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Fifty years after Steve Stuart and his friends captured an alien starship, the Solar Union is a thriving interstellar power, while Earth is increasingly backwards and falling into barbarism.  For two youngsters from Earth, the Solar Union offers the only chance they will ever have to make something of their lives ...

But humanity’s involvement in Galactic affairs has not gone unnoticed.  The enigmatic masters of the universe have put together a fleet to crush the upstart humans before they can threaten the precarious balance of power.  Pushed to the limits, the Solar Union must fight to defend its freedom – and the existence of the human race.

[Like my other self-published books, Hard Lessons is DRM-free.  You may reformat it as you choose.  There is a large sample of the text – and my other books – on my site: chrishanger.net.  Try before you buy.]
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Historian’s Note
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Hard Lessons picks up the story fifty years after the founding of the Solar Union, which was described in A Learning Experience.
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Prologue
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From: The First Fifty Years: A History of the Solar Union

People ask, as people do, why the Tokomak – the unquestioned rulers of the largest galactic empire known to exist – never squashed the Solar Union in its early years.  A single battle squadron from their navy could have smashed Earth’s primitive, makeshift defences with ease.  In hindsight, it seems absurd the Tokomak left the human race alone long enough for the Solar Union to grow into a genuine threat.

The answer is quite simple.  Earth was tiny.  As far as the Tokomak were concerned, Earth was a single world, home to a mere seven billion intelligent beings, each one utterly unaware of the giant civilisation that existed beyond the edges of the Solar System.  To the Tokomak, Earth was good for nothing more than supplying DNA for cybersoldiers, a practice that required nothing more than kidnapping a few hundred humans from isolated locations around the planet.  There was no reason to assume that Earth would become a threat.  Indeed, when the Tokomak thought about it – if they ever bothered to do so – they almost certainly believed that humanity would become a client state.  The idea that Earth would serve as the birthplace of the next great galactic empire would have seemed laughable, on a par with Micronesia growing to dominate the world.

Earth’s isolation from galactic affairs, however, was precisely what prevented the destruction of the human race.  There was no formal attempt to make contact with the human race, nor was there any large-scale attempt to take humans into the galactic mainstream (although rumours of alien abduction were prevalent on Earth, for reasons unknown).  Instead, the last alien race to visit Earth was the Horde – a group of barbaric aliens who had obtained ships from a more advanced race, ships they simply didn't know how to operate properly.  When they abducted a number of humans, all former military personnel, those humans broke free and took control of the Horde starship.  Humanity’s first steps into interstellar space had begun.

Those humans, sceptical of their governments, chose to establish their own government in the Solar System and invite others to join them.  Within months, combining Galactic technology with human ingenuity, the Solar Union had set up colonies on Luna, Mars and various asteroids.  In addition, the introduction of some alien technology on Earth helped to solve the ongoing military, political and financial crisis threatening the planet’s stability.

Most significantly of all, however, was human involvement in the ongoing border war between a coalition of alien races and the Tokomak-backed Varnar (who had been responsible for abducting a number of humans from Earth).  By the time the Tokomak finally noticed that the war was not going in their favour, humanity had some powerful allies and friends among the Galactics.  

They were going to need them. 
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... Based upon reports from operatives and private news agencies, we are looking at the collapse of North America within twenty years.  By then, Europe will have fallen into chaos too ...

-Solar Union Intelligence Report, Year 51

“That's the bus, young man.”

Martin Luther Douglas jerked awake, then rubbed his eyes as the bus came into view, moving brazenly down a street that even armed policemen feared to tread.  It looked absurdly civilian, nothing more than a yellow school-bus, but the sigil on the front warned gangsters and drug lords – to say nothing of ethnic rights groups – to stay well away from the bus, its passengers and those who would join them.  No one fucked with the Solar Union.

He rose to his feet and nodded to the elderly man who’d been sweeping the street, as if it was a habit he could not break.  He’d been there when Martin had arrived, nodded to him once and then simply ignored the younger man while he waited for the bus.  It had been hard to tell if the man was too old to be nervous around a young man from the derelict parts of Detroit or if he’d been beaten down by the system, like so many others.  Martin rather hoped it was the former, but he suspected it was the latter.  In the end, white or black, the system screwed them all.

“Thank you,” he said, trying hard to speak without the ghetto accent.  Young men and women had been taunted for ‘acting white’ until the ghetto accent had almost become a separate accent in its own right.  “I ...”

The roar of the bus’s engines drowned out his words as it pulled up to the marker and stopped, the door hissing open a moment later.  Martin reached for his ID card as he climbed up the steps – it was impossible to do anything in America without an ID card now – but the driver merely waved him into the vehicle.  He put the card back in his pocket, feeling oddly exposed as he made his way down the aisle, looking for an empty seat.  There was only one, next to a teenage girl who seemed to be a mixture of White American and Asian, with long black hair and very pale skin.  The girl, her attention held by the handheld player in her lap, barely paid him any attention as he sat down.  Moments later, the bus lurched to life and started back down the road.

Martin sat back in his seat and stared out at the surrounding buildings.  They were rotting away, slowly collapsing into rubble.  No one, whatever the politicians said, was interested in investing in Detroit, not when the gangs controlled much of the city.  There was no point in spending money when it would be wasted, not when what little capital remained in the United States was heading to orbit.  And besides, he had to admit, who would want to help the residents?  They were either members of the gangs or their victims.

He must have fallen asleep, for the next thing he knew was the bus shuddering to a halt.  Opening his eyes, he looked out of the window and saw a large fence, blocking the bus’s way.  A large sign, displayed prominently on the gate, warned the passengers that the territory beyond the fence was governed by the rules and laws of the Solar Union.  Below it, there was a second sign informing drivers that they could abandon their vehicles to the left.  Martin looked and saw a colossal car park, crammed with rusting cars.  They’d simply been taken to the complex and abandoned.  He couldn't help wondering why no one was trying to take the cars and put them back into service.  It wasn't as though the original owners wanted them any longer.

The gate opened, revealing a handful of buildings set within a garden.  One large building, rather like a school, was right in front of the bus; behind it, a number of smaller buildings lay, surrounded by people, stalls and several teleoperated machines.  It reminded him of the one and only bake sale he’d attended at school, before they’d been banned.  The sight brought an odd pang to his heart, even though he would have sworn he would never look back on his school days with anything approaching nostalgia.

“If I could have your attention, please,” the driver said, as he parked the bus.  “Go into the main building for the orientation talk, then follow instructions.  Make sure you take all your personal possessions with you.  Anything you leave on the bus will be discarded and either recycled or junked, depending.  There will be no chance to recover anything after you leave the bus.”

Martin shrugged.  All he had was a holdall containing a change of clothes, some money he’d been able to scrounge up from the remains of his home and a picture of his family, in the days before they’d fallen apart.  There was no point in keeping it, really; whatever happened, he was privately resolved never to go back to Detroit.  Beside him, the girl unplugged the earbuds from her ears and placed her handheld terminal in a small bag.  She didn't seem to have much else, not even clothes.

“Yolanda,” she said, holding out a hand.  “Pleased to meet you.”

“Martin,” Martin said.  The girl’s face, so exotic compared to the girls he knew from home, left him feeling tongue-tied.  “Are you planning to leave too?”

“Nothing to stay for,” Yolanda said.  She followed him out of the seat, then down towards the ground.  “What about yourself?  Any family?”

“Not any longer,” Martin said, feeling a fresh pang of grief and rage.  Life was cheap in the ghetto – only a handful of families enjoyed both a mother and a father – but it shouldn't be that way.  “I’m trying to get away from the memories.”

Yolanda nodded, then looked past him towards a large bin.  A handful of their fellow travellers were dropping cards into the bin.  It puzzled Martin until they reached the bin and looked inside.  It held ID cards, Ethnic Entitlement Cards and Social Security cards.  He reached into his pocket, recalling the dire warnings about what happened to anyone who happened to lose his or her card, then dropped the ID card in the bin.  It wouldn't be needed any longer.  

His Ethnic Entitlement Card glowed faintly as he dragged it out of his wallet.  A line of coding seemed to shimmer under his touch, informing all and sundry that he was descended from Africans who had been abducted from their homeland by white slave traders, granting him specific rights of recompense for past wrongs.  His face glowered up at him.  He’d been going through a rebellious phase at the time and he’d insisted on scowling into the camera, when his picture had been taken.  In hindsight, it hadn't been a very good move.  It might explain why he’d never been able to get a proper job after leaving school at fifteen.

Yolanda’s card was more detailed than his, he noted, as she dropped it in the bin.  He wondered, as he dropped his own card after hers, just what sort of benefits a mixed-race child drew from the society security bureaucrats.  But it was never enough, he knew, recalling his mother’s endless struggle with the social workers.  No level of resources provided could get the family through increasingly troubled times.  He’d grown up angry and resentful.  It had taken him far too long to realise that society itself, in the name of helping him, was keeping him in the ghetto.  Discarding the cards left him feeling free.

“This way,” a man called.  “Hurry!”

Martin smiled, then strode next to Yolanda as they entered the building and walked into a large auditorium.  Warning signs were everywhere, some simple and easy to understand, others complex and puzzling.  The walls were decorated with large portraits of men and women, looking larger than life, wearing the black and gold uniforms of the Solar Navy.  He had to admit they looked impressive.  And, unlike so many others, proud to wear their uniforms.

“Be seated,” a thin-faced white man said, standing on the tiny stage.  His voice echoed around the chamber, even though he didn't seem to be wearing a microphone.  “Welcome to the Solar Union.  My name is Horace Bradley, Director of this Immigration Centre.  This is a very small talk to get you orientated, then you can proceed to the next step.  I suggest you listen carefully and save your questions until after I have finished.

“The good news is that you don’t have to worry about much bureaucracy here” – there were a handful of cheers, swiftly muted – “but the bad news is that there are few people charged with helping you.  We believe that immigrants succeed or fail by their own devices.  There are opportunities galore for all of you, no matter where you come from, but you have to take them for yourselves.  None of us will give you a kick in the ass to get you started.”

He paused, then continued.  “There are no real government handouts in the Solar Union.  We will give you a basic immigrant’s pack, which contains a terminal, a basic guide to the Solar Union and a bank chip loaded with five hundred solar dollars.  The terminal comes preloaded with email and other facilities you can use, if you wish, to find a job and a place to stay.  It also contains a set of guidelines, an introduction to society and other pieces of information you need to know.  None of us will make you read the documents, but remember; ignorance of the law is not an excuse.”

Martin frowned, then understood.  At school, they’d been drilled extensively to recall pieces of pointless knowledge, which they’d then cheerfully forgotten after passing the exams.  The teachers had been considered liable for not teaching their charges everything and so they’d struggled to stuff information into unwilling brains.  But the Solar Union, it seemed, wanted them to have the motivation to learn on their own.  There would be no one forcing them to learn – or to succeed.

“There are fifty-seven stalls in this complex,” Bradley concluded.  “Those of you who have contracts with established companies and suchlike can make your way directly to their stalls, where you will be escorted to your final destination.  Everyone else, unless you want to join the military, can visit the different booths and choose your destination.  Military recruits are advised to go to the barracks, where the next introductory talk is starting in one hour.  I advise you to check the paperwork carefully before you sign anything.  Good luck.”

He nodded to them, then turned and walked out, without waiting for questions.  Martin watched him go, then looked at Yolanda.  The girl was eying her handheld processor wistfully, as if she wished she were listening to it now.  Martin hesitated, then asked the question that had been nagging at his mind since Bradley’s speech.

“Where are you going?”

“The military,” Yolanda said.  “I’ve been practicing with navigational sims and I think the military is the best place to get spacer qualifications.”

Martin gaped at her.  “The military?  You?”

Yolanda smirked.  “Don’t you think I can hack it?”

“I don’t know,” Martin confessed.  “I was planning to try out for the military myself.”

“Then we go together,” Yolanda said.  She rose to her feet, then started to walk towards the door, where a pair of young men were handing out the promised terminals.  “Come on.”

The barracks didn't look like a barracks, Martin decided, although his only experience of barracks came from semi-forbidden movies showing the military life.  He experimented with his new terminal as he joined a line, which slowly moved into the building and past a grim-faced man with a facemask covering half of his skull.  No, Martin saw as they came closer, it wasn't a mask.  He’d chopped away part of his face and replaced it with a cyborg attachment that seemed to defy logic or common sense.  Martin couldn't help staring at him as he took the sheet of paper, then checked it quickly.  It was nothing more than a standard recruitment form.

“You can fill it out on your terminal, if you like,” the man grunted.  Even his voice was vaguely electronic.  “Then just upload it into the datanet.”

“I don’t know how,” Martin confessed.

“I’ll show you,” Yolanda said.  “The operating system will be as simple as possible ...”

“I want to make a complaint,” a girl said, pushing her way up to the guard.  “I should be first in line and ...”

The guard cut her off.  “This isn't the socialist states of America,” he said.  “We don’t care what entitlements you might have from anywhere outside the wire.  Wait your turn in the line.”

Martin stared.  It was rare – vanishingly rare – for anyone to stand up to a claim of entitlement from anyone.  Anything that could be used to screw an advantage out of the system, be it race, religion, gender, sexual orientation or anything else would be used.  It had pleased him, at first, to know that his skin colour gave him precedence over others, until he’d realised that the system was nonsensical.  He’d never been a slave, nor had his great-grandparents.  And he certainly didn't have any Native American blood running through his veins.

The girl stared at the cyborg for a long moment, then – when he seemed utterly unmoved – turned and stamped back to the rear of the line, muttering just loudly enough to be heard about how the guard should check his privilege.  Her words were almost drowned out by snickers and an overwhelming sense of relief that seemed to spin through the air.  Martin smiled to himself, then followed Yolanda into another large chamber.  A holographic image of a giant starship floated in front of them, and then shifted into a man wearing a massive suit of powered combat armour.  The gun he was carrying in one hand looked larger than he was.

Yolanda giggled as they sat down.  “He must be compensating for something,” she said.  “Do you think he’s a defender or a mercenary?”

“I have no idea,” Martin confessed.  He opened his terminal and started to fill out the form, cursing his poor reading skills.  Each question was simple, yet he needed to read through them twice to be sure he was saying the right things.  Thankfully, none of the questions actually required him to lie.  “But I’d be either, if it meant getting out of here.”

The holographic image faded away, leaving the room dark and bare.  Martin felt another pang, then sat upright as a man wearing a black uniform that matched the colour of his skin strode out onto the stage.  He looked too muscular to be real, Martin thought; it didn't seem possible that any human could have so many muscles.  And yet, from the ease he carried himself, it was impossible to think otherwise.  Martin was impressed.  He’d met too many thugs, gangbangers and snobbish social workers in his life, but this was the first real man.

Maybe my father was like him, he thought, suddenly.  But would he have left if he was?

“Good afternoon,” the man said.  His voice was sharp, oddly accented.  He spoke in a manner that demanded their full attention.  “I am Drill Instructor Denver.  You are here because you are interested in joining the Solar Navy or associated forces.  If you wish to be anywhere else, piss off now and save me some time.”

There was a pause.  No one left.

“Good,” Denver said.  “You will know, I think, that the Solar Union is a very loose society, almost anarchistic.  There are relatively few laws to follow and you can do whatever the hell you like, assuming you don’t harm others.  That is not true of the military.  Depending on which branch of the service you join, you will have to serve a five, ten, fifteen or twenty year term.  During that time, we will own your asses.  You will have very limited choice in assignments and, unless you earn a medical discharge, you will not be allowed to leave without fucking up your future.  If you’re not committed, like I said, piss off now and save me some time.

“The Solar Navy is charged with defending the human race against the Galactics,” he continued, without a break.  “You may not like Earth as it is now, but it would be a great deal worse if the Galactics took over.  We cannot afford to fuck around like the politically-correct” – he pronounced the words as if they were curses – “officers who have ruined the western militaries over the past seventy years.  The Solar Navy is all that stands between us and alien rule.

“There will be a three-month period at Boot Camp for all of you,” he concluded.  “This is to get you used to life in the Solar Union and, also, to give us a chance to evaluate you.  After that, you will be assigned to separate training streams, where your talents can be shaped to suit our needs.  At that point, you will be committed.”

He paused.  “Any questions?”

“Yeah,” a young man said.  “When can we quit?”

Denver eyed him darkly.  “You can quit up to one week in Boot Camp without penalty,” he said.  “At that point, you will receive your implants.  Should you quit after that, you will be charged the full price for the implants, which have to be tailor-made for you personally.  And then, when you are steered into your training streams, you will be committed.  The military life is not for everyone.”

That, Martin knew, was true.  But it was also his only hope of leaving Earth behind.  He had no educational qualifications that meant a damn in the Solar Union, no hope of obtaining them ... it was the military or grunt labour, which offered no prospect of advancement.  If he’d wanted that, he would have gone to work for McDonalds-Taco Bell, if there had been a place available.  Most fast-food takeouts were purely robotic these days.

“The choice is yours,” Denver said.  “If you’re still interested, walk through the doors at the rear of this chamber.  There will be a brief medical exam, then a shuttle flight to Sparta Training Base.  Good luck.”

Martin and Yolanda exchanged glances as Denver walked out of the room, then, without hesitation, rose and walked through the door.
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Fighting was reported today in Paris between footsoldiers of the French Nationalist Brigade and the Algerian Jihad.  French news agencies claim the battle was a minor clash between rival gangs; sources on the ground assert that tanks and soldiers from nearby French Army bases assisted on both sides ...

-Solar News Network, Year 51

It was an odd contradiction, Kevin Stuart had often considered, that a government based on openness and universal political participation required a secret council.  Indeed, very few citizens of the Solar Union had even heard of the Special Security Council and the Government took pains to keep it that way.  Open awareness of the council could do nothing, but make it impossible for the council to do its work.  As always, secrecy, security and the Solar Constitution were uneasy bedfellows.

He stepped into the council chamber and looked around, marvelling – as always – at just how unadorned the chamber was, compared to conference rooms on Earth.  There was nothing in the room, save for a large portrait of Steve Stuart, a table, a number of chairs and a drinks dispenser.  But it was rare for Councillors, even the highest-ranking officials in the Solar Union, to meet in person.  It was far more convenient for them to meet over the secure datanet, while remaining on their home asteroids and tending to their constituents.

We didn't want them to grow into bad habits, like those assholes in Washington, Kevin thought, as he poured himself a cup of coffee – no servants here, not in the secure compartment – and sat down at the table.  They need to remember that they are the servants of the people, not their masters.

He looked up as the door hissed open again, revealing Councillor Marie Jackson and Councillor Richard Bute.  The former had frozen her age at roughly thirty, combining a certain degree of red-haired attractiveness with a maturity that had allowed her to score a victory in the notoriously rough-and-tumble politics of the Solar Union.  Behind her, Councillor Bute looked older, roughly fifty years old.  Studies had shown that voters preferred older leaders, after all, even though nanotechnology could make a ninety-year-old man look like a teenager.  Kevin had wondered, more than once, just what the long-term effects of frozen aging would be.

“Councillors,” he said.  “Thank you for coming.”

“We were informed we had no choice,” Bute said, gravely.  “I hadn't even heard of this council until I received the notification.”

“Not many people have,” Kevin said.  “You were selected to serve on it at random.”

“Your brother would not have approved,” Councillor Jackson said, stiffly.  She nodded towards the portrait on the wall.  “I think he would have refused to serve, if asked.”

Kevin shrugged.  Steve Stuart – the founder of the Solar Union and Kevin’s older brother – might well have refused to approve of the council.  But Steve had never really been able to cope with the clashes between his libertarian dreams and cold hard reality.  It was why, in the end, he had taken a starship and set out as an interstellar trader, accompanied only by his wife.  Kevin and Mongo had remained behind to ensure the Solar Union didn't lose sight of its original purpose.

Speak of the devil, he thought, as the hatch opened again.  This time, it revealed Mongo Stuart, Kevin’s other brother.  He nodded to Mongo – the Stuart Family had never been one for enthusiastic greetings – then waved him to the drinks dispenser.  Behind him, Admiral Keith Glass stepped into the compartment and sat down next to Kevin.

The President of the Solar Union – Allen Ross – followed them into the compartment, accompanied by three other Councillors.  Kevin rose to his feet and nodded to the President – Mongo and Glass saluted – and then watched as the President sat down at the head of the table.  It was informal, compared to meetings on Earth, but it helped make everyone comfortable.  Given what they were going to be discussing, Kevin knew, the more comfortable they were, the better.

“Mr. President,” Bute said.  “Dare I assume we’re discussing the situation on Earth?”

“I sure hope not,” Councillor Jackson snapped.  “There’s nothing to be gained by meddling on Earth!”

“I’m afraid not,” the President said.  “As soon as SPEAKER is here, we will begin.”

Kevin sighed as the two councillors continued to argue.  The AIs swore blind that the process of selecting councillors for the council was completely random, but he had his doubts.  Bute was a known dirty-foot, a person who had maintained ties to Earth, while Jackson was one of the largest advocates for leaving Earth mired in its own shit, slowly decaying to death.  Kevin himself, in line with Steve’s opinion, tended to support the latter.  The Solar Union took everyone who wanted to leave Earth and make a new life among the stars.  There was no point in helping those who refused to leave no matter their circumstances.  Besides, the last thing they needed was a quagmire.

He smiled as a holographic image appeared at the other end of the table.  The AI representative looked oddly inhuman, even though the AIs claimed he was formed from a composite of all human faces recorded in the database.  Kevin had never been able to look at the image without feeling uneasy, although he’d never been sure why.  But then, the AIs weren't human.  Their motivations might be very different from anything humans understood.

Just one more thing we don’t understand about the race we created, he thought.  Alone among the known races of the universe, humanity had created unrestricted AIs.  And one day we may come to regret creating them.

“Security fields are now online,” the hologram said.  “This room is now sealed.”

Kevin heard Councillor Jackson gasp.  She'd been implanted as soon as she was old enough to handle an implant, then remained swimming in the endless stream of data ever since.  To be cut off from the datanet was almost like losing part of her mind.  For Kevin and the others, old enough to remember a time when direct neural interfaces had been a dream, it was easier to handle.  He wondered, absently, if Jackson would need therapy after the session came to an end.  There were people who couldn't cope with being separated from the datanet for more than a few minutes.

“Thank you, SPEAKER,” the President said.

He took a breath, then went on in an oddly formal tone.  “The 34th Meeting of the Special Security Council is now in session.  Participants are advised that full secrecy regulations are now in effect.  Disclosure of any or all information discussed at this session without permission will result in harsh penalties.  If this is unacceptable to you, you may leave now.”

There was a pause.  No one left.

“Director Stuart,” the President said.  “The floor is yours.”

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Kevin said.  He activated his implants, then sent a command into the secure processors controlling the room.  The lights dimmed slightly as the holographic image flickered into existence.  “I shall be blunt.  The gods have noticed.”

The President frowned; Bute, beside him, looked pale.  Neither Mongo nor Keith Glass showed any reaction.  They’d expected, sooner or later, that the Galactics would wake up and notice the human race.  But they’d hoped and prayed, just like Kevin himself, that the Galactics wouldn't notice for decades.  Humanity was everything the ultra-conservative Galactics had good reason to hate.

“Shit,” Councillor Travis said, quietly.

“Indeed,” Kevin said.  “We have sources on Varnar.  One of them warned our people, last month, that the Varnar Government finally filed a specific request for assistance from the Tokomak.  They specifically discussed humanity with the masters of the known universe.”

“They may not be willing to do anything,” Bute said, with the air of a man grasping for straws.  “The Galactics take centuries to make up their minds about anything.”

It was true, to some extent.  The kindest way to describe the Tokomak Government was to call it a government of old men.  Their leaders were rarely younger than a thousand years, which had bred a degree of stagnation that made Imperial China look like the early United States of America.  If anything had changed in their system of government over the last five hundred years, Solar Intelligence hadn't been able to identify it.  Kevin had often wondered just why history had decreed it was the Tokomak who ruled the galactic community.  Surely, a more thrusting race would have displaced them by now.

But we could go the same way, he thought, looking down at his hand.  It should have been wrinkled and old – it had been seventy years since his birth – but it looked young and healthy.  Nanotech had frozen his age too.  What will happen when the geriatrics outweigh the young?

He scowled.  One of the many problems on Earth was the simple reluctance of the young to be taxed to death to keep the elderly alive.  Perhaps it was selfish, perhaps it was unpleasant, but hundreds of thousands of youngsters had fled Earth for the Solar Union, leaving the outdated political structures to crumble into dust.  But the Solar Union could keep the elderly young and productive indefinitely ...  

“The reports state that the Varnar have actually been quite insistent,” he said, pushing his morbid thoughts aside.  “Their panic may actually get the ships moving within a decade, perhaps less.”

“They’re losing the war,” the President said.

“Yes,” Kevin agreed.  “They’re losing, partly because of our involvement, and yet they cannot divert their forces to deal with Earth.  They know they need help.”

He sent another command into the display, projecting an image of the local sector in front of them.  “The war situation was perfectly balanced until we entered the picture,” he said.  “Since then, the Varnar have lost control of several star systems and have been forced to watch as their empire crumbles.  I believe their rulers have finally concluded that they can no longer handle the situation.  They’ve asked for help.”

“Risky,” Councillor Jackson said.  “The Tokomak might turn on them too, once they outlive their usefulness.”

“True,” Kevin agreed.  “But there’s so much hatred built up over nearly three hundred years of war that survival itself becomes questionable, if they lose the war.”

“Because the Tokomak used them to keep the powers in our sector from uniting into a potential threat,” Bute said, quietly.  “They may be exterminated.”

“Quite possibly,” Kevin said.  “And they know better than to rely on Galactic Law for protection.”

He sighed.  The Galactics had laid down laws of war, forbidding – among other things – outright extermination of conquered races – but accidents happened.  It was uncertain even if the Tokomak would bother to enforce the laws.  God knew humanity’s governments had rarely bothered to punish rogue states that broke the rules.  But then, if the Tokomak ever woke up to the danger represented by humanity, it was quite likely they’d throw the laws out of the airlock and do whatever it took to exterminate the human race.

The President cleared his throat.  “How long do we have?”

“Impossible to calculate,” Kevin said.  “SPEAKER?”

“Projections suggest a minimum of five years and a maximum of twenty,” the AI stated, bluntly.  “However, attempts at actually predicting the actions of multiple alien races have always proven unreliable.  We simply lack enough data to speculate.”

“I see,” the President said.  “Can we fight?”

“We must,” Mongo said, quietly.  “The best we can hope for, if we submit, is permanent third-class citizenship in their empire.”

“I doubt it,” Kevin said.  “We’re just too damn innovative for them to tolerate.”

The thought would have amused him, under other circumstances.  Most of the Galactics had drawn their technology from the Tokomak and never really bothered to make improvements.  Indeed, much of the technology either came in sealed boxes or was beyond their ability to maintain, let alone understand.  The schooling the Galactics gave their citizens was so limited it actually made it harder for them to grasp the principles of technology.  But humanity, on the other hand, had actually worked hard to unravel the mysteries of alien technology and then start improving on it.

“Give us fifty, perhaps a hundred more years,” Keith Glass said, “and we’d be able to smash any offensive they sent against us.  We’d ... we'd be carrying machine guns while they’d be spear-carrying tribesmen.  The outcome would be inevitable.”

“But we don’t have fifty years,” the President said.  “Can we beat them now?”

“Perhaps,” Mongo said.  “We’ve always had a scenario whereupon the Tokomak launch an attack on Earth.  However, we lack data.  For example ... do their warships have the same weaknesses as other Galactic warships?”

Kevin nodded.  The Tokomak might well have kept the good stuff for themselves, as American and European arms traders had ensured they never sold top-of-the-range weapons to third world states.  In their place, he would have made sure he kept a few weapons and other pieces of technology back, holding it in reserve.  If their loyal subjects had decided to be disloyal, having the ability to smash them flat would definitely have come in handy.

But they already have the biggest stick in galactic history, he thought.  They have literally millions of battleships in commission.  Or do they?

His analysts were divided on the question.  Some of them believed the Tokomak were more willing to sacrifice other races – the Varnar, for example – than send their sons and daughters to war.  Certainly, human empires had used proxy forces when they hadn’t wanted to put boots on the ground.  Others, however, wondered just how many of those battleships were actually in active service.  The Tokomak, secure in their own superiority, might have placed thousands of ships in reserve.

“This is a little more important than matters on Earth,” Bute said, nervously.  “Do we have a plan?”

“I have a rough idea,” Kevin said.  He’d hashed it out when the first reports had come in, even though he’d hoped the reports were inaccurate.  It hadn't been long before confirmation had arrived.  “First, we need to determine just how much of a threat they actually pose.  I have several ideas for this, which we will discuss at a later meeting.  Second, we need to delay them as much as possible.  Again, I have ideas that we will need to consider later.”

He paused.  “And third, we have to give them a bloody nose, one they won’t forget in a hurry.

“I’ve studied their government carefully.  They’re slow, incredibly ponderous, but they’ve been masters of the universe for so long they’ve grown accustomed to getting their way.  A small reverse won’t bother them, even if the Varnar lose the war completely.  The only way to get them to deal with us as equals – or even just accept our independence – is to hit them hard enough to shock them out of their torpor.”

“Which also might galvanise them into throwing everything at us,” Councillor Jackson pointed out.  “This isn't something we should decide, Director.  The question should be put before the population.”

“Which may alert the Galactics that we know what they’re planning,” Kevin pointed out.  “If they know, our task becomes a great deal harder.”

“There are laws,” Councillor Jackson insisted.  “We cannot keep this secret indefinitely.”

“Legally, this council can keep something secret for up to a year without penalties,” SPEAKER informed her.  “You may lose your office, Councillor, but you wouldn't lose your life.”

Councillor Jackson didn't look pleased.  Kevin understood.  The Solar Union didn't allow career politicians, no matter how experienced or capable they were.  Marie Jackson had three more years of her term, then she would have to run for President or leave politics for good.  And, if her constituents disagreed with the decision to keep the council’s deliberations under wraps, she might face a recall election and be kicked out of office ahead of time.  

But at least she won’t face criminal charges of abusing her office, he thought.

“There is another issue,” Bute said.  “Do we inform Earth?”

“Earth?”  Keith Glass said.  “What makes you think they’d care?”

“They’re going to be at risk too,” Bute said.  “This isn't a minor issue like the Abdul Murder Trial.  This is an invasion of human space by the single most powerful force known to exist.”

The President frowned.  “We will consider it,” he said.  “However, I suspect that revealing any such information to Earth would cause panic.  The governments would prove quite unable to handle the chaos.”

He looked at Kevin.  “Does Intelligence have any updated predictions for Earth?”

“Total collapse of the former Western World within thirty years, perhaps less,” Kevin said, bluntly.  The thought caused him a pang.  It had been a long time since he’d sworn to defend the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic, but now he was running away rather than trying to carry out his oath.  “Some places are trying to stand up to the tidal wave of anarchy – Switzerland in particular – but they’re unlikely to be able to hold out indefinitely.”

“We will get more refugees,” Councillor Jackson observed.

“That’s fine, as long as they are prepared to work,” Bute said.  “And to stick to the laws.”

“And we will enforce the laws,” Mongo said.  “All of the laws.”

“Then no, we don’t tell Earth,” the President said.  “They will know when our population knows, I think.  Until then ... we stick with the non-intervention agreement.  Unless our people are involved, we leave Earth to itself.”

Bute snorted, rudely.

“I propose we meet again one month from today,” Kevin said.  “By then, we should have some additional information from Varnar Prime.  I may need to deploy additional intelligence assets to the system.”

“Men in suits,” Bute said.

“They don’t really keep track of aliens unless they want to apply for permanent residence,” Kevin said.  “But you’re right, Councillor.  A team of humans would attract attention.”

“Unless they were cyborgs,” Keith Glass said.  “They still have breeding stock, don’t they?”

“Unfortunately,” Kevin agreed.

On that note, the meeting ended.
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Chapter Three
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Factions backing Scottish Independence marched through Edinburgh today, prior to the seventh referendum on Scottish Independence from England.  Unconfirmed reports indicate that pro-UK or pro-EU factions have been attacked, sometimes savagely.  Polls suggest, given the high rate of emigration from Scotland, that the independence vote will actually be successful, this time.

-Solar News Network, Year 51

“You seem to be healthy,” the doctor said, as Yolanda Miguel perched on a bed.  “Nothing wrong with you that can't be fixed by basic nanotech.”

Yolanda blinked in surprise.  “You don’t want me to take off my clothes?”

“It isn’t necessary,” the doctor assured her.  He reached for a terminal and swung it around to face her.  “I scanned your body as soon as you sat down on the bed.  You have some problems caused by basic nutritional issues and suchlike, but nothing too serious.”

He paused.  “Was there a reason for the question?”

Yolanda gritted her teeth.  “I ... I had a medical exam when I turned fourteen,” she said.  “I had to take off everything, then he poked and prodded at me for hours.”

“Sounds like a right bastard,” the doctor said.  “Or possibly a paedophile.”

He tapped the terminal.  “Scanning the human body down to the molecular level is quite easy,” he said.  “The autodoc can handle most of it, young lady.  There’s nothing here that requires human intervention.  But doctors on Earth have successfully banned autodoc units for safety reasons.”

“I see,” Yolanda said.  Part of her was angry at the discovery that the whole thoroughly unpleasant experience could have been avoided.  The other part of her found it hard to care, as if it had happened to someone else.  “Is there anything else I should know?”

The doctor looked back at her.  “You shouldn't have any problems with implants,” he said, softly.  “We sometimes have people who can't take them, but you’re not one of them.  However” – he paused for a moment – “you do have some scarring in your privates.  Do you want to talk about it?”

“No,” Yolanda said, sharply.  She’d bottled up those memories, those emotions, and sealed them away inside her mind.  There was no way she wanted them to come out again.  “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Very well,” the doctor said.  He motioned for her to stand up.  “If you want to talk about it at a later date, young lady, there are services that provide counselling.  You’re not the first person to flee Earth in such a state.”

“Thank you,” Yolanda said.  “But I’m not that much younger than you.”

The doctor smiled.  “How old do you think I am?”

Yolanda studied him for a long moment.  He was tall and slim, with short blonde hair, a starkly handsome face and muscular body.  There was something about him that made her feel safe, even though they were alone together.  It wasn’t something she fully understood, but it was reassuring.  She just didn't know why.

“You’re in your thirties,” she guessed.

“I’m sixty-five,” the doctor said.

“Fuck off,” Yolanda said, automatically.  Too late, she recalled that swearing was grounds for a slap from her mother.  “I mean ...”

The doctor didn't take offense.  “I’ve had my age frozen,” he said.  “You might want to do the same, one day.  It isn't hard to do.”

Yolanda was still shaking her head as she walked out of the office and looked around.  Martin was nowhere to be seen, something that bothered her more than she cared to admit.  He felt safe too, despite his appearance.  It wasn't something she cared to think about; school had taught her that skin colour wasn't important, but life had taught her the exact opposite in so many different ways.  What was the point of Ethnic Entitlement Cards if skin colour and genetic descent were so important?  And where did a mixed-race child fit in?

She shuddered suddenly as she remembered the exam, four years ago.  Why had the doctor put her and her classmates through hell?

“Hey,” Martin’s voice said.  “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Yolanda said, as she turned to face him.  “Just feeling a little silly.”

Martin blinked.  “You?  Silly?”

“I was nervous about the exam,” Yolanda said.  “But instead ... it was simple.”

“Yeah,” Martin agreed.  Perhaps he’d had a similar experience.  “It was easy.  The doctor just told me to make sure I took a few supplements, once I reached Sparta.”

“You two,” another voice called.  Yolanda looked up to see a heavyset man wearing a grey uniform.  “The shuttle leaves in twenty minutes.  Be on it or you’ll be kicked out before you even begin!”

“Thank you,” Martin said, sarcastically.  “And where is the shuttle?”

“Through those doors, then down to the right,” the man informed him.  “Make sure you board one going to Sparta or you’ll be billed for the trip.”

Yolanda and Martin exchanged glances, then walked through the doors and into the open air.  She’d half-expected something akin to an airport, but instead there was nothing more than a hard surface and a handful of medium-sized shuttles waiting for them.  A dark-skinned man with a terminal checked them both, then pointed towards one of the shuttlecraft.  It was, Yolanda decided as she walked up to it, definitely a remarkable design.  She couldn't wait to learn how to fly the craft.

“Better get inside,” Martin muttered.  He sounded nervous, although she had a feeling he would have preferred to die than admit it.  “I don’t want to be standing here when the craft takes off.”

“Me neither,” Yolanda said.

Inside, the shuttlecraft was little different from a regular airliner.  Yolanda was almost disappointed, particularly when she saw the tiny seats.  A fat person would have very real problems sitting down, she noted, although she hadn't seen any fat people on the base.  If nanotech could freeze someone at a certain age, she asked herself, could it also keep someone slim and healthy?  It certainly seemed likely.  

She sat down and braced herself, expecting a long and boring lecture on flight safety, followed by a rocky flight and uncomfortable landing.  She’d only flown twice and both experiences had been thoroughly awful.  However, the shuttle was different.  The hatch slammed closed, a man in another grey uniform checked the seats, then a faint shimmer ran through the craft.  She didn't even realise the shuttle had taken off until she glanced out of the porthole.  The ground was already far below them.

“My God,” Martin breathed.

Slowly, Earth became a sphere hanging in the inky darkness of space.  Yolanda found herself captivated as she stared down at the blue-green orb, which started to shrink rapidly as the shuttle accelerated away from the planet.  Moments later, it was gone, leaving them staring out at the stars.  They didn't twinkle in space, she realised, slowly.  There was no atmosphere to produce the effects.  Or so she thought.  Thankfully, she’d chosen basic science instead of faith healing, elemental powers or one of the other electives the school had been forced to offer its students.  But she had a feeling she was far behind where she needed to be.

The flight became boring, something she wouldn't have believed possible.  She forced herself to sit back and relax, trying to keep herself calm.  Her thoughts kept returning to the past, nagging at her mind and making it impossible to think straight.  She’d buried everything, she’d thought, and yet they’d started to come out at the worst possible moment.  Part of her just wanted to open the airlock and jump out into interplanetary space; the remainder, knowing that suicide was the end, just wanted to forget.  But forgetfulness would never come.

Martin elbowed her.  “Are you alright?”

“Just ... just nerves,” Yolanda said.  She felt as if she could trust him, on some level, but she couldn't talk to him about her past.  No one would understand.  “I’ve never been in space before.”

“Neither have I,” Martin said.  “Would you like me to look after you?”

Yolanda had to fight to hide her reaction, even though she knew he’d meant no harm.  Other girls had accepted similar offers, in the past, only to find they had bought safety from the outside world at the price of submitting themselves to a single man.  Her High School had been a nightmare of competing cliques, while the teachers had done nothing to maintain discipline and ...

She forced the thoughts aside.  Earth had fallen behind them.  There was no going back.

“It’s alright,” she said.  “Thank you for caring.”

The shuttlecraft shuddered once, lightly, then altered course.  Yolanda looked outside, just in time to see a massive rocky asteroid drifting in front of them.  It took her several minutes to pick out the signs of human habitation; pieces of burnished metal on the rock, crawlers making their way over the surface and lights glittering amidst the gloom.  The shuttle shuddered again, then slid through a hatch and into a shuttlebay.  There was a sudden feeling of heaviness, which faded rapidly, then nothing.

A man stood up at the front of the shuttle.  “Welcome to Sparta,” he said.  “You are about to enter a hideously dangerous environment.  One mistake could get you – or others – killed.  I strongly advise you to follow orders, keep your hands to yourselves and refrain from doing anything stupid.  Given time, you will learn how to handle yourself in outer space.  Until then, do as we tell you.”

He paused.  “I’m going to open the hatch and step outside,” he added.  “Form a straight line and follow me, without delay.  Do not attempt to leave the line.  Anyone who disobeys orders once will be flogged.  Anyone who disobeys orders repeatedly will be kicked out of the course.  There will be no further warnings.”

“Shit,” Martin said.  “Do you think he’s serious?”

“I think so,” Yolanda said.

The hatch opened.  One by one, the recruits stood up and walked out of the hatch.  Yolanda let Martin take the lead when it was their turn to move; she followed him, as per orders, but she couldn't help looking from side to side as they stepped out of the shuttle.  It was bitterly cold, cold enough to make her shiver; they were standing in a large shuttlebay, with dozens of shuttles scattered everywhere.  Men and women in grey uniforms, some of them with metal arms or legs, were working on the craft.  She stared at them in awe for a long moment, then walked after Martin through the next hatch.  Inside, thankfully, it was warmer.

“Line up on the dotted line,” the man ordered, pointing them to a yellow line on the floor.  “I don’t have all day, so hurry.”

“I saw lots of military movies,” Martin muttered in her ear.  “I think this is when they call us maggots and shout at us a lot.”

“Joy,” Yolanda muttered back.  It didn't bother her, not really.  Her mother and father had shouted at her for most of her life.  “I can take it.”

The man waited for the final recruits to take their place, then closed the hatch and stamped around until he was facing them.  “Welcome to Sparta,” he said.  “I am Senior Drill Sergeant Bass.  You will address me as Sergeant.  In the course of the next week, you will meet other Drill Sergeants and Drill Instructors.  You will address them as Sergeant too.”

He paused.  “For my crimes, I have been assigned as Senior Drill Sergeant for Recruit Company #42,” he continued.  “That’s you, by the way.  You will be asked hundreds of times over the coming months which company you belong to, so I suggest you remember that you’re #42.  Getting it wrong will earn you a demerit, which you will have to work off; if you earn ten demerits, you will have a very embarrassing interview with the Commandant.  Your career may not survive drawing his attention.

“My job is supervising you for this, the first stage of your training.  Everyone goes through the same basic training, then we split you up into smaller groups in accordance with your desires and capabilities.  You will be given a fair shot at trying to become anything, as long as we believe you have the ability to learn and succeed.  But the outcome will largely depend on just how much effort you put into it.  I am not here to coddle you into completing an exam or writing an essay, although you will have to do both over the coming months.  What you get out of this largely depends on what you put into it.”

Yolanda felt herself shrinking backwards as his gaze passed over her.  She couldn't help finding Bass intimidating, even though he didn't seem to be trying to intimidate them.  But then, he was a strong man who clearly wouldn't let anything stand in his way.  He wasn't the type of person she knew to trust.  

Give him a fair chance, she told herself.  He isn’t one of the bastards from school.

“You are all ignorant,” Bass thundered.  “You are utterly unaware of the dangers of this environment, let alone training to become spacers or soldiers or whatever.  So you will learn from me.  Those of you who don’t learn will die, killed by your own ignorance or your own stupidity.  And we will simply carry on.”

His gaze swept the line of recruits again.  “There are rules and regulations,” he warned.  “If you break a minor rule, you will earn demerits; if you break a major rule, you will face the Commandant!  Do you understand me?  Good.

“If you don’t understand something you are told, ask me,” he added.  “Until then, stick to the rules.  There is a good reason behind each and every one of them.”

Bass clapped his hands together.  “Offences against military order, listed as follows; insubordination, use of drugs, tobacco and alcohol, possession and/or consumption of food outside designated eating periods, possession of any contraband, failure to perform duties as assigned to you by lawful authority, being absent without leave and, last, but not least, fraternisation.  To repeat; any of those offences will get you a punishment that may range from heavy exercise to being summarily discharged from the army.  You will have those offences read to you every day, along with the definition of each offence.  You will have no excuse for committing any of them!”

He paused long enough to take another hard look at his recruits.  “Many of you will have brought drugs, or alcohol, or even food onto this base,” he said, coldly.  “When you are taken to be assigned your uniform and regulation-issue underclothes, get rid of them.  This is your one warning.  You may think that the police on Earth wouldn’t charge you with a crime if you are in possession of illegal drugs, but this is the Solar Union.  If I catch any of you possessing or using drugs on this base, that person will wish that he had never been born!”

Yolanda swallowed.  Did Martin have anything illicit in his bag?

Bass was still thundering at his cowed audience.  “Insubordination; wilfully disobeying, insulting, or striking a senior officer.  Absent without leave; leaving the base or your unit without permission, or failing to report back to your unit at the end of a leave period without permission.  Fraternisation; sexual relationships with any of your fellow recruits, or senior officers, or anyone within your military unit.  The remainder should require no explaining.  If they do, quit now and save us the paperwork of kicking you out.”

“Female recruits, walk through that hatch,” Bass finished, pointing towards a hatch set in the far wall.  His finger moved to another hatch.  “Male recruits, walk through that hatch.”

“See you soon,” Martin muttered.”

“I hope so,” Yolanda said.  Her head was spinning after Bass’s recital of military crimes.  She wasn't sure she knew what half of them actually meant.  “See you.”

She walked through the hatch and nearly bumped into the back of a line.  A grim-faced woman was standing behind a desk, handing out small piles of clothing and pointing the girls towards benches, where they could change into their uniforms.  Yolanda hesitated – she had never liked changing in front of anyone else, male or female – then realised she had no choice.  Privacy was going to be a thing of the past.  Cursing under her breath, she stripped down to bare skin and then donned the uniform.  It was very simplistic.  The only decoration was a large red numeral – 42.34 – just above her left breast.

“If you want to keep your clothes or anything else you might have brought with you, place them in boxes here,” a female sergeant ordered.  Yolanda took a look at her and had to fight to keep herself from staring in disbelief.  The woman looked like a bad parody of a transvestite, so close to masculine it was hard to be sure she was a woman.  “They will be stored for you until you leave the service or graduate, whichever comes first.”

Yolanda looked down at her bag.  “Everything?”

“If you want to keep it,” the sergeant told her, curtly.  “Anything you don’t want to keep can be dropped in the bins and it will be recycled.  I suggest you dump anything illicit you don’t want us to see.”

“Thank you,” Yolanda said.

“That’s thank you, sergeant,” the woman corrected.  “You can earn a demerit for forgetting to use the proper terms.”

“Oh,” Yolanda said.

“Hey,” another girl said.  “How do you work off a demerit?”

“Heavy exercise,” the sergeant said, with an evil grin.  “It teaches you respect and helps build up the muscles.  You’ll get used to it soon enough.”

She checked them all, one by one, then smiled.  “This is the last babying you’ll get,” she warned, as she led them towards the hatch.  “In future, if you are told to do something and you don’t do it, you will be allowed to suffer the effects of your screw-up.”

Yolanda smiled as they walked through the door.  Martin was standing with the other men, wearing the same grey uniform.  His numerals were different; 42.41.

“These are your barracks,” Sergeant Bass thundered, as he opened yet another hatch.  Inside, there were three large hatches and a computer terminal, parked against one wall.  “Male recruits to the left, female recruits to the right.  Do not try to enter the wrong barracks unless you have a very good excuse.  The centre compartment” – he jabbed a finger at the third hatch – “is your common room.  Beyond it, there’s an exercise chamber.  You may use it during your copious spare time.”

He smirked.  Somehow, Yolanda was sure they would have very little spare time.

“Go get a rest,” he said.  “You will be woken in” – he made a show of checking his watch – “seven hours.  And then the real fun starts.”
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Chapter Four
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Speaking in the Senate today, Senator Karen Pettigrew demanded that the United States Government impose new tariffs on anyone wishing to abandon the United States for the Solar Union.  The interests of social justice, Pettigrew claimed, were best served by forbidding the transfer of material possessions – and cash – from the United States.

-Solar News Network, Year 51

“I didn't know it was possible to hurt so much,” Dennis Crawford muttered.

“Me neither,” Martin said, as they stumbled out of the shower.  Whatever concerns he’d had about sharing showers with other men had vanished, faced with the implacable truth that their trainers expected them to adapt – and act like adults.  “That was not a pleasant experience.”

He’d watched war movies, downloading them from the datanet after they’d been banned in the United States, but none of them had ever managed to make him feel what new recruits went through.  There were the endless exercises, the endless lectures from the sergeants, the complete lack of sleep, the monotonous food ... and the demerit system, which had to have been invented by a mad genius who’d also been a complete sadist.  One week of basic training and he'd already earned four demerits.  Working them off had been a pain.

“I don’t think it’s meant to be,” Crawford said.  “They say it only gets worse after we pass the first set of tests.”

“I know,” Martin said.  He’d thought he could handle it, but if he was having problems with Basic Training, maybe he shouldn't be thinking about trying to become a cybersoldier.  Or any sort of soldier.  All the movies he’d watched had told lies.  “What do you think is going to happen tonight?”

“Fucked if I know,” Crawford said.  “But we’d better get a move on.”

Martin nodded, then stepped through the forcefield.  Water droplets flew off his skin, leaving him completely dry.  He reached for his uniform and pulled it on, glancing down at the bare sleeves.  The sergeants had told the company that, when they passed the first set of tests, they would have something to put on their uniforms.  But there would always be another set of hurdles to clear ...

As soon as they were dressed, they walked down into the mess and picked up plates of food, which they carried to the nearest table.  Most of the other recruits seemed to be elsewhere – either writing letters or catching up on sleep, as they had no demerits to work off.  Martin looked around in hopes of seeing Yolanda, but saw no sign of her.  She seemed to be coping as well as could be expected, although she looked thinner every day.  He hoped she wouldn't quit, even though others had already thrown in the towel and abandoned Sparta.  There was something about her he found attractive.

And keep it in your pants, he warned himself, sternly.  Sergeant Bass hadn't been joking when he’d warned them of the dangers of fraternisation.  One pair of recruits, caught having sex in one of the bathrooms, had been ordered to spend the rest of the week naked, just to ensure they got the message.  You don’t need more demerits.

He pushed the thought aside as he tucked into the food.  There was no way to know what it actually was – it looked like a mixture of porridge and hard biscuits – but it tasted good and there was no shortage of it.  The sergeants had told them to eat as much as they could, every day, even though some of the girls had whined about making themselves fat.  But it didn't seem a possibility, not when they were forced to exercise every day.  And then there were the tests that measured his education, rather than physical prowess ...

“You’re thinking,” Dennis said.  “I can tell.”

Martin sighed.  He’d never really grasped just how ignorant he was until he’d arrived on Sparta.  Being unable to handle himself in space was one thing – he knew he was ignorant of even basic safety precautions – but his reading and writing were definitely sub-par.  The Sergeant had even told him that he would have to spend time learning to read properly, if he wanted to progress rapidly.  Martin had hated the thought, even though Yolanda had offered to help him with it.  He didn't want to delay his training just to learn how to read.

“It’s a bad habit,” he said, although he knew that wasn't true.  Some of the tests the Sergeants had set him could only be solved through careful thought, rather than brute force.  “And we'd better get moving.”

He dropped the empty plate into the fresher, then walked down towards the lecture hall, where they’d been told to go at 1900, Sparta Time.  Yolanda was waiting outside, looking nervous; she brightened up when she saw him.  Martin smiled at her, then followed her into the giant compartment.  It was easily large enough to handle two or three hundred recruits, rather than one single company.  But Martin had long since stopped wondering why the facility seemed to be much larger than it needed to be.  No doubt, like everything else, there was a reason for it.

“Please, be seated,” an elderly voice said.  “I am Professor Fritz Scudder.”

Martin took a seat and studied the elderly man.  He was the first citizen of the Solar Union he’d met who actually looked old, with dark skin and white hair.  Appearances could be deceiving, he knew, but he would have happily placed the Professor at being well over eighty years old.  His granddad – and he had been a real man - hadn't looked much younger when he’d shuffled off the mortal coil.  There were days when Martin still missed him, bitterly.  It was easy to imagine his life would have been better if he’d had a strong male figure to look up to, while he’d been a kid.

“There is one compulsory class in the Solar Union, taught in every school,” Scudder said.  He spoke in a calm, completely composed manner, as if he’d seen too much to be scared of anything less than the end of the universe.  “That class is History and Moral Philosophy.  If you happened to be born in the Solar Union, you would have taken the class between fourteen and sixteen years of age.  But, as none of you were born in the Solar Union, it is necessary for us to offer you the chance to take the course now.

“Unlike most of my students, you have the opportunity to decline.  You’re adults; we cannot force you to take the class.  It isn't part of your training, so failing to take the class won’t be counted against you.  However, you may find that taking the class will help you to understand the Solar Union and become one of our citizens.  If any of you want to leave now, please do so.  Or you can stay to the end and then decide not to come back.  Either one is fine, as long as you let me know.”

He stopped and waited.

Martin looked at Yolanda.  “I think we should stay,” she said.  “It might be interesting.”

“It might,” Martin agreed.  He would have stayed for a truly boring talk if she’d wanted to stay with him.  “Let us see what happens.”

“Thank you,” Scudder said, after five minutes.  “I hope I can make this
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