.  They’d stolen his clothes, then left him alone.  

Bitterly, he pulled out the reader, cursing the person who had come up with the whole idea of the competition.  They didn't care, did they, that the students might have other work to do?  Or that there were some students who were so desperate to escape that they were working frantically to earn the highest marks?  No, all they cared about was ... what?  No matter how much he considered the question, he honestly couldn't think of how they benefited.  Unless they actually wanted a group of students to go to the colonies ... but even that made no sense as far as he could tell.

One more year, he told himself, firmly.  As long as he kept his grades up, entry to Imperial University should be a snap.  And then he could leave Barry and Moe and all of Rowdy Yates CityBlock behind, for good.  Wherever he ended up had to be better than spending the rest of his life in a tiny apartment, hiding from the gangs.  One more year and then I can be gone.

He accessed the datanet, downloaded a copy of the formal instructions, then started to work on his reader.  At least he could write, unlike the students who had to dictate their work to the computers, which would then transcribe it into something legible.  There wasn't a specific word count, thankfully, but he knew that meant they wanted at least a thousand words.  Piece by piece, he put the essay together, reread it for obvious mistakes – although he’d never noticed anyone get marked down for poor spelling or grammar – then tapped the submit button.  

And then he got back to real work.

***
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Darrin caught the ball Hamish tossed to him, then passed it to Sadat before Charlie could try to snatch the ball out of his hands.  Sadat threw his ball at the hoop and, after a brief heart-stopping moment, scored for the team.  The PE teacher blew a whistle, acknowledging the point, then waved cheerfully as Charlie grabbed the ball and threw it back towards the far end of the court.  One of his teammates caught it, then lost possession as he was tackled by another player.  The ball bounced towards the edge of the court; Darrin gave chase, trying to get his hands on it before the ball could strike the wall.  That would have given the other side a free shot.

He grinned as he snatched up the ball a moment before it could strike the wall and threw it over Charlie’s head, towards Gavin.  Gavin fumbled the catch – there was a groan from Darrin’s team – and lost the ball to Yoda, who threw it back towards the other end of the court.  There might be no official scorekeeper – for some reason, scoring was officially forbidden in school – but his team were definitely in the lead.  Sweat trickled down his back as he followed the rest of the team after the ball.  As long as they held the ball in their possession, they were in the lead.

The PE teacher blew his whistle again, tapping his wrist meaningfully.  Darrin shared a disappointed look with the rest of the team, but they filed off the court anyway.  Mr. Howarth was the only teacher most of the pupils respected, if only because he skirted the rules on scoring and rewarding the better players as much as possible.  Darrin couldn't understand why team captains weren't allowed to make their own decisions – or why they couldn't actually have a declared winner and loser – even though the games were obviously set up to allow just that.  But Mr. Howarth bent the rules in their favour and Darrin was grateful for that, sometimes.  

“Have to play outside the school tonight,” Joe muttered, as they lined up outside the protective bars.  The boys were sweaty and smelt horrid, but few of them would willingly refuse to watch the girls playing afterwards.  “See who actually wins.”

Darrin nodded.  There were no sports centres for young teenagers that allowed them to play properly, but they’d located quite a few abandoned storage compartments that were large enough for a full – and sometime quite violent – game.  They had to pay a bribe to the gangs, of course, yet apart from that it was perfect.  Hell, the gang members sometimes came to watch – or shout advice from the sidelines.  And they did a roaring trade in illegal alcohol, drugs and VR flicks too.

He allowed his smile to grow wider as the girls began to play.  Whoever had designed their outfits was an absolute genius; the girls who wore shorts showed off the shape of their buttocks, while the ones who wore skirts flashed their panties from time to time.  The boys catcalled, leered and jeered whenever they saw something interesting, until Mr. Howarth finally told them to get lost.  Darrin was the first to leave when the PE teacher started bellowing orders at them; Mr. Howarth might have as little disciplinary power as the rest of the teachers, but he was capable of banning someone from the sports field if he felt like it ... and no one would dare complain.  After all, if they got Mr. Howarth sacked, his replacement might well be worse.

The showers were smelly and unpleasant, but he was used to it by now.  He stripped off his shorts and shirt, dumped them in the basket to be washed, then stepped under the water and allowed it to wash him clean.  As always, it was lukewarm and there was never enough of it for anyone.  The one time he’d asked, he’d been told that water was carefully rationed and given a lecture on the importance of conserving resources.  It hadn’t been until much later that he’d realised that every drop of water that was flushed into the waste disposal system was recycled, cleansed and fed right back into the distribution network.  There wasn't any waste at all.

He dried himself under a gust of hot air – once again, there wasn't enough air to dry him completely – and stepped out into the changing room, where his clothes were waiting for him.  The bracelet he wore opened the locker, allowing him to remove his clothes and dress quickly.  It was irritating to have to secure everything, wherever he went, but even the toughest kids were not immune to having their possessions stolen.  He glanced in the mirror, decided he looked reasonably clean, and then walked out of the changing room.  Kailee wasn't a sporty girl, not like some of the others.  She valued her good looks too much to play sports.

Darrin paused as he walked back through the viewing gallery.  A girl was sitting there, crying.  She was chubby, chubby enough to make playing games or attracting a boy difficult, if not impossible.  And she hadn't seen him ... Darrin hesitated, held in place by an impulse he didn't fully understand.  Part of him wanted to go to her, to comfort her ... and the rest of him knew that it was a waste of time.  Helping a social outcast was a good way to become a social outcast yourself.  

The girl’s shirt had been torn, he saw, and there was a nasty bruise on her face.  She had to have been pushed into the railings, he decided; he’d seen similar injuries on boys, when the struggle for the ball had turned into a shoving contest.  He’d been told, time and time again, that girls were no different from boys.  When it came to bullying, he’d seen, it was perfectly true.  The strong girls picked on the weak girls and everyone in the middle supported the strong, for fear of being made a target themselves.

And the girl still hadn't see him ...

Shaking his head, he walked away.  There was nothing he could do for her.

***
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Alone in the classroom, Kailee sat in her chair, staring down at the images on her reader.  The latest models were strutting their stuff on the catwalks, each one wearing a dress that was worth more than the combined yearly income of everyone on her apartment floor.  They all looked completely perfect, their faces free of any blemishes that might mar their careers.  Kailee felt envy swelling in her heart, even as she worked out how best to approach the talent scouts.  For one reason or another, they were rarely permitted to come to school and recruit openly.

She made a face as she downloaded yet another page of advice, then listened as her reader read the words to her.  Everyone seemed to have different ideas of what to do; one suggested merely sending a photograph and contact details, others suggested full videos and even nude shots.  Kailee wasn't sure she wanted to do that.  If it was a requirement, she would do it, yet she wasn't comfortable with it at all.  And yet she knew that many models were required to wear skimpy clothes ... or no clothes at all.

Stellar Star had plenty of nude scenes, she knew; she’d watched every flick religiously, searching for the secret behind the actress’s success.  The famous starship commander had slept with so many people that it was hard to understand how she had managed to get command of a starship at all, unless it was through the goodwill of the senior officers she'd allowed into her bed.  And then there was the famous Stellar Star XXVI: In Enemy Chains, where Stellar Star had fallen into enemy hands and endured a long BDSM session which had ended with the torturer falling in love with her and helping her to escape.

Maybe I will have to do it, she thought, but I want to put it off as long as possible.

Mentally, she composed the letter she intended to use to approach the agents.  She was young, attractive, willing to do whatever it took to succeed ... surely, they would appreciate someone like her.  And there were no shortage of agents; if one refused her, she would just go to the next one and the next, until she found someone willing to take her on.  

She clicked off the images as someone stepped into the classroom.  Her plans for the future were hers and hers alone; she knew, all too well, just how easy it would be for one of her classmates to sabotage her dreams.  Those who let their dreams become public knowledge made themselves vulnerable.  Instead, she flicked the reader to the instructions for the colony essay and turned around.  Darrin was standing there, admiring her back.

Kailee shivered, inwardly.  Darrin wasn't one of the truly bad or dangerous boys – although the girls knew that every boy could be dangerous, given the right situation – but she still didn't trust him any further than she could throw the entire school.  Maybe he didn't cop a feel when he had a chance, yet that meant nothing.  He’d been quick enough to get into bed with Judy when she’d offered – and equally quick to refuse to become her official boyfriend.  But then, that would have forced him to protect her.

“Darrin,” she said, as coolly as she could.  A hint of invitation would have him in her face before she knew what was happening.  “What can I do for you?”

Darrin smiled.  “I was merely wondering why you were here,” he said, unconvincingly.  “Are you all right?”

Kailee didn't smile.  “I'm working,” she lied, turning the reader so he could see the essay instructions.  “I need to have this finished before tonight.”

“Oh?”  Darrin asked.  “What’s tonight?”

“Flicks I want to watch,” Kailee said, cursing her own mistake.  She wanted to end the conversation as soon as possible, but she’d given him a hook to keep it going.  “And my parents won’t be happy if I don’t get good grades.”

“Sucks to have parents like that,” Darrin said.  He gave her a look that was probably meant to be sympathetic.  “Do your grades really matter?”

Kailee shrugged.  Her parents, in truth, didn't really care what she did; they’d long since lost interest in their extended family.  If she was kicked out of school – which almost never happened  - they were unlikely to say anything to her.  And besides, good grades weren't important in the acting world.  All that mattered, as far as she could tell, were good looks and a determination to work hard to get the best roles.

“I was wondering,” Darrin said.  “Would you like to come to the party with me this weekend?”

No, Kailee thought.  But would he accept it if she just refused?  Some of the boys would, she knew, but others believed that if they asked again and again the girl would eventually give in.  And then there were the ones who thought that ‘no’ actually meant ‘yes’ or that being firm with the girl would be enough to make her submit and open her legs.  She braced herself as best as she could, hoping that she could hurt him if he tried anything.  There would be no help from anyone if he tried to force himself on her right there and then.

“I’m going to be busy this weekend,” she said, untruthfully.  Her only real plans had been to spend more time studying the famous models and actresses and working out how they rose to such dizzying heights.  “I won’t have time, I’m sorry.”

Darrin gave her a toothy grin.  “Come on,” he wheedled.  “You’ll have a good time.”

Kailee shook her head, trying to look regretful.  She knew from other girls how those parties generally went; there would be some dancing, some alcohol ... and then the boy would start trying to get into their date’s panties.  Sometimes the girl welcomed it; sometimes she was too drunk to care – or offer resistance.  It wasn't as if anyone else would help her, even if she was trying to fight.  The whole idea was laughable.

“I have to work,” she said, firmly.  “Sorry.”

Darrin smiled at her.  “Maybe next week?”

Kailee gritted her teeth.  She wanted to say no directly, but who knew how he would react to that?  Would he accept it or attack her?  There was no way to know.

“Ask me nearer the time,” she temporised.  “My parents are being quite demanding this year.”

Darrin looked disappointed, but nodded and walked off.  Kailee rolled her eyes at his back; he was walking in a manner deliberately calculated to show off his ass and leg muscles.  He looked thoroughly ridiculous, although she knew better than to say it out loud.  Being alone, even long enough to indulge her dreaming, was foolish.  She picked up the reader, followed him out of the room and headed down to where she knew the other girls were chatting.  Even their brainless chatter would be better than a conversational minefield with a boy.

She caught sight of Joanne’s bruised face as she entered the common room and winced inwardly, keeping her reaction hidden.  Joanne shouldn't be playing basketball or anything else, but her parents had insisted that she play with the other girls ... which was nothing more than a hellish experience for the chubby girl.  She might look better if she lost some weight, but she wouldn't lose anything through playing games.  And someone had torn her shirt.

Feeling an odd moment of pity, Kailee removed her bag from the locker and produced her spare shirt, tossing it over to Joanne.  The chubby girl stared; Kailee tapped her lips hastily, before Joanne could say a word.  Helping someone, no matter how badly they needed help, was often taken as a sign of weakness.  It wasn't something she could afford.

Sitting down, she produced her reader and submitted a blank essay.  Really, what did it matter if the essay was blank or not?  It wasn't as if she was going to a colony world, not when they would have no place for her ...

And she had her own life to think about, on Earth.  Who cared about the colonies, really?
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Chapter Four
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But, most importantly of all, the educational process must teach a child how to think and solve problems.  Most skills can be mastered through practice, once the purpose behind them is reasoned out.  

- Professor Leo Caesius.  Education and the Decline and Fall of the Galactic Empire.

Gary stepped into the security gate, cursing the designer under his breath.  They were so obsessed with school safety ... and yet they cared nothing for his safety.  The child who brought a knife or even a pen to school might face hours of questioning from the teachers, security officers and even the Civil Guard, but they didn't take away fists, did they?  He could never defend himself against bare fists, not without a weapon.  And weapons were banned, while they did nothing to keep out the attitudes that caused violence.

There was a buzz as the scanner swept his body.  “Place your reader in the drawer,” a toneless voice ordered.  Gary sighed and obeyed, passing the reader over for safekeeping.  It was better, he supposed, than having it stolen, but it still grated on him.  “Place your bracelet against the scanner.”

There was a click as the bracelet unlocked, falling away from his wrist.  Gary dropped it in the basket, then braced himself to run.  The other gate opened, allowing him to escape; he ran, passing a handful of other students as he fled towards the stairs leading to the upper levels.  If he was lucky, he might just manage to put a space between himself and his tormentors before they made it through the gate.  He was rarely grateful for the security precautions, which he knew to be completely ineffective, but they did slow down Barry and Moe.  The idiots had a habit of trying to steal from the school.

But the whole process was just annoying.  They were meant to be in school from nine to three, then two more hours of mandatory afterschool care.  In reality, they had to arrive at the school early enough to pass through the security gates, then wasted more time in the evening waiting to pass through the gates in reverse.  Pushing the thought aside, he reached the stairs and sprinted up them as fast as he could, then into the long overpass that led to his apartment block.  There was hardly anyone else about, not when they knew that the school pupils were coming out of school.  They wouldn’t want to be mugged or molested by angry students.

“Hey, Semen,” a voice called.

Gary skidded to a halt as Barry stepped out of the shadows, ahead of him.  For a moment, his mind refused to process what he was seeing.  How the hell had the bastard managed to get ahead of him?  It should have been impossible ... maybe he’d just sprinted the long way around.  Gary didn't need to look behind him to know that Moe was standing there, just waiting for him to try to run.  The two bullies worked as a team.

“We are truly sorry to call on you,” Barry said, with mocking politeness.  He’d taken the act from a flick they’d had to watch in school, one where the villain had been chillingly polite and the heroes had been ridiculously rude.  “But I’m afraid you have to pay the toll if you wish to proceed.”

Gary took a step backwards as Barry advanced, threateningly.  The overpasses were neutral ground as far as the gangs were concerned; they served as useful barriers between their areas of influence.  No one was likely to come help him, as Barry and Moe knew very well.  He took another step backwards and crashed into a solid form, who grabbed his arms and twisted them behind his back.  Barry walked up to him, coming so close that Gary could smell something unpleasant on his breath, and started to go through Gary’s pockets.  There was nothing, apart from a sheet of paper with a handful of notes he'd made for himself.

“Trying to show off, are you?”  Barry demanded, as he waved the paper in front of Gary’s eyes.  “Trying to prove yourself better than us?”

Gary kept his mouth shut.  Learning to read had been difficult, but once he’d mastered the skill he’d discovered a whole new world of literature and entertainment that would be forever closed to those without the ability to read.  Barry, Moe and two-thirds of the class had never learned how to read a book.  They were completely dependent upon the readers.  In a fair world, that should have put Gary at the top and them at the bottom.  But the world was far from fair.

“And you didn't even bring anything for us,” Barry said.  “Why not?”

Gary glared at him, mutely.  He was too frightened to move, but he was damned if he was going to give Barry the satisfaction of admitting that his father had stopped giving him his allowance – even if it was mandated by law – so it wouldn’t be stolen by the bullies.  Barry didn't wait for an answer, he merely punched Gary in the stomach, hard enough to leave him choking helplessly.  Moe let go of him a moment later; Gary crumpled to the ground, gasping in pain.  No matter how often they hit him – and it was a rare day that he wasn't hurt by someone – he never quite got used to it.

“Leave him,” Barry said.  He bent down to speak directly to Gary.  “And you’d better have something for us next time, you little shit.”

Gary barely heard him through the pain.  It took all of his determination to stand upright on bendy legs, then stagger through the overpass.  Barry and Moe seemed to have vanished completely; Gary silently cursed them, wishing that someone – anyone – would come to his aid.  But no one would help a stranger, not on Earth.  There was no profit in getting involved and a great deal of risk.  

Somehow, he managed to make it through the overpass and into the apartment block.  It was safer than the rest of the CityBlock, even if they did have to pay off the gangs.  Even Barry and Moe would hesitate to start something there, or to break gang law when they left school and joined the gangs.  From what Gary had learned, mainly by listening and keeping his mouth shut, the gangs knew better than to push their victims too far.  There was no point in killing the goose that laid the golden eggs.

“Hey,” Sammie called.  “Are you all right?”

Gary shuddered.  Sammie, his nine-year-old sister ... and, just like him, a victim at school and everywhere else.  She was pretty enough to be noticed; he dreaded the day when she grew into a young woman, for he knew that she would be picked on by her fellow classmates.  Or she would have to put out for someone who could protect her ... he’d seen it happen, more than once, but it always ended badly.  The protector got bored or annoyed; if bored, he moved on to the next woman; if annoyed, he took it out on his former girlfriend first.

“No,” he muttered.  “Piss off.”

Her face paled; Gary felt a twinge of guilt for snapping at her, which he pushed aside as he stumbled into his room and sat down in front of the computer.  It was mandatory for every schoolchild to have a computer, which were supplied free of charge by the government; naturally, it hadn't taken Gary long to realise that the government-issued computers came with special limiting software built in.  Cracking the codes that allowed him unfettered access to the planetary datanet had been surprisingly simple, once he’d learned how to break into the computer codes.  And it really was astonishing just how much was buried in the system, hidden from casual view.

Turning the computer on, he opened the game he’d been playing with hundreds of other players – all online.  It was a relatively simple combat game, but with human players it rapidly became more complicated.  And Gary knew, without false modesty, that he was damn good at it.  There, online, he was a hero, he was respected.  It almost made up for the time he had to endure Barry and Moe – and what they considered funny.

Bastards, he thought.  Thankfully, neither of them played computer and datanet games, at least as far as he knew.  He often fantasized that they were the players he slaughtered, one by one, in the computer network.  Or that the maidens he had to rescue wore the faces of his female classmates.  An hour of playing and then I will get on with my homework.

Three hours later, he was still playing.  It was so easy to lose himself in the fantasy world, where he was far more than a helpless nerd picked on by everyone and his brother.  There, he was big and strong – and no
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