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Chapter |

Justin Bell was heading back to the stars.

He settled back in his chair and fet achill of excitement race down hisback as the airlock door to the
Skyhook turbolift dammed shut. He looked over at Matt Everett, hisbest friend from the Academy, and
amiled.

"Wadll, buddy, good-bye Earth, but back home for you," Justin said with asmile.

"I findly got a chance to see a sunset and go canoeing. Therésalot about Earth I'll miss," Matt replied
widfully.

"But gravity sure ain't one of them,” Justin laughed.

Matt gulped and shook his head ruefully. The ultimate moment of embarrassment for the solar sailor had
been when he jumped up abit too quickly at the dinner table, forgetting that he would not smply float
away. Ingtead, he crashed down on the table in the Chinese restaurant, ruining his dresswhite uniform.

"How you Earthsderslive with gravity dl thetimeisbeyond me," Matt said. "It'll be good to be able to



float again.”
"Well be back a the Academy soon enough,” Justin replied.

It was hard to believe he was actually heading back to the Academy. Only two weeks ago he had
thought for sure that he'd wash out at the end of the summer session. Thanksto the help of alot of friends
he managed (somewhat to his own surprise) to squeak through the Astro-Navigation course and was
now returning for hisfirgt full year asacadet at Star Voyager Academy.

"Please fasten seatbdtsfor liftoff," acomputerized voice announced.
Justin settled down into his seat by the window and strapped himsdif in.

"L adies and gentlemen, welcome aboard Skyhook Tower One, first tower to the stars. Thisis passenger
car number 338, departing at 1303 Greenwich Space Time, arriving at Geosynch Orbit Base at 1919
Greenwich Space Time. Even if you have traveled with us before, please pay close atention to the safety
briefing.”

Justin watched the computer screen mounted into the back of the sest in front of him as the crew pointed
out where space suits were stored in case air pressure inside the cabin was lost. Justin shook his head at
that one. If they had a catastrophic depressurization there would be just enough time to look at the
ingructionsfor getting the shit out of its bag before it wasdl over.

"If you have any further questions, pleasefed freeto ask your compuiter, the serving 'bots, or your flight
attendant. We are second in line for boost so please remain in your seats until the seatbdlt light isturned
off."

A shudder ran through the cabin and Justin looked out the window to watch the show.

He haf-wished that he lived back in the old days before 2050 when there was only one way to get into
space aboard a shuttle plane. He remembered his grandfather's stories about riding an old United States
second generation shuttle, soaring to the heavens atop a pillar of fire. But those days were just about
finished because of the Skyhook Tower, which wasfar safer and a hundred times chegper for boosting a

passenger into space.

The tower was opening up space. Well over a hundred thousand passengers per day were going up or
coming back down on the thirty-seven thousand kilometer-high tower, along with several hundred
thousand tons of manufactured goods and supplies.

Outside hiswindow he saw the vast domed pavilion of the Rio Skyhook Terminal, packed with
thousands of passengers rushing to catch their ridesinto space or waiting for those coming back. It was
obvious who the space travelers returning to Earth were. Many of them had been too long away from the
home world's standard gravity and moved dowly, or rode on small float chairs until they got used to

gravity again.
"Departure in ten seconds," the computer notified them.

The Skyhook car shuddered again asit rolled aong itstrack and then locked itself on to the sde of the
tower. Justin pressed his face againgt the window and looked out acrossthe termind. Dozens of cars,
which were nothing more than long thin tubes eighty feet long and twenty feet wide, were loading up with
passengers. On one side of the cars were the heavy magnetic locks that hooked to the tracks located on
the side of the tower. The rest of the car was ringed with small porthole windows so that the hundred and
twenty passengers on board could watch the show. Once loaded, the car, sanding upright, did out of its



terminal gate onto a conveyor track that guided it to one of the vertical magnetic tracks strapped to the
sde of the tower.

The carswould then ride up the side of the tower into space. Directly in front of the car the track would
carry anegative charge while directly behind the car the track was positively charged, the combination
propelling the positively charged car in the desired direction. It was the same system used in the magnetic
levitation trains that now hooked the world together, with the Express running from New Y ork to Los
Angdesinfivehours.

Thelightsin the cabin flickered dightly and the car started up. Justin felt the seat pushing into hisback as
the terminal floor appeared to drop away. A couple of seconds later they were through the top of the
building. It was ascorching hot morning in Brazil, heat shimmersrising off the parking lot and the
magnetic levitation train Sation outsde the termina. To the south of the passenger termina Justin could
see the vast warehouses where cargo bound for space and manufactured goods returning down the
tower were stored. Rio had replaced Gape Kennedy and Star City in Russia as the major port into
space, though Brazil would soon have competition when the second tower wasfinished in Indonesiajust
outsde of Jakarta

Hefdt asif he were sinking into the seet asthe car sped up to over eight hundred kilometers per hour,
the fastest it would go while ingde the Earth's atmosphere. Within seconds they were nearly six
kilometers above the ground.

Justin turned to the computer screen mounted on the seat in front of him and switched it to show the
forward view.

Overhead the Skyhook Tower rose like awhite finger pointing straight up into space. Of courseit was
impossibleto seethe far end of it, which terminated at just over thirty-seven thousand kilometers above
the surface of the Earth. It was, he redized once more, the engineering miracle of the 21t century. It had
been congtructed from the top down. In the same way that the cables of a suspension bridge are woven
together, back and forth across ariver, the cables that made up the heart of the tower were lowered
thirty-seven thousand kilometers down from space and anchored to the ground. It in fact had to be made
in gpace, Snce the cables were uniquely engineered meta-carbon fibers, with strength ten thousand times
that of sted at only afraction of theweight. They could only be madein the zero gravity and vacuum of
gpace. What was fascinating as well was that the tower was actudly held erect by centrifugd force. The
rotation of the Earth and the angular momentum thus created held the tower doft.

Thetower wasredlly an devator to the stars, with nine tracks mounted on the side of the tower. Two
were for passengers, one up and one down, with cars departing every minute, and six for cargo, while
the find track was for the maintenance crews.

Justin found it to be fascinating that there was a staircase insde the tower that went al the way from the
ground up to thefirst station, which was located five hundred kilometers up. A bizarre new sport had
developed with athletes wearing specialy designed lightweight pressure suits racing up the steps, the
world record for the climb was now just under twenty-two days. A rung ladder inside the tower went up
for the next thirty-six thousand and seven hundred kilometers. A few crazies had asked to go for it,
though it would take yearsto finish the climb. The UN and Colonies Space Commission had come down
with adefinite "No!" on that idea

The computer screen showed that they were clearing the thirty-five-thousand-meter mark and Justin, glad
that he wasn't climbing, looked back out the window. The sky was a deep indigo and he could now
begin to make out the curvature of the Earth. Down below the entire Amazon basin was visible. The
replanted jungle, which had been saved and regrown throughout the 21t century, spread out before him,



its dark green glowing warmly benegth the midday sun.
"I'll missthe green of Earth," Matt said wigtfully.

"If we get homefor Chrisgmas|'ll take you to apine forest. After it snowsit's wonderful, the pine boughs
covered with white, everything so silent and smelling just wonderful."

Matt pressed his nose againgt the window for another look.
"Good-bye, Earth," he said dmost sadlly.
"Hey, we're heading back to the Academy, don't be so glum,” Justin said.

"Yeah, | know. But it was my first time down there. I've been living out in space dl my life going down to
Earth was about as exciting for me as going into spaceisfor you."

"No frontiers down there," Justin replied. " Space is where it's happening now, and were part of it."
"If you survive the Academy,” athreatening voice behind them commented.
Justin froze as he dowly looked over his shoulder.

It was Brian Seay, their senior cadet ingtructor from the summer session. Seay towered over them,
looking like ashark contemplating his prey.

"How you doing, scrubs?' he asked.

"Glad to be going back, gr," Justin replied, trying to keep aknot from forming in his ssomach at the sight
of the dreaded senior cadet.

Brian grinned dightly.

"Relax, you two, scrub summer is past. Glad the two of you madeit. As of tomorrow you're plebes.
Plebesthird class but still plebes, and that's a start at least. Congratulations!”

He leaned forward and extended his hand. The threatening look was gone and there was dmost an air of
comradeship to his gesture. Hesitating abit, Justin shook it.

"L ook, there aren't any other cadets aboard this shuttle car so letsjust relax for awhile, OK?"
Seay settled down into an empty chair across from Justin and Matt and strapped in.

"WEell be playing the saluting game again once we get back out there. And besides, the word isyou two
guys are hot shots, regular heroes for risking your livesto save those two girls. | was proud to have you
inmy company this summer. Y ou even made melook good!"

Matt blushed at the mention of saving Tanyaand Sue. It had even made the news nets back on Earth and
resulted in the two of them being interviewed by the local holo tation in Lafayette, Indianawhile they
werethere on leave. Matt, who was normally good for along yarn, smply went tongue-tied when the
camerawas turned on him, so Justin wound up doing ninety-nine percent of the talking.

Helooked down shyly at the red and gold stripe above hisleft pocket, the life-saving award given to any
member of the United Space Military Command who risked hislife to save another. He noticed for the
firgt time that Brian was wearing one aswell. Brian saw him looking at the decoration and smiled.



"It was nothing much, just alittle depressuri-zation accident down on the Moon. | bresthed vacuum for a
couple seconds when | went out to pull my roommate back in, and they made abig fuss about it later.
Hell, the guy owed me twenty bucks on afacon flying game | didn't want to lose the money!"

Brian laughed quietly and Justin looked at him with renewed respect.
"Y ou joined the Vacuum Bregthers club?’
Brian nodded, a bit embarrassed.

The Vacuum Breathers club was amythical club open to anyone who had ever been exposed, without
benefit of pressurized suit, to the vacuum of space. Quite afew were qudified to join it, the only problem
was that the vast mgority of people eigible for membership received their qudification by dying.

"What happened?’ Justin asked.

"| redly didn't havetimeto think," Brian said. "I heard the depressurizing alarm go off in my room right
after | stepped out and closed the door. They figured out later that an old gasket sed on the window had
let go. | looked through the door porthole and saw my roommeate Abdul flopping around insde.”

He hesitated for an ingtant asif the memory were dive and floating before him. ™Y ou know that once the
pressure goes you can't open the door from theinside.”

Justin nodded. It was agrim part of standard procedure better to lose the peopleinsde rather than a
whole station.

"There were no emergency suitsin thereand | figured that by thetime | got one on held befinished. So
secured the door down the corridor behind me, called Base Centra Control to rel ease the safety on the
door into the room, and went in after him.

"When | popped the door, we didn't have time to drop the pressure in the corridor. Luckily the door
opened in rather than out. The moment |

opened the door it just exploded inward; | went in and dragged Abdul out. | got amild case of the bends
from it and my eyes hurt for a couple of days, but that wasit.”

"But what did it fed like?" Justin pressed.

"Sort of strange. | did like they told you to do in training, exhaled and kept my mouth open. If you try and
hold the air in you might burst your lungs or eardrums. | couldn't close my eyes because | had to see
what | wasdoing. | guesswhat got me the most wasjust how silent it was. The moment the door blew in
and | went through, all sound just disappeared, | could see my breath rushing out and turning into a
frozen fog, and | could fed the moisture on my eyesand in my nose and mouth just vaporizing. It sort of
felt like stepping out into a subzero day. Just redl cold.”

"That's from the skin moisture boiling off when the atmospheric pressure dropsto zero," Mait interjected.
"Fet it mysdlf acouple of times."

"Yeah," Brian said with achuckle. "It was dl over with so fagt, though. They told melater | got in and out
of there, carrying Abdul, in just under ten seconds and once | closed the door the corridor was
repres-surized in another ten seconds.”

Justin wondered how he would have reacted. Brian made his decision sound so matter-of-fact. In redlity,
no one would have blamed him for following standard rescue procedure getting a suit on and calling for



backup before going in. But that would have taken several minutes and Abdul would have been dead.
Brian had not hesitated to make a split-second decision that was awager with death.

Justin was sllent. He looked over at Matt, who appeared ready to start into astory of hisown, but his
friend smply smiled, knowing it was best not to play one-upmanship with asenior.

"It wasno big ded," Brian said quietly. "It killsme how they still have those stupid holo movieswhere
somebody gets caught in avacuum and their eyeballs or sometimes their whole body just explode.
Actudly, I think dying in avacuum isn't too bad away to go. Y ou just pass out after thirty secondsor so
andit'sdl over.”

Justin said nothing in reply. Hisfather had been killed in space; so had Matt's parents he pushed the
thought away.

Brian fell slent for amoment and looked out the window.
"Space hasalot of ways of getting you if you aren't on your toes.”

Justin turned and looked back out the window, In the short time they had been talking the car had
climbed through the four hundred thousand-meter level. The sky was shifting into black, and sarswere
visible. He could see clear acrossthe Amazon Basin al the way to the snowcapped peaks of the Andes,
the surface of the Earth curving away beneath him.

The seatbdt light clicked off.
"Let's go to the top observation deck,” Brian said. "It's the best view in the house."

Surprised at how friendly their old nemesiswas, Justin and Mait followed aong. They crowded into the
small devator that connected the three floors of the car. Asthey stepped out onto the top floor Justin
looked up with agasp.

High-stress plexishidld domed the top of the car, giving afull view inal directions and straight up. You
could see the gleaming white pillar of the Skyhook tower rising into space above them.

"Here comes a car heading down," Matt said, and pointed.

It took Justin severd secondsto pick it out, asmall white cylinder which quickly started to grow in Size.
For abrief ingant Justin felt amoment of panic since it looked like the car was on their track and coming
straight in for ahead on collison. The car snapped past them on aparald track and disappeared.

Thethree settled into lounge chairsin the middle of the room to watch the show as every minutea
downward-bound car shot past on the passenger track to their right. Every few minutes aheavy cargo
pod whisked by on their |eft, loaded with several hundred tons of manufactured goods from space. Justin
watched the pods go by, redlizing just how those manufactured items from space were now so important
back on Earth. The cars were loaded with high-grade plagtisted, a hundred times stronger than the old
fashioned steel made on Earth, aswell as drugs, ball bearings, computer chips, quartz holo cubes, and
even the latest ragesin the art world, sand cast scul ptures from Mars and paintings from the Aquarius
Three orbitd colony, which was made up dmost entirdly of artists.

Some of tile stuff those artists were putting out was beyond Justin's comprehension, but the galleriesin
New Y ork, London, Moscow and Pariswere dl paying top dollar for it. Small communal colonieswere
Setting up in space every month as groups of people, united by awide variety of specia interests, banded
together, had asmdl orbita home built, and moved from Earth. There were art colonies, reigious
communities and monasteries, some rather weird cults and even one strange group who pretended they



were characters from a popular old televison and movie series from the late 20th century.

A lot of older people wereretiring to space as well, especidly those with disabilities that would have
dowed them down on Earth. At some of the colonies many people, born al theway back inthe middle
of the 20th century, were till going strong and having the time of their lives freed from the bonds of
Earths gravity, aided by the new longevity drugs manufactured in space.

"Here comes the five hundred kilometer ation,” Brian said. "Wed better get our seatbelts back on."
Even as he spoke, the computer requested that all passengers return to their seets and buckle up.

The station looked like a huge donut, over one-third of akilometer across and et like aring around the
tower. Justin gulped hard asthe car started arapid deceleration down to just thirty kilometers per hour.

Asthe speed dropped off Justin found that it was far easier to pick out details of the tower. The sides
were coated with heavy plastisted shielding. When the tower was built, tens of thousands of objects
were gill inlow Earth orbit, most of it junk going back to the early days of space exploration. A lot of it
had been swept up, but there were still occasiona stray bits of materia, bolts, parts of booster rockets,
and supposedly even acameraand glove lost by an early American astronaut drifting around. Without
the shielding, an impact could do some serious damage.

Those satdllites fill in low Earth orbit were carefully routed around the tower, but it was better to be safe
than lose atrillion-dollar investment. A battery of laser cannons had recently been ingtalled at the station
with the explanation that they could destroy any junk or small meteorsthat might threaten the tower.
Another reason that no one talked about was fear that Trac raiders might show up again as they had
seven years ago. Rather than destroy acolony or two, they might go for the tower and cripple the entire
gpace program of Earth.

The five hundred-kilometer station was the offloading point for crewsworking in low Earth orbit, and it
was also amgjor tourist attraction. Asthey shifted over to the expresstrack that cut traight through the
gtation Justin caught aglimpse of dozens of tourists out in the vacuum of open space, standing dong the
railing and leaning over for alook straight back down to Earth.

"Better not dip," Brian observed with achuckle. "It'salong way down."
"Hey, | heard that somebody jumped off right after the station was completed,” Mait said.

"Y eah, the dummy thought that since he was out in space, it was zero gravity. He didn't understand that
you needed to bein orbit moving at twenty-seven thousand five hundred kilometers per hour around the
Earthtofal free, so he stepped off. They said he screamed al the way down until he hit the atmosphere
and burned up.”

"What the devil isthat?' Matt exclamed as he leaned forward and pointed.

Four white figures leapt from the side of the station and started to fall, shooting past the car and heading
graight down towards Earth.

"Newest sport around,” Brian said eagerly. "That guy taking the fall sort of invented it, | guess. Space
diving. Y ou legp from the five hundred-kilometer station and free fall for amost four hundred klicks. Y ou
have asmal reentry shield on your back and retro-rockets to dow you down when you hit the
atmosphere. When you get to ten thousand feet, your main chute opens. Best darn thirty minutes of your
lifel™

"You'vedoneit?' Justin asked.



"Yup," Brian said with agrin. "The Academy opened it up as acompetition sport last year. Thereéstalk
that it'll be part of the next space Olympicsand | plan to be on the team. We see who can land closest to
atarget back down on the Earth's surface. We're scheduled to do some jumps later this month. Hey, we
need a couple more members on the team why don't you two try out?"

"Sure, I'd loveit!" Mait said enthusiagticdly. "It'd be akick to fal from the sky like that."

Justin nodded asif in full agreement, but in his heart he wished that Brian would forget about it. Theidea
of falling hundreds of kilometers and thundering through the Earth's atmosphere was not necessarily his
ideaof agood time.

"I'll put you guysdown on thelist then," Brian announced.
"Y eah, thanks," Justin replied, wanting to kick Matt for agreeing.

Another jumper legpt off and Justin found it Strange that the tourists were gpplauding, their gloved hands
griking together soundlesdly.

They shot through the middle of the station past adocked car on aside track, and severa seconds later
they emerged topside. To hisright Justin saw an old-style low orbit transfer ship departing from the
station. He had heard that it was aheck of aride. The moment the ship undocked from the side of the
tower it'd start to fal straight down towards Earth, all rocketsfiring until it accel erated to orbital speed;
then it would climb back up and insert into orbit. It was definitely not for the weak of somach. Hewas
glad that for thistrip up he had made sure that he had put on an anti-space-sickness patch, unlike the last
time

"All passengers please remain seeted,” the computer requested. "We will now accelerate up to our
maximum speed of seven thousand two hundred kilometers per hour. Our arriva time at Geosynch Orbit
Baseis scheduled for 1919 Greenwich Space Time."

"Herewe go!" Briansaid. "Thisismy favorite part.”

Jugtin felt asif he had been kicked in the pants. Heraised hisarm and it felt decidedly heavy. Looking
over at acomputer termind display, he saw that they had just hit 2.1 gees acceleration and were holding.
Their speed quickly climbed through a thousand kilometers an hour. The side of the tower became ablur.
They crossed through two thousand and then three thousand kilometers per hour, the car riding smoothly.
Downbound cars on other tracks snapped by and were soon almost impossible to see except for aflash
of light that shot past in the blink of an eye.

Heturned his head to one side and saw the curvature of the Earth sweeping away. All of Centra

Americaand southern Mexico were clearly visble dong with the turquoise blue of the Caribbean Sea.
Feding dightly dizzy, he turned to look straight back up and closed hiseyesfor aminute.

"Acceleration iscomplete. Please fed freeto get up out of your seats,” the computer announced. "'If you
should fed hungry, refreshments are being served on the bottom deck.”

Justin gulped hard and waited for amoment but his somach didn't give any signsthat it wanted to rebel.
Helooked over at the gravity meter on the computer screen. Asthe ear climbed farther away from Earth,
gravity would dowly drop away to only afraction of surface gravity at the top of the tower. But the car
would dowly continue to accelerate, holding at a steady 2 gee until fina deceleration.

"Let's get some grub and watch the show down below,” Brian said.



Mait, feeling abit shaky, followed them over to the small spird staircase rather than wait for the eevator.
They went down the three levels to the bottom floor of the car, and as they stepped out Matt gasped in
surprise. The floor was covered in plexishield, and the bottom cover had been retracted. Earth, now
nearly three thousand kilometers away, was visible directly below hisfeet.

He stood there for a moment, absolutely amazed by the view. The entire sphere of the Earth was now
vigble, filling up most of space below, aswasthelong thin needle of the tower going straight down until it
samply disappeared from view.

Matt shook his head and moved to join Brian at atable in the corner of the room but Justin found that he
wasn't hungry at the moment. He was far more interested in watching Earth asit dowly dropped away.

Thefirg-timers stood around like him, looking down, some of them nervous, others excited, while the old
hands at space travel picked up the snack which was being served out by a'bot and headed back up to
their more comfortable seats on the main decks. Jugtin finally wandered over to join hisfriendsand
seitled down into areclining chair beside the table, ignoring the sardonic grins of Matt and Brian over his
concession to the gee pull.

"A cadet hasto look like an old hand whether heisor not,” Brian said dryly. "Even if the sun should go
supernova, don't get excited and don't stand there gaping like atourist.”

"Cant hdpit,” Justin answered quietly. "It'sjust that the view isso incredible.”
"Y ouve seen it from the Academy al summer long.”

"Yeah, | know. But just think, thistower isanchored on the ground and goes up thirty-seven thousand
kilometers. It'sincredible that we'reriding on it. Sort of like we're till attached somehow to back down
there. And besides, it's beautiful to look at."

Brian laughed softly and shook his head.

"Youll get overit."

"I hopel never do," Judtin replied, looking Brian sraight in the eyes.

A thin smile creased Brian'sface.

"After it's scared you a couple of timesit might not be so beautiful anymore," he said.
"Eventhen, | hopel don't forget how to look at it theway | am right now," Justin inssted.
"Ah, apoet here" Matt interjected with alaugh.

Brian shook his head.

"Plebes. Thank heavensI've grown beyond it."

Relaxing in the chair Justin half-listened to the stories Brian and Mait swapped back and forth, with Matt
holding the upper hand when it cameto yarns about hislife asasolar sailor. The gee-load gradudly Iulled
him into astupor, and through half-closed eyes he wondered how Matt, who had grown up in azero-gee
environment, was handling it. His friend was obvioudy putting on ashow of bravado in front of Seay,
graining to remain upright. Over acup of coffee Brian launched into another story, and Justin felt himsalf
drifting away.

"All passengers please return to your seats for deceleration and docking with sky tower station.”



Justin looked up, amazed that the hours had passed so quickly.

Matt and Brian gulped down their drinks and started back up to the main deck areawith Justin tagging
along. Asthey settled back in their chairs Brian and Matt were dready into aboasting war asto which of
the two had experienced the narrowest and most hair raising incident and Justin found himself feding very
much like an outsider. He strapped into his chair and leaned back.

"All passengers are now secured,” the computer announced, and Justin's chair pivoted in ahaf-circle so
that he was now hanging upside down, the back of the chair pointing straight up. The reverse-magnetic
motors kicked on, pushing Justin up asthe car darted to dow down. From hiswindow he could see

Earth far below, small enough now that if he held his hand out he could completely block it from view.
Beyond it was the endless ocean of stars.

The long minutes of two-gee decel eration dragged out and he found himsdlf drifting to the edge of deep.
Then the warning bell sounded to indicate that decel eration was complete.

"Prepare for docking at Geosynch Orbital Base Station, gateway to the solar system and beyond,” the
computer announced. "Have anice day."

His chair rotated back to its upright position. When deceleration stopped, he felt his scomach legp. They
were a near-zero gravity. He took adeep breath and waited, expecting his old enemy space sicknessto
kick in but nothing happened. He opened his eyes and saw Matt grinning at him.

"You'reaveteran now," Matt said, "not Weethefirs time."
"Don't remind me."

"Y eah, don't remind him," Brian growled behind them. Embarrassed, Justin looked back, remembering
how he had thrown up al over Brian's dresswhite uniform. Brian looked at him coldly for amoment,
then smiled.

"It'sdl right, kid, but someday I'll pay you back | promise!”
He reached out again and shook their hands.

"All right, plebes. Outside this ship ther€lll be hundreds of cadets waiting for the shuttle to the Academy.
Out there I'm Senior Cadet Seay and don't forget it. And if you crossme, so help me I'll kick your butts
from here to Phobos and back again. Got it?

"Yes, Sr!" Matt replied with mock seriousness.

A faint shudder ran through the car, and Justin spared aquick look out the window. The huge circle of
the main docking station was straight overhead. It was nearly one and a hdf kilometersin diameter, and it
appeared to float like ahuge halo at the very top of the tower to which it was hooked by half ahundred
support spokes. Hundreds of ships of nearly every description were anchored into the docking ports,
everything from small express-courier ships and two-seater Strike Eagle defense craft to hundred
thousand-ton bulk cargo-carriers. Hovering in holding patterns beyond the ring were more shipswaiting
for an open docking bay, and beyond them was along necklace of solar power stations with panelsten
kilometers across and zero-gravity manufacturing centers.

Space suddenly disappeared asthe car entered adocking tube. The car dowed down, switched through
several sidetracks, and then came to astop.



"Thank you for riding United Nations Skyhook Tower Number One, Earth'stower to the stars. Please
exit by the nearest door. Please follow the flashing blue arrows to the baggage areato reclaim your
luggage. To locate the docking bay of your connecting flight, please consult your computer monitor
beforeleaving.”

"It's Docking Bay B-47," Brian announced. "Y ou guys have any luggage?'
"Just our tote bags," Justin replied.
"Come on then, | know the way."

Justin undipped his seatbelt and clutched his chair while Matt reached up to the overhead compartment
and pulled down their bags. Brian was aready out in the corridor and Justin struggled to keep up with his
friends asthey cleared the airlock and stepped out into the main arrival terminal. With anew ship coming
in every minute, there were hundreds of passengers milling about. Justin threaded past a group of
Benedictine monks wearing the plain brown robes of their order, who were drifting down the corridor
dongsdehim.

"Heading to our new monagtery orbiting Jupiter,” one of them said excitedly when he saw Justin looking
at him. "Can't et the Franciscans and Trappists do al the work out here.”

At the end of the open corridor, which stretched for several hundred yards and was lined with duty free
shops, they reached a shuttle tunnel that would take them to the B docking area. It seemed like aflood of
white uniforms was converging on the spot, and Justin looked around in surprise. During the summer
session the only cadets aboard the ship were the scrub class, their cadet instructors, and afew hundred
others who were engaged in specid projects. Everyone ese had been out at hundreds of different
research and work sitesdl the way from Mercury to Jupiter. Hefelt decidedly uncomfortable a the sight
of dl the additiond stripes on cadet uniforms, and he looked down self-conscioudy at his own empty
deeve

There were no segts aboard the open shuttle tram so he just floated into the long compartment, grabbed
hold of astrap, and locked his feet under the safety straps set in the floor. Brian was aready lost to view
athough Justin could hear hisvoice laughing and describing what amiserable bunch of scrubs he had
been forced to work with for the summer. Justin and Matt looked at each other abit nervoudly,
especidly when they noticed the disdainful glances of the upperclassmenasif the presence of two mere
third-class plebes were not even worthy of comment.

The tram started up and drifted into one of the tunnelsleading to the outer rim of the station. Asthe car
emerged from the tunnd, Justin was overwhemed at the sea of white uniformsfloating in the B docking
area.

Leaving the tramcar, they looked around in confusion.
"Judtin, Matt!"

"Hey, it'sMadison Smith," Mait cried, and he pushed off to float over to their old classmate. Her dark
features were crinkled up into abright cheery grin and, using her sticky bottom gravity shoes, she clumsly
walked over to them to give her two friends a hug. Justin looked around and saw his other friends coming
over; in the back of the group he noticed Tanyataking with Sue. She broke away from her friend at the
sght of Justin, came up abit shyly, and extended her hand.

"Good to seeyou, Jugtin,” she said quietly.



He had been nervoudy wondering about this moment ever since he left Earth. There had been that hug
and kiss on the day that he rescued her and a second kiss just before leaving for Earth. He noticed that
Suewas dready up to Matt, giving him a hug. Hugs were acceptable according to Academy regulations
but anything beyond that was definitely frowned upon, in public and in private. The ruleswere tough on
that point, but everyone knew that when abit of romance took hold it was kind of hard to clamp down
onit completdly. But liewasn't sureif he redlly wanted aromance with Tanyaor not. They had, after dl,
been bitter enemies right up until the moment he pulled her back from the edge of the cliff on the Moon.
Now hewasn't sure, and he instantly picked up that she was nervous as well.

She pulled back ahit.
"Ready to head back?' hefinaly asked.
"Sure. | think it'sgoing to be an interesting year."

"All right, plebes. First Battalion Company A, fdl in, let'sget ahustle on! Transport Twenty-Three leaves
in saven minutesand I'll be damned if one of my pukes gets left behind.”

Justin looked over his shoulder to see Brian gpproaching, and there was alow moan from Madison and
severa others gathered around Justin and Matt.

"Comeon, moveit! I'msick at the sight of you pukes! And speaking of pukes' Seay came up to Justin
and fixed him with astedy gaze.

Justin cameto attention, amazed at Seay's sudden transformation from friendly comrade to company
commander.

"It'sgonnabe along year with you bums and with any kind of luck well get rid of most of you, one way
or the other."

He could seethat Brian was again al business. It was going to be an interesting yesar.
CHAPTER I
"' Ships company, atenshun!”

Justin sneaked a quick look at the assembled crowd. The last time he had attended amesting of cadetsin
the great assembly hall of Star Voyager Academy it was both to receive his award for life saving and to
hear Thor Thorsson, commander of the Academy, discuss the declaration of non-compliance by the
Mars Assembly.

The room seemed asif it had been empty then in comparison to the thousands who now stood in orderly
ranks, arranged by class and company. The senior cadet commandant stood at the podium, her steely
gaze sweeping the room for the dightest irregularity or disturbance.

There was agtir up towards the podium and

Justin fixed his gaze forward, snapping off a salute as the bosuns pipe echoed in the vast room. Thor
Thorsson ascended to the podium, saluted the colors of the United Space Military Command, and then,
facing his audience he returned their sdute,

"Ship's company at ease! Be seated!”

Thorsson stood silent for along moment, scanning his audience, and Jugtin felt that calm penetrating gaze



sweep over him for abrief second. He st alittle morerigidly, asif hewere alonein the room and
Thorsson had singled him out for attention.

"| trust that dl of you had astimulating and exciting summer," Thorsson began in his degp rumbling voice,
tinged with the faintest touch of aNorwegian accent. A stir greeted hiswords, afew of the cadets
shaking their heads and chuckling.

"On behdf of the USMC, the faculty, and the staff of this ship, Star Voyager Academy, | extend
greetingsto al of you. Now, you've heard this before but you're going to heer it again cal it my yearly

ritual speech.”
He paused for amoment, his features set in a serious expression.

"Y ou are the best of the best. Gathered here today are seven thousand young men and women from
Earth, the Moon, the orbital colonies, and outward to the farthest reaches of the solar system” he paused
again for abrief ingant, "and yes, even from Mars.”

No one spoke at his mention of the breakaway colony.

Justin quickly scanned the room. Only two weeks ago word of Mars Declaration of Secession from the
UN and Colonies Space Commission had come, and over a dozen cadets from his scrub summer class
had withdrawn to return home. The holo news had dwelt on little else while he was a home on Earth,
and speculation was high that the crisis could very well spread and perhaps even erupt into acivil war.

"All of you have atough year ahead. Y ou upper-classmen have heard me say that every year, and you've
thought nothing could be tougher than what you just went through; and you've learned that | wasright.
Thaose of you who recently survived scrub summer know that you started out with over two thousand
classmates back in June, you're returning now in September with aclass of thirteen hundred twenty-two.
Thisyear's senior class sarted out just like you and this morning we have two hundred and three sitting in
the front rows, with another sixty-seven still out on assgnments. | expect that around two hundred and
fifty will finaly graduate. Y ou can figure out the math on your own.

"Remember the most basic rul€ln space there are no second chances.” Y ou first-year plebes, if you
screw it up at this stage of the game, at worst you'll wind up just killing yoursdlf, but by thetime you
reach your senior year you'll be taking on the full responsbilities of an officer withthe USMC and a
mistake could cost the lives of hundreds, perhaps thousands.”

He again stood silent. Justin knew what was coming.
"Y esterday's incident with the Daeddusillustrates that well enough.”

A low murmur swept the room. Six senior cadets and one hundred eighty colonists were killed when a
section of an orbita unit suffered amassive decompression. Indications were that one of the Sx might
have been respons ble, from afailure to thoroughly check aninterna airlock system just moments before
ameteor impact punched through three decks. Once the bodies were recovered the six would receive
full military honors, but if the fault was ever pinned on any oneindividua the name would be made public
and the mistake openly reviewed. No one ever wanted to be another Cadet Hansen, who was
sngle-handedly responsible for the accidental destruction of the Oak Forest colony and the nearly three
thousand residents on board. His name was now synonymous with being amagjor screw up; "to pull a
Hansen" was one of the worst insults an instructor could hand a cadet.

"You arethe best and | expect the best from you at al times," Thorsson continued. "Thisis a dangerous
life you've signed on for, but asthey used to say, ‘it goes with the territory. Our territory is space, die



endlessfrontier, the beginning of an adventure that will take us outward into the eterna sea of stars. No
frontier has ever been settled without a price and you are the ones who will, more often than not, have to
pay that price. Welogt elghty-seven cadets|last year, and a hundred and twenty-nine were serioudy
injured. Now, there are some on Earth who whine that the price we expect of our next generation istoo
high and you know what | have say about that.”

He amiled and many in the room chuckled, remembering the famous and rather scatologica statement
made before a hearing committee which had been convened to investigate the so-called "unacceptable
risks and casudties' associated with the Academy.

"No society in the history of the human race has ever advanced without taking risks. In your history
classes you learned about the great Chinese explorers of the 14th and early 15th centuries who sailed as
far as Zanzibar aboard three-masted ships. They were on the very edge of leaping outward, of sweeping
the world, but then their new emperor lost his nerve and declared that the risk, the lives, and the money
involved were too great. And so it was that |ess than ahundred years later the Portuguese came to them
ingtead, with disastrous results for that ancient empire.

"My own ancestors sailed the open seas in then-longboats and perished by the thousandsin the doing of
it. All of you havelearned that most basic of principlestaught by history, that they who do not explore,
expand, and achieve will be replaced by otherswho do. | remember one of my favorite quotes, from
Scott of Antarctica, the great British explorer who perished on his quest to reach the South Pole. One of
hislast diary entries made when he knew he was dying stands, in its smple e oquence, asaguiding
beacon for the spirit of what we are, in both triumph and defeat. He wrote, "We took risks, we knew we
took them, and things have come out against us, therefore we have no need for complaint.™

Thorsson stepped from behind his podium and began to pace the stage.

"That iswhat we are! Stoic both in defeat and in triumph. That isthe spirit which must shape us, and, in
the shaping, lead us onward to the stars.”

Heamiled softly.

"For the tarsawait us. You all know what | have done, where | have been. | first went into space over
forty years ago, aboard the last flight of the old United States Shuttle Two. | even witnessed aflight of the
origina shuttle when | was aboy back in 1997.1 was on thefirst team to go to Mars and the second
team to orbit Jupiter. And yet | would trade dl of that, al of it, to be where you now are. And that's not
just an old man wishing to be young again. Not at dl. For | believe that before much longer you young
men and women will lead the way on the journey to the stars.

"If Earthisour nursery, then the solar system isour playground, our backyard realm of adventures. But
pretty soon, far sooner than anyone daresimagine, we will be setting sail for Alpha Centauri, Wolfs Ster,
Betelgeuse and Sirius. I'm not giving away any great secrets here. Maybe well crack the secret of that
aien ship we are reassembling and master light speed, or maybe well go thelong dow way at afraction
of light speed aboard Ark ships, but one way or the other we will go!™

Justin found himsdlf nodding excitedly. Thorsson had just aluded to the greatest non-secret of everyone
involved in space. Nine years back the mysterious raiders, known smply asthe Tracs, had staged an
attack and destroyed severa colonies. Thorsson himsalf had managed to bag one of the Trac ships, and
even now it was reported that recovery teams were scouring abillion cubic kilometers of space looking
for wreckage and partsin a painstaking effort to put the ship back together, piece by piece.

Mankind had known that someone or something else was out there for forty-five years, ever sncethe
SETI project, the " Search for Extra Terrestrid Intelligence,” had confirmed aclear signa being detected



from Proximus Gemini. Ten years|ater thefirst of three Trac raids had occurred. Who they were, where
they came from, what they even looked like was a complete mystery. No one even knew if the SETI
programs decision to beam asignal back had been the trigger for the attacks.

All humanity had to go on was the scattered wreckage of aship the task of reassembling it equivaent to
putting together amillion-piece three-dimensiond jigsaw puzzle without even knowing what it would look
like once it was done. If the machine was ever put back together, and someone could then figure out how
to activate it, mankind was on itsway to the stars. But even if that failed there was ill the Ark ship
program of building habitats to accommodate twenty thousand people for journeys of thirty years or
more until the nearest star was reached.

It was one of Thorsson's favorite programs; during scrub summer he had lectured about it to Justin's
class. He compared the journey to that of 19th-century colonists and whalers braving the Horn on trips
lasting up to ayear or more into the South Pecific.

Thorsson dowly scanned his audience asif he were dready searching for volunteer crews who would
leave Earth forever, and in spite of the fears and anxieties he had yet to completely ditch about space
flight, Justin knew hewould go if Thorsson asked him.

"Thereisonething, though, onething that can stop us from fulfilling our destinies" Thorsson said at
length, interrupting Justin's thoughts. "And it isnot the Tracs. Oh, they're out there that's one of the
reasons we must go forward, to meet them in their backyard, and not ours. Perhaps we can make an
arrangement with them, but history shows that more often than not when two cultures collide, the wesker
onewill suffer. For that reason aone we must forge ahead. But that is not my fear, not now. Rather it is
the events sweeping our system the separatist movements.”

Justin looked over at Matt and saw hisfriend shift in his chair. Matt wasin quiet support of the
movement, and he feared that maybe the UN had issued some sort of decree or was about to require an
oath of some sort. If they did, he knew Matt would refuse, if only asamatter of principle, being avery
pig-headed solar sailor.

"Asyou dl know, two weeks ago the Mars Assembly issued a decree of noncompliance with the United
Nations and Colonies Space Commission, and aso with the USMC. The Assembly has called for and |
quote, ‘A Firgt Continental Congress of Space to decide whether these colonies shdl declare themselves
free and independent Sates.’

Matt smiled and nodded his head, and Justin saw mor e than one of his classmates doing the
same.

"1 want to emphasizeright now that thisis not a declaration of rebellion, no matter what the
holo newscaster s might be shrieking about, either from Earth or anywhere else. When you've
been around awhile, you learn that if you've heard it on the news, chances are you better not
believeit especially when it's one of those blow-dried fools doing the pronouncing rather than
the people who are actually involved in the story.

" Those of you who wer e herefor scrub summer know we lost a dozen cadets from Marsand
two ingtructor swho decided to return home. Now | want to make something damn clear to all of
you."

Themerefact that Thorsson had just used the mildest of profanities caused a stir in the
audience and the entire hall became as silent asatomb.

"Weareall brothersand sistersaboard thisship and in the service, united by the common



dream of leading humanity to the stars. That iswhy | fought for twenty yearsto havethis
Academy created, it iswhy | refused postingsfar more senior than my current rank smply so|
could be herewith you, our future. Wewill not, and | repeat, we will not let the politiciansand
hotheads of either side destroy that bond. It will not be. destroyed never!"

Hiswords echoed in the assembly hall likethe crack of arifle.

"1f | hear of any cadet, staff, or faculty member who usestheword 'traitor' or otherwise
attacksa shipmatefor supporting either side, | can promiseyou that you will have a very swift
passage home. Do | make myself clear on this?"

No onein the audience even dared to move. In hisbrief exposureto Thorsson over the summer
Justin had cometo regard the man asa stern but kindly grandfather. Now he was seeing
another side, onethat wasashard as stedl, and, if needs be, capable of bringing down a car eer
without batting an eye.

"1 want to make something clear hereand now. | pray to God every day that thiscrisis shall
pass us by; that together we can go forward and explore space.” He paused, and he leaned
forward asif speaking personally to each cadet.

"But if that should not be, if in the weeks, months and year s ahead this crisis should spin out of
control and wefind ourselves arrayed against each other, | want you to remember what | have
said today more clearly than anything elseyou ever learn hereat the Academy.”

Hisvoice dropped to a near-whisper and all present strained forward so asnot to missa single
word.

"We wer e comrades, we are comrades, and we shall alwaysremain comrades. Never for get
that never!" said Thorsson, and hisvoice echoed in the assembly hall. " If on someterrible
distant field of conflict you should find your self facing those with whom you once served if you
look acrossthat open stretch of space and on the other side are comradeswith whom you once
bunked, shared a meal, and knew without hesitation that you'd shareyour last sip of water,
your last gasp of air if that day should ever come, remember what we wer e her e thismorning.
That we few wer e once shipmates, united in common cause. Y ou will haveto do your duty, as
your training commands, and asyour moral obligation requires, but do it with honor.

" And know that all conflicts end none can go on forever. Therewill come a day when you will
haveto bind up thewounds, carefor theinjured, or phaned, and widowed among your own
comrades-in-arms. And then, together, continue the quest to the sars.

"1f you live by that pledge, if you temper yourselvesto honor, to charity and yes, to love, no
conflict will ever divideyou. Such thingswill pass, and | suspect that it will be you who shall
make them passif you remember. For thereisahigher calling for all of you and that callingis
smpleit isasingleword, and that is Destiny.

"You, the generations of the 21st century, are destined to save humankind from itsfollieson
Earth, and thefolliesit contemplates on its path to the stars."

Hiswordsdrifted away into silence. Justin felt a curious stinging in his eyes, and was
embarrassed until helooked around and saw mor e than one of his classmates on the edge of
tearsaswell. Thorsson surveyed his audience, his eyes shining.

" Good luck to all of you, and God blessyou."



" Ship'scompany, attenshun!”

Justin cameto hisfeet with the othersand stood at rigid attention as Thor sson stepped down
from the podium to stand with the faculty. Minutes|later, to the barked commands of the
upperclassmen, Justin filed out of the assembly hall and double-timed down thelong corridors
towardsthefirst-year plebe barracks. He thought he knew the ship but was soon completely
lost asthey wereled to a distant section that had been off limits during the summer session.
Sector F-7, Deck Nine, with .41 gravity. For Justin the gravity felt decidedly pleasant, but he
could see morethan one of the offworlders, especially those who had lived on the Moon or in
zer o-gravity environments, huffing a bit under the strain.

At last he started to recognize some of the side corridors, having passed through them briefly
earlier in theday to drop off hisgear. Turninginto Corridor T, heand Matt cameto the door of
their room and, stopping on either side, the two snapped to attention.

Several minutes passed before Brian Seay appeared and stopped at the end of the corridor.
Thelast of the cadets cameracing past, looking nervoudy over at Brian asthey stumbled into
place by their rooms. Justin brightened as he saw Pradeep, their third roommate from the
summer, fall into place beside them. Finally a cadet he vaguely recognized as having been with
another company during scrub summer came and joined them. Justin gave him a sidelong
glance. The cadet wastall and thin, with pale blue eyes and alook he found disquieting. It was
avague, undefinable something, a certain way of walking, an air of superior disdain, asif he
wer e already a senior cadet forced to associate with mere plebes. The cadet gave Justin a
sidelong glance, not friendly, but not hostile, either.

" All right, plebes, listen up and listen good."
Brian now started to walk dowly down the corridor.

"You arenow Company A, Second Battalion, first-year plebes. Heaven knows how you made it
thisfar just looking at you makes mewant to get sick, turnin my stripesand jump ship with the
first orecarrier heading out."

Brian started into his harangue about how disgusting, miserable, nauseating, and generally
unpleasant they all were. In the distance Justin could hear echoesfrom other corridors, as
company commandersfrom other unitslaunched into smilar tirades. At the beginning of the
summer it had left him shaking and darn near in tearsmorethan once; asBrian stopped in
front of him, hefet abit of the gut churn, and braced himsdlf.

Brian fixed him with an icy gaze of disdain, asif hewerelooking at a loathsomeinsect. " Ah,
the brains of the outfit,” Brian snapped. " Passed Intro to Astro-Navigation by one point. Good
heavens, Bell, if that stretched your peabrain, | can promiseyou that first-year Astro-Nav will
makesurel don't haveto look at your ugly face again come next semester. Boy, you are
nothing but a hick from the cornfields of Indiana and when I'm donewith you, you'll wish you
had stayed there."

He continued on, harassing Matt over hisaccent, and then moved on, attempting to makelife
miserablefor everyone. Half an hour later, after chewing everyone out, he went through the
ritual of reading the ship'sGeneral Orders" Article Twenty-Three, If any member of the
Service while aboard an active-duty ship conspiresto commit mutiny, and such offense occurs
in atimeof war or emergency mobilization, the commanding officer shall have, within his
powers, theright and privilegeto summarily execute the offender, by agreement of those staff



officerson board who arein good standing, if the actions of the offender do jeopardizethe
safety of the ship or mission of that ship. If amember of the Service under those abovelisted
conditions should strike an officer, the punishment shall be summary execution with the
agreement of those staff officerson board who arein good standing.' "

" Article Twenty-four™

Justin had heard the Articles, all twenty-five of them read off at every Sunday service, and he
was expected to know all of them by heart. But there was something chilling about theritual,
which heknew dated back hundreds of yearsto the old sailing days of the British Royal Navy.

Thereading completed, Brian waited for several minutes asif hoping that someone had to
sneeze, twitch, or move. Hewaslooking for a victim to make an example of. Justin knew that
for some of the offwor |der s standing at attention in half-gravity must be agony, and someone
finally buckled, leaning forward with alow moan. Justin shot a quick glance down the corridor
asBrian closed in on the offender. It was Alice McK ay, a cadet from one of the orbital
colonies, and Seay launched into her so that shewasin tears. Justin looked past her and finally
saw the girl who had caused him so much troubled thought, Tanya L eonov. She was standing
next to Alice, her eyes straight ahead.

"And if you can't takeit, plebe, ship out now!" Seay shouted, and Alicefinally straightened
back up. " That'll be double watch tonight, four hours straight, midnight to four, do you read
me?"

"Yes, gr!" and Justin felt a wave of pity. She'd get lessthan two hours deep tonight before
having to fall out for thefirst day of classes. A bad first day could set her up for the whole
semester .

" All right, you ship'srats. Onehour till chow.

Make sureyour rooms ar e shipshape or Weak Knees herewill have company on watch. Fall
out!"

Brian swept down the corridor; everyone was silent until he finally turned the corner and
disappeared.

" Boy, he'seven wor sethan thissummer," Matt groaned, leaning forward and letting hisknees
bend. " And | thought he was gonna be OK."

"Never trust an upper.”
Justin turned and looked at hisnew roommate and nodded in half-agreement.

"Waell, lets get squared away," Matt suggested as he opened the door and led the way into
their room. Justin stepped in and looked around. It was dightly bigger than the room he had
shared with Matt and Pradeep during the summer, with two double bunkslining one wall, four
desksand the holo field on a second, and the closets occupying the third. Justin and Matt had
already flipped for who got top or lower Matt won, a decided plusfor him sincelower bunks
tended to get sat upon by visitors.

"Hey, Uncle, what's been happening?' Matt asked as he headed for hisbunk and started to
unfold hislinensto make hisbed. The holo computer field on the opposite wall lit up.

" Cadet Everett, good to see you back,” Unclereplied. " And | see Cadets Singh, Bedll, and



Colson aswadll."

Justin looked over at hisnew roommate asthe computer announced who he was. Colson
nodded. Therewas something familiar about the name but he couldn't quite placeit.

"Now asto your question, Matt, about what is happening? If you arereferring to the overall
state of the univer se, there have been two supernovas sighted in Andromeda. Within our own
Milky Way, a most curious change of pulseratein a quasar wasreported yesterday. Within
our solar system"

"Relax, Uncle," Matt chortled, "I mean, just with you. Y ou know, the old human gresting,
‘What'snew'?"

" Ah, with me. It's been decidedly boring with nearly everyone gone until thismorning. My
human support team installed ten thousand tril new holo cubesinto my deep-core memory while
you wer e away. Wonder ful feeling, sort of like stretching and finding moreroom. | also
received an upload of 19th-century photographs, several hundred thousand of them.
Fascinating, you humans back in your primitivedays. | even uploaded a new ar chive of early
movies from your 1930s and 40s| love Buck Rogersand Flash Gordon. That'sabout all. | take
it you enjoyed your trip to Earth?"

Matt launched into a description of hisexperiences and Justin, smiling, half-listened to the
embellishments surrounding their canoetrip down Sugar Creek, thevist to the Purdue
Campus, and walksthrough Indiana cor nfields.

" Soundslikeyou really liked Earth,” Colson suddenly interrupted.

"Yeah, never been therebefore” Matt replied. " Kind of strangeto have a steady gravity, and
abit of a closed-in feeling. But | loved the smellsin the air, especially when we had a bar becue,
and the sound of the birdssinging the hour before dawn. And dawn | never imagined such
colors, the oranges and reds streaking the sky. The thun-der stormsand the rainbow
afterwards, it wasgreat.”

Colson nodded tolerantly. " So the colonial boy finally gets back to the center of things."
"What do you mean?" Justin asked cautioudly.

"Just that. It'sgood for offworldersto come back to Earth and realize wher e the center and
power of thingstruly are.

" Say, Colson,” Pradeep interrupted. " I1t'sWendell Colson I11, isn't it?"
Golson nodded.

'‘Tour father'son the Space Security Council."

"Thesame."

Matt looked at him closely, hisface darkening.

" And your family owns Colson Construction, don't they?"

"What of it?"

Justin looked over at Matt and sensed something building.



" Just that they maketheworst damn habitat unitsand ship podsin the system.”
" And what'sthat supposed to mean?" Colson replied coolly.

"Just that," Matt snapped back. " Substandard construction. Gasket seals prematurely aging
and blowing. Y ou people knew about it, should haveissued recalls, but didn't."

"That wasall cleared up.” Colson answered asif Matt werebarey worth talkingto. " | don't
seewhy you're getting all upset.”

"Upset?' Matt snapped back. " Meupset? Wouldn't you be upset if your pod blew and your
parents shoved you into an airlock, then stayed on the other side because thethree of you
couldn't survivein that tiny room, and you wer etherefor weekswatching them float in
vacuum?"

Matt's voice went up sharply and he drew closer to Colson. Justin stepped between them.
" Investigations cleared my family of any wrong doing," Colson replied sharply.

Justin could seetheragein Matt'seyesand understand it. Yet he knew it wasunfair to blame
someone hisown age for an incident that happened year s ago.

" Cool it down, Matt," Justin said, pushing him back. Helooked at Matt, and to hissurprise he
could seetearsforming. " Coal it," Justin whispered, "it'snot hisfault.”

M att nodded and started to lower hishead.

"And besides," Colson offered, " it wasmost likely their own damn fault anyhow that they got
killed."

Matt surged back up again. Justin turned to face Colson, struggling with the desireto smply
let Matt go.

" That wasuncalled-for," Pradeep now interjected. " So both of you, calm down."

"Calm? Of coursel'm calm,” Colson replied smoothly. " Just keep that sailor boy away from
me. Offworlders, they'reall alike, alwaysready to blame their woes on those who do thereal
work."

"Just what isthat crack supposed to mean?" Justin asked,

"Why, it'sobvioudy thetruth, Bell," Colson snapped back.

" Elaborate on this?" Pradeep asked softly. " I'm curious.”

Justin looked back at Matt, who was staring with cold rage at Colson.

"Heisn't worth it," Justin whispered. " Hit him and you're out of here. Now go to the head, cool
off and then come back" Justin pushed Matt to thedoor. Matt started to turn, but to hisown
surprise Justin actually managed to shove him out into the corridor.

Matt started back for the door, but Justin stopped him.

"Look, you can't blame Mr. Stuck-up, in therefor what happened to your parents.”



"Yeah, | know. | was off the handle, but what he said about them killing themselves. That's
what got me."

"1 under stand. But we've got to live with each other."
"Wdll, there'smore. Hisold man isone of the guysreally stoking thiscrigs."
"How s0?"

"He'son the Security Council Board for Space. He'sthe guy calling everyone out here
ungrateful traitorsand pushing for the Serviceto preemptively intervene at any colony where
known separ atist leader smight be located.”

Surprised, Justin looked back to theroom. The door was half-open and Pradeep and Colson
wer e obvioudy in a hot debate.

" That would bewar," Justin said.
" Darn straight, and Justin between us, it'd throw me over to their sde once and for all.”

Justin looked back into the room and thought he saw aflicker of interest from Colson. The
cadet half-turned away from Pradeep, and then turned back.

"Well, the Service would never buy it,” Justin whispered. " That's a straight-out violation of
freedom of speech. You can't arrest someonefor saying a change of government or in the
status of the coloniesis needed. Only if they move to overthrow the gover nment, only then."

"Tdl that to Colson thethird in there," Matt snapped. " He'sa chip off the old block, it seems.
Beyond that, hisfamily did kill many a good sailor. Theinvestigation showed that they knew
the seals wer e degrading quicker than the specs said, but they never issued arecall sinceit
would have cost them millions. So the seals blew, dozens died, and they managed to cover it

up."

"Matt, you can't blame him for that one."

"Yeah, | know, | wasout of line."

Justin forced a smile.

" Hit the head, cool off and let's seeif we can settle thiswhen you come back."

"Yeah, sure, Justin. Thanks, buddy. I might of dugged the guy if it hadn't been for you."
Justin smiled and went back into theroom.

"You can't lump them all together likethat,” Pradeep was saying.

"They allow it to be said in their midst. Without our support on Earth the colonieswould all die
within theyear. It'sabout timethey realized that and got off their high horses. | know what I've
heard and | think that when you look at an offworlder, you'relooking at an ungrateful traitor.”

"Wait aminute, Wendell," Justin said. " Didn't you hear Thorsson? Hewon't tolerate that kind
of talk around here. If wereported this conver sation to his office your butt would bein the

wringer."



" Areyou going to go squealing?" Colson asked, a mocking tonein hisvoice.
"No, of course not."
" And what about you, Uncle?" Colson asked, looking at the computer.

"You know that would beaviolation of thelaw," Unclereplied, his voice sounding cool and
distant. " Computer smay not report conver sations without a specific court order, which is
issued only when a felony isunder investigation."

"Weéll, right thereyou haveit," Colson said. " Everyone'stoo soft. Those people out thereare
plotting rebellion. One of my family's construction siteswasthreatened with seizure by some
damn radicals, and we can't even use a stupid computer to help get the evidence!"

Justin looked over at Uncle asif to apologize. Even though Uncle was a machine, somehow
Justin felt that he did indeed have fedlings, and to call him stupid was an insult to something
that could not fight back.

"Soisthat thereal reason here? Pradeep asked. " It'snot policy, but rather it'syour family's
construction siteson Mars? Sitesthey control from Earth and which arelittle better than
factory townsright out of the 19th century, wherethey even charge double the going rate for
air rations?"

"Wehavearight to make money and they don't havearight totry and stop us. All thisrubbish
about 'local control' isnothing but double-talk for theft by traitors. I've yet to meet an
offworlder you could trugt.”

"Then, if so," Justin asked, " why are you here?"

Colson sniffed. " Family tradition. Do my bit with the Service, then move up to take over the
business, if there'still abusinessaround in ten years."

M att cameinto theroom and Wendd| stiffened.

"It'sfinished right here," Pradeep announced before Matt could say aword. " Thor sson was
right, we haveto treat each other like comrades. There aretoo many other strikesagainst us
plebesasit iswithout you two going for each other'sthroats."

Matt nodded, and ever so owly extended hishand.
"Look, I'm sorry about accusing you of being responsiblefor my parent'sdeaths. OK?"

Golson smiled, but it wasn't afriendly look. To Justin it seemed asif Wendell fully expected
Matt to smply bow down and submit. Colson limply took Mart's hand and then quickly dropped
it. Turning hisback, he went to work on arranging hisbunk.

An icy silence descended on theroom. Justin could sensethat the basic good-natured aspect
within Matt wanted to somehow patch thingsup, but theway Colson had taken hishand without
comment and then turned away had left him confused asto what to do next. The silencewas
strangeto Justin, for usually Matt was a non-stop talker, ready to fill any conver sational gap
with afunny story or tall tale about solar sailing.

" Gentlemen, ten minutesto chow,"” Unclefinally interrupted.



Grateful for the opportunity to break off the silent confrontation, Justin looked over at the holo
screen and nodded an acknowledgment. During the summer session he had cometo regard
Uncleasafriend, and once more he wondered about the machine. Uncle had heard every word
of the conver sation the machine heard and knew everything that happened aboard ship. Yet he
was programmed with a very selective memory as prescribed by law. No conversation or action
observed by him could ever be repeated except in the case of a class-one felony, and even then
the programming block could only belifted by the unanimous decision of a three-judge pand.

Justin wondered again if Uncle had personal likesand didikes. Hefelt asif the machine
actually did like him and looked out for him whenever possible. He knew that wasillogical, for
Uncle, after all, wasa machine, yet the way he had so casually interrupted them, thus breaking
off the confrontation, wasinter esting.

"Company A, fall out for chow!" Seay's voiee echoed down the hall. Justin double-checked his
bed and locker to make surethey wereready for room inspection after dinner.

" Onefinal thing,” Colson suddenly announced.

Justin looked over at Colson, who had finished stowing hisgear in hislocker. Colson stepped
around Justin and stopped in front of M att.

"1 don't want to hear you spreading storiesabout my family. I'll try to ignoreyour
less-than-desirable political beliefsand,” he hesitated for a moment then smiled, " the support
of them that | just heard you announce out in the hallway. But I'll remember what you said, and
if you crossmeon anything I'll turn you in."

"What kind of threat isthat?" Justin snapped.

"A promise. Thereareother cadetswho still havethe gutsto stand up to traitors, and when the
time comeswe'll beready."

Without another word he stalked out of the room.

Justin looked over at Matt, expecting an explosion. But the old M att was back. Shaking his
head, Matt brokeintoagrin.

"A jerk, buddy, aclass-A jerk, and that'sno mistake!"
" A dangerousjerk," Pradeep added quietly.
CHAPTER I

" Come on now, son, you can do better than that!"

Rubbing hisbackside, Matt struggled back up to hisfeet, breathing hard under the stress of
near ly one-and-a-half gees. Chief Petty Officer Kevin Malady, their close-in combat instructor,
stood balanced on the balls of hisfeet looking asif he were poised to jump straight up and turn
aquick somersault. Malady took the knife he had snatched from Matt's hand and tossed it to
the side of the practice circle, motioning for Matt torgjoin thegroup. .

Malady scanned the group and nodded towar ds Justin.

"All right, son, you're next."



Justin tried to ignorethe snickers of some of hisfellow cadets as he stepped up to the edge of
thefighting circle.

" S0, son, what weapon will it be?"

Justin looked down at the assortment of deadly instrumentslaid out on thefloor. Therewere
several wicked looking knives, a plain old baseball bat with the charming touch of a few spikes
driven through it, afireax, and a strange-looking device made up of a section of stedl pipe
topped by a two-foot section of wirewith alead ball tied to the end.

"Caretotry themace, Mr. Bell?" Malady asked.

Justin looked down at the weapon. Maybe in low, even standard gravity, but out here on the
exer cise pylon, which extended a hundred and fifty meters out from the main hull of the ship, he
wasn't sure how well he could handleit.

He shook hishead.

" Good decision, Bell. The mace seemsto be popular with certain punkswho prowl the tougher
sections of the M oon's mining camps. Can be deadly in low gravity, but hereyou just might
wind up wrapping it around your head."

Justin finally settled on the baseball bat. He hefted it up ashe stepped into thecircle. At least
at home he had had a little experience with a bat, though usually when it cameto a pickup game
the other playerstended torelegate him toright field and pray nothing would come hisway.

Justin clenched the bat and raised it asif facing a pitcher.
Malady wearily shook his head.
"No, no,” hesighed. " I'm not a hard ball, Mr. Bell. Give methat."

Malady bounded forward, moving with the ease of a ballet dancer in spite of hismassive bulk.
Hetook the bat and held it up, clenching the weapon athird of theway up from the handle.

" A lot of foolstry theway you did, son. They'll only get one good swing in. If your opponent

can dodgeit, they'll be on you beforeyou can recover. In low gravity you'll just spin around like
atop and then catch a knifein the kidneys. Use both ends of it, just like old Robin Hood and
hismerry men used the quarter staff like this."

Malady feigned a blow to Justin's head with the spiked end, recover ed, and then drovein with
the butt of the handle, stopping theblow at the last instant so it wasjust a light tap under the
chin. Justin realized that if it had been for real he'd be ordering a new set of teeth.

"OK, try it again."

Malady tossed the bat back and returned to the middle of the circle. Nervoudy Justin gripped
the bat the way Malady had shown him. He edged into the circle, trying to focus on Malady's
eyesastheinstructor had told them to, while watching the movement of hishands and feet with
peripheral vision.

Hetried a blow to his opponent's shoulder with the spiked end, but Malady easily danced out of
theway. For Justin thewholeritual wasvery disconcerting. He liked and admired M alady;
during the summer theinstructor had taken him asideto share a few storiesabout Justin's



father. Malady's creased features had crinkled with delight when he had talked about " the
skipper,” and how Justin'sdad had once saved hislifein a barroom brawl on Mars. Yet now he
was supposed to try and beat thelife out of him. Of cour se he knew the attempt wasfutile, no
plebe had ever bested Malady with any weapon let alone with bare hands. Hewondered if
Malady ever boasted about how he had most likely thrashed every officer in the service at
sometimeduring hisor her career.

Justin tried again, thistimejabbing for Malady'sface. Malady stepped past the blow and
moved to closein. Justin danced backwar ds, moving clumsily in the heavy gravity. Hereversed
hishold on the bat with hisleft hand and now used it to jab straight at theinstructor. Healmost
connected, but Malady dodged so that the handle of the bat just scraped acrosshisarm.

Malady grabbed the bat just below the spikesand jerked it back, dragging Justin along with it.
Hisfoot lashed out, tripping Justin so that he went down hard. Malady then jerked the bat up,
trying towrench it out of Justin's hands, but herefused to let go.

Justin felt thelight tap of a knee go into hissolar plexus, just enough to let him know that if it
had been for real his spleen would most likely be wrapped around hisbackbone.

Justin let go and backed away, holding his ssomach.
"All right, son?"
Justin nodded, not willing to admit that the blow hurt.

" Good movethere, cadet, coming in with the butt of the handle. Don't go for an arm though
unlessyou hit it squareit'll skid off theway it did with me. Go for theribs, face or ssomach.”

Justin nodded, wondering how he'd react if thissituation were ever for real. These exercise
periodswith Malady always made him fedl clumsy; hewondered if thelegendary Marine
looked at him and felt he would never match up to the legend of Captain Jason Bell.

Malady casually tossed the bat to the side of thecircle.

"All right, kiddies, let's get down to some basics here. Now, the Old M an talks about the lofty
vison of the Corpsand all that, but when you cut out all the fancy talk and gold braid it comes
down to guts. It might be nothing morethan dealing with a couple of drunk minersin a bar who
don't like a uniform and decide to expresstheir antisocial behavior on your face. Or it might be
ariot on a habitat likewe had last year when arumor spread about Kelson's Disease and
everyonewastrying to break quarantine and get out. Or it might be a nest of Thugees and you
gotta clean 'em out. Your fancy book-lear ning down below in the classroomsor whether you're
the best pilot in the univer sewon't mean squat.

" And you people make me wanna puke. All of you huffing and puffing just becausethere'sa
little pull on. Héll, you think thisisbad wait until wethin theair outta here, put you in pressure
suitsand have you fight!"

Heblew out noisly.

" All of you, extra exercise detail up herein the one-and-a-halfer, an hour each day for the next
two weeksyou're all asflabby as my big Aunt Sally."

Everyone knew better than to groan or expressthe dightest dismay. Theregulationswere
clear on personnd hitting each other, but Malady wasn't above a bit of arough " demo" if he



took adidiketo someone.

"We'regoing back to straight old FT, then to open hand combat; these little toys will hafta wait
till you've grown up abit.

" Now give metwenty, then dismissed!"

Justin felt like hisarmswereturning tojelly ashe struggled through thelast push up, made
wor se by Malady kneeling beside him and barking out hisdismay over Justin's performance.

Staggering with fatigue, he hurried to shower and change, glad to seethat Matt was waiting for
him in the corridor.

"Man, was hetough!" Justin groaned.

"Yeah, | got a bruiseon my butt to match the bump on my head for thelast sesson. Jeez, you'd
think we weretrying out for the Shore Patrol units."

"Heard it getsworse," Justin sighed. The dreaded full contact training would start later this
year. Even though everyone wor e padded protection, it still sent some cadetsto theinfirmary
or wor seyet, right out of the program if they backed out of afight no matter how bad a
mismatch Malady might have set up. Justin knew that some of the mismatcheswer e deliber ate,
toseeif asmaller or weaker cadet had the gutsto go into afight he knew he would lose.
Backing out was not an option if you wanted to stay in the Academy.

"Hey, cheer up, we're getting off ship today. Come on, we got to hustleto be on the other end
of the ship in ten minutes.”

Justin followed Mart'slead as hisfriend ducked into a down tube. Staying on the steps since
they were gill in the one-and-a-half-gravity zone, the two followed a rush of cadets heading
towardsthelow and zer o-gravity areasin the center of the ship. Matt handled the descent like
an old hand, but Justin ill found the gravity shift to be dightly disconcerting. Asthey reached
the quarter gravity level Matt was bounding and floating down three and four stepsat atime,
while Justin hung on to the hand rail. When they finally reached the one-tenth-gravity floor, a
number of cadets around them split off down side corridorsto head to their next class. Justin
recognized somefriends from hisown platoon, all of them going in hisdirection.

Matt, still leading the way, stepped into one of the tubesthat ran the length of the ship. He
touched down on the moving walkway heading to the stern of the ship and called for Justin to
follow.

Justin eyed the moving walkways. They were nearly identical to those found in any large
airport or shopping district, the only difference being that here hand straps, suspended frpm the
ceiling, traveled at the same speed and gave nervous cadets something secure to hang on to.
Stepping onto one was as easy as walking when done on Earth, but herein the one-tenth
gravity near the center of the ship it wasan entirely different matter.

" Comeon, Bdl, you'reholding up theline," someone shouted behind him.

Justin saw an opening between two groups of cadets and took a shuffling step out onto the
moving path. He started to lose hisfooting, and reaching up, he grabbed a handle, which jerked
him along. Other cadets piled in around him, the mor e experienced setting off with leaping
bounds down thetrack.



"Heard Major Davisgot you on your Astro-Navigation problem thismorning.”

Startled, Justin saw Tanya standing beside him, holding on to a strap. Ever sincetheir return
she had been coolly formal. Per hapsthe kiss she had planted on him during the summer was
now a cause of embarrassment.

Hetried to think of something witty to say. Having become a fan of old Bogart moviesduring
the summer leave hetried a” Bogey" shrug and uttered a non-committal " Yeah, it happens.”

The nervous squeak in hisvoiceruined the Bogart effect and he felt himself reddening.

" Study together tonight?" she asked. " Maybe we can figure out what Davis hasup his
sleeve."

"Yeah, sure”
" Great. Comeon, we'relosing the group.”

Tanya bounded ahead on the walkway, taking twenty-foot strides. Justin tried to follow,
noticing once again how gracefully she moved. Shewas, after all, part of the Academy's low-
and zero-gravity ballet troupe, and her lithe, easy moves kept diverting Justin's attention as he
struggled to keep up. Thereweretimeswhen looking at her made hisheart skip a beat, and
then there were other timeswhen hewished she'd smply disappear. The way she was moving
now definitely did not make Justin wish she would disappear. Watching her, he missed hisstrap
and awkwar dly tumbled into a group of upper classmen. They soundly dressed him down until
they jumped off thetrack into aside corridor.

Hisown group was now morethan a hundred meter saway and Justin struggled ahead,
breathing a sigh of relief when hereached theend of thetrack and stepped off into the EVA
prep area.

Their instructor, Senior Cadet Barker, was already calling the group to attention as Justin
came through the doorway. Barker spared Justin a cold look but said nothing ashefdl into
line.

" All right you plebes, you got lucky today. Standard EVA has been scrubbed for the
afternoon.”

Some of the group looked disappointed, wondering if they were going to get stuck with another
indoor suit drill, though Justin hoped Barker might opt for a game of falcon flying instead.

"We'rein anear-orbital intersect with a Habitat Unit,” Barker continued, " and the power sthat
be, in their infinite wisdom, have scheduled you pukesto go over for alook-see. We'd be
making the run anyhow since we got some spar e partsthey need, so there' sno sense wasting
the tug space. We'retaking a standard K-class open rig tug, so suit up.”

Justin teamed up with Matt. Drawing two standard EV A suitsfrom thelocker s Justin helped
Matt step into hissuit, zip it up and connect hisback pack. Matt then helped Justin into his
suit. He clipped on his helmet, then finally hisgloves. Justin checked the L CD readout inside
hishelmet and with atouch on the arm pad activated the system and ran a diagnostic.
Everything checked out positive. Thetwo then double-checked each other's suits, signaled a
thumbs-up to Barker, and lined up by thedoor.

Following the senior cadet, the plebesfiled into the airlock. The door did shut behind them and



Jugtin felt a momentary tightening in hisgut. Sinceretur ning tathe Academy his platoon had
goneon half adozen EVASs, all of them review-and-checkouts of what they had learned during
the summer, but it still made him nervous.

The sound of the alarm bell, the war ning of depressurization, grew fainter astheair thinned,
and then there was silence except for the low hum from hissuit pump and a whisper of staticin
his headset.

" By the number s, check off."

Justin scanned the LCD all functions were nominal, and hewaited until theroll call was
complete.

Barker opened theinner airlock door and led the way into the docking bay. He pointed out a
tug and ordered the group to scramble aboard and strap in.

Justin eyed the craft cautioudly. It was designed for short range ship to ship operations; thetug
wasr eally nothing morethan atitanium girder a dozen meterslong, with five-hundred-pound
thrust engines mounted on either end, and smaller hundred-pounder thrustersmounted tofire
alongthe Y- and Z-axes. A fuel tank was located amidships, and a chair for the pilot wasat one
end. Bucket seatslined either side of the girder down itslength, and the seats could be
snapped off to bereplaced by hold-downsfor cargo containers. Therewasno hull; everything
was fully exposed to the vacuum of space.

For thisrun two canister s packed with spare parts for their destination were mounted abovethe
fud tank. Barker walked down thelength of his ship, giving it a thorough pre-flight and
double-checking that each cadet was strapped in. Justin settled into the chair directly behind
Barker, and turned to watch as he power ed the system up.

Theouter airlock door opened. Barker gave a short burst of power to the stern engineand the
tug lurched forward. While the tug was nosing out of the bay, Justin looked up relativeto the
rotational axis of the ship, becoming momentarily disoriented as he saw the center of the ship
above him. Theangular momentum imparted by the ship'srotation caused the tug to fall
outward or upward relative to the central axis of the ship asit cleared the dock, the one-tenth
gravity ingtantly replaced by the ssomach lurch of freefall.

Barker expertly conned thetug, rolling it over and lining up on histarget, Habitat Franciscan
Three, which hovered like a white pencil just above Orion'sbelt. Justin gulped hard, trying to
ignorethe momentary flutter in his stomach.

"Everyoneall right?" Barker asked.

Therewereno repliesand Justin silently wonder ed if any of his comrades wer e worried about
getting sick, what would happen if thefue tank ruptured, or any of a hundred other prospects
that could certainly ruin someone'sday.

"It'sadraight-out run,"” Barker announced. " Forty-two minutes, so hang on while |l power up.”

Now clear of the Academy, Barker gavethetug full throttle and Justin felt the dight kick of
the engine straining against the several tons of massit was pushing. L ooking back he saw the
Academy, silhouetted by the M oon. Forty-five degr ees off was Earth, with North America
shimmering under the noonday sun. He clicked on hisfaceplate magnifier; ashe powered it up
to maximum,



Earth appear ed to leap towardshim. A front of cloudswasdrifting acr ossthe Midwest. M ost
likely by sunset, hethought, ther€ll be a line of thunder stormsrolling through Indiana. A touch
of homesickness hit him. Heloved that time of day, when the air became still, hushed, the sky
over head darkening and then thefirst faint cool breeze swirling in from the west to break the
humid heat. The danting rays of the evening sun would disappear behind thetowering

thunder heads and then the storm would come lashing in, chilling the evening air.

He clicked the magnifier off and looked back at the Academy. They were starting to pick up
speed; the Academy ship was already smaller.

Everything wassilent, stark, highlighted by thebrilliant glare of thesun. Yet all he had to do
was put hishand up to block the streaming light and the star s appear ed on either side of his
hand.

Again it started to catch him; heremembered thelyrical stories of hisfather and grandfather.
They talked about the early days of space exploration at the beginning of the 21st century,
when humanity finally set itself the goal of reaching for the stars.

And I'm part of thisnow, hethought. Fearful as| am of it all, sill | am part of it. Hewondered
if hisfather, too, had been afraid of the smplest thingsat first; whether hewould get sick in
zero gravity, if hewas nagged by the anxiety that something would go wrong and bring him toa
terribleend. And pulling a Hansen that wasa dread aswell. | might someday screw up, and
then the honored name of my father would be eclipsed by the foolishness of his son.

Theenginefinally cut off and hefelt himsalf floating in his chair although he was strapped in,
armsand legslifting up. It felt peculiarly pleasant out therewith the vastness of the universe
encircling him.

Hisgrandfather and hewould sit on the back porch and gaze up at the night sky whilethey
listened to Hoist's Planets. He imagined hisfavorite piece, " Neptune,” playing softly ashe
gazed out upon the pearly glow of the Milky Way. Out here, at least for the moment, all of the
clinical study, the number crunching, classes, late hours of study, the hazing and harsh
discipline wer e forgotten. The music played in hishead; therewas a quiet soothing raptureto it
all, atimeless sense of floating through eternity. Hefound it strangely hypnotic, and his
thoughtsdrifted and floated out acr oss space.

"Hard dock!"

Startled, Justin jerked upright in hischair; had it not been for the seatbelt he would have
vaulted right off the side of the ship.

Helooked ahead, surprised by the massive bulk of the habitat now blocking the view. Thetug
was anchor ed to a beam projecting from an airlock door and Barker cautioudy stood up,
reaching for aguideine.

" All right, people. Listen sharply now. Unbuckle, stand up sowly, and be sureto grab the
guidelinel don't want to haveto undock and go chasing around after you. If you do float free
don't useyour unit thrusters, we'retoo closein and you foolswould most likely wind up
banging into something. Bell, L eonov, wait for the othersto passthen give me a hand with the
canisters.

"Therest of you, go through decontamination, leave your suits, and you've got two hours
liberty. | want you suited up and ready to go at 1530 standard."”



Justin clicked an acknowledgment and waited whiletherest of his platoon reached out for the
walkway, then car efully descended to the open, waiting airlock.

Justin saw Matt turn back and wave. Darn, hisbuddy obvioudy was not going to wait.

Barker came aft, motioning for Justin to follow him. Bracing hisfeet on the walkway Bar ker
leaned over, undipped thetie downsand handed a canister to Justin. It had several hundred
pounds of massto it and Justin handled it gingerly. Heknew that if hejerked it too hard it
would be very difficult to stop and might cause him to lose his own foothold.

He waited for Barker to hand the second canister to Tanya, then they followed the senior
cadet'slead asthey dowly moved along the walkway. They made sure each sticky-bottom boot
was firmly locked onto the surface befor e lifting the other one.

Justin breathed a sigh of relief asthey passed through the airlock door and it swung shut.
Secondslater he heard theringing of the alarm bell signaling pressurization. Thelight over the
door tothe ship flashed green to indicate equalization of pressure, and they followed Barker
into the suit-up room.

After double-checking to make sure pressureinside his suit was equalized with internal ship
pressure, Justin unsnapped hishelmet and took it off.

" Good work, you two," Barker announced. " Don't like chasing plebesor supply canisters
when we'revisiting neighbor sit's embarrassing!"

" Sir, why didn't wejust dock inside? It would have been alot easier.”

" Practice, cadet do it thehard way. Had to makethislittletrip worth something besidesaromp
aboard a passing habitat."

Barker pedled out of hissuit and hungit up in alocker. Justin could not help but givea
surreptitiouslook over at Tanya as shewiggled out of her suit and brushed an errant wisp of
hair back from her face.

" Ah, the supplies!"

Justin looked up and started at the appear ance of the elderly rotund man, dressed in the brown
habit of the ancient order of Franciscans, who cameinto the room. The monk wasfilled with
good cheer, delighted by the sight of the canisters. He patted them affectionately.

Barker drew himsdlf to attention. Justin and Tanya followed suit.

"1'm Brother Bartholomew. Now, no need for formality. You children over at the Academy,
always so formal. Glad to have some youngstersdrop by for a visit. One of the boystold me
you can only stay a couple of hours."

"Yes, dr," Barker replied stiffly. " Haveto be back for chow and evening classes, sir."
"Wdll, enjoy the sightswish you could stay longer."

Themonk started to hoist the canistersup.

" Bell, Leonov, givethe brother a hand.”

"No, quiteall right, zero gravity here. No problem at all."



"Whereareyou lugging them to, sir?"
"Ah, just to quarter gravity, but fine, you two can tote them if you want."

Justin obediently took one canister from the brother'shand and Tanyatook the other. Barker
motioned for them to follow the monk who led the way through the decontamination room,
wherethey and the canister swer e quickly scanned by the ship's computer for any threatening
microbes. Once clear ed, the monk led the way out of the zer o-gee ar ea, ascending the flight of
stepsthat led to the gravitized region of therotating sphere. Justin saw Barker turn and head
off in the oppositedirection. Justin wonder ed what delights he and Tanya might be missing but
continued to follow the monk without complaint.

"How long have you youngster s been with the service?"
"We'refirst-year plebes, sir,” Tanyareplied.
" 'Brother Bartholomew,' please. Or just 'Brother Bart.' "

Justin looked over at therotund monk. Such a sight wasrather out of theordinary in Indiana,
and hisown Presbyterian upbringing had rar ey brought him into contact with genuine monks.

"1 have a great-aunt aboard an Orthodox nunnery,” Tanya volunteered.
" Ah, Russian then?"

"Yes, §ir, | mean, 'Brother.'

‘Tour name?"

"Leonov."

Bartholomew brokeintoagrin. " lllustrious name. Any relation?"

"Yes, Brother. My great-grandfather wasthefirst man to walk in space.”
" An honor, then,” Bartholomew announced. " We must celebrate.”

He continued to lead the way upstairs, and the burden in Justin's hands grew heavier. He could
only hopethat they would arrive soon. Fortunately, they stopped just then and turned into a
sdecorridor.

Justin had to suppress a gasp of astonishment.

Thecorridor wasliketheinterior of an ancient gothic cathedral. Soaring archesjoined

over head; the spaceswher e stained glass windows would have been on Earth were covered
instead with high-stress plastishielding so that the wonder s of spacelit the chamber. Justin
looked at a small chapel set into a niche. Earthlight shone through the window, revealing a row
of monkswho wer e softly chanting a service. As Brother Bartholomew passed he genuflected
and made the sign of the cross. Tanya followed suit, making the Orthodox cross, and Justin
awkwar dly nodded. He stood paused in silent awe, listening to the medieval plain chant echoing
in the corridor. Hewas stunned by thetimelessness of it, asif a chapel hoveringin high orbit
wasasit always had been.

Bartholomew motioned for them to follow and he stepped back into the stairwell.



" Always liketo show that off to our visitors,” Bartholomew offered by way of explanation as
he bounded up to the next level and motioned for histwo bearersto follow.

Thenext corridor had a uniquely different charm. This one was open asthefirst, with a soaring
arched ceiling, but herethelong chamber was planted with trees. Over ar ching branches heavy
with apples, peaches and pear s canopied the lengthy curving hallway. M onkswearing plain
brown tunicstended the crop; Justin stepped to one side asa small electric craterolled past
pulling a wagon piled high with fruit. Bartholomew pulled out a couple of applesfrom the crate
and tossed them to his companions.

Justin was delighted. On the farm back homethey had several acresof appletreesand at any
time of year it wasfun towalk through the orchard, but he especially enjoyed it at harvest time
when the air was heavy with the scent of ripening fruit.

Herubbed the apple on histunic ashewalked, admiring the shine before biting into it.
"Yellow Ddlicious,” Justin announced, " my favorite."

"Wegrow half adozen varietieshere. There'sanother deck for subtropical fruit and onefor
tropical. Some wonderful blends come out of them.”

" Blends?"
"You'll see”
" Ah, Brother, our shipment hasit arrived?"

Justin saw an elderly monk rolling towar dsthem on a power chair through a narrow pathway in
theorchard.

"Yes, Brother Abbot, all safe and sound."
" Good, very good."

Bartholomew introduced them. Tanya was awed when the abbot, discovering her lineage,
announced that he had been introduced to her great-grandfather when he had visited the old
Soviet Union asa boy.

" A school group from Maine, oh, back let's see now back in 1986 it was. We went over there
and met him at a conference. I'll never forget him. Funny, hope you don't take offense but he
looked just like a comedy actor from long ago though the name of thethreein that group
escapes me."

Theabbot laughed. " When you reach my age such thingsdo tend to drift. Wewereall honored
to meet your great-grandfather, just as|'m honored to meet you carrying on the family
tradition.”

Justin was surprised when Tanya bowed and asked for the monk's blessing. Justin shook his
hand and the monk rolled on.

"Well over ahundred and still going strong,” Bartholomew announced. " Space isgood for
folkslikehim." Justin looked back at a group working in the orchard and noticed that a
number of the monks seemed quiteold.



" A lot of men, when they reach their later years, they look for lives of contemplation,”
Bartholomew said, asif reading Justin'sthoughts.

Themonk smiled and looked over at Tanya, who waswalking several paces ahead, and then
back at the young cadet. " Once you hit eighty some of the distractions of youth are at last
behind you."

Jugtin felt himsdf blushing, wondering if Bartholomew knew about the inner turmoil shewas
creating.

" So that'swhy our orbital monasteries areflourishing. Morethan athousand monkson this
one alone. We have several thousand othersliving here, too, lay brothersand sisterswe call
them. They are mostly part of our geriatric care center, which isour serviceto humanity since
weare, after all, a serving brotherhood. Some of our residentswere born asfar back as 1950
and are gtill spry and fit. Low gravity isindeed a blessing.

"Welead asmplelife prayer, tending our gardens, helping our patients. Our food is plain but
thereareafew indulgenceswe do allow."

He stopped and pointed towar dsa door that was nearly concealed under arose-covered trédllis.
Ashe opened thedoor arich heady aroma wafted out.

"Our digtillery,” Bartholomew announced. " Finest apple brandy in Earth orbit comes out of
here. That'swhat you're carrying, spare parts, wewereon our last backup for afew thingsand
getting worried. Old Thorsson camethrough for usthough, with thislittle emergency
shipment.”

A knot of monksgathered around the group asthey came through the door. Eager hands
grabbed the canisterscarried by Justin and Tanya and the men scurried off, weaving through a
line of vatsand into a back room.

" Apple brandy, peach brandy, a few new concoctions we've cooked up from our tropical
blends." Bartholomew led them over to a wooden table and motioned for them to be seated. A
monk came up to them, bearing three small glasses and half a dozen flasks.

Bartholomew took one of the metal containers. He uncorked it, sniffed the contents, smiled and
pour ed' out three minute samplings.

"Ah, gr, we'reon duty and, well, sr," Tanyaannounced, " | don't think we should.”

" Old Thorsson said it wasall right aslong as| didn't get any of you soused before dinner.
Thorny and | go back aways. | was hiscommander once."

Thetwo looked at him, incredulous.

" Certainly was. Back aboard the Celestial Beagle on therun to Jupiter. Not all of usmonks
areashboring asyou might think. Brother Abbot therewas an out-and-out United States
Marine, fought in threewars. Flew in the First and Second Gulf Wars. Old tradition in the
church, warriorstaking to the cloister latein life. We're seeing alot mor e of that, with so many
folksliving to be ninety, a hundred or moreand ill fit and active. Taking vows and coming out
hereto space hasa certain appeal. Likel said, it'san old tradition, not just with usbut with the
Buddhistsaswaell. | went to visit one of their Zen colonieslast year; beautiful placetheir
zero-gravity gardensareawonder.



"You see, long ago monasteries both East and West wer e places of retreat, but that'shard to
find in the modem world. Out herein space though, well, we have the whole univer seto find the
solitude and peace we desire as we sear ch for the eternal. Asyou young cadetsfinally embark
for the stars, the monasterieswill not befar behind."

Bartholomew nodded towar dsthe glasses.
" So, anyhow, a cadet's expected to hold his own when the occasion arises.”

Having tasted brandy befor e, Justin accepted the glass. He swirled the contents around,
sniffing them, then allowed a tiny sampleto dance on histongue.

" Delightful,” heexclaimed, " better than grandpa’'s own stuff that we make on thefarm.” .

Tanyalooked at the two hesitantly. Then, not to be outmatched, she downed hersaswall,
coughing hard after tryingtotakeit all in one gulp.

Bartholomew laughed.

"Just likea Russian,” hechortled. " One shot down the hatch."
An hour later thethree stepped back out into the hallway.

" Now, you two children know your way back, don't you?"

" Sure, Brother," Justin replied.

"Takecare, my friends. It wasan honor to entertain you. And be sureto personally deliver
that package."

Justin patted the box under hisarm and nodded.
"Thepleasurewasall ours” Justin announced.

Justin waved cheerfully and motioned for Tanyato follow. She shook her head ruefully as she
fell in by hisside.

"1 think you'redightly potzed," shesaid disdainfully.
" Nonsense. Blood alcohol of point zero two you saw him check us."

"Widll, you're certainly no Russan, Justin. Point zero two wouldn't have one of usweaving like
you are."

"Hey, usHoosersinvented appleack. Why, Johnny Appleseed himself planted our orchard.”
" Johnny who?"

" Oh, never mind. Wish | knew what wasin thisbox." Justin held the box up and shook it, then
tucked it back under hisarm whileletting hisother arm drift around Tanya'swaist.

"That'sfor Commander Thorsson, so don't go playing around with it. And Mr. Bell watch that
other hand of yoursaswell."

Shereached around and removed Justin'shand from her waist, and with a snort of displeasure
motioned for him to speed up his pace.



Justin sighed, not sureif thedrinks had indeed goneto hishead or if hewassimply using them
asan excuseto try and put hisarm around Tanya. Dutifully hefdl in behind her, troubled again
by her presence. The situation was made wor se by the fact that the monks had opened up the
shutter s overhead, letting the sunlight stream in on the orchard. It created a strange effect the
rotation of the ship caused the sun toriseand set every two minutes so that shadowsraced
acrosstheground. Sprinklersset both in the ground and overhead had been turned on and a
gentle mist floated in the air, catching the shifting light so that the air seemed to sparkle. The
moistur e enhanced the ability of the air to carry scent, and every breath wasrich with the
fragrance of applesand an elusivetrace of something that Justin knew was Tanya's perfume.

Without waiting for him she stepped into the corridor leading back to the zer o-gravity core, but
as she passed the doorway into the cathedral she paused and then stepped in. Justin followed
her and was surprised to see her knedling in the corridor, head bowed in prayer. Ashamed of
what he had been thinking, helooked away in confusion. He saw a monk looking over at him,
smiling gently, and realized the monk had seen him watching Tanya. The monk shrugged his
shoulders, asif in sympathy and under standing. Justin smiled in return at the smple gesture
which so doquently summed up hisown confusion.

He soaked in the beauty of the cathedral in space and the peaceit offered, and he found
himself wishing that he could somehow stay. At least therewouldn't bethe fear, the loneliness
and confusion, hethought. But someinner voicetold him that maybe later far later thiswould
be a place to seek, but for now there were other thingsto face.

Tanya made the sign of the cross, then stood up and walked to the door . .
" Now, can we behave our selves?" she asked with ateasing smile.
" Sure, the Bellsare always gentlemen,” Justin replied with an amicable laugh.

Shelooked at him curiously and gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder. Her hand lingered for
a second, then dropped.

"Comeon, or we'll belatefor theride back. Remember, we've got a study date tonight."
Smiling, thetwo bounded down the sairs.

CHAPTERIV

" Commander Thorsson, sir?* Thecommander of the Academy looked up from hisholo screen.
At the sight of Justin, he nodded and smiled.

"Comein, cadet, and please, stand at ease." Justin moved stiffly into the room in spite of the
order. Though heknew the effects of Brother Bartholomew's concoctions had wor n off, he was
still nervousthat Thor sson might know. Before making hisway up to officer's country he had
taken a quick shower, brushed histeeth twice, then changed into hisclass C jumpsuit.

"Towhat do| owethepleasure, Mr. Bell?"

" Sir, Brother Bartholomew aboard Franciscan Threeinsisted that | personally deliver this
package."

Justin placed the box on Thorsson's desk and stepped back, hoping to be dismissed.

Thorsson smiled with delight as he opened the box; Justin saw four metal flasksinsidethe
container.



" Ah, Franciscan brandy best in the Universeif old Barry had a hand in the making of it."
Thorsson looked at him. " Tastes good, doesn't it?"

"Ah, yes, sir."

Thorsson smiled. " It'sOK, | told him it was all right to let some of you cadets have a taste.
Guesstheold dug told you we served together."

"Ah, yes, sir, hedid."

" Tell you anything about me?"

"No, sir."

Thorsson smiled asif glad that some sort of secret had been kept.

"Well, Barty could rig up a still in the most unlikely places; heaven alone knowswhere he'd get
thejuiceto play with. Going to the Franciscanswas a natural for him," and then hefell silent,
hisvoicetrailing off.

"Lost hisentirefamily wife, three children. Those early days on Marsweretough lose a couple
of supply shipsor an air distillery breaksdown, and peopledie." Thorsson shook his head
sadly.

"1 don't know if you know this, but hisoldest girl, Margaret shewasthefirst child born on
Mars."

Thorsson looked off, silent for a moment. " The pricether e salwaysa pricewith the settling of
afrontier.”

Justin said nothing, wondering if he should withdraw.

" St down for aminute, Bal." Thorsson motioned to a chair next to hisdesk and Justin sat
down on itsedge.

"How areyour studiesgoing? Keeping up on Astro-Nav and nuclear physics?"
"Wdl, gr, I'm hanging on."

Thorsson nodded, smiling.

"Heard you're going out for the Skyhook Diving team."

Justin gulped and nodded.

" Crazy sport, never catch medoingit,” Thorsson replied.

"Sr?"

" Flinging your self off the Skyhook Tower, falling five hundred klicks. No thank you reentry on
the old rockets was tough enough on the nerves. Used to scare meto death.”

Justin looked at Thorsson, not sure how to reply to the Commander sadmission of fear. It was
impossibleto believe such athingin Thor Thorsson.

"Back in the old days, befor e the Skyhook, the only way down to Earth was standard reentry.



L ooks exciting enough in the old vids, but believe me, son, it used to scare the pants off me.
Outside tempswould soar up a couple of thousand degrees When we wer e flying those old
gover nment shuttles, you know what | used to think?"

"What, sr?"

" That thismachinewas built by the lowest contract bidder. | think | told you how when | wasa
boy | saw one of the old fir st-generation shuttleslift off."

Justin nodded, dightly awed that the man before him had memories of the 20th century space
program.

"Weéll, | remember when one of the original shuttles peeled a heat tile on reentry. Thething
opened up likea zipper oncethat first hole was punched. They never released it but years
later, whilel wasin training, | heard the cockpit recording of the crew. It wasn't pleasant.”

Thorsson looked off for a moment.

" Anyhow, | used to dwell on that. Funny how each of ushasour own special fear that werarely
admit. For some, it's getting spaced; for othersit'sa micro-meteor punch whileout in a suit,
even though the odds against that are next to nil. Othersjust fear being alone, meeting the
Tracs, or smply 'pulling aHansen." For meit wasburning on reentry. Liftoff wasfinel loved it
but oncewe were up | sweated out reentry even though it might be months away. Used to keep
me up late at nights."

Thorsson laughed softly.

"Remember, | wasone of the biggest proponents of the Skyhook. Sure, | gaveall the
arguments befor e committees about the ultimate payback on thetrillion-plusinvestment. In
just ten yearswe'r e seeing that already. But down deep, son, well down deep | wanted the darn
thing so we could get rid of reentry.”

Thor sson smiled and leaned back in hischair.

" So now you know my little secret. Hope you don't think less of me."
Justin was startled. " No, of coursenot, sir."

"When do you go for your first dive, Bell?

"We're supposed to go thisweekend, sir."

" Fine, that fitsthe schedule.”

" Schedule, sir?"

"You and forty other plebesare getting a posting, son."

" A posting?' Justin was startled. Usually a cadet spent ayear at the Academy befor e going out
on hisfirst assgnment.

"Littlechangein policy. It'sjust a standard run out to an orbital base near Mars. Most of the
ship's space was empty it'san old design run now by a skeleton crew, so | managed to convince
Fleet Assgnment to let methrow some plebes aboard. Therewon't be much shipboard duty,
and thusplenty of timeto keep up on your studies. You'll be gonea month. | thought it'd bea



good incentive for some of our top plebesto get a shot at it, and might provide some good
training aswell."

"Atop plebe, sir?" Justin hesitated. " You sureof that, sir?"

Thorsson laughed and shook hishead. " Just like your father. Never really surejust how well
you'redoing. Sure, Astro-Navigation needs some polishing, but therewasthat lifesaving award
showed quick thinking and guts, mor e gutsthan you know you have. By the way, Cadets
Everett, Smith and Leonov will be going along, so you'll have some friendsto keep you
company."

"That'sgreat, sir. May | tell them?"

" Sure. Mention it to Cadet Colson aswell. He'syour roommate, isn't he?"
Justin hesitated.

"Yes, ar."

Thorsson smiled knowingly.

"lsthereaproblem?’

"Oh, no, sir," Justin said quickly.

Thorsson chuckled. " Ah, yes, the Code. Never squeal to an officer or upper classman about
another cadet. Wdll, | think having Mr. Colson going with you and especially with Mr. Ever ett
might betheright touch.”

"Sr?'

Justin was confused. Thetension in their room sincethe start of the semester had been as
thick asan arctic freeze. Justin had noticed that Colson tended to hang with several other
cadetswho had stated their disdain of offworldersand especially of the freewheeling style of
solar sailors. Matt had tried to remain aloof, though there had been several sharp exchanges.

"Bdll, there'salot of tension on this ship, and not just among the plebes. | just cashiered two
junior-level cadetstoday for a fistfight over the separatist issue. Though | know it's against
tradition to talk about it | think it's safeto say that even up herein officer country thereare
some shar p disagreements.”

Justin said nothing, feeling it best not to comment.

"1f thissystem, thisdream, isto work, then we have to bridge the differenceswithin our own
community. | remember oncereading about an old hero of mine, Joshua L awrence
Chamberlain ever hear of him?"

"Yes, gr, | have. Hewasa Civil War general. My grandpa had an interest in the subject and
even hashisautograph.”

" A good choice of her oes, Joshua Chamberlain. Chamberlain once wrote about how he had

hosted a visitor shortly beforethe war. Thisman wasfrom the South, Chamberlain from the
North. Both werewell educated and, given the climate of the times, the subject turned to the
crigsthat wasabout to divide your country. Chamberlain later wrotethat their conver sation



smply broke down, with the Souther ner finally announcing that Chamberlain could never
under stand how the South felt. Chamberlain realized at that moment that if two intelligent men
could not bridge the gap, reach some sort of understanding or at least acceptance of the
opposing view, then they were all doomed."

" And arewedoomed, sir?"

Thorsson shook hishead. " Not yet. At least | hope not. The separatists haveto realize that the
countriesand businesses on Earth that financed this great expansion have invested trillions of
dollars, and they expect areturn and a certain amount of control. On the other side, those on
Earth havetorealizethat we now have a new generation, likeyour friend Matt, who wer e not
born on Earth they seetheir ship, or colony, or planet, astheir place of allegiance. Offworlders
like those have a hard time under standing how cor por ate administratorsand political leaders
millions of kilometersaway can or should decidetheir destiny.

"If the separ atists continue to move towards aradical position, peoplelike Mr. Colson'sfather
could lose hundreds of millions, even billions. But if Earth doesn't back off, grant more
autonomy and ease taxes and restrictive trade regulations, theradicalswill gain even more
converts."

" Sothen it comesdown to Matt and Wendell being ready to tear into each other,” Justin said,
a comment heinstantly regretted, fearing that he had revealed something.

"| sort of assumed that,” Thorsson replied, waving hishand to still Justin'suneasiness. " A
pity. Neither Chamberlain nor hisacquaintance from the old South created the divisonsthat
divided them. That situation had taken generationsto develop, but they certainly paid for it
with their blood. | fear areprise.”

Justin was silent, not knowing how to respond.

"Therearesomein this Servicewho areall but ready to drum anyone out of our brotherhood if
they weren't born on Earth, or willing to take an unconditional oath of allegiance. They fear
that offworldersmight seize a ship or some such madness and giveit to theradicalson the
other side. Let'sjust hopethat calmer heads prevail.”

Thorsson stirred uncomfortably, asif he had said too much.

T think your friend Mr. Everett will continueto show restraint. He'sa good cadet and a worthy
friend. I'd liketo think that you could help him and Mr. Colson cometo an under standing. That,
in some small way, would most definitely prove something to usoldsters.”

Justin felt asif he had just been given an order.
“I'll try, sr."

" Good. Goingto Mars, especially thisclose to conjunction, might seem like short-haul stuff but
| think all of you will find it interesting. Captain M acK enzie, who commandsthe ship you'll be
on, isatough man of the old school. Not to be crossed. HE snot like the officersyou know here
on the Academy and that's part of thereason |

want some of my best studentsto go out with him. Let's call it a dose of reality, Mr. Bell, onel
hopeyou al learn from."

Thorssonsvoicetrailed off.



"Makeme proud of you out there, BelL Have fun on your jump thisweekend, and seeyou in a
month."

"WeregoingtoMars,” Matt chortled. "1 still can't believeit. Out of the classr oom and away
from Davis and his bloody Astro-Nav cour se, what a treat!"

Justin nodded, unable to speak as he double-checked his suit.
" All right, you guys, ready for alittle fun?"

Brian stepped in front of Justin, checking the strapsthat secured thereentry shield and
retro-pack to hisback. Even at five hundred klicksout, gravity aboard the Skyhook Tower was
just dightly lessthan on the surface of Earth, so that his suit and jump gear weighed over four
hundred pounds. He wasn't even going to try and stand up from hissitting position in the
support frame.

"Now, thisisgonna beacinch,” Brian continued. " Remember, it'sall adrogueline-run
everything ison auto. No fancy high-low stuff or group maneuverson thisdrop. You know the
routine from the briefing, so just hang on and enjoy theride."

"Yeah, sure" Justin replied softly.

Seay didn't bother to prompt him with a" sir." Once off the Academy ship he had dipped back
into a dightly lessformal routine.

" Now remember, you guysare A Company, so ho screaming or hollering on theway down. If
anything should malfunction, just tap into my channel. I'll beright aboveyou all the way down."

"OK."
" Ready?"

Justin gulped hard and nodded. All the way out on the weekend shuttle from the Academy to
the Skyhook he had been trying to figure out some way to get out of thismess. He
half-suspected that Seay knew he wanted out, and in response was leaning on him moreto go
through with it. Justin felt cornered, once again cursing himsdlf for going along with thisinsane
suggestion to " join theteam."”

Until thisvery second he had been hoping for some convenient excuse or, better yet, the
divinely inspired intervention of somereal ailment. Brian had insisted upon eating beforethe
jump and Justin had been tempted to get some sushi in the Skyhook tourist section--with luck it
might have had bacteriain it. But then he redlized that even if by arare chance some bacteriadid show
up it'd be awhile before it made him sick, whereas the taste of raw fish in his mouth just before ajump
might have amore immediate consequence. He had settled for achocolate milk shake, figuring that
would not pose a problem even though it could not save him from hisfate.

Brian walked over to Matt and checked him over, then sat down in a support chair and strapped his own
gear on.

"Ready to depressurize,” he finally announced and Justin tensed as the darm bell sounded and then faded
away into the sllence of vacuum. The door into space did open, sunlight streamingin.

"All right, who's gonnabefirs?



There was amoment of silence until Matt chimed in on the headset. "Sure, I'll bethe hero."

"Then let'sgofor it! Everett first. Bell, you follow. Were not doing any formation stuff, but | want atight
pattern, ten-second intervas."

Justin waited for Matt to stand up and hobble towards the door. Justin stood up, straining against the
weight of the suit, fedling the power servoskick in. Clumsly hetook a step; the servos sensed hismove
and activated the suit'sleg, and he lurched forward like Frankengtein.

He shambled out on to the platform and looked around. Matt was aready out on the gangplank
extending from the walkway that encircled the tower. Justin gazed up, awed by the tower that soared
sraight towards the heavens. A car shot upward on tibe track behind him, disappearing from view within
seconds. Another car streaked down, snapping Silently past them.

Helooked around the walkway at the tourists moving clumsly in their space suits, closing in around them
to watch the show. None of them were tuned into his circuit but he could see their faces, mouths moving
slently, severd waving encouragement, afew shaking their heads asif he were crazy. Many of them
were dready crowding up to the sde of the walkway, hands clinging to the wire fencing which prevented
the overly eager from tumbling into space. Unfortunately, the platform he was on had no such safety
devices.

"Hey, buddy, come on out!" Métt cried. Theview isgreat." Matt made a show of jumping up and down
on the gangplank asif it were adiving board.

Justin carefully stepped up to the edge of the gangplank, which looked like adiving board with handrails
on the sde, and then made the mistake of looking over the Side.

Ingtinctively he clutched the handrailsfor deer life, hiskneesturning to jelly. Earth was five hundred klicks
straight down. The city of Rio was directly below, and the Atlantic Ocean sparkled to the east. To the
south the coastline curved away and he could clearly seetheline of glittering white beaches that

separated the blue of the ocean from the dark green of tropica growth. Early morning clouds were just
beginning to appear over the jungle, soon to grow into towering thunderheads. Far to the west he thought
he could see the peaks of the Andes catching thefirst light of dawn.

Heknew it was beautiful hetried to focus on that but the end of the diving board was only acouple
meters ahead.

"Hey, Bdll, look out for thisnext step, it'sakiller! Matt chortled.

"All right, you two," Brian announced. "Times awasting. No fancy chutework, just let it float you down.
If you can get into the target zone, grest. If not, no swest. Winds are calm, visibility unlimited, agood
morning for ajump.”

"Ten seconds, Everett.”
Justin listened as Brian received afina jump clearance from the control room.
"Three, two, one! Jump, Everett, jump!”

Matt bent his knees, extended his hands over his head asif he were smply going to fal afew metersinto
aswimming pool, and vaulted off.

"Look out below!" Matt shouted.



"Ten seconds, Bell. Moveit up to the edge!”

Asif pulled by aforce beyond his control, Justin took the final step up to the edge of the board and then
looked down again. Without the support of the suit servos he knew he would have collapsed into a
mound of quivering protoplasm, al resemblance to human form lost forever. He wondered aswell if
sixteen-year-olds could die of heart attacks, because if so, he knew he was dying his heart was out of its
usud dot and was currently banging away some where up behind his mouth.

Brians words echoed, dragging out with maddening downess asif he were talking like some demented
Spirit trapped in anightmare, " Threeee twoooo™

Therewas il timeto protest, to stop this ridiculous stunt, Justin thought All 1 gottado is say no. Hell,
discretion isthe better part of; "One! Jump, Bdl, jump!”

Hetried to move, but his knees were gone flesh, muscles, tendons, bones had melted into apuddie
somewhere down in thetoes of his suit.

Hetried to say something, anything.
A sharp nudge tapped him from behind.

The universetipped over. First he saw the horizon of the Earth, then the morning sun, spinning up and out
of view again the Earth, directly below. Weightlessness, no rea sense of speed, just weightlessness. He
dowly tumbled over, plummeting head down. The tower was racing past him. A car was dowing down
for entry into the five-hundred-klick station; it whisked past and for an instant he saw astonished faces
peering out at him. He continued hisroll; now he was|ooking back up. Funny, the platform was far
above, or wasit below and he was falling up? It was a couple hundred meters away, in any case. He saw
adot separating from the platform.

It was Seay, damn him! He pushed me!

"Y eee Haaal How we doing boys?" Seay cried.
"Onmy way'!" Matt shouted. "What arush!”
"Bdl?"

A stream of obscenities escaped from Justin, directed at Brian, Matt, and the universe. Thiswas smply
too damn much!

His dow somersault continued. After severd rotationsit was clear that velocity wasincreasing. Theside
of the tower was becoming an indigtinct blur. As he fell the circular ring around the tower was growing
amaller, details disgppearing. Directly below he could see the Earth rushing up. The rotations continued;
each upward turn showed the docking station receding until it was only abarely visble bulge on the sde
of the tower. The horizon was contracting: the peaks of the Andes were no longer visible, and the bay of
Rio was standing out sharp and clear; he could even see different shadingsin the colors of the ocean.

"Everett ten seconds to stabilization, thirty to shield deployment, retros kick in at forty. Hang on and
check in. Bell, ten seconds after Everett.”

Justin held his breath, counting down, barely hearing Matt's shout that he had stabilized.

Justin was gtill somersaulting; as he looked down he caught abrief glimpse of Matt. Suddenly astabilizer
jet on hisbackpack fired asthe suit'sinertia guidance system activated. The jet neutraized the dow



head-over-hedls tumble. Another jet fired, this one strong, positioning Justin on his back, instantly
augmented by athird jet, which held himin aflat back-down position looking up. The tower seemed to
have drifted farther away. A dim thought registered that this was because of the Coriolis effect. The
angular momentum of jumping from atower five hundred klicks above the Earth's surface deflected him
away from the tower reative to astraight line back to the center of Earth's gravity.

"Bel! Hey, Bdl, you dl right?"
"Stabilized," Justin announced grimly.

He counted off the seconds. If the shield failed to deploy, he was going to be a blazing light flashing
acrossthe morning sky. "Damn dl, never again,” he mumbled. "Never, ever again.”

Hefdt asharpjolt from behind. An ingtant later he felt asif he were lying face up indde an umbréla The
reentry shield packed into his suit had deployed; a dozen meters across, it would protect him from the
fiery hesat of reentry.

"Wow! Hey, theseretros are akick!" Matt shouted.

Justin waited, breathing hard, and suddenly it felt asif someone had punched him squardly in the back.
Weightlessness was replaced by a two-gee counter-blow that caused him to grunt from the shock.

"Retro," Justin shouted.

Looking up, he could see Brians ant-like figure disappear behind the disk shaped shielding. Seconds later
therewas aflare of light as the senior cadets retro-pack kicked on.

"All right, kiddies, get ready for theride of alifetimel” Seay declared.

Hieretro continued to fire. Looking to one Side, Justin noticed a glow rimming the edge of hisshield.
Even as hewatched, it shifted from adeep bluish-red, to scarlet, and then to abrilliant orange. When he
glanced up he saw acone of light pulsing around his shield. HEd reached the atmosphere, and thefriction
of reentry wasionizing thethin air ahundred and twenty klicks up.

A blinking red light projecting on to his faceplate startled him for asecond and then he saw that it wasthe
retro shutting down. The geeswereincreasing asthe friction of the air became sufficient to blunt his
gpeed. The cone of light pulsed higher, turning bright yellow and then nearly white. He heard a distant
sound. It was Mait, laughing with maniacal glee.

Buffeting blurred hisvision and decd eration pushed the load up to nearly four gees. He grunted hard as
he fought to take in short gasps of air. Beyond his own fireba | he could see the back of Seay's shield
glowing white-hot.

Strangely, it was silent. In the old movies aroar like atornado always accompanied reentry. He was
slent fire streaking through the morning sky. I'm the fire, the pillar of light coursing down from the
heavens. In ancient times, he thought, 1'd be seen asagod, coming on my fiery chariot. A sense of power
coursed through him: hewas in the center of the inferno, untouched, unscathed.

He started to laugh, not even aware of the shouts of histwo companions asthey streaked down from the
sky. A thought danced in the back of hismind the redlization that if there should be the dightest
imperfection in the shield, aflaw the size of apinhole, it'd burn through. A two thousand-degree needle of
firewould dice through his suit, gulping energy from his oxygen, blow-torching him gpart so fast hed
barely havetimeto redlize he was dead before he was aready on the other sde of that fina mystery.



But in spite of that thought he continued to laugh for here, in thefire of the heavensfor at least an ingtant,
he wondered if thiswaswhat it felt liketo betotaly dive, and then knew that it was.

Thefire died away, and then to his surprise there was indeed sound, a distant rumbling thunder. Straight
overhead, just at the center of hisvision, afew starswere still visible, but al around the edge of hisshield
the sky was adeep, dark blue. The gee-load began to bleed off. A mild buffeting rocked him. Another
jolt startled him; it was the shield retracting into its backpack. He started to fall freely once again.

Justin felt the tug of the thin atmosphere againgt his body. Drawing in one arm, herolled over and faced
down. As herecalled the practice session in the Academy wind tunnel he extended the arm back out,
arched hisback, and raised his hands up to either sSde of his head. He lurched back and forth, then findly
stabilized. Faling through twenty-seven thousand meters, he saw Mait athousand meters below and a bit
tooneside.

"Nothing fancy, you two," Brian reminded them. " Just stay steady and | et the computer handle the show.”

Rio was now far off to one Sde, the massive bulk of the Skyhook tower soaring up from the edge of the
city. It was surrounded by airstrips, maglev stations and warehouses in every direction for half adozen
kilometers.

"How you doing, Bdl?'
lll:i rE.II
"Toyour right."

Justin looked over and saw Brian faling, head firgt, thirty meters away. Brian arched hisback and broke
his dive, coming up to float by Judtin.

"Get ready for drogue,” Brian announced and then drifted back and away.

Justin focused on his heads-up display and saw that he was passing through sixteen thousand meters. He
was surprised to see that the curvature of the Earth was barely visible to both sides of him. Just minutes
before he could see amost completely across the continent; now the universe was reduced to thislimited
view of the planet.

A thinlayer of high cirrus clouds came rushing up, looking dmost solid. He saw Matt plunge through like
adrop of water faling into the sea, arippling wake spreading out from the hole he punched. Justin
snapped through the clouds; rocked by mild turbulence, he lost control for a second so that he was
amost on hisback. Before he could begin to compensate athruster jet rolled him back into place.

He saw a bright orange plume gect from Matt's back, the drogue chute popping open. Seconds later a
blow hit him in the back. Justin was jerked upright as his own drogue deployed, killing off his nearly
five-hundred-kilometer-per-hour fall. Momentarily stunned, he dangled in the harness. He looked around
and saw Seay floating a hundred meters away.

They fell together for nearly aminute, dropping through seven thousand meters, then five, and findly to
four.

"Bell, Everett. Seethe X in thefield to the south? That's our target. No fancy steering thistime, but seeiif
you can at least bring yourself in without embarrassment. Remember not to flare too soon. Y our suit
servos can handle ahard landing but you look like crap when you drop that badly. Remember, you're
cadets, not amateurs.”



"Aye, aye, Sr," Matt chimed back.

"If your main chute failsto deploy or tangles, you're on manua, no computersfor this part. Hit your
release button and make sure you're clear, then pull the backup on your chest.”

"Wowww!*"

Matt's shout startled Justin. Looking down he saw that the drogue chute had snapped loose, crumpling
up and twigting like apiece of gauze in the wind. Secondslater Matt's main chute blossomed.

With a stomach-lurching snap Justin's drogue chute broke free and he started to fall. He counted to three,
waiting. Then hisleft hand reached around to his backup.

A reassuring thump dapped him in the shoulders. Looking up he saw the bright orange canopy deploy,
the arc of the airfoil opening over his head. He grabbed hold of the toggle handles and tentatively pulled
hisleft hand down. The left Sde of the chute dropped and he went into adow, spi-raling circle. He eased
up on theleft and tried fte right, reversing hisspird.

He started to laugh again. He fdlt like an eagle soaring through the heavens. A bubble of warm air swirled
up around him; thefirgt thermds of the day were rising off the open field below, and he surged up on the
column o that Seay dropped below him.

"Hey, nothing fancy, Bdl, just follow mein," Seay said.

Heignored the senior cadet for amoment, trying to stay within the thermal, but it was aready gone,
climbing skyward to where, at twenty-five hundred meters, it would cool, condense, and form a bright,
puffy cumulus. It would be joined by others, until by midday it would be atowering nimbus, ten thousand
meters high, marching across the sky and lashing the ground below with lightning and rain.

"Light breeze stirring out of the northwest,” Brian told them, "five knots. Come in downwind and turn on
to your target.”

A warm rich scent flooded Justin's suit and he realized that the computer had opened avent to the
outside atmosphere. The air wasrich with ariot of tropical smellsthat were addight after the weeks of
filtered antiseptic ship oxygen.

Breaking out of his spiral, he watched as Brian swooped down to dart past Matt, who uttered a sharp
protest at not being firg.

"Just follow my lead, you guys, circlewhen | do. In competition we al touch down at the sametime.
Today, just try and get down on your feet."

Brian went into acircling turn, hovering dightly downwind from the target. Justin tried to swing in above
and behind him, but circled out too wide. He came back around to see Brian pulling down hard on both
toggles, spilling hisair, dropping and picking up speed. Matt floated up beside Justin, then dropped back
down aswell. Justin followed suit, surprised at how fast his speed picked up when he spilled air. The
ground was racing up fast. Seay let histoggles up, risng back up dightly. Matt pulled atight circle,

staying just behind Seay. Judtin tried to follow, then lost Sight of the two as he pulled down hard on his
right toggle and eased up on hisleft. As he swung out into asharp rum the ground spiraled beneath him.

Coming back out of the circle he saw that he had drifted to the northeast of the target. A pennant set up
near the " X" marker fluttered and shifted to the north, then to the northeast. Now upwind of the target,
Justin tried to turn. Seay shot underneath Justin's feet fifteen meters below. Seay flared up at the last
second and touched down, dapping afoot directly on the center of the X.



Damn dl, Justin thought. | can do it! Racing past the target he tried to judge the moment. He pulled down
hard on hisleft toggle and went into aturn as the ground spun by beneath him. He saw the target from the
corner of hiseye but was momentarily distracted by Mait, swooping down and screaming like a banshee
as he soared over the target by a dozen feet, flared and then came down hard fifty feet away.

Justin tightened histurn and tried to line up. He swung out like adoll on the end of atoy parachute, and
then saw thetarget risng up in hisfield of vison.

"Bel! Harel"

He redlized what was happening too late. He released his degthlike grip on hisleft toggle and felt his
chute billowing back out. An ingtant later he dammed into the ground on hisleft sde. Herolled over fast,
ablizzard of shroud lineswrapping over hisfaceplate. He tumbled like abroken toy acrossthefidd, lines
ensnaring hisarmsand legs.

He bounced to astop, fedling asif he had rolled down ahill insde abarrdl. The thought came to him that
if it had not been for his suit and the power servo units he would most likely have broken aleg with his
botched landing. For that matter, he wasn't sure he hadn't broken aleg; his entire body felt numb.

Helay Hill for savera seconds, collecting histhoughts.
"Bell?Hey, Bdl, you divein there?'
"Huh?'

Hetried to roll over onto hisback, feding like aturtle. Hands grabbed him by the shoulder; looking up
through his dirt-smeared helmet he saw Seay eyeing him and shaking his head.

"Youidiot, herelet me help you up.”
Seay grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him upright.
"Darn, looks like he got sprayed by aspider,” Matt commented.

Hands drifted past his faceplate, struggling with the lines, unwrapping him from his cocoon. He heard
laughter, strange voices Brazilians spesaking Portuguese. He caught aglimpse of agirl with agorgeous
darkly tanned face; awigp of her perfume drifted into his suit.

"Poor boy, he'sdl right?" she asked.

Thelilt of her voice made his heart melt, especialy when he caught a better glimpse of her asthe bundle
of chutelineswasfindly pulled free from hishemet.

Someone unclasped his helmet and pulled it off. Seconds later he felt the backpack containing his
retrorocket, reentry shield and chute dide off.

"All right, Bell, let's seeif you can gill walk."

Gingerly he stood up, flexing hislegs. Seay was standing in front of him, shaking his head. The ground
crew was standing behind him, shaking their heads aswell and laughing.

"Youdl right, Bdl?'
"Yeah, | think s0."



"Nothing broken?'

Justin moved hisarms and legs.

"No, the suit took it."

"ldiot, don't do that next time. OK?"

"Sure. Hey, did | make the target?"

Brian grinned and pointed down. Justin looked down and saw the center of the X directly under hisfeet.
"Two-point landings, Bell, are the only onesthat count. Butts and heads don't.”

Seay dapped him on the shoulder, grinning.

Matt came up to Justin and gave him a good-natured punch on the shoulder.

"Hey, buddy, outrageous ain't it?"

Matt pointed at the tower which soared heavenward on the far side of Rio, sixteen kilometers avay.
"Wegot timeto do it again? Matt asked Brian.

Seay shook his head.

"Well do a couple atmosphere jumps the old-fashioned way from a plane, then it's back up to schooal.
Y ou guys got aflight to catch tomorrow."

Justin didn't know whether to fed relieved or not at Seay's announcement. Staring at the tower, he found
it dl but impossibleto believe that less than ahaf-hour ago he had been five hundred kilometers up, in
the vacuum of space. Hismemory of the jump was now ajumbled blur of impressions highlighted by the
cone of firethat had engulfed him as he bit atmosphere.

"Wel, firerider, welcometo the club,” the young Brazilian girl proclaimed, and she extended her hand.
He went to take it and then saw that she was holding a piece of burnt toast.

"Tradition,” Seay declared. "Firg-timefire riders have to eat a piece of burnt toast if they makeit down.”

Justin grinned as he took the toast and bit into it. It was more charcod than bread; there was chilling
recognition that only afew millimeters of plagtishieding were dl that prevented him from finishing hisride
asashower of ash, drifting on the winds of the upper atmosphere.

But at the moment he didn't care, and when he and Matt finished the toast they were ddlighted by the
reward of akiss on the cheek from the girl.

She laughed at their foolish grins as she turned and sauntered away.

"Hey, being afire-riding cadet hasitsrewards, don'tit," Matt said. "I'min love, buddy and we got the
whole day down herefor me to convince her that thefeding is mutud..”

"Come on, you two, let's get out of these suits," Seay suggested, motioning towards the pickup truck that
was coming out to ferry them and their equipment back to the hangar.

Brian garted to walk away and then turned, looking back at Justin.



"By theway, Bdll, | didn't know folks from Indiana had such acommand of old-fashioned Anglo-Saxon."

Justin blushed, suddenly remembering what he had called Seay after the senior cadet pushed him off the
gangplark.

"Remarkable," Matt chimed in, "have to remember that last one. What was it now? Y ou son of adrunken
no-good"

Jugtin tried to swing at Matt but did it alittle tod hard so that the suit servos kicked in. He spun around
and landed on his backside; Brian and Matt, laughing even harder, had to pull him back to hisfeet and
leed him off thefield.

CHAPTERYV

"A beauty of aship," Justin announced admiringly as he examined the deek lines of the USMC's Somers.
Since the Somers was one of the older Timoshinko-class cruisers, it displayed the classic swept-back
lines of aship designed for amultitude of tasksplanet-to-planet transfer and reentry, patrol, and
high-speed pursuit. Given the ever-increasing specidization of shipsin theinventory of the USMC, the
Somerswas a bit of athrowback to an earlier and more exciting period of space flight.

Gently hoisting his duffel so as not to disconnect his sticky-bottom boots from the airlock’s deck, Justin
walked down the length of the ship. He could see on closer examination that it had been through many
long years of service. Its underside was scorched and blackened from hundreds of reentries,
micro-meteor and debris nicks marred the forward edge of its swept-back wings, and the paint was
peding in places from the thousands of long hours of exposure to the searing heat and freezing cold of the
vacuum of space.

Justin scanned the line of cadets queued up behind him. Some of the faces were familiar: Leonov was
behind Maitt, and farther back in the line was Madison Smith, who had been in his squad during scrub
summer. Chatting with Madison was her roommate Marissa Livollen. He saw hisroommate, Wendell
Colson, bringing up theend of theline.

As he reached the entry door he turned as sharply as he could in zero gravity and snapped off asalute,
firgt to the colors of the USM C emblazoned on the side of the entry hatch and then to the Firgt Officer.

"Plebe Cadet Bdll, Justin, 144-99-1848, reporting as ordered, Sir. Permission to come aboard.”

Justin recognized the acting first officer as Senior Cadet Frank Petronovich, afriend of Brian Seay's. The
senior cadet returned the salute.

"Aft, cabin three. Stow your gear and report forward in fifteen minutes.”

Justin saluted both the flag and Petronovich once more, shuffled aboard and headed aft. It was hisfirst
time aboard an actua light cruiser. Somehow the vids made it seem far more expansive and romantic
than the redlity that now confronted him. The corridor was barely wide enough for one person, let done
someone carrying aduffel. Thefloor, wals and ceiling were marred with scuffmarks and dents, and had a
tired, worn out ook to them. The bonding materia that kept the universe together, duct tape, held severa

light pandsin place.

He squeezed past an open airlock door and saw the narrow mess hall to hisright, alow-ceilinged room
with asinglerow of tables down the middle. An unusua smell he couldn't decideif it was disagreegble or
not wafted out, and he caught a glimpse of acook back in the galey, wearing astained T-shirt that
showed his hairy, beefy arms. The cook was shaking a container and whistling atune that Justin



recognized as arather obscene ballad favored by Matt. He caught Justin's stare and winked, hisgrin
revealing arow of stained yellow teeth.

Justin waved back before pushing on down the corridor.

He reached cabin threejust aft of the gdley and pushed the door open. Glad to be thefirst onein, he
stowed his bag in a storage bin. The room had four webbed deeping nets rather than beds. During the
summer he had spent a couple of nightsin the zero-gravity section learning how to rig up adeeping net,
but dumber had been dmost impossible just as he'd nod off, a dream about faling would hit and hed
wake up with agtart. At least he was not alone; several cadets actualy woke up ydling and thrashing and
one had washed out when he swore held never try to deep in zero-gee again.

"Wdl, old man, roomies again,”" Matt announced, easly coming through the door and pushing hisbag into
the storage bin. "Ah, anet! Darn good to be deeping the way normal people do. Chow smells good,
better than Uncle Dan's hash, that's for certain.”

"Thisthree &ft?"
Justin saw Tanyafloating in the doorway.
"Yougot it," Matt confirmed. "Now don't tell me you're our roomie?"

Tanyarolled her eyes. Y eah, co-ed arangements on thisflight." Sighing, she came into the room and
stowed her gear. Matt looked over at Justin and smirked.

Tanyaturned her head and caught his expression.

"Now listen, you two. Just because we're rooming, no funny business. Firgt of al, it's againgt the regs and
second well, second I'm not interested in either of you.”

"Oh, I am crushed,” Matt wailed. "Y ou have shattered my heart, Leonov dear. | think I'll go space
mysdf.”

Matt doubled over with laughter as Tanya shoved him; he tumbled off hisfeet and bounced off thewall.
Rebounding and il laughing he grabbed hold of adeeping net, braked hisflight and settled back down
onto the floor.

"Hey, guessI'm with you guys."

Justin forgot the hurt he didn't want to show, and grinned as Madison Smith cameinto the room, her
bright cheery smilelighting her dark festures,

"Good, now it'stwo to two," Leonov announced, and the girls dapped each other's hands.

"Madison, how arethingsin Company B?' Mait asked. "Kind of missed your not being with the old crew
from summer.”

"Our senior, Arika 'Y agamaru what aterror! Just twitch on evening parade and it's down on the deck and
give her fifty. In low gravity shell sit on your back while you do them. Jeez, wish | was back withSeay."

"No, you dont,” Mait interjected. "Justin and | here thought we had it made, doing the jump with him. All
buddy-buddy on the way down, even on the ride home. Back aboard the Academy though, ook out!
Justin here called him Brian just once, no one around but the three of us, and look out Aunt Thelma Seay
had him pull double watch."



Thefour fdl into an argument about whose senior was worse until the shrill cry of the bosun's pipe
sounded in the room's loudspesker. An old-style flat computer screen winked to life on the far wall,
showing Petronovich.

"All handsforward for reading of orders and departure.”

Judtin followed the crush out into the corridor. Some officers would mete out an onerous task to the last
oneto report and no one wanted to be last on the first day of acruise.

Swept dong by the jostling crowd, he floated forward past the gdley, supplies storage rooms, and finaly
into the rec room just aft of the forward control center. The room quickly filled up, cadetsjockeying for
position. Justin looked around and was intrigued by the ship'sdesign. All the floor arrangements werelaid
out on thelong axis of the ship. He suddenly redlized that when the main enginesfired the artificid gravity
would make the aft bulkhead wallsthe "floor" while the floor, when the ship wasin zero gravity, would be
a"wal." A moment'sthought told him that it was done thisway to maximize space insgde along narrow
swept-back ship, permitting larger rooms rather than anumber of smal circular decks stacked one on
top of another for the two hundred foot length of the ship.

" Ship's company attenshun”

Justin snapped to attention, making sure to keep both feet on the floor. The room was silent, expectant.
The door forward, which led up to the flight controls, combat information center, and the distant
stratosphere of officers quarters opened. First out was an elderly officer, faceflorid, hair nearly white,
wearing the green tabs of aflight surgeon. Two more officersfollowed, one of them mae, short, rotund,
and dark-faced, the other atall young woman who appeared to be barely out of the Academy. Both of
them wore the coveted gold wings above their left breast pockets that designated them asfully quaified
pilots. They cleared the door, stepped to the right of the entry and came to attention.

Last through was astone-faced man, black hair going gray at the temples. His eyes, which were nearly as
dark ashishair, darted from side to Sde asif taking in every detail of theforty plebes, one
upperclassman and half a dozen enlisted personnel lined up before him. He moved with the casua ease of
someone who had spent yearsin zero gravity. Hiswak wasrigid, erect, asif by some miraclefull gravity
held him in place. Justin watched him with adight sense of awe. Thiswas, after dl, Captain lan
MacKenzie. He remembered hisfather speaking of him with deep respect.

On theway back up from their Skyhook jump Brian had filled themin on"Old Mack." Hewasa
notorious taskmaster, agtickler for regulations; an old line officer dating back to the beginnings of the

USMC, having come into the service from the old British Roya Aerospace Command.

MacKenzie stood silent for amoment surveying the cadets, his eyes sweeping back and forth, his head
moving in ajerky manner like an eagleooking down on its prey. Justin sensed that here was something
different. Aboard the Academy the officers might be tough, unforgiving, but down deep there was dways
acertain nurturing. In spite of their toughness he could always sense the hand of Thorsson guiding things.
The personnd on the Academy were teachersin addition to being regular officers. MacKenziewas a
different breed of cat, agtraight line officer of the flegt, and for an ingtant Justin wondered why Thorsson
had thrown forty plebesinto his care. Redlity lesson, he thought, as Thorsson had warned him.

"Ship's company, attention to orders,”" MacK enzie announced. His voice was deceptively quiet, ahigh
tenor, seeming not to match histowering frame.

"Articles of the Fleet,” he began and for die next ten minutes, reciting from memory, heticked off all
twenty-five articles, as any Captain would go through the ritua aboard any ship about to embark. Once



done he paused for amoment, scanning his crew.

"By order of United Space Military Command, I, lan MacKenzie, Captain, do hereby assert command
of this ship Somers, registry number 112A. By order of United Space Military Command | shdl pilot this
ship to rendezvous with Mars orbital base Deltafor transfer of supplies and personnd. While on voyage |
will assert the authority of the United Space Military Command and dl aboard will, by the articles of the
Heet, comply with dl lawful ordersissued by me or my designated officers.”

Hefdl slent. Thefirst pilot stepped forward and saluted MacKenzie. She turned and faced the company.
" Ships company, stand at ease."

Justin relaxed, spreading his feet apart. He gave asdelong glance over at Matt, who rolled his eyes
dightly.

MacKenzie, dill ganding rigidly, cleared histhroat.
"I will tell you now that until last week thisflight was not dated to carry cadets.”

He paused for amoment, looking dightly awkward asif speaking spontaneoudy was atroublesome
chorethat held rather avoid.

"Bethat asit may, you are Fleet personnd. | have been requested to oversee your training. The ship's
computer will belinked at al times back to the Academy. For the first day or two you should be able to
interact directly with your classesuntil the time lag for sgna makesthat impossble. All of you will stand
duty shiftsin the cockpit, galey, engine room, and hydroponics room, and perform genera ship's
maintenance. | will provide daily Asiro-Navigation problems aong with running aclass on fleet law."

He paused for amoment as he organized histhoughts.

"Y ou will indeed serve asthe crew of thisvessel and be treated as such. Senior Cadet Petronovich will
act asyour platoon commander. All queriesto me must first be directed through him."

Hefdl slent again and started to turn asif in dismissa, then stopped and looked back.

"l want to makethisclear. Y ou are duly sworn personnel of thisfleet. Thisis not the Academy, where
officers morefit for aclassroom than for command arein control. Given the fact that this ship was
designed for patrol and isfully combat-capable, | shal expect instant obedience without question. Asyou
know, thisship carriesafull compliment of weapons, including twenty Vakyrie space-to-space and
space-to-surface nuclear warheads. The power to use them isin my handsif the Situation warrantsit.”

Jugtin stared at the Captain. It was a curious statement. The USMC did indeed have control over
humanity's stockpile of nuclear wegpons. Part of its reason for existing wasto serve as a deterrent to any
nation on Earth that might secretly attempt to develop nuclear wegpons and then thresten aneighbor with
them. He wondered why MacK enzie fdt it necessary to mention this power and the fact that he
controlled it.

"Those of you from Mars or the outer colonies, raise your hand.”
Justin looked over at Matt, who put his hand up along with half adozen other cadets.

MacK enzie's gaze dowly swept the room. Justin watched the Captain while he stared intently at Matt for
severa seconds, asif memorizing every detal about hisfriend.



"If we should be called upon to react to certain dementsin this solar system, | will expect instant
obedience to my orders or you shall face the consequences.”

Theroom was silent, Justin wondering if athreat had just been issued.
"Youwill find thisship to be very different.”
MacKenzie said with asmile. He then turned away and disappeared through the door.

"Prepare for departure in ten minutes,” the senior pilot announced. "Acceleration chairswill befound in
your rooms fold them down from the wall and strap in. Once clear of the Academy, burn time at four
geeswill be twenty-two minutes, then one gee for three hours and eighteen minutes, so if you need to hit
the head better do so now. Ship's company dismissed.”

Justin looked over a Mait.
"What do you think that was al about?

"Shooat, | thought held burn aholein me with hiseyebdls" Matt replied, shaking hishead. "Darned if |
know but | don't feel good about it, old buddy, not one bit good.”

Mait moved easily about the tiny galley, accompanying Ship's Cook Kelly O'Brian in the last stanza of
"Gerty of Ganymede" while dipping acontainer full of chopped beef into the rehydrator.

Justin looked at the two in surprise asthey finished the words, glad that Tanyaand Madison had not
pulled kitchen detail thisfirst night out. On such matters he was still decidedly old-fashioned and
wondered if Matt would have joined so ludtily in the song about an overly friendly tavern owner if femaes
had been present. Somehow he suspected that O'Brian would have kept on with his unending stream of
invective and songs no matter who was present, including Thor Thorsson himseif.

"Y ou know azero-gee gdley like the back of your hand,” O'Brian announced in his strangelilting lisp.
"Serve aboard ship before?"

"My Uncle Dan ownsasolar salling ship, grew up onit."

"Which one?'

"CoronaWind, six-master, twenty-nine hundred square klicks of sail and out of Ceres.”
"Not Dan Everett?'

"Thesame"

"So that's how you know the songs. We tangled lines afew times. Beat the tar out of me once and that's
somethin' | don't normally admit, but being hiskin and such | tell you hé'safriend to havein ascrape. So
youreasailor then.”

"That | am and proud of it," Matt announced. "Why, 1'd been to near every asteroid mining camp in the
system before | wastwelve. Even did aMarsto Jupiter run once in el even months twenty-three days,
and not many been that far and that fast. OI' Dan navigated among them moons by dead reckoning, and
not asingle burst of thrugter.”

O'Brian whistled good-naturedly at Mart's boasting.

"And you're an Earthsider," he said, looking over at Jugtin.



"Indiana”
"Never been there. Hey, watch them potatoes.”

Kédly shouldered past Justin and snatched severa hot potatoes that had drifted out of their container.
Curang soundly, he pushed them back in and snapped the lid shut.

"Youantno gdley rat yet, that'sfor certain. Quick way to get burned if you don't pay attention in here."
"All hands, al hands, starboard watch prepare for chow in fifteen minutes.”

The loudspeaker momentarily interrupted Kely'stirade about clumsy midshipmen and, worst of al,
first-year plebes. Justin just listened; he was fascinated by the man's command of vocabulary.

"Sergeant O'Brian."

O'Brian shot aquick glance at the loudspesker.

"Here, ar."

"Il have my dinner now."

"Aye, gr."

OBrian looked over at Justin and Matt. His gaze shifted from Matt and then focused on Justin.
"Bell, you'll haveto take HisWorship's dinner forward.”

"HisWorship?'

Kdly casudly reached over to the wal and turned up the music coming from the computer so that the
sound al but drowned out their conversation.

" lce MacKenzie, the'lce Man." "
Judtin, abit startled by O'Brian's disdainful tone, said nothing.

"Now listen here, you young idiot. Just mind your Psand Q'sin front of the Old Cuss. Don't speak
unless spoken to. Lay hisdinner out and for heaven's sake don't spill anything or let anything get loose. If
you're lucky hell just dismissyou, then scurry back here and help me set the spread.”

Brian hesitated.

"And another thing, young sir. If he starts asking you questions just tread careful-like. Don't just go giving
the first answer that comesto your mind, think it al through.”

“Why?

"Just do as| tdll you. He's a strange bird. Something about youngsters sets him off at times. For thelife of
me | can't understand why Thorsson sent you kiddies on thistrip. MacKenzie had afit when the orders
camein.

"Thought he'd like the extrahands to command,” Mait interjected. "This ship seems empty without us."

"Designed along time back, thirty yearsago,” Kely replied. "Needed alot more handsto run her then
than we do now. She'san old one, sheis, but abeaut. At least empty there wasn't much to stir



MacKenzie up. So just be careful something seemed to be troubling him right after we shipped out from
the Academy."

O'Brian snapped a container of soup into acarry tray, followed by a container of beef hash and acup of
hot black coffee.

"Dont soill anything.”

With an dmost fatherly gesture O'Brian straightened the collar on Justin's jump suit, buttoned a breast
pocket and finally nodded his gpprovdl.

"Now get."
O'Brian opened the door and ushered Justin out into the corridor.

Justin wove hisway down the corridor, stepping cautiously. Cadets of the starboard watch were starting
to drift out into the main corridor, some waking with sticky-bottom boots, others floating along.

"Gangway," Jugtin cried, using the ancient term that announced he was on officia business aboard ship
and thus others had to clear the way. He crossed the small assembly room and stopped before the cadet
guarding the doorway leading forward.

"Captain's dinner,” Justin announced.

The cadet opened the door and Justin stepped through. For amoment he looked around, confused.
Steps led upward towards the flight control center and cockpit. A narrow corridor turned to hisleft and
at the end of it he saw ahandrail leading down. That must he the stairway leading to the lower deck
where weapons storage, combat control and the hydroponics tanks were located, he thought.

Hetried straight ahead, passing small doorways on either sde. At the end of the narrow corridor adoor
confronted him, and he bresthed asigh of relief.

"Captain lan MacKenzie" was emblazoned on agold plague st at eyelevel. Holding the tray with one
hand, he knocked.

"Enter.”

Justin unlatched the door and stepped in.

"Sir, die Captain's dinner,” Justin announced, not quite sure what the procedure for thisal was.
MacKenzie, hunched over acomputer screen, looked up.

"Setit onthetable”

Justin went over to the table in the middle of the room and set the tray down, clipping hold-down snaps
to the four corners. He stepped back and decided that it was best to come to attention.

MacK enzi€e's attention went back to the screen as he read areport bearing the letterhead of USMC
Headquarters. Theimageflickered and rolled for amoment, asif aglitch were running through the
system. He sat for severa minutes, attention fixed. Justin wondered if the man smply read dowly or if he
was thinking about the contents of the message. An image flashed on the screen of aUSMC ship, one
smilar to the Somers, with asmaller ship docked to itsentry port. A drikefrigate drifted in front of the
camerg, itsforward turret guns aimed straight at the two ships.



It was a curiousimage and Justin stared &t it intently. The audio was turned down and the screen was too
far away for him to read the text scrolling across the bottom. The image again flickered and rolled, turning
wavy asif amagnet were being held to the Side of the monitor.

Finally MacK enzie looked back at the table.
"You dill here?!

"Ah, yes, gr. | wasn't dismissed.”
MacKenzie flicked the screen off.

"Don't tell mewhat | should and shouldn't do, Mister" he hesitated, leaning forward to read Justin's name
tag, "Migter Bell. Do you understand me? Whether | dismissyou or not is not yoursto question.”

"Sir, yes, sr.”

Mackenzi€'s cold gaze studied Justin's face.

"Y ou were standing next to that red-haired cadet, the one who raised his hand.”
"Yes, gr."

"What ishisname?'

"Cadet Matt Everett, 5ir."

"Heafriend of yours?'

"Yes gr, heis”

"| could seethat by the way you looked over a him. At least you are honest, Bell. Tell me, areyou
honex?'

"Yes gar.”

"Indl things?"

"| try to be"

"Most boys aren't. Most are deceitful, given to vile practices, vile thoughts. Don't you agree, Mr. Bdll?*

Justin hesitated for a second. How should he answer? Kelly had warned him about this. As he looked at
MacK enzie he knew there was only one answer.

"Yes, dr," hesad quietly.

"And therefore, Mr. Bell, haven't you contradicted yoursalf?Y ou say you are honest, therefore implying
goodness, yet you agree with me that most boys are decaitful.”

"Most boys, gr, asyou said.”
"And your friend, thisMr. Everett?’

"Heishonest, Sr."



"Somehow | doubt that,” MacKenzie declared. "I could seeit in hiseyes. The eyes, Mr. Bell, they are
the windows of the soul as the philosophers once said. Y es, but amomentary glance can reveal much.
For example, Mr. Bdll, your eyes speak much.”

Hefél slent saring at Justin. Though the strain was terrible Justin redlized that even amomentary glance
away might be construed as an attempt to hide something. He stared straight back at MacKenzie. If what
MacKenzie said was true, Justin thought, then the man before him was dead. His eyesreveaded nothing;
they were emptiness as deep as space itsdlf.

He remembered his grandfather talking about the long yearsin space, especidly inthe early years. The
endless boring watches, the slence, the months upon months trapped within atiny speck crawling across
the endless sea could drain lifeitsdlf, leaving aman or woman an empty shell.

MacKenzie finaly broke contact, looking down. Justin wondered if some sort of power game had just
been played out, in which he should have broken eye contact first to acknowledge MacK enzi€'s superior

power.
"You pass, Mr. Bdll."

G

"Just that you pass. Y ou are guileless. Perhgps even anaive foal. | think you can be trusted.”
"Yes, gr."

"Ever read Moby Dick?

Surprised by the sudden shift in conversation, Justin shook his head.

"No, gr."

" 'And this drama between thee and me was planned a million years before the sea ever rolled',”
MacKenzie sad, hisvoice distant.

"Read the book by thistime next week," MacKenzie ordered. "It'sin the ship's computer library.”
"Yes, gr."

"Fine. You aredismissed, Mr. Bell."

"Yes, ar." Judtin braced himsdlf and started to turn.

"And Mr. Bell avoid disreputable company. It isthe cause of mord decline.”

"Yes gr, | will."

"This Everett, heisrooming with you.”

"Yes, gr."

"That isbad,” MacK enzie sghed and then his gaze locked on Jugtin. "But then again, if thereisanything
ingppropriate | expect an ingtant report. Instant, do you understand me, Bell?'

"Yes, gr. Of course, Sr."

"Fine, now get out.”



Justin backed to the door, sensing that if he turned his back it might be taken as skulking away. He
closed the door and exhaded noisily.

Now what the hell wasthat al about? he wondered. Suddenly fedling asif he were being watched, he
straightened up and headed aft. He reached the galley and ducked inside. O'Brian looked up at him.

"Wd|?'

Justin hesitated. Though O'Brian was nearly old enough to be his grandfather, Justin redlized that in the
most technica of senses he himsdf was defined as an officer, even if hewas only afirst-year plebe, while
O'Brian was an enlisted man. The Code said that one should never reveal what happened between two
officersto enlisted personnd or civilians.

"It was OK."
OBrian smiled grimly and nodded.
"Good for you, lad. Now grab atray and help your friend."

Justin took up atray-load of meal containers and stepped out into the mess hall. He saw Matt leaning
againg atable, talking with a blond femal e cadet; the others around the table were grinning while Matt
obvioudy spun ayarn to impress her. Justin saw the second flight officer, the younger pilot, comeinto the
gdley and take a seat. Going over to her table, he set atray down. She looked up, smiled and thanked
him,

"Y ou enjoy the kick-out ride?" she asked.
"Surewasalong haul, gr."

"MariaHemenez," she said, extending her hand.
Surprised by her openness, Justin took it.

"We're cruisng aong a nearly ahundred and ninety thousand klicks per hour now, though it will bleed
off aswe coast up and away from the sun,” she told him. "Anytime I'm on watch and you want to come
forward, fed free."

"Thank you, Sr."
"No problem.”

A gde of laughter erupted, and looking over his shoulder he saw Mait had aband of admirers enjoying
hisgtory.

"Better tell your friend there to get back to work," Mariasaid quietly.
"Yes, g, | will."

Justin walked over to Matt'sSide.

"And then, well, then she said"

"Hey, Mait, can | see you a second?'

"Inaminute, buddy."



"Now," Justin hissed.
Matt looked at Justin and shrugged his shoulders.
"Old roomie here's gotta problem. I'll be right back.”

Justin looked around and redlized that there was no hope of privacy in the mess hdl. He motioned Justin
back into the galley.

O'Brian wasin the far corner, banging on some pots and swearing away.
"Look, Maitt, the Old Man, MacKenzie, he'sgot it in for you," Justin whispered.

Music again flooded the room and Justin looked over to see O'Brian looking back at them, his hand
dropping from the computer console.

"Why?" Justin asked.

O'Brian pointed to the screen and then at the loudspeaker. What it implied was deeply troubling to Justin.
He had never heard of an officer eavesdropping on his crew; first of al, it was againgt the law, and
secondly it implied alack of trust that was extremely disturbing.

"Hey, what did | do?' Maitt asked.

"You exigt, that's reason enough. So keep alow profile and knock off making a spectacle of yoursdlf."
"Me, make a spectacle of mysaf?Y ou gotta be kidding."

"I'm not."

"Yeah, right. Y ou're just jed ous because Tanya shot you down and | was hitting it off with that girl from
Company B, MarissaLivollen."

"Come on, Matt, you know me better than that."

"OK, but you're askin' me to be what I'm not. | can't help but cut it up abit at times."

"Well, if you want to stay out of trouble, believe me, don't draw attention to yourself. All right?”
"Y eah, sure, buddy, no problem at al.”

Justin and Matt grabbed a quick meal back in the galey after they finished their work. Before cutting
them free O'Brian sent the two below to the hydroponics tanks to bring up some fresh tomatoes and
cucumbersfor asalad. Heading &ft, they passed through part of the engine room. A lone enlisted man
wasin the back, and Justin paused for amoment to study the layout. The shielding to the reactor core
covered the entire aft bulkhead. They passed through the heavy lead-lined door and stopped again to
look at the reactor and engine pods, which jutted into the bowels of the ship. It was an older design, a
Beta-class nuclear pulse engine. The energy of the reaction superheated the reactor mass, which could be
amog anything but was usudly just liquid hydrogen. The high-stream jet it expelled produced far more
energy and thrust than any of the old-style chemical-reaction rockets.

Going down anarrow circular staircase they reached the hydroponics deck. The deck wasadded onin a
retrofit when the ship was reconfigured for extremely long distance hauls. Matt wrinkled his nose a the
smell even though thefilters had removed the most unpleasant aspects of the recycled waste water and
ship's sewage.



"Comeon," Jugtin laughed, "you have a hydroponics unit on your sailing pods.”

"Y eah, but that stuff isyour own, not somebody else's,” Mait replied.

"| should have taken you to apig farm down in Indiana," Justin laughed. "Boy, what asmell thisisOK."
Justin opened abag and plucked several dozen tomatoes from a vine along with adozen cucumbers.

Hewas surprised to see the wide variety of plants O'Brian was cultivating in the hydroponics farm. There
were fast-growth space-hybrid lettuce, cucumbers, severa varieties of tomatoes, some broccoli, and a
wide variety of herbs. On higher racks sorghum waslaid out in orderly rows, specialy cloned to produce
the maximum turn around of CO2 to oxygen and thus act asanaturd filter system.

The room ended in another barrier of heavy shidding, marking the forward sector leading into the lower
storage areas, weapons lockers and missile room.

It seemed likeit'd be easier to return back up to the galley that way but O'Brian had gtrictly forbiddenit,
saying that MacK enzie had a problem with enlisted personnel treading anywhere into officer's country
without permission.

Returning back through the hydroponics farm, Justin and Matt floated up the ladder, cleared the shield
airlock and went back to the gdley.

"Ah, the happy peasants, dressed in colorful folk costumes, returning with the harvest,” O'Brian chuckled.
"Stay with me and you two will be ready to ship aboard one of them granola organic habitats by thetime
you'redone. Y ou'd fit in right well with them aging old hippies gone back to the smple life, eating their
sone-ground barley while orbiting Venus."

"Hippies?' Maitt asked.
"20th century Earth word. | think you solar sailorswould fit right in.”

Matt, not sureif he had been insulted or not, handed over his bag of tomatoes. O'Brian tossed both of
them acouple of cherry tomatoes as areward. Ddighted, Justin popped them into his mouth. Matt
looked at them curioudly, tried one, smiled, and then downed the rest.

"All right, you two youngsters, supposed to be study time, so get to work now and stay out of trouble.”

Back in their room Justin saw Tanyaand Madison hunched over the computer screen, which was
flickering and wavering.

"Something's up," Madison announced asthey camein.
"What's wrong with the computer? Justin asked.

"Wewere trying to link into Uncle to get the upload on our Astro-Nav assignments, and the signal kept
wavering. Unde said that solar flare activity isway up and interfering with dl sgnd traffic.”

"But theresmore," Tanyainterjected. "1 tapped into the news net, just curious, wanted to see how my
cousin did in the ballet competition in Saint Petersburg. There's been an incident.”

"Awhat?'

"Some damn traitors, that's what."



Justin turned and saw Colson, with severd other cadets, standing in the doorway.
"So what do you think now, Everett?' Colson asked, his voice cold and threatening.
"Think about what?' Matt asked.

"Some of your buddies seized a Fleet ship today, that'swhat."

Matt was slent.

"It was carrying some personnel working for my family. They're holding them hostage. It's piracy and
kidnapping!"

"Maybethey have alegitimate complaint,” Matt replied coally.

"Legitimate complaint! I'll tell you what alegitimate complaint is" Colson shot back. "If they don't space
everyoneinvolved, that will bethe crime.

"Ever see someone diein vacuum? Mait asked through clenched teeth.

Colson wassilent.

"No, figured you havent. | have, and | sure ashdll have acomplaint against those responsible.”
"Maybethey deserved it for their own stupidity.”

Matt started to move towards the door. Madison sprang up and got between them.
"So you're in agreement with these traitors then, aren't you?' Colson shouted.
"Youredamn graight | am if they are doing anything againgt you and those like you."
"Bet you wished you could join them," Colson said.

"Don't answer that, Matt,” Madison shouted. "He's just trying to set you up.”

"I think you know the answer to that," Mait findly replied, struggling for control.
"Colson, get out of here now,” Tanya shouted. "Just get out of here.”

Colson looked over at hiscompanions. "See, | told you s0," he announced and then with anod of his
head he motioned for his group to leave.

Matt looked back at Justin. "'I'm gonnawind up killing that guy some day," Mait said.
Justin looked over nervoudy at the computer, unableto reply.
CHAPTER VI

"All hands, you are aware of the report of increased solar flare activity. Weve just received advance
warning from our Mercury Solar Observation Station that an eruption of unprecedented proportions has
ignited on the surface of the sun. Background radiation levels are expected to soar nearly eight hundred
percent in the next twenty-four hours, with spikes reaching two thousand percent.”

Justin looked over a Matt as Doctor Zhing showed the last image broadcast from the Mercury
observatory before the storm disrupted al transmissions. It was hard to judge the size of the solar flare



by the picture, but Justin guessed it was at least several hundred thousand kilometers across and millions
of kilometerslong. He hefted the anti-radiation suit that he had just been issued. In spite of zero gravity
he judged the suit had several hundred pounds of mass. The only difference between the suit and full
EVA gear was that there was no backpack, gloves or faceplate. The extra mass, he guessed was most
likely made up of asynthaead lining.

"No swest," Matt whispered. "I've seen worse; aslong as we got the suits on welll be OK. Heck, this
should kick up the solar wind | bet Uncle Dan will have dl sailsout for thisstorm.”

"As soon asthismesting isover you are dl to don your anti-radiation suits," Doctor Zhing continued. "No
personnel areto go aft of Bulkhead Four. All personnel housed aft of that position are to double up with
personne forward; room assgnments will be posted. The hydroponics deck, which iscompletely
unshielded, isstrictly off-limits. Theair circulation system that runs aft through the hydroponics deck
aready has extra baffle shielding insgde the air ducts, so we don't have to worry about any contaminated
dust particles. Thefilters are not to be touched, though, until this ship docks and properly shielded and
trained personne remove them. The rest of the lower deck is off-limits aswell except for short viststo

gather necessary supplies.

"We're going to position the ship so that itslong axisis pointed directly back at the sun. The reactor
engines and their shields should absorb most of the blow, but radiation insde the ship isexpected to rise
to apotentially dangerouslevel. Any questions?”’

"How long isthis expected to last, Sr?' Tanya asked.

"Not sure, maybe for the duration of the run out to Mars. At least we're outbound rather than running in,
so that will help somewhat. Theinterference leve issignificant, though. Weve dready lost all
communications except on our primary dish, and even that sgnd'srapidly degrading. The forward edge
of the slorm is expected to wash over Earth orbit later today, and al communication will most likely be
lost except for afew high-powered stations with strong directiona focus. That meanswe're cut off.
Weé're heading into a dead zone anyhow between Mars and Earth, no relay stations, no colonies out
here, so skipping signasfrom high-gain systems aboard large shipsisout. | guessweéll be out of touch
for awhile once the storm hits."

"No Academy assgnments,”" Matt whispered with asmile. "Can't give us homework now."
"Anything dse?'

Justin watched as Zhing scanned the group. He had heard arumor the night before that Zhing had a
reputation for getting into the "medicinal acohol.”" Because there was so much money to be made aboard
an orbita colony or even in the mining camps it was hard to find enough doctorsfor aflight; sometimes
less than the best were recruited and given the rank of Lt. Commander. Either they were Straight out of
school and looking for afew adventures before settling into a practice, or they were at thetail end of a
downwardly spiraling career. | haven't seen any indication of a problem, though, and he does seem kindly
enough, Jugtin thought.

"If there are no further questions, you are dismissed. I'll be around within the hour to check that al of you
areinyour protective gear. Y ou should know the drill. Avoid exterior walls, keep a sharp eye on your
rad-dose meters, and suits should only be removed four times aday, ten minutes at most for going to the
bathroom and sorry, that doesn't include time for showers."

Zhing nodded asif in dismissal, but the forward door opened and the assembly snapped to attention as
Captain MacK enzie cameinto the room.



He stood silent for amoment, dark eyes darting back and forth.

"If Doctor Zhing has done hisjob correctly you've al been informed of our Situation,” MacK enzie began.
"All ship'sroutineswill continue as normal, except where there are safety consderations. The aft engine
room has been sealed, the door bolted and secured and engine watch will be run forward in the
secondary control center. Thereis, however, one further announcement.

"An incident occurred on the day of our departure. | felt it best not to discussit with you for obvious
reasons, but circumstances have changed.”

Judtin shifted uncomfortably. Everybody aready knew what had happened from their contactswith Uncle
aboard the Academy. Now they were going to hear it officialy.

"Y esterday a group of terrorists claiming alegiance to the Mars separatist movement seized aUSMC
ship in orbit above that planet. A number of civilians are being held hostage with the claim that they had
violated certain laws on Mars and as such were to be detained for alocal judge and jury to decide their
fae.

"Those individuas were engaged in alegitimate bus ness operation chartered by the United Nations, and
as such they do not fall under any so-called ‘local control.' Besides, such clams are totally without merit.
No violation of generally accepted law had occurred. Thus these raiders are no better than pirates and
should be treated accordingly and without mercy for that fact aone.

"It isreported as well that an officer aboard the ship alowed these pirates to gain access. Therewasa
report of casudties on both sides. It is disgusting to redlize that someone wearing the uniform of the Fleet
has turned traitor. This should not come as a surprise, though, to those of uswho areloya and who are
at timesforced to associate with such scum hiding behind our uniform.”

Hefdl slent for amoment. "Y es, there aretraitorsin our service, and it istime they were rooted out and
smashed like the vermin they are.”

He dammed aclenched fist into an open pam asif he were actualy performing the act of annihilation,
and Justin winced at the sound of the blow.

"This, gentlemen, was an act of mutiny and piracy and as such the regulations are well known execution.”
He spat out the last word as if the sound had a certain pleasant ring to it.

"Thisisnot the Academy, itisaship of theline. There are no kid gloves here like your Thorsson wears. |
expect dl of you to do your duty.

"Thelast communication | received from USMC headquarters before communications failed indicates
that afull and forma Declaration of Emergency is about to be announced.”

Justin took that information in, not sure how to react. It had been nearly ten years since the last
Declaration of Emergency had been enacted. The situation had been far worse then, agroup of religious
extremigtsin South Central Asia, the Thugees, managed to secretly manufacture and deploy adozen
thermonuclear devices with theintent of destroying the newly created Skyhook tower, claming thet it
was an offense againgt God. It was the last time anuclear device had been used when aUSMC strike
force had gone in to destroy the stockpile, the extremists had set aweapon off in an act of
self-destruction that had aso killed over two hundred strike marines.

"Since we are now out of contact with al higher authority, the rules and regul ations regarding the
behavior of ship's personnd in time of emergency are now in force."



For thefirgt time Justin suddenly realized that there was something different about MacKenzie. It wasnt
just that he was wearing afull anti-radiation suit it was that he had a sidearm strapped to hiswaist.

"Ship's company dismissed.”

Without another word MacK enzie retreated back into the forward section. Zhing, eyes wide, watched
the Captain depart and then turned back to the cadets.

"Go on, now," he said quietly. "Run dong and get yourselves suited up. Go on!”

With avery unmilitary gesture he waved the cadets off asif they were so many children on aplayground.
Heading into their room, Justin did the door shut after histhree other roommates camein.

"Hey, afull blown storm,” Madison said excitedly. She unstuck one foot and started to dide into her suit.

Going over to thewall Justin turned the ship's computer on, punched in for some music and turned the
volume up.

"Come on, Bdl, Wagner'salittle heavy-handed for dl this," Tanyasaid. "At least put agood Russian
composer on."

"Ligten up, dl of you," he whispered.

Justin turned the volume up even louder and motioned for histhree friendsto draw in closer. Leonov
amiled warily asif he were planning some sort of trick.

"Now listen, | turned the music up so no one can hear us. | don't have agood feeling about this
announcement.”

"What, the sorm?' Matt laughed. "Hey, I've been in one of these suitsfor weeks at atime, it'sa snap.
Except that you tink to high heaven after a couple of days the damn things are like a sauna bath gone

"No, stupid,” Leonov retorted, "he means that separatist movement incident.”
"MacK enzie seemed pissed,” Madison added.

"Exactly," Jugtin replied. "Listen Mait, no joking around. Something'swrong with that guy. Last night
when | served him dinner he was taking kind of strange. Something about 'they're dl init together." And
did you see the gun?'

"Y eah, agenuine Waker 8 Laser. Burn ahole through an € ephant.”
"Never heard of an officer wearing asidearm aboard aship,” Tanyasaid.

"Well, theregs say that in an emergency situation, if the Captain feds his ship isthreatened, heis
authorized to wear awespon.”

"Threatened by whom?' Tanya snapped. "Us?"
"Maybe 50, at least in hismind," Justin replied and he looked over a Mait.

"Who, me? What the heck are you talking about? I'm with the USMC. Sure, | might talk about the
separatists, but | took the oath of loyalty to the USMC and until they do something that goes against the
principlesthe service clamsto stand for, I'm with you guys.”



"Well, I wish you had a chance to go out into the lounge and make that pronouncement,” Justin replied.
"What for?'

"Do you know that Colson is now the Captains steward for breakfast?"

"No?'

"O'Brian told me thismorning. Said Colson camein and told him the Captain had requested his service. |
wonder if Colson's been running forward, telling tales and now he's been given an officia-looking
assgnment so he can go forward without people asking questions.”

"Yeah, | just remembered,” Madison interjected. "Marissatold me that she heard the shouting night
before last when Maitt here and Colson got into that argument. She said that about a half-hour later she
was up in the lounge area and she saw Colson come out of the door leading to officer's country.”

"That's not good,” Justin said softly.

"So why the music, you want asound track for your storytelling?' Matt laughed.

"So MacKenzie cant ligenin on us, fiat'swhy," Tanyasad.

"Come on, that's againgt the regs," Madison announced. "Aren't we getting alittle paranoid around here?!
"Just because I'm paranoid doesn't mean they aren't out to get me," Justin replied.

A knock on the door interrupted them and surprised Justin looked up as the door started to dide open,
wondering if MacK euzie was going to come barging in. He groaned inwardly when he saw Wendell
Colson coming iu, dready suited up and carrying his deeping net and duffel bag.

"| drew thisroom," Wendell announced.
"Oh great,” Mait sad, "just like home."
Either not catching or ignoring the sarcasm, Wendell looked around for someplace to hcok his net.

"Looks like we share hooks," Wendell said and reaching up he clipped the top of his net to where
Tanya's was secured and stretched tho bottom over to Justin's clip. Justin wondered if it was deliberate,
but let it pass.

"The Doc said get your suitson,” Wendell said, "and instead you're in here listening to music. Get
moving."

"Oh, yes, gr," Matt replied, putting on a high-pitched wheedling voice, "anything you say, Sir."

Matt made abig show of disconnecting from the floor, then, while floating up, he did hisfeet into the suit
and after dowly bouncing off the ceiling he did hisarmsin and zipped it shut. Turning end over end he
came back to hisfeet and extended his hands like a circus acrobat.

"Cut the child's play, Everett, thisis serious,” Wendd | snapped.
"Oh but it is serious, though nothing to be afraid of ."
"Areyouimplying I'm afraid?’

"Why, no such thing, old man, not at dl."



Wende | stepped closer to Matt.

"If you're calling me a coward, wise-ass, then have die gutsto do it straight out. Typica off-worlder, a
coward just like your buddies who took that ship."

Matt stopped grinning.
"Hrst of al, stupid, they're not cowards.”
Justin groaned, half-tempted to smply clobber hisfriend.

"Sneaking up and stealing a Fleet ship. MacK enzie was right, they're no better than pirates and deserve
execution.”

"We don't know the whole story," Matt shot back. " There might have been ajustifiable reason for taking
that ship."

"Remember what Thorsson said,” Justin tried to interject, "no accusing or arguing about”
Matt put a hand out and pushed Justin aside.

"And another thing. If you wannatak about executing you better be ready to do something about it.
There might be friends of minein that group and no one talks about killing afriend of mine and gets away
with it. Death comestoo easy out in space asis,” Matt hesitated for an instant and then forged ahead,
"especidly when folks are given cheap equipment and then sent out to die. That's damn close to murder
asfar asl'm concerned.”

"Hey, what the hell isgoing on in here?"

The group looked up to see Senior Cadet Petronovich in the doorway, hands resting on hips.

"Turn that damn music down!"

Leonov, who was closest to the computer, leaned back and hit the switch to shut it down.

"Now | want agtraight answer what givesin here? Y ou could hear shouting half-way down the corridor.”
"Oh, nothing, Sr," Madison quickly interjected. "Everett herewasjust telling one of hisjokes.”
Petronovich eyed her suspicioudy. Hisgaze fell on Colson.

"Mr. Colson, isthat true?'

Wenddll hesitated for amoment. There was the code, of course, but the mere fact that he hesitated
amog seemed to Jugtinto beaviolaion in and of itsdlf. "Just ajoke, sir," hefindly replied coldly.

"All of you are on report, double watch tonight for skylarking around when you should be checking out
your safety gear. | want everyonein here suited up in five minutesflat and ready for inspection.”

Heturned and walked away.

"Thanksalot,” Wendel hissed, "my firgt punishment detall ever thanksto you.”
"No problem at dl," Mt replied with agmile.

"Enter”



Justin dipped the door open, moving abit clumsly dueto his anti-radiation suit. MacKenziewas at his
compuiter, the screen displaying amass of gtatic. Without waiting for orders Justin snapped the dinner on
the table and stepped back.

MacKenziefindly stirred and looked up.

"Weare cut off, Mr. Bell."

G

MacK enzie pointed at the computer. "Totally cut off. Ever read Coleridge, cadet?'

"My grandfather read someto me."

'Alone, alone, dl done, done on awindsvept sea,' " MacKenzie intoned somberly. "Like the ancient
days at sea. From the moment you weighed anchor till the chain rattled back down a captain was aone,
the deck of his ship the entire span of the universe he controlled. Not like today, with some fat-butted
bureaucrat of an admira barking orders at you from seventy-five million kilometersaway. He, safein his
office on Earth, most likely never stood awetch alone ahundred million kilometers from home. Never
stood done’

Hisvoicetraled off.
Justin waited, knowing better than to stir or offer acomment in return.

"Thisisasit was, asit should be," MacKenzie said softly. "Forty yearsI've served, only as captain of a
light cruiser, but till 1 served loyaly while others far more glib and far better connected maneuvered
behind me, gaining the rights and power that should be mine. But here here | am the power asit wasand
asit should be."

Sighing, he stood up and dowly moved to the table, walking asif his anti-radiation suit was the burden of
amartyr. He sat down, leaning over to noidly sip his soup through astraw.

"Thiscrigs, this separatist movement, never would have started if they had listened to me and other line
officers. We were out there, patrolling the edges, watching the riffraff move in and take over. We
protested and we tried to enforce the laws, but the bleeding-heart do-gooders at headquarters always
blocked us. Men like your Thorsson.”

Justin shifted uncomfortably. He wanted to voice a protest in defense of a man whom he considered to
be hisfriend aswell as his commanding officer. But, senaing that now was not the time, he dutifully
remained dlent.

"Even with my back turned | know you don't likewhat | said, Mr. Bell. A good Captain can sense such
things. Theway you drew your breath in. Do you have something to say to me, Bell?'

"No, dr."

MacK enzie chuckled softly. "Now | remember the name. Y our father served under me. Not much ol der
than you, then. Rare, an honest lad. Died well fromwhat | heard. Y ou must have inherited histraits.
Blood will tdll, Mr. Bell, it dways does."

"Thank you, Sr."

"Y our Thorsson. Norwegian. Not British, not American like you or me. The United Nations alowed



such to gain power. How we ever agreed to the creation of the United Space Military Command, even if
it was chartered and designed by us; well, it's madness. They're the ones who alow these separatiststo
flourish. Out on the edge it's lawlessness, anarchy. | know, Mr. Bell, | know And his voice drifted off into
Slence.

So much was being said that Justin barely had time to sort out al the implications of MacKenzie's
onesded conversation before the Captain started again.

"l think, Mr. Bell, that this separatist crissis degper, more insdious than any are willing to admit. | know
I've heard the traitorous utterances, even in the halls of the highest command. 1 tell you, Béll, thereisonly
one thing holding humanity together and that isthe Service."

"Yes, gr," Judtin replied, fedling that at least there was one thing he could agree with.

"We, theline officers, must teke astand. If not, those lily-livers back on Earth, in league with the traitors
with whom they make believe they are negotiating but are redly secretly helping they will destroy usal. A
firm hand, Bell, avery firm hand, that'swhat's needed. Don't you agree?”

Justin hesitated for a second.

"A captain commands his ship,” Justin replied, hoping that his noncommittal answer would be viewed as
support.

MacKenzie turned and looked Justin in the eyes.
"Have you read the book | assigned?”

"Thefirgt few hundred pages, sir," Justin replied, Stretching the truth dightly. There were parts of the story
he enjoyed, epecidly the details about how the old sailing ships and whalers operated, but the deeper
stuff was throwing him off and he had skimmed entire chapters.

" Ahab saw the evil behind the mask," MacK enzie said. "'Others could not, but he did."
Heamiled. "It isthe thing behind the mask | chiefly hate.

"There's much to be learned there, much indeed. I'll need you to finish reading that, Mr. Bdll, by
tomorrow night if you plesse.

Jugtin inwardly groaned. "Yes, Sr.”
"Haveyou heard anything, Mr. Bell?"
"Heard anything, Sr?"

MacKenzie leaned forward.

"Ingppropriate things. Dirty secrets, thelittle glimmersthat evil can not conced and which reveal what is
hidden behind the mask. | know, Mr. Bell, I know about such things, oh indeed | do.”

"No, gr, nothing, Sr.”
"You'reafool then, Bel,” MacK enzie snapped.

He remained silent again for amoment and then ever so gradually a smile crossed hisface.



"Any stray talk. A dip of the tongue, or adark and dirty secret shared with someone you think isafriend,
Mr. Bdl?'

"No, dr, nothing, Sir." Justin replied, trying to not let his voice betray just how nervous he was. Somehow
he was convinced that Golson had been spreading stories about Matit and the Captain was now looking
for confirmation.

"Perhaps you need alesson, Bdll, perhaps everyone does. Y ou are dismissed.”

"Yes gar."

Justin backed out of the room and started down the corridor.

"Mr. Bdl?'

Surprised, Justin looked up and saw Doctor Zhing standing in the doorway of his cabin.
"Comein here, son," Zhing announced loudly, | want to check your dose meter.”

Justin stepped into the room, abit confused because a quick glance to the tag on his chest would have
shown that so far his exposure had been less than half arad.

Zhing peeked out into the corridor then did the door shut. He made adisplay of leaning over to check
the meter, then motioned for Justin to stand at ease.

"How areyou, son?"

"Fine, sir. No problem. The suit'sabit clumsy but well get used toit.”

"What did you and the Captain talk about? | see you going in there every evening."
"I've been assgned as his steward for dinner," Justin said.

"Why?

"l don't know, Sir. Guessit wasjust the luck of the draw. O'Brian sent me down with dinner the first night
and the Captain asked that | serve him for the remainder of the voyage.”

"Good, that means he trusts you, at least for now.” Zhing hesitated. " The same way he seemsto trust
young Mr. Colson."

lls‘r?l

"Oh, the Captain knows the family and its connections. Y our Mr. Colson has a powerful family, he does.
When the Captain first saw the roster he recognized the nameimmediately.”

"Sir, weredl cadetson thistrip," Justin replied, curious about Zhing's comment. "Of course we can be
trusted.”

To hissurprise Zhing leaned over, switched on the computer and dided in some music.
"Did hetak toyou at al about secrets? Or about the separatists?’
Justin wasn't sure how to respond.

"Son, as medicd officer on thisvoyage | have theright to any information that might impact on my duty to



monitor the health of thiscrew," he hesitated for amoment then dropped his voice to awhisper, "and that
includesthe Captain.”

Taken aback Justin didn't know how to reply. He suddenly wished that Thorsson or his grandfather were
here. This entire Situation was not shaping up to what he had expected the service to be. Somehow,
whenever he was done talking to MacK enzie he left feding unclean, asif there were something wrong
that he should fed guilty about but wasn't quite sure what.

"Sir, I'm not sure, Sir," Judtin replied.

"I'm concerned, Bell. I've served four cruises on this ship with that man. | retirein lessthan ayear. Just a
few moreruns,”" he said dreamily, "just aslong as| don't run afoul of that man.”

Theway he said "that man" surprised Justin; there was a note of disdain, but his eyes betrayed alook of
fear.

"Sir. He talked about the separatists and how he doesn't like them.”
Zhing laughed coldly. "Has reason not to. Y ou know about hiswife, don't you?'
Justin shook his head.

"Sheleft him some years ago. Messy situation. What with him gone for months, yearsat atime. It
happensalot in the service

Justin thought of his own mother, the memories of when hewas aboy and hisfather was shipping out.
The long months of waiting, the anxiety and fears. But she was aways there for him when he returned.
He wondered how such ablow would affect aman and how he would learn to live with it afterwards.

"She'sone of the leaders now," Zhing continued. " She's said some embarrassing things about fleet officers
in generd and him in particular through the years. They think she might've been one of the participantsin
the saizure of the Gustavus.”

Jugtin didn't know how to reply, wondering why the doctor was even sharing thisinformation.
"Did he say anything about her?"
"No, gr, hedidn't.”

Zhing nodded and leaned closer. "Now listen, son. If anything troubles you, you come to mewithit. I've
been around a bit. Y ou young pups from the Academy, they feed you alot of sweetness and sunshine.
There might be shipslike that, but this universe is adamn big place. Frontiers draw all types, some good
like Thorsson, some not.”

He stopped asif cutting off something that he wanted to add.

"Anyhow, it's only eleven more days out maybethiswill dl blow over. But then again, this has been
building for sometime. Not just here but on board alot of shipswhere men like MacKenzie, passed over
for promotion and forgotten on long and distant patrols, are l&ft in the backwaters but haveto handle all
the dirty situationswith little thanks. So keep your ears open.”

"Yes, ar."
"Mr. Zhing?'



The voice cut through the noise of the music. Zhing, startled, straightened up.

"Y s, Captain.”

"To my cabin if you please. And Zhing, why the loud music?1 can heer it al the way down the corridor.”
Zhing, fear in his eyes, opened the door and peeked out. Silently he motioned for Jugtin to leave.
"Sorry, Captain. On my way, Sr."

Justin dipped out into the halway, afraid but not sure why. Zhing again maotioned for Justin to hurry up.

"Gangway.

Heturned, startled, as Petronovich came past moving quickly. Not bothering to hang around to see what
was up, Justin went through the door into the lounge, leaving officer country behind.

The room was half-full. The portside watch had just stood down and dinner was over. Theingtant he
cameinto the room he could sense the tension. Something waswrong it was the way the cadets were
clustered into groups, talking in low whispers, some raising their heads to look abouit.

He saw Tanya and Madison sitting in a corner with achesshoard between them, but neither one was
looking at the board. He drifted over to where Leonov and Smith were playing. Even though sittingina
chair didn't serve any red function in zero gravity, he settled into one anyhow. Sitting in space il
survived, at least asasocia custom.

Leonov looked up.

"So how did it go up there with the Ice Man?"

Judtin looked around nervoudy. "1 wish you wouldn't cal him that.”
Tanyalaughed softly. "That'swhat everyone on board calshim.”

"Don't ask. It'sjust getting weird. That'sdl." Hefigured it was best not to mention the conversation with
Doctor Zhing.

Off inthefar corner he saw Matt and severd other cadets Sitting, leaning forward and talking.
"Matt OK?"'

"Oh, you missed it," Madison said.

"Missed what?'

"He and Wendel| had another argument.”

Justin groaned.

"Petronovich had to break it up.”

"L et me guess, the separatists.”

"Exactly. Thosethree Matt's Stting with. All are off worlders. Marissalivollen, Collin Bugniazet you
remember he was captain of the team we best at fal con flying during the summer and Abdul Amin. It got
alittle heated with Wendell and a couple of the others, those guys around him al shouting a each other.”



Justin looking around the room and found that he could sort out everything. Matt and hisfollowersin one
comer, Wendell and hisin the other corner, both sides whispering, pausing to shoot dark looks at each
other while other groups of cadets, trying to stay neutral, gathered on the opposite Side of the room.
Justin thought the setting looked like a scene from abad vid, abarroom in the old West, two rival groups
gitting in opposite corners waiting for the showdown to begin.

"They'red| on report,” Madison announced. "l tell you, this one's gonna hit the fan when we get back to
the Academy. Colson called Matt acheap sailor. | haveto give Matt credit hetried to laugh it off at firdt,
but then Colson called him adamn liar. That set Matt off and the show started. There are gonnabe a
lottablack marksin files, and double duty.”

"So that'swhy | passed Petronovich going forward in an dl-fired hurry,” Justin whispered.
"Y eah, off to squed to the Captain, | bet,” Madison said. "Uh-oh, looks like something brewing again.”

Madison stood up and pushed off, floating across the room towards Mart's group. Marissa Livollen was
starting to get up asif ready to go over to the opposite table.

"Maybe | should hdp,” Justin remarked uneasily.
"Maybe you should stay out of it for the moment,” Leonov said quietly, eyesfixed on the chessboard.

"Tanya, what the hdll isgoing on with thisship?* Jugtin sighed. "Thisis nothing like | expected the service
to be."

"Maybe that's why Thorsson sent us out. Give us aharsh taste of things. Hell, this could al be ahoax for
al weknow."

Sheleaned back and looked at Justin.
"Tough inthere with the Captain, isn't it?’

"| think the guysabit nuts," Justin whispered.
"No fooling, Sherlock."

Justin laughed softly. But her comment about Thorsson was troubling. Was this yet another elaborate
test? An intricately designed smulation? There was no way of knowing if asolar ssorm wasredly on.
That could be faked easily enough. Zhing could have just shown afew pictures taken from a storm that
happened years ago, then had the transmit connection shut down from up front. That alone was test
enough two weeks in an anti-radiation suit with the constant thresat of getting fried would be agood
examination of nerves. The dose meters could be doctored as well. Most of the cadets were aready
quietly complaining about how hot and sweety the suits were. Justin shifted uncomfortably. The inner
lining was supposed to wick off sweat, but after aday the syssem was all but swvamped. Justin felt sticky
al over, and as he shifted he could sense the unpleasant smells wafting up through hiscollar. Giveusa
week and some of them will be going nutsin these darn things, he thought.

And then there was the Captain. Did the Fleet redlly tolerate officerslike him? He couldn't understand
how any such man could pass his fitness reports. Maybe MacKenzie wasin on the game. Act weird, put
some pressure on and see how the cadets reacted to his eccentricities.

The thought was both calming and disquieting. In one sense it meant that none of thiswastruly redl. It
was just another test. Y et if that was so, then when would he know if things were real? And beyond that,
what did it say about the Fleet, throwing plebe cadetsinto such a crazy game?



The thoughts started to get even more confusing. But then again, he thought, if it wasred, then something
was serioudy wrong on this ship and with aservice that alowed it to happen. Looking around the room,
the tensons that were building were frightening when compared to the stressed but orderly calm aboard
the Academy.

"Kind of an amusing thought, isn't it," Leonov said, her gaze till fixed on the chess pieces. "If thisisated,
then our dear friend Mr. Colson isn't long for this service the way he picked that fight with Matt. Matt
might bein abit of hot water too, but &t least he can say he was defending himsalf and not looking for a
quarre. Mogt people here, at least the ones not blinded by Colson's whispering, will defend Matt if a
hearingiscdled.”

"A hearing?"

"Sure. Do you think Thorsson's going to let one cadet cal another one atraitor?!
"He said that? In public?’

"Suredid.”

Justin looked over a Matt. Madison, with her usud laughing charm was busy defusing the situation. Justin
redlized that in many ways she was like Mait, easygoing, always ready for agood joke, someone who
had that indefinable something that just naturally made most people Hke her. But there were certain types
who took offense, or were secretly jealous of how easy it was for someone like Matt or Madison to
make friends and be the center of attention.

The door back out to the lounge opened and everyone looked up. Petronovich stood glaring at the
group.

"All right, show's over, everyone back to quarters. You dl got studying to do.”

"Guessthe Tsar isn't going to make an appearance,” Tanyawhispered. "Come on, let's get our good Mr.
Everett back to the room.”

"Remember, Colson is bunking with us" Justin whispered.
"Damndl.”

Justin nodded, stood up and drifted over to where Petronovich was standing by the doorway to the
forward section.

"Sir, can | have aword?"

"What isit, Bell?" Petronovich snapped, obvioudy distracted by al that had been happening, and noneto
pleased.

"Sir. Mr. Colson was assigned to room with us."
ll&?l
"Wdl, sr, Mr. Everett isin our room too."

"Ligten, Bdll, in the service your persona likes and didikes don't count. The Captain drew up the
reassignments and there's no way 1'm going to go back up there and whine that someone doesntt like his
roommate. Y ou're dismissed, now get to your room."



Justin wanted to pressthe issue. Petronovich was obvioudly not doing hisjob to head off trouble beforeiit
started. Even though Seay could be aroyal pain and an exacting taskmaster, he was dways on the
lookout for tension within his unit and found waysto easeit. That redlization of command style suddenly
hit Justin smply through the contrast. Seay seemed to have asixth sense for when to drop into aroom to
put on alittle heat, just shoot the breeze for amoment, or offer an impromptu game of falcon flying to the
platoon to let off alittle steam.

Justin turned and followed the last of the cadets down the corridor.
"Mr. Bdl?'
Justin looked over at the galley door and saw O'Brian.

O'Brian motioned for him to comein. O'Brian held out a container and there was the faint whiff of hot
chocolate.

"Always take care of my kitchen crew. Hot chocolate'sjust the thing to settle the nerves.”
"Thanks," Justin said. He gladly took the container and sipped the brew through the straw.
"How'd it go with the Captain?'

Justin found himself wondering if he was going to be interrogated by the entire crew before he could
findly get to hisroom and get some work done.

"OK, | guess.”

"Ah, dready the officer in training.” O'Brian laughed. "All right, | won't pump you. But if you need
someone to spill some beansto, know I've got atight lip."

Jugtin amiled.
"Thanks, OBrian. | appreciateit. | better get into my room and try to get some studyingin.”

Ashedid open thedoor to hisroom Justin instantly knew that something had gone horribly
wrong. Wenddll was hunched over in thefar corner, featuresbright red, hands clenched over
hisface. A trickle of blood was floating out between hisfingers; atiny globule brokefreeand
floated before him. For a second the scene almost looked comical to Justin, theway Wendell's
eyes seemed to cross, focusing on the drop of blood asit floated away.

Matt wasin the opposite corner, Madison on top of him, trying to hold hisarms.
"Hehit me” Wendel cried, " damn it, he hit me."

"likehdl I did,” Matt snarled. " You shoved methrough the door and my foot caught you in the
mouth as| tumbled so stop whining."

Justin could seealook of panicin Mart'seyes. If Wendell's accusation wastrue, then Matt's
career at the Academy was finished.

"Madison, what happened?" Justin snapped.

"I1t'slike M att said. We wer e coming into theroom. Matt suddenly tumbled into me and then
hit thelocker. I turned and saw Wendell going up against thewall. It looked like M att kicked
him by accident after Wendell pushed him."



"Where's Tanya?"

" Shewent to the head, shedidn't seeit.”

"They'reboth lying,” Wendell cried. " Heturned and hit meas| camethrough the door."
"You'reabloody liar," Matt shouted. " If 1'd really hit you, you'd be out likealight."

" Both of you, shut up,” Justin snarled, surprised by theanger in hisvoice. Startled, both
looked at him.

"Wenddll, you lost your footing, broke freefrom thefloor and banged into Matt. Matt, you
accidentally connected with him. Now that'sit. Do you under stand me?"

Thethreewereslent for amoment. Justin was surprised at himself for attempting to seize
control of the situation beforeit got out of hand.

"1'm not going to ask you two to shake| think thingsare a bit too hot right now. But thisismy
room too and | want peacein it or I'll knock both your headstogether and then all three of us
can get kicked out of the Academy together."

"What's going on here?"

Tanyatried to dip into theroom and stopped when she saw the blood.

" An accident,” Justin quickly said, " just an accident.”

Justin fixed his gaze on Wendell.

"Maybe you better go up to Doctor Zhing and get that bump taken care of ."

Wendell opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. He pushed off from the wall and
went for the door. Grabbing the doorsill, he stopped and looked back.

"You'll see,” hesnarled, "you'll see.”

Releasing hishold on the door, he disappear ed.

Tanya shook her head and sighed. " He'sdanger ous.”

"He'sacoward,” Matt snapped.

"1 don't want to hear any talk likethat, Matt. It'll just makeit wor se."

"Weéll, hetried to sucker punch mefrom behind, then makeit look like an accident.”

"Maybe hedid lose hisfooting. Not everyone's as good at bouncing around in zer o-gee asyou
are. Besides, hauling these suitsaround only makesit moredifficult.”

"1 think it was ddliberate,” Madison announced. " He' s fill sore about the argument in the
lounge."

"Look, guys. We'reon areal ship here, not safein the Academy. We're expected to act like
officers, not a bunch of quarreling kids. Matt, you've got to cool it."

"Yeah, sure," Matt said morosely. " Look, | wasn't asking for an argument. He started it."



"Hedid,"” Madison interjected. " Matt and the other swere minding their own business.”

"Weéll, for the sake of everyone aboard, but especially you, | hope you end it when he comes
back. Maybethe guy will cool down a bit by thetime he gets back. Either way, just let him
know you want to back off."

"That'satall order, buddy."

"Matt, it'sfor your own good,” Tanya said.

"OK, I'll try, but I think 1'd rather be mining rockson Ceres."

Justin dapped hisfriend on the shoulder and offered him the rest of his chocolate.

Hewent over to the computer terminal, settled down and punched up Moby Dick. The other
three settled into their deeping nets, Tanya and M adison studying on hand-held unitswhile
Matt smply stared off into space.

Theloudspeaker, turned down for the nighttimewatch, chimed ten o'clock, the signal for quiet
hours. Justin looked at hiswatch. He was supposed to get up at four to help O'Brian prepare
the morning meal. At least he didn't have to servethe Captain breakfast; that wasWendell's
job. Browsing through the book, he got to thefirst sighting of M oby Dick and the pace picked
up. Hewas surprised to find that hewas actually getting into the story. Thewriting was a bit
strange at times, but ther e was something about Ahab that wasweirdly compelling. Finishing
another chapter, helooked down at the clock at the corner of hisscreen. He suddenly realized
that Wendell had been gonefor over two hours.

Justin looked over hisshoulder. All three of hisroommates wer e adeep. Madison was
scrunched up, curled almost into a ball, floating inside her deeping net. There was something
about theway shelooked that aroused a childlike desireto pull a prank, to disconnect her
netting, roll her up and then send her floating down the hall.

Matt, arms splayed wide, dowly tossed back and forth, rolling the netting in tight around
himself so that helooked like an ungainly fly caught in a spider web. He mumbled something in
hisdeep and started to thrash around, then settled back down again.

What atrying friend you are, Justin thought. Half thetimelately I'm ready to kill you, but
thereisn't anything | wouldn't do for you. He remembered how, when they had returned to
Earth after scrub summer, Matt had stood by his side when he had to confront some of the
bullieswho had made life a torment in school. It was good to know, at amoment like that, that
your best friend was by your sde. Hethought aswell about how they had rescued Tanya and
Sue from falling off the cliff on the M oon. He'd have gone over the edgerather than give up.

Strange how behavior in one place seemed innocent but here, aboard thissad ship, Mart's
dightest utterances made him wince. Couldn't he sensethat even the most idle comment about
the separ atists might be danger ous?

Tanya, floating in her net, sighed and interrupted Justin'smusings. A stray wisp of hair had
come out from under the protective cap Tanya was wearing. He watched asthe black strands
gently undulated back and forth on the currentsof air wafting through theroom. Therewasa
faint scent of her soap and he smiled watching her. At least now he could look at her without
worry that she might notice and take offense.



Shedtirred in her deep; her eyeshalf-opened. She sighed, whispering something in Russian.
For amoment he thought she waslooking at him; her smilelingered, then her eyes gently
closed.

Justin enjoyed the moment of watching her and hisfriends, glad for the quiet.

Thedoor intotheroom did open. Wendéll retur ning, Justin thought. Maybe with the others
adeep | can talk some senseinto him.

Justin looked up and was so surprised that he completely forgot to stand as Captain lan
MacK enzie came into theroom. Hewaswearing a sdearm, hand resting on the grip of the
blaster. Behind him stood Frank Petronovich, similarly armed and looking decidedly
uncomfortable with the weapon nervoudy poised in hishand.

"Matthew Everett!" MacKenzie barked.
"Huh? It ain't four o'clock yet," Matt groaned, " let me dleep.”

MacK enzie stepped up to Mart'sdeeping net and ripped it open. Hereached in, grabbed Matt
by the shoulder and tore him out of the net. M att started to flail around, eyes half-open.

" Get your hands off of me, you creep,” Matt yelled, still not fully awake.
"Hey, what'sgoing on?" Madison cried as Matt bumped into her.

Justin was on hisfest, trying to reach for Matt to calm him.

"Hedoesn't wake up easy,” Justin shouted, " just give him a second!”
MacK enzie lammed M att up against the wall.

" Colson, you creep!" Matt cried, and, flailing about, hisleft arm dammed against the side of
MacKenzi€'s head.

A roar of outrage greeted the blow. Pushing M att away with such violence that he bounced
againgt thewall, the Captain drew hispistol and aimed it at M att.

" Sr, don't!"
Justin moved to get between MacK enzie and M att.
" Stay out of this, Cadet Bell," MacK enzie shouted.

"Sir, it wasan accident!" MacK enzie shifted hisweapon, pointing it straight at Justin. There
wasA

frightening moment when Justin saw the Captain'sfinger curled around thetrigger asif ready
to shoot. Justin held hishands up and backed away.

Matt, now fully awake, looked around in obviousterror.

"Sir, I'msorry, Sr," Matt blurted out, " | thought Colson was hitting me. | wasdreaming it,
ar.”

MacK enzie shifted hisweapon back to Matt and looked at him coldly; then tie dightest of



smiles creased hisface.
"Mr. Everett. | am placing you under arrest. You too, Cadet Smith."
"Sir?" Surprised shelooked at MacK enzie, her mouth open.

"Sir, | didn't mean to hit you," Matt cried, and Justin could seethat hisfriend wasalmost at
the point of tears.

"That only addstoit,” MacKenzie announced. " Cadets Everett and Smith, you are under
arrest for violation of Article Twenty-Three of the Fleet Code.

" Asfor the other charge of striking an officer Mr. Petronovich, Cadet Bell, and Cadet Colson,
you wer e withessesto that aswell."

For thefirst time Justin saw Colson standing in the doorway, holding a pistol and grinning.
Justin struggled with the urgeto leap forward and smash the smirking grin off the cadet's face.

" Cadet Everett, you arealso under arrest for striking a superior officer while heis executing
hisduty. Mr. Petronovich, take them away."

CHAPTERVII

Justin cameinto thelounge and looked around. All were silent, staring at him. Saying nothing,
he headed for the door to the forward section wher e Petr onovich was standing again. There was
one difference, though, and Justin found it disconcerting Petronovich wasfully armed, laser
assault gun by hisside, a heavy blast jacket and helmet layered on top of hisanti-radiation
gear. The combination of equipment made Petronovich look sinister.

Justin stopped befor e Petr onovich and formally saluted.
"Reporting asordered by the Captain,” Justin announced.

Petronovich pressed a communicationstab on hiscollar and whispered into it. Several seconds
later the door behind him unlatched and Justin stepped through. One of the enlisted men,
armed and dressed like Petronovich, was on the other side of the door. He motioned Justin
down the corridor to the Captain's cabin whereyet another guard stood waiting.

Theguard opened the door into that sanctum and Justin stepped through, snapping to attention
at the sght of MacK enzie, who was standing and looking through the forward view port. Justin
saw Doctor Zhing and the other two officerson board, the pilot and co-pilot, sitting at atable.

MacK enzieturned and looked at Justin.
" Stand at ease, Cadet Bell."

Justin did as ordered and waited nervoudy. He had gone without deep for the entire night,
trying to stay removed from the chaosthat had reigned in the ship after the arrestsof Matt,
Madison, and all the other offworldersfrom the cadet unit. Wild talk had echoed through the
corridorsall night. Some of the cadets wer e stunned, claiming that M acK enzie was insane.
Others, the circlewho had followed Colson, argued back fiercely enough so that Petronovich,
fully armed and under ordersfrom the Captain, finally threatened to shoot anyone who set foot
in thecorridor for therest of the night.



Thisincident had shown Justin yet again just how out of control the ship was. Thethought of a
senior cadet having to threaten violencein order to maintain control would have been almost
beyond comprehension befor e shipping aboard the Somers,

"Mr. Bdl, thisisan informal inquiry to gather certain facts before proceeding,” MacKenzie
announced, hisback ill turned. " You are expected to answer truthfully. | hopethey ill teach
honesty at your Academy."

"Yes, dr, that ispart of the code of honor," Justin replied, trying to keep any hint of sarcasm
out of hisvoice.

"Funny, it didn't seem to take with Everett and hisfellow conspirators.”

Justin looked around theroom and noticed Colson sitting in the far corner. If hewasbeing
asked to give evidence, even for an informal inquiry, why was Colson allowed to be present?

Something wasterribly wrong and then herealized that no vid was hooked up torecord the
testimony. Also, he had not been asked to swear an oath, nor had the actual purpose of the
inquiry been formally stated. He remember ed these requirements from his Proceduresand
Customs of the Fleet class, their instructor had been very specific about how such things
wor ked.

MacK enzieturned and looked at Justin.

"You know your friend isatraitor, don't you?"

" Sir, hemade nothing of the kind known to me."

" | doubt that," Colson announced.

MacK enzieturned and stared at Colson, who visibly wilted.

"Mr. Colson, | am agood judge of character and Mr. Bell here has been truthful with mein the
past. | saw that in hiseyes. Hisfather served well and blood will tell Mr. Colson, blood will
tell”

Justin wondered if therewas some sort of velled rebukein MacK enzies comment, for Colson
lower ed his eyes.

"Now, let us continue."

Justin wanted to voice a protest but thelook in MacKenzie'seyes tilled him. Therewasagrim
pur pose and he suddenly wonder ed if he protested would he wind up getting arrested aswell?
Already two of the cadets who had been so vocal with their opinion after Mart'sarrest had not
returned after being called forward to meet with the Captain. He was on relatively safe ground
because of MacK enzi€' s strange internal reasoning, and he didn't want to damage

MacK enzie'strust. Therewas no chance of helping Matt and the othersif hewaslocked up
along with them.

Justin stood silent. Helooked at Zhing, who was staring straight ahead, aswasthefirst pilot
For abrief ingtant he caught the gaze of Maria Hemenez. Therewasa look of warningin her
eyes.

"Mr. Bdl, | have so far found you to be a reasonably trustworthy cadet, so don't disappoint



me," MacKenzie began. Justin looked up at MacK enzie, who had drawn closer.

Justin remained silent. Ashelooked at MacK enzie his heart started to beat faster. Theroom
seemed uncomfortably warm, and hefelt a cold sweat breaking out, the clammy feeling made
wor se by the clinging bulk of the anti-rad suit. It was becoming increasingly intolerable and he
wondered if everyone else was feeling the same way. Could the darn suits be one of the factors
helping to drive thisalong he wonder ed.

Though hewished he could blame hisreaction on the suit heknew that it wasfear that was
hitting him and he was glad that the only visible part of hisbody was hisface, otherwise the fact
that his knees wer e shaking might be noticeable.

"Mr. Bdll, ninecadetsare now under arrest. | do hopethat thelist stopsthere. Do you
understand me, Mr. Bdl?"

Justin nodded, unableto speak.
" Captain, can | ask something?"
MacK enzie bar ey turned to look at Hemenez, who had spoken.

" Sir, arewe holding an inquiry regarding the allegations surrounding last nightsincident or are
weinterrogating this cadet as a possible suspect?”

M acK enzie's gaze shifted from Justin and he breathed an inner sigh of relief.
" lieutenant Hemenez, areyou a pilot or a ship'slawyer?"

" Sir, it'sjust that Fleet Proceedings makesit very clear how inquiresaboard an active duty
ship aretobeheld. If Mr. Bell facesarrest he should beinformed of that before being
guestioned and heisentitled to representation by an officer serving as hisadvisor."

"Your opinion isnoted,” MacKenzie said coldly, " and will beremembered.”

Helooked at the other two officers.

" Any other objections? Lieutenant Lewis? Doctor Zhing?"

Zhing looked asif he were about to speak, but then lowered hishead. L ewis said nothing.

"Thisisan informal discussion,” MacK enzie announced smoothly. " | have lear ned to have
confidencein Mr. Bell here. | just wish to ask him some questionsor isthat no longer theright
of a Captain, Lieutenant Hemenez? Have the bureaucr ats at headquarterstaken even that
away from me?"

He spat out the last wordswith a cold anger that surprised Justin.
Hemenez struggled to hold hisgaze.
" Sir. Isthe presence of another cadet,” and she nodded towards Colson, " appropriate?”

"Heishereasa representative of the cadet unit by my invitation or am | not allowed to even
do that?"

Hemenez said nothing.



"Fineg, then, let's continue, Mr. Bdl."

Attention focused back on Justin and he struggled to calm his nerves, realizing that whatever
he said, he'd haveto doit truthfully but carefully aswell.

"Mr. Bdll, you areafriend of Everett and Smith?"
"Yes, gr."
" For how long?"

"Wemet thefirst day at the Academy. Wewerein the same platoon during scrub summer.
Cadet Everett and | have been roommates sincejoining."

"| see. | understand that Everett isgiven to, how | shall | say this, totelling tales.”
"Sir. Matt isasolar sailor. Asl understand it, tall-tale-telling isa tradition with them."

"Just yesor no, Mr. Bell, issufficient. Wein the Fleet are quite familiar with some of the more
guestionable traditions of these sailors.”

L ewissmiled and nodded his head when Mac-K enzie turned back to look at him.
"Haveyou ever heard Everett utter traitorous comments?”

"No, gir," Justin replied forcefully. He knew that was going to be a question M acK enzie would
throw at him. Looking back on the monthsthey had been together, their discussonshad ranged
over nearly every topicimaginable. A large part of it had been about girls, but there had also
been schoal, classes, comparing their livesin Indiana and in thefor reaches of the asteroid
belt, and how to lasso and catch a comet so it could be mined for water. And afair amount of
timeaswell about the separatists. Asa freewhedling solar sailor Matt had grown up in a
tradition that emphasized individualism, stoicism and mistrust of any large center of civilization.
Anyoneliving " down sun,” towardstheinner worlds, was viewed with suspicion, especially
when it cameto laws, taxes, and the myriad of regulations. Of cour se, he had expressed an
under standing of the separatists, but if Justin ever admitted that to MacKenzie, it would only
betwisted and distorted.

"That'snot true."
Surprised, Justin looked over at Colson, who had interrupted him.

" Sir, thisishighly irregular,” Hemenez interjected. " Mr. Bell at least hastheright to discuss
thissituation without another cadet present.”

MacK enzie started to make an angry retort, then stopped. " All right, Wendell, why don't you
go aft."

Colson smiled, then stood and left the r oom.

Wendéll the Captain had addressed him by hisfirst name. Therealization was disturbing. So
Wendell was now the good boy the Captain had said was so rare. Justin wonder ed if he himself
was about to fall from graceand be arrested.

" Cadet Colson accusesyou of lying, Mr. Bell. Do you have a response?"



Justin could see alook of warning in Hemenez's eyes. To counter that Colson was a lying toady
wasn't going to help either hissituation or Mart's.

"Sir. | can not speak for any encounter s between Cadets Everett and Colson when | was not
present. The Matthew Everett | know isloyal, courageous and forthright. Wewon the
lifesaving award together just beforethe end of scrub summer. In actuality it should have been
Cadet Everett alonewhowon it, sir."

"We'renot questioning Everett's courage here," MacKenziereplied. " Only hisloyalty and
integrity.”

" Sir, Cadet Matthew Everett has never uttered atraitorous comment to me."
" And Cadet Madison Smith?"

"No, gir."

MacK enzie nodded.

" Cadetstend to beloyal to each other,” MacKenzie said quietly. " Your Academy worksto
ingtill that, even if it iscarried to an extreme. Thereisthisill-founded tradition of not telling on
acomrade, no matter how terribletheir fault. I'll ascribe your responseto a naive purity in you,
Bell. Either that or afoolishnessthat rendersyou immuneto thedarker naturethat lurksin
most souls.”

Justin said nothing.

"You werepresent when | placed Everett and Smith under arrest.”

"Yes, ar."

"You werewide awake."

"Yes, dgr, | was studying when you came into the room, reading the book you assigned to me."
"You saw Everett hit me?" MacK enzie asked sowly.

" Sir. It wasan accident.”

" Did you, or did you not see Everett hit me?"

Justin could fed the sweat breaking out on hisbrow.

" Sir. Cadet Everett was having a bad dream just beforeyou camein. Hewasn't awake, sir,
when he banged into you."

Justin wanted to add that MacK enzie had grabbed Matt first, violently dragging him out of his
deeping net.

" 'Banged into me ? With what?"
"Hisarm, sr."
"You mean aclenched fist."

"Hisarm, sir."



"1 know what afist feelslikewhen it hitsme, Bell. Areyou contradicting me?"

"No, gr,” Justin said quietly. " It was confusing; theroom isvery small, sir and thelightswere
turned down."

" And your view was partially blocked by Everett. | know what | saw and felt, Bell."
Hemenez, sitting behind MacK enzie shook her head.

Justin was silent.

"You aredismissed, Bell."

"Sir, may | ask a question, sir?"

Annoyed, MacK enzie merely nodded.

" Sir. Exactly what isgoing on here, sir? Isthisatrial?

"That isnot your concern, Bell. You aredismissed.”

"It isalegitimate question, Sir,” Hemenez added.

"Weareunder emergency conditions as outlined by Fleet Regulations,” MacKenzie snarled.

" Oneof thelast transmissions befor e we wer e cut off announced that all shipsof the Fleet
wer e about to be placed on formal alert. As captain of thisship in such status| have declared a
full military alert for thisvessal and shall act accordingly. Do | make myself clear, Bell?"

"Yes, gr." Justin wasn't quite sure of the implications of what MacK enzie said but sensed it
was best not to push any further.

He saluted, then turned and left theroom and headed aft.

Heignored theinquiring stares as he went through the lounge and madeit a point to avoid the
knot of cadets gathered around Colson.

"Hey, Bdll, | need you in here."

Sighing, Justin looked up and saw O'Brian in the doorway of the galley. Tanya was at one of
the counter s unpacking a carton of freeze-dried meals.

O'Brian did thedoor shut and Tanya came over.

"What happened in there?" sheasked. "Heonly grilled mefor a couple of minutesand | was
out. You werein theremorethan half an hour."

Justin sighed and shook hishead. " I'm not surewhat the hell isgoing on hereany more. This
wholethingislikeabad dream.”

He stopped and looked over at O'Brian.
"Hey, O'Brian a straight answer ?"
"Yeah, sure. Go ahead.”

"lsthissome sort of test? Y ou know, a game of somekind. A simulation to see how we'd act.”



"Yeah,” Tanyainterjected, " becauseif so, it'sgone far enough."

"1 only wish,” O'Brian replied. " L ook, I've been on thisbucket for four yearsnow, all of it with
Mad MacKenzie. And let metell you, he'sbeen dipping a gasket the wholetime|'ve been
aboard.

"Hewasn't too far goneat first. Long runs, though, resupply all theway out to Saturn, onetrip
of fourteen months. He'd sit up there, reading them old books, talking to himself. But whenever
we'd get near Mars, he'd start climbing thewall.”

"How come?" Tanya asked.

"Hiswife. She'sa big leader with the separatists. Appar ently she said some things about him
that weren't too nice. Heard how just before | came on board he went over to the base at
Deimos. Got in aterrible row with some prospectorswho laughed at him. Well, it put a black
mark in hisfolder, picking afight with a civilian. That wasthekiss of death for hiscareer;
that'swhy he's never gotten off thisbucket and been kicked upstairsto a commodor €' s dot
beforeretiring. Been a captain now for twenty years."

"You'd think they would have transferred him down to a desk job on Earth or theMoon,"
Justin said.

"Yeah, noneof uscould figureit. Well, he hasold Doc Zhing under histhumb. Zhing isscared
to death of him, so scared he'd never fileabad Fit-Rep for fear that MacK enzie would find out.
Hispilots, they just stay for the usual one or two toursthen move up. Remember that piloting
an old ship likethisisabeginner's dot. People like young Hemenez, they do their stint and
move on to heavier stuff. A negativereport from a co-pilot on her first tour usually doesn't
carry much weight. If they dareto say he'scrazier than a March Hare, well, someone higher up
might think it wasthe pilot who's nutsand not the captain, and bango no moreflying. Asfor
thoselike Lewis, well they've gone asfar asthey will go and don't want to make waves.”

" But what about the Independent Board of Review?"

O'Brian laughed. " Come on, Béll. People like MacK enzie are too shrewd to fall afoul of that.
How do you think crazy captainslike him act? Do you think they walk around ranting and
raving before a board, squinting, juggling steel ballsin their pockets, and doing imitations of
Captain Bligh? No, they're smart enough to play it straight. Besides, nearly everyoneis
dightly nuts after fourteen-month runson an old bucket likethis, and the Board takesthat into
account. No, lad, men like MacK enzie, they're out there cruising the back lanes, just ticking
away, and on occasion they explode."

"Themealsareready,” Tanyaannounced as she car efully took a stack of traysout of the
microwave.

" Good. Those kidshaven't eaten sincethey were arrested. Bell, why don't you takethisgrub
forward? Give you a chanceto seeyour friend."

O'Brian double-checked the straps on Justin's anti-radiation suit.
" A bit hot down below, so don't taketoo long."
"Hot?" Justin asked, and then heremembered that the lower deck was not aswell shielded.

"What about them?" he asked nervoudly.



O'Brian shook hishead. " | doubt if Zhing protested too much. They'll just haveto sweat it
out."

Justin nodded sadly and took thetrays.

" See me when you get back. OK?"

" Sure, O'Brian, and thanks."

O'Brian escorted Justin down the hall and stopped befor e Petr onovich.
"Bédl hereisbringing grub forward to the prisoners.”

"Ah, | haveno ordersregarding that."

"Weéll, listen here, youngster, accor ding to Regulation Sixteen Twenty-seven of the Code
regarding thetreatment of prisoners, it isstated that they are entitled to three squaremealsa
day, or the officer in charge will be held responsible. Now open that door!"

Petronovich spokeinto hiscommlink and then finally opened the door.
Justin, awed, looked over at O'Brian.

" Regulation Sixteen Twenty-seven?" he whispered, surprised at the cook's knowledge of
regulations.

O'Brian smply shrugged his shouldersand grinned, then turned and headed back to the galley.

Jugtin followed the guard, who led him down a narrow flight of stairsto thelower deck and then
headed aft. Another guard, who was standing by a padlocked door, unlocked theroom and
stepped aside. Justin stepped in, surprised at how cramped thetiny room was. Theair was
thick and stank of unwashed bodies. If not for zero gravity, it would have been impossibleto fit
everyonein.

"Hey, Justin, how goesit?" Matt asked, trying to sound cheery.
" O'Brian sent somefood down for you guys.”

Justin passed the containersout to eager hands.

" Any word on what's going on up there?' Madison asked.
"Nothing."

"Why areweeven in here?" It wasMarissa livollen, her face pale. " It'd be niceto get out of
hereand stretch a bit."

Justin figured it was best not to sharewhat he had experienced in the Captain's cabin.
" Any of you go up to seethe Captain yet?" Justin asked.

" Nope, we've been down herein thelockup since he grabbed us,” Madison replied, " except
for thetwo that got sent down after questioning this morning."

From what little he knew of Fleet Regulations herealized thiswasyet another violation. No
one could be held for an extended period without at least being told of their offenses beforea



hearing board and given the opportunity to offer an explanation.
"1 think the whole thing will get straightened out soon,” Justin replied softly
" Not on thisship,” Madison replied. " Any contact to the outside yet?"

Justin shook hishead. The morning report from Doctor Zhing wasthat the ssorm was
intensifying and radiation levelsinside the ship wer e climbing steadily despite the fact that they
wer e pulling away from the sun at over ahundred and fifty thousand klicks per hour. All
communication was down and expected to remain that way until they werewithin close
proximity of Mars.

'Theguy'sanut case,” Matt whispered, "atotal nut case.”

"Listen, all of you,” Justin whispered. " All of you just keep your mouths shut. Sing, dance, do
anything, but absolutely not a word about anything going on here," and as he spoke he
motioned towar dsthe speaker grill and blank computer screen.

M att nodded.
Justin drew closer to M att.
"Areyou really OK?" hewhispered.

" Scared crapless," Matt sighed, hisvoice near to breaking. " | didn't hit him. It wasjust that he
scared me half to death, grabbing melikethat in my seep. | was dreaming that Colson was
after mewith that baseball bat with a spikein it like you and Malady played around with."

"1 know."
"1 think he's going to execute me, maybe the otherstoo,” Matt said.

Startled, Justin shook hishead. " He can't. He'sgotta go through a court-martial board first
and that means going to a base. And then ther €1l be automatic appeals and believe me, when
Thorsson hearsabout thisit'sgonnabefat in thefire. You'll be OK."

" Thorsson isnearly ten million klicksaway," Matt sighed. " Communications are down so he
might aswell be sitting somewher e out past Betelgeuse. And besides, remember, Article
Twenty-Three?"

Matt lower ed hishead and began to whisper, " in atime of war or emergency mobilization, the
commanding officer shall have, within hispowers, theright and privilegeto summarily execute
the offender, by agreement of those staff officerson board who arein good standing, if the
actions of the offender do jeopar dize the safety of the ship or mission of that ship. If a member
of the Service under those above listed conditions should strike an officer, the punishment shall
be summary execution with the agreement of those staff officerson board who arein good
sanding.

" Remember, that getsread to us before every chapel or assembly. Heread it to usbeforewe
embarked."

"There'sno official emergency,” Justin whispered and hisvoicetrailed off. MacK enzie was
claiming that just such a message had been partially received before communications werelost.
Beyond that, they were heading into a sector wherea military action might very well be under



way at thisvery moment.

" That's nuts. Hey, he might be crazy, but heisn't completely off hisrocker. He harms one hair
on your head and hiscareer iszero, finished, and he knowsthat. You don't just go around
hanging cadets from the yardarm in thisday and age."

'They don't hang them, they spacethem,” Matt replied and tried to forcea smile." Hey, I'm a
member of the Vacuum Breathers club, remember, so it won't be anything new to me."

"Just relax,” Justin said. " And try to keep the others cheered up. They look up to you."
"Yeah, right, | think | landed most of them in hot water asit is."

"L ook, buddy, they seeyou astheleader, and sodo|. If you lose heart we're all sunk."
Matt smiled.

"You ill my friend after this?"

Justin punched him lightly on the shoulder.

Matt grabbed Justin'shand and looked him straight in the eyes.

"Thanks, buddy, it'sgood to know | still have at least onefriend in thiscrazy universe.”
Justin squeezed Matt's hand, embarrassed and not surewhat to say.

"1'll be back later with morefood. You just hangin there

" Ain't going no placeelse.” Matt tried to laugh, but it came out hollow.

Returning to the main deck, hewas surprised to see that the lounge area was clear ed, the ship
asdlent asatomb. On hisway down the corridor he saw doorways open, cadetsinside, some
studying, most just whispering among themsalves. Hewasn't surprised when O'Brian reached
out from the galley and grabbed him, saying loudly, " Bell, | need help in here.”

AsJustin did thedoor shut he saw Tanya, her face wan, and even moreto hissurprise, Flight
Lieutenant Hemenez wasthere.

"Hemenez hereisdown to pick up somefood,” O'Brian announced loudly, " now move lively
and heat those containersup. We can't keep the Captain waiting.”

Justin drew closer.

"How arethey?" Hemenez asked.
" Pretty scared.”

"They should be," she hissed.

O'Brian made a show of noisily pulling out container s of food and stacking them up while
humming loudly to the music blaring from the computer.

"What'sgoing on?" Justin asked.

"Article Twenty-Threg” Tanya interjected.



"1 know, that'sthe one he cited when he arrested Matt and M adison."

"No, thelast part,” Hemenez stated. " He needs to for ce agreement from the other officers
according to theregulations."

"For what?" Justin asked nervoudly.

" The Captain wantsto execute Matt and the other eight cadets!"

CHAPTERYill

Try ashe might, Justin couldn't get to deep; the net felt likeatrap, closng himin.
"Tanya, you awake?" hefinally whispered.

"Yeah, can't deep either.”

In the darkness he could barely see her as she unzipped from her net. Soft music filled the
room Justin recognized it as Prince Igor. He unzipped, then floated over by her side and settled
down.

"What arewe goingto do, Tanya?" hesighed.
"1 don't know any more, I'm scared, Justin, really scared.”
" Still think thisisa smulation?"

"Wadl, if itis, | wish to hell Thorsson would pop the hatch and comein. Thisisgoing too damn
far."

"Toodamn far,” Justin agreed.
"MacKenzieis off hisrocker. We both know M att and the other s are innocent."

"Weknow, but he suredoesn't. | think hewasjust waiting for a chanceto do something like
this. Getting cut off, then Colson running and squealing like a stuck pig. MacK enzie wants
vengeance, wantsto prove something. Colson gave him the excuse to act.”

" But vengeance on who, Justin? Matt Ever ett? Hewouldn't harm afly."

"O'Brian told mealot about hiswife. Maybeit'sthat. | don't know ther€'s something really
weird about him when it comesto cadets our age. M aybe something happened when hewasa
kid and now it's playing back out.

"1've been reading that book he assigned to me. | can under stand what he seesin it, Ahab
believing that he sees an evil no one else can compr ehend. Enlisting his crew, even the virtuous
Starbuck to destroy what he hates. | think what's|eft of hisrational thinking is convinced that
executing M att and the otherswill show firmnessto therest of the Fleet. It will forcethecrisis
out into the open, and then let the cardsfall wherethey may. He hasno patiencefor the slow
approach like Thorsson. Hewantsit settled now."

" But he must know M att isinnocent."

"No, hedoesn't. He's got thissick obsession with people our age. Convinced nearly all of us
aredecatful, untrustworthy. Every school always seemsto have ateacher likethat, always



lurking, trying to catch somebody and ther eby prove themselves correct. So Matt and the
othersfit the bill for the crimes MacK enzieimagines."

" And hetakesin the one sniveling rat who really isuntrustworthy. Hasanyonetried to talk to
Colson?"

Justin shook hishead. " He can't bereached. Helivesup in officer country now. Guess
MacKenzie, or Colson figuresthat if hewandered around back herewith uslow-lifeshe'd get
torn apart.”

"1 think I'd kill him myself if | could,” Tanya hissed.

Justin was startled by the hatred in her voice. Thiswhole thing was going completely out of
control on both sides. It was strange how only days ago they were all straight and proper
cadets, at least on the surface. It only took several days aboard this ship, with itsfear and
mistrust and a little discomfort thrown in dueto the anti-radiation suits, and everyone was
supping over the edge.

Their classes always emphasized honor, self-sacrifice, and the unspoken acceptance of the
concept that onewould willingly lay down hislifefor a comrade or for anyonein peril. Yet it
didn't takelong to change all that around. Those not arrested wer e cowed, divided into
whispering groups.

Hewondered if senior cadetswould have behaved the same way. Petronovich seemed to have
sided with the Captain. Did that therefore mean that in some perverted way the Captain was
right after all? Hewrestled with that thought. Petronovich had gone all the way through the
Academy, and had done so with honor. Hewas a friend of Brian Seay's, and though everyone
might grumble about Brian, Justin knew that he himself would not hesitate to follow the senior
cadet'slead.

Hewondered if Brian would have sded with MacKenzie or offered someresistance. Some
inner voicetold him that if Brian had been aboard this ship, chanceswere he'd be down below
locked up with the others. Everything MacK enzie had done so far wasa violation of Fleet
Procedures singling out offworld cadets, the strange questioning, acting after listening only to
Colson and no one else, the manner of Matt'sarrest and theinterviews afterwar ds, and above
all elsethe decision to execute the nine cadets without benefit of a formal hearing. No, Brian
would bedown in thebrig.

So how did it get to this? Was most of humanity made up of sheep that cower and turn their
heads the moment a wolf emer ges? History seemed to show that wasthe case; in fact, many
preferred the wolf especially when he singled out atarget that was unpopular with some.

Y et we arethe generation of space, at least that'swhat Thor sson keeps preaching. Thedisdain
MacK enzie showed for Thorsson Justin wondered if in fact the Academy wasin a dream, and
the attitude of MacK enziewas morethenorm. If so, what then of honor and comradeship? He
remembered Thorsson'sstory of Confeder ate Sergeant Kirkland who, during the Battle of
Fredericksburg, dropped hisrifle, took the canteensfrom hisfriends, and crawled out into the
open to give water to wounded Union soldiers. Thorsson had dwelt on that, asking if they could
reach the samelevd, torisk their livesto give comfort to afallen enemy.

And Matt ismy friend, my closest friend and what have | done? Justin thought guiltily.

"You'reawfully quiet,” Tanyasaid.



" Just thinking, that's all.”
" Something about you isdifferent now,” Tanya whispered.
"What do you mean?"

"1 don't know. Just different, not as nervous, like something's building and changing inside
you."

Jugtin didn't know how toreply.
" Do you really think he's going to execute them?"

"Hard to believe, but | think hewill. We're cut off, he claimsthere'san emergency, and in a
technical sense, he might be able to get away with Article Twenty-Three."

" But why, damn it? He can keep them locked up down theretill we hit Deimaos, turn them over
for court-martial. Ther€sno reason not to wait."

"Oh, yes, thereis."
"Why?"

Justin shook hishead sadly. " Why not? It'sthat smple why not? Kill sometraitors, arrive at
port and some will acclaim him to be a courageous hero for having the gutsto take a stand.”

"You think someone would protest, though. What about the media, someone will scream about
a Captain murdering a bunch of sixteen- and seventeen-year-old kids."

"Themedia?" Justin sniffed. They'll tell liesasthey always do. Come on, Tanya, think. Think
of some of the leadersin the past who wer e nothing but damn lying scoundr €ls, cheating,
stealing, breaking the lawsleft and right, yet the media kissed their buttswhile other leaders
trying to bring about honest reform wer e pilloried. Right now the pressare calling the
separatistsa bunch of terrorists. If some people wer e killed on the Gustavus, that clinchesthe
deal.

"Remember that therearealot of people who don't like the Academy. They've never liked the
military to start with; they're afraid of our discipline, our adherenceto an older code of values,
and would loveto see ustorn down. Matt, Madison and the otherswill beinstantly denounced
and then through them they'll get at Thorsson and the Academy. We'll be seen asa nest of
sedition to berooted out. It won't bethefirst timethat cadets or soldierswho wereinnocent
wer e sacrificed to get at someone farther up theladder.”

"1 wonder if MacK enzieisusing Matt to get at Thorsson then,” Tanya said, her voice bitter.
"You know," shecontinued, "1 don't think |'ve ever heard you talk so much before.”

"Weéll, | guesstherewasn't anything thisimportant to talk about," Justin replied, suddenly
feeling somewhat shy.

" So what dowe do?"
Justin fdl silent for amoment. " MacK enzie still trusts me somewhat."
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Justin got up and headed for the door.

"Whereareyou going?"

"To seethe Captain.”

"Areyou crazy? Tanya hissed. " Goin thereand you might be victim number ten."
"Maybe so. But I'd rather that than sitting here doing nothing."

"1'm going with you, Justin.”

"No, you aren't."

"Look, Justin, you can't order meout of this."

"Tanya. Hedoestrust meto acertain extent. You, I'm not sure. | think thefact you'rea
woman might set him off aswell. Just stay here."

She hesitated.

"Please, just listen to mejust thisonce? If | get caught up I'd liketo think there was still
someone on the outside on my side.”

"All right. But I'll never forgiveyou if you get your self locked up.”

Stepping out of hisroom helooked up and down the corridor. At the end of the hallway he saw
an enlisted man standing guard. Justin motioned that he wanted to approach, and theguard
waved him forward.

"1'd liketo go seethe Captain,” Justin said.
"Listen, son, just go back to your room."
"1'd liketo see him," Justin pressed.

"Kid, it ain't pleasant up thereright now. You can hear them hollering and ydling all the way
out in thelounge. | heard O'Brian say it was getting kind of nasty, something about Hemenez
being reieved.”

"What?"

"Just that, and believe me, kid, 1'd rather have her flying than L ewis any day of the week. So
play it cool and get back to your room."

"1'd still liketo see him."
"All right, kid," theguard sighed, " it'syour funeral. I'll take you forward."

Theguard escorted Justin through the lounge and talked to the guard by the forward door. The
second man shook his head, then tabbed hiscommlink. After several minutes wait the door
opened. Petronovich was on the other side. The senior cadet was obvioudy shaken, and
suffering from lack of deep.

Petronovich offered the same arguments but Justin refused, repeating his demand to speak to
the Captain. Petronovich finally led him forward. Asthe door opened Hemenez came out, her



face flushed.

"1've been relieved of duty," sheannounced, and then stared at Justin. " What are you doing
here?"

"1 felt | should talk to the Captain.”
"You'vegot guts, kid, I'll say that for you," shesaid. " Just be careful.”

Justin stepped into theroom. Doctor Zhing and Lieutenant Lewiswere still in the room, both of
them looking exhausted. M acK enzie seemed surprisingly refreshed; a thin smilelighted his
face as Justin entered.

Justin cameto attention. " Sir, permission to speak, Sr."

"Ah, theidealist. Have you finished reading the book yet?"
"Sir? Oh, yes, sir."

" So you've cometo report. Good, very good. Did you likeit?"

Justin was sur prised, and then realized that in spite of all that was going on the Captain thought
that Justin was smply hereto report the completion of areading assgnment. Well, if so, it was
best to play along and look for an opening.

"It wastroubling, sir."
"Interesting. Tell me, cadet, did Ahab warrant death?"
How to cast this? Justin wonder ed.

"Hissacrifice, sir, did not change the cour se of events. Therope snagged him and he
disappeared over theside. | remember seeing a movie wherethey did it differently, but in the
book, sir, | think it was a senseless death.”

"Yet it changed I shmadl, did it not? Was not such sacrifice thereforeworth it?"

Justin looked around the room. L ewiswas staring off blankly. Zhing, however, waswatching
intently. Justin knew that everything herewas a metaphor, but hewas out of hisleague when it
cameto thistype of interaction.

" Sir, Moby Dick triumphed. Hekilled his nemesis, he destroyed the Pequod and all aboard
saveone. Would it not have been better for Ahab to wait until therewas a mor e suitabletimeto
act?"

MacK enziewalked up to Justin and smiled.

"You'replaying agamewith me, Mr. Bell. You aretrying to be Starbuck, counseling caution.
Don't play a gameyou do not under stand.”

"No, sir."
" Now what do you want?"

Justin suddenly realized that coming into thisroom was an act of pureimpulse. He had not



prepared in hismind exactly what hewould say.

" Sir, concer ning the executions.”

" Execution,” Zhinginterrupted, holding up hishand.
"Sir?'

"The Captain has agreed to execute only theringleader of the conspiracy. The otherswill be
held for trial upon arrival at a base."

"You mean M att alonewill be executed."”

Zhing nodded, eyesdarting back and forth. " It'safair compromise,” hesaid hurriedly, asif to
convince himself he had donetheright thing. " Besides, Cadet Everett did strikethe Captain, a
capital offensein atime of emergency or military action.”

" Oh, thegood doctor argued long and hard for sparing all of them,” MacKenzieinterjected.
" The humanitarianism of the physician, that wasit, wasn't it, Doctor ?"

Zhing, obvioudly beaten, lowered hishead and looked back over hisshoulder at MacK enzie.
"1 gtill think we should wait for thisboy aswell, sir," hesaid quietly.

"No!" MacKenzie snapped, damming a balled fist into the palm of hishand. " When this ship
arrivesat the base with a conspirator executed it will send a clear message acr ossthe system
that the days of tolerancefor traitorsisover. The gesture of sparing the othersfor later trial is
aweakness| regret, but I'll agreetoit for your vote, Doctor, to havethistraitor receive his
immediatereward."

Zhing looked back at Justin in resignation. He could sense what Zhing would say, that in order
to sparethe other eight he wasforced to agreeto the death of one.

" Sir, | wasinformed that Flight Lieutenant Hemenez has been relieved?” Justin asked.

" Shehasbeen relieved,” MacKenziereplied, " and that isno further concern of yours. Our
brave Lieutenant L ewis can handle the ship well enough on hisown. I've promoted Senior
Cadet Petronovich to fill Hemenez's place.”

AsJustin looked at MacK enzie he knew that any appeal, any attempt at logic was beyond
hope.

" Sowhy areyou here, Cadet?"
"Sir. May | have permission to say good-byeto Cadet Everett?"

"Heisnolonger acadet,” MacKenziesnapped, " | have stripped him of hisrank in the
service. But yes, you may seethe prisoner. You can tell him of the sentence which will be
carried out at morning muster, 0700 ship time."

'They don't know? There hasn't been aformal sentencing?" Justin asked in surprise.
"No need for that," MacKenziereplied. " So you can tell him."

Justin looked at the chronometer on MacK enzies computer screen. Just over seven hoursto



go.
"Thank you, sr."
" Bell."

"Yes, Sir?"

"Don't do or say anything foolish. So far you have been spared in spite of someindications
casting doubt upon your loyalty."

Again Justin could seethewarningin Zhing's eyes. So Colson had tried to drag him into the
net. It wasto be expected, because he had withessed most of the encounters.

" Sir, my loyalty to the service has always been foremost in my mind," Justin replied.
"And to me?"

"1 am alwaysloyal to the captain of the ship,” Justin announced, not adding hisown inner
guestion that wondered who indeed should be captain of this ship.

"You'redismissed, Bell. You have ten minutes with the condemned.”
Justin backed out of theroom, trying to keep from breaking down into a bitter denouncement.

Hewent down the corridor and turned right by the door leading into thelounge. The stairsup to
theflight deck werenow on hisright, and to his sur prise he saw Colson coming down. Colson
froze, hiseyesdarting back and forth nervoudly.

"1 guessyou heard,” Colson finally said when Justin refused to move aside.
Justin nodded, wondering if acomputer link in the corridor might be on.
"L ook, Bell,” Colson began, and then his eyeslowered.

Justin studied hisface. It was pale, drawn, eyes sunken from lack of sleep, streaks of sweat
bathing hisforehead. Some of it was obvioudy the strain of being in the suit, and Justin realized
that the days of lugging the bulky anti-radiation gear around must betaking atoll. He could

fedl it himself theincreasing sense of claustrophobia, the screaming desireto tear the damn
thing off and just run naked, to have a cool, soothing shower and then clean sheetsto crawl
between. He knew it was setting the entire crew on edge. But the stressin Colson wasfar more
than that.

" Having second thoughts now?" Justin whisper ed.

Colson looked back up, trying to hold Justin with his gaze. " Ever ett went too far."
" Sofar that he deservesto die?"

"That'sout of my handsnow."

"No, it'snot," Justin hissed. " It started with you. Y ou can go back to the Captain, tell the
truth, and save Matt'slife. Whatever happened between you and him doesn't deserve death.”

"He'satraitor,” Colson declared, but the old sharp edgeto hisvoice was gone.



Justin drew closer and dropped hisvoiceto abarely heard whisper. " If there'satraitor here, a
traitor to thetraditions of the Academy, it'syou, Wendell."

Hewanted to leaveit at that, but for Matt's sake he knew he couldn't.

"You can gill changethat, retrieve your honor and your good standing with your shipmates.
Tell thetruth, save Matt, and you would deservethisfar morethan | ever did,” and ashe
gpoke Justin pointed to the life-saving stripe above his left breast pocket. " Just tell thetruth,
Wendéll, that would be an act of heroism and bravery reflecting the highest traditions of the
Academy.”

Colson looked down at the coveted award and for a brief instant there was a look of sadness
and longing on hisface. Justin actually felt a moment of pity, wondering what inner tur moil
must be tearing Colson apart. Surely there had to be a sense of guilt and fear screaming inside
of him.

"Mr. Colson?"

Thevoice on Colson'scommlink tab startled him.
Colson pressed the tab.

"Sir?'

"Whereareyou, Colson?"

" Coming off theflight deck, sir.”

" Report to mein five minutes, Wendell."

"Yes, gr," and Colson punched thetab, shutting it off.
"1 havetogo."

"You can goin thereand straighten this problem out," Justin begged as hereached out and
grabbed Wenddl by thearm.

Wenddl looked down at Justin's hand and shook it free. He hesitated for an instant then shook
hishead.

"ltsbeyond that now," Colson said. " The Captain has made up hismind and it'sfinal.”
" And you gave him theammunition to do it with."
"1 did my duty."

" A line so many have hidden behind,” Justin hissed, and instantly regretted hiswords. He had
to use persuasion, an appeal to a higher sense of honor, not condemnation.

Colson drew himsdf up and started to shoulder hisway forward.
"You'rein my way, the Captain wantsme."
"Wendéell, please.”

Thesmilereturned and Justin knew he had lost.



"1 did do my duty. Thorsson would never seeit that way, but | wonder if he'll bein any position
to object after all of thisisover. MacKenziesright and | know there are others out therewho
will agree. And don't forget, Bell, my family will back meup, soif | wereyou I'd find a safe
placeto hide."

A spasm of rage swelled in Justin and Colson quickly dipped past. For an instant Justin wanted
toreach out and grab him, to somehow beat thetruth out of him, but he knew it would be
useless.

Helet Colson go and then stood alonefor several minutes struggling for self-control. He had to
be calm when he saw Matt; being angry or upset in front of hisfriend wasn't going to help the
gtuation.

Continuing down the short corridor heturned right and went down the stairsto the lower deck.
He approached the guard and announced the purpose of the visit. The guard called up to the
Captain and after several more minutes of waiting MacK enzie gave per mission for Justin to go
in. Justin watched asthe guard undipped a key from hisbelt and unlocked die padlock. L ooking
farther down the corridor Justin saw what he assumed wasthebarrier door leading aft to the
hydroponicsroom. Just before the door was the weapons stor age ar ea, padlocked aswell.

Heentered the room and saw that all of the prisoner s wer e adeep, floating. Reaching over to
Matt, hetouched him lightly on the shoulder. Matt stirred and woke up, thistime without
thrashing about.

Herubbed hiseyesand smiled. " How you doin't buddy?" Matt whispered.
Justin struggled for control.
"What isit?"

Madison, floating behind Justin, awoke. She pushed off the ceiling, let her sticky boots make
contact with thefloor, and settled down besde Matt and Justin.

" Comeon, Justin, spill it," Matt said.
"Itisn't good."

"No fooling,” Madison interjected. " We' ve been locked up in heretill we'reready to go
bonkers. Two chancesto hit the head and that'sit. And we're dowly getting cooked."

She pointed to her dose meter, which indicated she had picked up half a dozen rad.
" Several yearsworth, makes mewonder what my ladswill look like."

"You'll beall right. Zhing give you iodine dosesto flush your thyroid?"

"Yeah, big help. But that'snot my worry now," Madison whispered.

"No on€'stalked to us, questioned us, read usour rights, even told usformally what we've
been charged with. So when ar e we getting outta here?"

Justin struggled to form thewords. " Madison, you'll be going before a court-martial boar d
oncewearrive at Deimos."

" A court-martial?" Madison hissed. " | haven't even been questioned yet or charged. How can



he do that? Besides, | haven't done anything but try and keep Matt herefrom gettinginto a
brawl with that idiot Colson, and you'retelling mel'm facing a court-martial? Thisisnutd"

"What about me?" Matt asked, " You said Madison, but what about the other sand me?"
" The otherswill face court-martial aswell."

Matt reached out and touched Justin on the shoulder, hand shaking. He gulped, face pale.
"1 think you'retrying to say something and you can't get it out,” Matt whispered.

Justin nodded, and in spite of himself tears cameto hiseyes. In zero gravity they smply
pooled, dulling hisvision so Matt looked distant and hazy.

"Justin?' Madison whispered. "What isit?"
"He' sgoing to space me, isn't he?" Matt asked, hisvoice strangely calm.
Justin nodded. " Seven in the morning."

"Walk the plank and breathe vacuum,” Matt tried to chucklebut it came out strangled, his
voice choking.

"Asasailor | alwaysfigured 1'd drown in vacuum someday alot of usgo that way,” Matt
rambled.

"But | never figured I'd know the time and date befor ehand.”

Madison started to cry, her sobswaking the other cadets. Word of what was to happen flashed
through theroom and for a moment Justin lost M att asthe other s swar med around him, some
crying, other s swearing, shouting their protests so loudly that the guard flung the door back
open.

"All right, pipedown in there!" sheroared.

A storm of angry shouts greeted her. Frightened, the enlisted woman waved her laser pistol,
but Justin could seethat her heart wasn't in it.

"Please, just bequiet or the Captain will be down hereto kick my butt."

" He's getting spaced and you'reworried about your butt?" MarissaLivollen cried. " Give me
that damn gun and I'll take care of MacK enzie for you."

"Don't talk likethat!" Justin shouted, " Just everyone pipe down."
Startled by hisvehemence, the cadetslooked over at Justin.

"Please," hesaid softly, looking at theguard. " I'll beright out, but just forget what you heard
here. OK?"

She nodded her head. " Sure, OK, but you gotta keep it quiet,” and she half-closed the door.
Justin stood up and grabbed hold of Matt.

"L ook, buddy, thisisn't going to happen.”



"Yeah, sure, Justin."
"| mean it."

"Look, Justin. You'rethefirst real friend I've ever had. | wanted you to know that. It meansa
lot to me."

Justin grabbed Matt by the shouldersand hugged him.
"My stuff. Whatever you want, it'syours."
"1 don't want anything of your s except you."

"Look. At least hang on to that pictureyour mom took of uscanoeing on Sugar Creek. Make
suretherest getsback to my Uncle Dan." Matt smiled sadly. " Old Dan will takeit hard. Down
deep | know hedidn't want meto go. Funny. My "bot, my robot friend | think he'll miss metoo.
Hewasa great chess player. When you get a chance, would you visit them? Tell Dan | took it
likeareal sailor, nowhining or pleading. Walked the plank and spat in their eye, | did, before
they popped the door."

With that, M att started to break down.
The chaos around them swelled again with Madison shouting that they should rush the guard.

" Get out of herebeforeyou get locked in with us,” Matt shouted. " Go on, Justin, do methe
favor. | don't want you getting hurt too."

Matt pushed Justin away. Justin started to move back, wanting to spend thelast hourswith
Matt, but hisfriend drew back into the group.

" Seeyou in themorning,” Matt said and he smiled through histears.

Time seemed to drag out. Justin stared at Matt asif really seeing him for thefirst time. He
remembered aswell so much of what Thorsson had said about loyalty, loyalty to the Service
and, by extension, loyalty to those who served in it.

Matt had exemplified all those virtuesto anyone who extended a friendly hand to him. He
remembered how in thefirst daysat the Academy it was Matt who had befriended him, and
then helped to pull him into the circle of their platoon. Herealized so clearly now that without
Matt hewould have undoubtedly washed out of the Service. If there was anyone aboard who
truly showed what the Service was about it was Cadet M atthew Ever ett and not the man who
claimed to be Captain and was now about to kill him. In that instant Justin fully realized what he
had to do.

Without another word Justin stepped out of the room, watching without comment asthe guard
dammed the door shut and snapped the padlock closed. Shelooked over at him.

"You OK, kid?"
Justin nodded.
"1 heard about your buddy," shewhispered. " Tough break. Real tough break. I'm sorry."

"Doyou think it'sright?"



"It'sthelaw,” shereplied dowly.
"What law?"

"Listen kid. Therearetwo kinds of law out here. Fleet law and the Captain'slaw. And what the
Captain saysisthehigher law, at least aboard thisship."

"Soyou'reonly following orders,” Justin said in a voice edged with sar casm.
She hesitated. " Go on, get outta here, or I'll place you on report.”

"Would you?"

" Just get out of here."

Justin stepped back and looked down the corridor heading aft. He studied it for several
seconds, then turned and went forward and upstairs. Stepping into the corridor topside he
passed the flight deck and reached the doorway to thelounge. He heard loud arguing coming
from the Captain's cabin, and stepping past the door he went and looked down the corridor
leading forward. The guard by the doorway into the Captain's cabin was leaning against the
bulkhead and obvioudy eavesdropping. At the sight of Justin looking at him he shook hishead.

Justin hesitated, realizing he was standing next to Lieutenant Hemenez's door. He knocked on
thedoor, ignoring the guard who stirred but then did nothing to stop him. ;

"Enter."”

Justin stepped into thetiny room. Hemenez was sitting at her terminal, studying the screen.
Shelooked up as Justin camein.

"How areyou, Bel?"
"Not good, sir. And you?"

" Oh, just checking thetransmit systems," she said, nodding at the screen. " Kind of hoping the
storm was dying down. No such luck, we're cut off. Occasional burstsof traffic from high-gain
tranamitters, but nothing coming our way and most definitely nothing going out."

Sheturned around to face Justin.
" Guessyou heard theverdict?"
Justin nodded. " Also heard about you. I'm sorry."

"Don't fee sorry for me, Bell. Maybe I'll get cleared. If not, ther e are always the commer cial
transports.”

"Isthat what you want?"

She shook her head sadly. " Never thought I'd see something likethis. | just graduated last
year and nothing like this ever happened at the Academy or aboard my off base postings.”

" Carefor some coffee? We have to talk about things."

She started to shake her head.



" Galley in ten minutes," Justin whispered.
Shehesitated. " OK."
Jugtin left theroom and headed aft, hoping that Hemenez could bluff her way past the guards.

He dowed as he approached the galley and was grateful to hear O'Brian banging some pots
inside. Looking through the door he saw the cook loading food containersinto the cleaner.
Judtin turned togoiin.

"Hey, you. Bell."

Justin looked back and saw Petronovich approaching.

"Sr?"

"Into your room."

"O'Brian just called for meand Leonov," Justin said loudly. " Said he wanted usto help.”
"Intoyour room."

"But, gr."

"Don't 'but, gr' me!"

While Justin hesitated a beefy hand reached out, grabbing him by the shoulder.

"That'swhat | said, sonny,” O'Brian announced while dragging Justin into thegalley. " | need
acoupleof ratsto help me scrub things. You wannajoin us?"

Petronovich hesitated. " Even though I'm a cadet, | am a senior cadet holding therank of
ensign and should be addressed as'sir.'"

"Yeah, sure, sir. Now either he helps me or you help me, what's it gonna be?"

"1've heard nothing from the Captain granting approval for cadetsto leavetheir rooms
tonight.”

"Wdll, sonny why don't you just call him on that commlink of yours. And by heavenshell tell
you that at thisend of the ship it'sO'Brian who runsthingsand if | want a couple of ratsto help
me, by God | have them. Now are you comingin to help or areyou going back to pacing your
beat?"

"1'll remember this," Petronovich snapped. " When things calm down hereyou'll be on report
too."

O'Brian snickered. " Sure, sure. Lose my stripesagain. Won't be thefirst time. Now let us get
towork."

Petronovich backed away, trying to maintain hisdignity.

" Béll, once things are over with thismorning, report to me. We're going to see the Captain
about this, and you, too, O'Brian."

"Yes, gr, I'msorry, sir,” O'Brian replied in a wheedling tone.



The cook reached acrossthe corridor and did the door open into Tanya'sroom. " Hey, you lazy
Russian, get your butt outtathenet and in here. | need you."

O'Brian pushed Justin into the galley. Justin went over to the coffee dispenser, filled a
container and took a gulp of the scalding brew. The caffeine, lack of eep and nerves started
him shaking. O'Brian went back towork. A minutelater L eonov, obvioudy in a bad mood,
camein.

" Closethedoor," O'Brian snapped, " and get to work."

"Look, O'Brian,” Leonov began. " No one callsmealazy Russian and Her voicetrailed off as
shelooked at Justin.

"You look like hell, Justin, what happened?"
Justin told them the news and the two looked at him, stunned.

"1 knew he'd flip someday,” O'Brian snarled. " Damn all. It'sgoing to be straight into the fan
once we dock."

"What do you think will happen then?" Leonov asked.

"What if this separatist thing on Gustavus goes bad? What if personnel from the Service got
killed? | think there might be somewho will back MacK enzie up. At least in public. Say that it
was an emer gency, Ever ett wastalking sedition and mutiny. MacK enzie is shrewd. None of the
personal stuff will come out he'll act remor seful, claim that he wasreuctantly forced to act to
save hisship and he'll be exoner ated. Besides, notice how he claimsto have compromised by
sparing the other eight. That'll makeit look like hetried to befair. And ther e sonething that
separ ates Everett from the others. "

"What'sthat?" Leonov asked."
"That Matt supposedly hit MacKenzie," Justin said.
" So ther € stwo counts against him and your friend gets spaced.”

" Thorsson would never st for that,” Leonov replied. " He'd bust hisown career to get
MacK enziefor killing one of his cadets."

"Would he? Look young lady. Ther e are some who think Thorsson's off hisnut with all this
talk about the brotherhood of the service and our destiny to go for the stars; the emer gence of
the new generation of humanity. Chances are Thor sson will fall too because of this."

"Thorsson fall?" Justin cried. " That'simpossible.”

"Thereare somefolkswho think your Academy isnothing but a billion-dollar toy. They'd turn
around and say that Thorsson was soft and Ever ett wastheresult. Thetruth of it all will get
buried in alot of muddinging. And | tell you this, even if MacK enzie never goesa step farther
in the Service, he'll have won what he wanted. He showed everyone that he wastough.”

"By killing a sixteen-year-old cadet?" Leonov cried.

That will beforgotten. HE'll bebranded atraitor. What will be wor se, though, thiswill drivea
wedge between thetwo sides. In the Fleet the small core of hard-linerswill rally around



MacK enzie. But on the broader side of thingsthe separatistswill have a martyr and proof for
their argument that the Serviceisan iron fist ready to smash them if they resist. This could
take the smmering pot and makeit boil over. And that, aswell, is exactly what MacKenzie
wants."

Justin listened to O'Brian, fascinated by how clear hislogic suddenly was. The act of the
simple, rough cook was, Justin realized, a facade. Therewas a depth of under standing to the
man he'd never quite seen before. O'Brian looked at Justin and winked asif he knew what the
cadet wasthinking.

Thedoor did open and Hemenez stepped into theroom.

"Lieutenant, sorry, | just heard the news,” O'Brian said.

"Don't worry about me now, that'stheleast of my concerns.”

O'Brian drew a cup of coffee and pressed it into her hand.

"All right, Bdll, what gives?" Hemenez asked.

And as Justin began to talk thethreelooked at him with wide-eyed astonishment.

Alonein hisroom, Captain lan MacK enzie stared out theforward view port. Marswasto one
sde, shining with a brilliant intensity in the center of Gemini.

It was quiet at last, the arguing finished, thetask all but accomplished. Finally it will beclear,
out in the open, he thought. He could sense what would happen when they finally docked. But it
would be beyond recall. They shewould portray Everett asa hero. Just likethem to take such
deceit, such arrogance and turn it about, wrapping it in a shimmering mantle of glory. Let them,
he mused. It will drivethem further in their madnessand then it will be out in the open.

Then it will berevealed, all the poison, theliesand the corruption, and in theend | will be seen
for thestrength | alone had, to stand against the darkness. Therewill beawar and when it
comestherewill be need for such asme. Gonewill be the men and women like Thor sson,
unmasked asthebuildersof traitors. It will be atime of action, and command will bein the
hands of men like me who will remember my courage.

Heleaned over and turned on hiscomputer, punching in the bypass codes. Scanning room by
room helistened to all that was being said. In some rooms he heard whispers, yet moretalk.
Helet therecorder run. Herewill be more proof, for therewill be atimewhen such thingswill
be allowed to be heard. He switched through the lounge, which was empty, and then the galley.

Again that damnable music. Helistened for a moment, then continued on.

Helooked at the clock in thelower corner of hisscreen. Two hoursto go. At least it would be
over with quickly. He had seen enough good men diein vacuum to know it would befast. For a
brief instant the face of Everett wasin hismind. M outh open, gasping in the nothingness, then
thefreezing eyesrolling back, features going dack, armsand legsreaxing, limp, owly curling
up into a fetal postion.

He hoped the boy wouldn't cry or struggle. At least takeit likeaman. Not a boy. But then they
wer e deceitful, liars, and he remember ed the boar ding school so long ago, the taunting because
hewasn't of their class, a boy from the east end of L ondon among all that snobbery and wealth.
Never good on the playing fields, called adronefor finding solacein study. The bully,



Thrackworth red hair just likethisone. Thelate night beatings with the other swatching, saying
nothing, afraid, or, wor seyet, laughing. No oneto stand by my side. Well, it was good training
for thelong watches alone, always alone.

Sighing, heturned the computer off and waited for the beginning of the mor ning watch.
CHAPTERIX

" All hands, all hands, report forward to witness punishment.”

Justin froze, looking over at O'Brian.

" Go, go! Remember, you got fifteen minutes, maybe twenty. 1t'll taketimefor them to line up,
go through thereading of the Articles. I'll cover for you when roll iscalled, say |'ve confined
you and L eonov to the galley and Hemenez iswatching you."

Justin grabbed " Brian's hand, then looked over at L eonov and Hemenez.
"Let'sgo," Justin announced.

Crouching, helooked down the narrow ventilation tube set in the aft wall, its cover panel and
filter unbolted and removed.

Hetook a deep breath and pushed hisway in. Glad to be out of hisanti-radiation gear and
wearing just alight jumpsuit again, he squirmed into the narrow opening and pushed himsdlf
along. Stopping after five meters, helooked back in the darkness and felt a hand touch hisbare
foot.

"All right?" Justin whispered.
"Fine, kegp moving," Tanyareplied, " Hemenezisright behind me."

Justin squirmed along, counting the ventilation grills passing beneath him thefirst oneleading
to a storage room, the second, then thethird. Reaching a barrier, he stopped. He put on a
respirator filter, then pulled out the screwdriver and popped the mount off thefilter blocking
theway. Ashe pushed thefilter aside alight plume of dust swirled up from the baffle and lead
shielding. He wondered just how much of a dose he was picking up, glad that the emer gency
respirator he waswearing, which had been stored in the galley survival gear, would keep the
wor st of it out of hislungs.

Onceclear of thefilter shielding he knew they werein the back end of the ship, crawling under
thereactor and engine mounts. Theonly barrier to theraging inferno of the sun wasthe outer
hull surrounding the hydroponics unit, and within minuteshe'd pick up a year'sworth of
radiation. The anti-radiation suitswerefar too bulky for the narrow ventilation shaft, but if they
had smply gone aft through the doorway into the engine room it would havetriggered an alarm
up in the cockpit.

Finally he hit the fifth ventilation opening, as O'Brian had explained, and stopped. He looked
down on theracks of tomato plantsfour metersbelow. He went to work on the screening
beneath him with a bolt cutter, lopping off the tops of the screwsthat projected up through the
ceiling and held the pand in place. Thelast of the bolts sheared off; he pushed down and felt
the screen detach and float away. He doubled over and went through the opening, turning a
somer sault beforelanding on hisfeet.



Cautioudy helooked around. No one was here, and he breathed a sigh of relief. When he had
first proposed taking the ship to stop MacK enzie he had expected that maybe L eonov would go
along hewasn't sure about Hemenez and O'Brian. But he needed them if there was any hope,
for they knew theinsand outs of the ship and what had to be done beyond a vaguely for med
plan to " do something to stop MacKenzie."

It was O'Brian who suggested timing it so closely, pointing out that everyone would be heading
totheloungeareajust prior to the seven o'clock muster and in those precious minutesthere
would bethe chanceto maybe pull it off. Between Hemenez and O'Brian the two had cooked up
the plan of going aft through the ventilation shaft down into the hydroponicsroom and then
forward again to theroom wherethe prisonerswere being held.

Justin realized with a cold certainty that the next ten minuteswould decideit. Either he'd
succeed, and then there would be a whole new crisisto deal with or, mogst likely, he would be
dead, for a genuine mutiny would fully justify MacK enzi€' s actions and the Captain would
smply add Justin and hisfriendsto thetrip through the airlock.

L eonov came through the opening, followed seconds later by Hemenez.
Hemenez looked around.
" Good, we'rewdl aft, nooneshere.

Justin wondered just how heavy a dose they werereceving dressed only in ther light
jumpsuits. Thethought almost seemed absurd there was a good chancethat in fifteen minutes
the consequences of absorbing arad or two of radiation would be moot.

Hemenez motioned them to go forward. Justin pushed off, floating down the length of the
hydr oponics chamber, weaving hisway through theracks of sorghum which helped scrub the
CO2 out of theair and thetrays containing the spices, tomatoes and lettuce that O'Brian was
cultivating.

Reaching the bulkhead door leading forward Hemenez stopped, putting her ear to the door,
motioning for Justin and Tanyato be quiet.

"Therearepeoplein thecorridor,” shewhispered. " Soundslikethey'releading Matt out."

Justin struggled with the urgeto smply burst through, waiting patiently asthe seconds dragged
out. The high temperaturein dieroom made him break into a sweat although he fet cold and
clammy with fear.

Helooked over at Tanya, who was breathing in short, rapid gasps.
" Remember, we move quick,” Hemenez announced.

With aflourish she pulled the kitchen knife out of her belt and cupped it in the palm of her
hand, concealing the blade with the back of her arm. The gesture made Justin think of pirates
about to storm the quarterdeck. He followed her actions, wondering if he could indeed usethe
blade on the guard who was surely waiting on the other side of the door .

Justin looked over at Tanya, who was holding a knife aswell.

" Ready?"



She offered a nervous smileand gulped hard.
Hemenez grasped the door latch and slowly opened it, peeking out.

She motioned for the two to follow as she pulled the door wide open and started down the
corridor. The hallway was darkened. Peeking over her shoulder, Justin saw a lone guard
standing by the door into the prison cell, looking squat and distorted with the heavy battle gear
donned over the anti-radiation suit. When they wer e lessthan three meters away, the guard
turned.

" Halt, who goesthere?"

Justin, startled by the voice, saw Colson in the shadows. In an instant he under stood why the
Captain would want hisregular enlisted personnel in the lounge in case there wastrouble. Also,
he wanted Colson out of theway, and down below guarding jailed prisoner swas one place he
could safeguard him.

"1 want to talk to you, Cadet," Hemenez said in a calm yet commanding voice. She drew closer.
"Halt! Halt or I'll shoot!"
" Cadet, | need totalk to you."

Hemenez pushed forward, armsextended in afriendly gesture. The knife blade was still
concealed by the back of her arm. Horrified, Justin wondered if shewas smply going to spring
forward and dice Wendéllsthroat. Somehow when he had dreamed up this plan he had
envisoned it asbeing bloodless. They'd take a guard, break into the weaponslocker and arm
the other prisoners, then confront the Captain who would beled away in chainswhile everyone
cheered. Now herealized that the mutiny of fantasy wasvastly different than reality chances
wer e that people wer e going to die in the next few minutes, die because of his actions.

"You'reatraitor, too. I'll shoot!" Colson cried, hisvoice breaking.
" Comeon, cadet, all | want"

Her wordswere cut short by the crackling burst of alaser pistol. Wordlessy Hemenez spun
around, clutching her shoulder, smoke and the pungent stench of burnt flesh billowing around
Judtin.

Justin vaulted from thefloor, diving over Hemenez. Colson, eyeswide, tried to back up and lost
hishold on the floor, feet disconnecting. The gun went off again, the glare blinding Justin for an
instant. He felt a stinging burn crease hisside. Crashing into Colson, the two tumbled over.
Colson tried to knee him in the groin, but the blow smply pushed Justin up towar dsthe ceilling.
Turning end-over-end he kicked off the celling and came down hard, feet first, damming back
into Colson.

Reaching out with hisleft hand he grabbed Colson by hishelmet strap. He swung the knife
around and brought the blade up to Colson'sthroat, then pressed it down far enough so the skin
wastaut. It was a strange sensation, the knowledge that with just the dightest flick of thewrist
Colson'slife would spill out. Hethought of all that Colson had done, the madness he had helped
to create, and the temptation was all but overpowering. And yet, then what? He eased back
dightly.

"Moveand I'll kill you," Justin hissed.



Colson looked up at him, goggle-eyed.

"Tanya, get hisgun.”

Tanyareached past Justin and tore the gun from Colsons hand.
"Mr. Colson?"

It wasthe Captain on Colson's commlink!

"Mr. Colson, | heard something, what isgoing on down there?"

"Tell him theprisonersareacting up,” Justin whispered. " If you screw up I'll cut your throat
from ear toear.”

Colson reached up to the commlink attached to hisjacket and fumblingly toggled it on.
Justin pressed the knife down harder so that the skin under the blade wastaut once more.
"Sr?

"What isgoing on down there?"

"Nothing, sir. The prisonersareyelling, sir."

Theterror in hisvoice was evident and Justin wondered if the Captain would notice.

"Tell them to shut up, Mr. Colson, or | might change my mind about the number to be
executed."

The commlink snapped off from tie other end.

Justin leaned forward, hismouth brushing against Colson'sear.

" Off thelink," hewhispered.

Colson removed hishand.

" Bdll, he'll kill you for this."

"Maybe so. Just don't screw up or you'll go before me.”

Behind him he heard Tanya unlocking the door and whispering for everyoneto be quiet.
"Hemenez?" Justin called.

"1'll makeit. You'll haveto go on without me."

Marissa and Madison came out first.

" Get him out of that battle gear," Justin demanded, and he passed the knifeto M adison.

Going over to Tanya he motioned for the pistol, and to his surprise she passed it over without
comment. Quickly hewent up to thedoor to thearmsroom, leveled the pistol, and squeezed. A
brilliant glare exploded in the corridor. He pressed thetrigger half a dozen times, then looked
down at the padlock.



" Damn, it'snot melting."

" Plagtitungsten composite,” Hemenez groaned, coming up to look at the lock, which was
glowing faintly from the heat of the blast. " The pistol doesn't have the energy to cut it. | was
afraid of this"

Justin looked at the eight cadets he had just released. Part of hisplan had been to seizethe
weapons locker and arm everyone befor e going topsidein one quick rush. Now all he had was
the one pistol, most of itsenergy drained, and the knives carried by Hemenez, L eonov and
himself. Thingswere starting to unravel. Helooked at hiswristwatch. L essthan five minutes at
most.

"Comeon," Justin said, and going up to Madison he grabbed the helmet and heavy protective
battlejacket. " Help me get thison.”

" Béll, what areyou doing?" Livollen asked.

" The Captain accused you of mutiny now let's give him one. We'retaking over thisship and
stopping the execution. If you're not with methen you better get the hell back in that cell right
now and stay low."

A grin broke out on Madison'sface.

"Now you'retalking | can't wait to spacethat bastard.”

"Nokilling' Justin snapped. " Unlesswe'reforced to, | want no killing."
"You'retaking on the Captain and the guards?" one of the cadets asked.
"That'stheplan."

"He'll spaceall of you," camethereply and the cadet backed into the cell. " Count me out, 1'll
take my chances with the court-martial.”

Two mor e cadets followed thefirst one back into the cell. Justin looked around at his group
while strapping on the helmet and pulling on the heavy battlejacket. He had six now, counting
L eonov, and just one damned gun. It wasn't looking good. He knew he couldn't hesitate or he
might lose more.

" Someone gag Colson,” he snapped, " and throw him in the cell.”

He hoisted the pistol and grabbed hold of Madison. " You first, Madison, I'll have the gun right
at your back. Keep your hands behind your back. L eonov, bring up therest of the group. Stay
out of sight, but move quick if I holler for you."

"Right, General."
Helooked back and saw her smile and motion for him to get going.

Livollen, finished with gagging Colson and tying his hands using the collar torn off hisuniform,
shoved him into the open cell.

"We'renot asking you to help,” she announced to the three who had backed out, " but at least
don't let thisscum start screaming for five minutes.”



"1f wedo that, we'repart of the mutiny,” camethereply.

"1'll cut histhroat if you don't,” Tanyainterjected. " You're protecting him from thisterrible
band of buccaneers."

Tanya closed the door and dipped the padlock back into place.

Moving quickly down the corridor, Justin stopped at the next bulkhead door leading upstairs
and listened, then opened it up. No onewasthere.

Hewent up the stairsand came out on the small landing that branched off to the flight control
center and the corridor that led to the officersquarters. Looking up into theflight area, he saw
Lewisgttingin thepilot'schair staring straight ahead.

A plan ingtantly formed. He pointed towar ds L ewis and whisper ed into Madison's ear, the
thought of barging into the lounge with a single weapon for gotten. She nodded and dipped up
die steps. Justin looked down the corridor and then back up. Madison had the bladeto the side
of Lewis throat and was already diding into the copilot's chair.

"Tanya," he hissed softly. She poked her head around the side of the landing and he motioned
for her to come up. Heleaned over and whispered into her ear. Surprised, she nodded and went
back down to thewaiting group.

Jugtin then drifted down the corridor, stopping just at the edge of the turnoff to the doorway
leading into the lounge. He could sense the guard standing by the door. Taking a deep breath
he stepped forward, turned and jammed the barre of the pistol between her eyes.

"1'm sorry, but move, make a sound, and you're history."

Theguard looked at him, her eyeswide with astonishment. It wasthe same guard he had
talked to earlier when he had goneto visit Matt.

" Cadet, areyou nuts?" shnewhispered. " Thisreally isa mutiny."

"You'redamnright,” Justin replied.

Tanya came up behind Justin. Reaching around, she pulled the guard'sgun from her holster.
" Away from thedoor,” Justin announced.

Therewasaflicker of asmile.

"1t'sOK, kid, just don't get jumpy.”

"1 won't if you don't."

"Therearefiveenlisted personnel in therewith MacKenzie, all of them armed," she
continued. " Bargein and you'll get fried.”

"Thanks, but that's not the plan.”

Hemotioned her up againgt the bulkhead away from the door. L ooking back down the corridor
he saw the other s come up and brace themselves against thewall to thelounge.

Taking a deep breath, Justin put hishand on thedoor and dowly unlatched it. He cracked the



door open and looked out into thelounge. All backswereto him, except for MacK enzie who
was standing by the airlock door. Behind him werethe enlisted men, all of them armed with
weaponsdrawn, like MacK enzie. He could see O'Brian, armed aswell and standing to one
side. He wished he could somehow signal him, but knew he couldn't. Justin knew that just
barging in would result in adaughter. And in that instant, he heard MacK enzie speak.

" Open theairlock, and may the L ord have mercy on hissoul.”

Therewasa stirring among the cadetslined up to witness punishment. Some wer e crying, most
stood with heads lower ed.

Through theairlock window, Justin saw hisfriend standing with hisarms bound behind his
back, head held high.

"Madison, doit now!" Justin screamed and in the sameinstant he dammed the lounge door
shut.

Sever al long seconds passed and a mad panic seized Justin. Had L ewis over powered her? If so,
now what?

And then the main engineskicked on with over three million pounds of thrust. Acceleration
alarms sounded in the corridors, a massive shudder running through the ship. In an instant zero
gravity was gone as Somer s leapt forward. Apparent gravity was now directly astern, and the
floor of theloungewasawall.

Justin could hear the screams of fear and confusion in the room as ever yone was swept off
their feet and dropped down thelength of theroom to thefar wall. He counted to three; the
seconds seemed like an eternity, the screamsin the lounge echoing.

The engines shut down, and Justin felt a surgein hisstomach as zero gravity returned. Hetore
the door open and stepped into thelounge. Everyone was piled up on the far wall in a confused
jumble.

"Everyonefreezel" Justin screamed. " Tanya, guard them!”

Justin bounded for theairlock door. To hishorror the outer door was open and he could seethe
hunched over body of hisfriend floating in the chamber, drifting towar dsthe opening. He
reached theinner door and grabbed the handle, but it wouldn't budge; all the safety lockswere
on and theinternal air pressurewasjust another safeguard keeping it closed.

Seeing the pressurization button, he dapped it hard. Through the window he saw the outer port
closing, Matt still on theinside.

"Bell"
Justin turned and saw M acK enzie coming to hisfeet, raising his pistol.
" Bédl, drop that weapon!"

"Sir," Justin cried. " | am relieving you of command of this ship asper Article Twenty-five
regarding a Captain who hasviolated the Articles, sir. Drop your gun or I'll shoot!"

Therewasa frozen ingtant. I n the background Justin could hear theair rushing into the outer
chamber, the alarm ringing. The cries of the cadets piled up against the wall echoed, yet all his



attention was now focused on MacK enzie. He could see the Captain sighting down the barrel of
hispistal, finger curled around thetrigger. Justin had hisweapon up aswell, aimed straight at
MacKenzie'shead. It would only take the dightest amount of pressure and it would be over.
Malady had said never draw aweapon unlessyou fully intend to useit, that bluffing with a gun
wasthe surest way to get your self killed.

Y et he couldn't doit. Something stopped him in that instant and he wasn't surewhat. Even as
he saw MacK enzie' sfinger curling backward he held hisfire.

MacKenzie'slaser blast struck Justin'shelmet just above hisbrow. The ablative coating of the
helmet vaporized, carrying away the intense heat, but the recoil from the exploding vapors
jerked Justin's head back.

Justin saw several of the enlisted men bringing their weapons up aswell, some pointing at him,
othersaiming back towardsthe door while cadets scattered in every direction.

MacK enziefired again, and therecoail from the vaporized coating stagger ed Justin asif a blow
had hit him squarely in the chest, the battle armor absor bing the blow.

If I don't drop him, Justin realized, otherswill die. Justin'sfinger brushed against thetrigger
and then he saw MacK enzie go down, dropped by a roundhouse punch delivered by O'Brian,
who grabbed the gun that fell from MacK enzie'shand. Another gun fired and he heard Tanya
scream. Theenlisted guard whofired started to draw a bead on Justin.

"Vincennes, I'll kill you whereyou stand,” O'Brian growled. " Now drop it."

O'Brian was already up, MacK enzie's pistol and hisown both aimed at the guard. Theguard
released hisgun and pushed it away. Justin turned his weapon towar dsthe other guards,
several of them still trying to crawl their way out of the pile-up.

" Grab their guns,” someone shouted and in an instant half a dozen cadets were on the enlisted
per sonnel, relieving them of their weapons. The only one still armed was Petronovich, who
stood in the corner with hisgun half-raised.

" Comeon, Petronovich," Justin said. " It'sover. Now drop it."
"It'snot over, Bell," Petronovich replied coldly. " It'sonly just started.”
Helet go of hisgun and livollen, crossing the room, scooped it from the air.

Justin turned back and saw Tanya curled up in the corner, handswrapped around her leg. She
looked at him and gave a thumbs-up sign.

Grabbing hold of theairlock door, Justin toreit open. Matt was curled up in the corner, and
with a cry Justin went to hisfriend.

Therewas no movement as he grabbed Matt and pushed him through the airlock door and up
againsgt abulkhead wall. Pulling Matt's head up, Justin clamped his mouth over Mart'sand
breathed hard into hisfriends lungs while fumbling to fed histhroat for a pulse.

" Get thedoc!" Tanya screamed.

Justin started to clamp his mouth on Matt again to give him another breath.



"1 don't kissguys,” Matt groaned, " but thanksfor the thought.”
"Matt! You'realivel" Justin cried, clutching hisfriend.

" Cold, spaceissocold,” Matt whispered.

"Move aside, Bell."

Justin looked up and saw Zhing.

"Wasthisfair?" Justin screamed, reaching over to grab Zhing. Suddenly all hisfrustration and
fear were exploding out.

"Let mebethedocright now,"” Zhing said quietly. " Y ou can shoot melater if you want. God
knows| deserveit."

Justin backed away from Zhing and Matt and saw all hiscomrades staring at him. A few were
crying, some wer e standing in awe, other swere angry, turning towar ds M acK enzie who was
firmly held by O'Brian.

"Mutiny! You'reall mutinousscum now, and all of you will be spaced for this" MacKenzie
cried.

Justin walked over towards M acK enzie, who was still being held by O'Brian.

"Yes, wedid takethisship,” Justin announced, " but we're not mutineers. Thisisan action
taken under Article Twenty-fiveto resist any unlawful order given by a superior officer. And
you, gir, are hereby relieved of command according to that Article.”

"We should spacethe bastard,” someonecried. " Do it right now the way he wanted to do to
Matt."

Justin looked at MacK enzie and therage he had felt for Zhing redoubled. At that instant he
would have gladly pulled thelever to theairlock with MacK enzie on the outside for what he
had doneto Matt.

"Weéll, Mr. Béll, isthat what you want?" O'Brian asked and he made a gesture asif to shove
MacKenzieforward. Several of the cadets cheered at the suggestion.

MacK enzielooked at him, and Justin saw aflicker of fear in theman'seyes. Therewasa
strange, intoxicating power toit. With a smple nod of hishead MacK enziewould bedead in a
matter of minutes. No begging, no appealswould stop it. He could see the bloodlust in the eyes
of several of hiscomrades; one of them, a cadet whom everyone knew had an interest in
Livollen, wasmoving up asif to help O'Brian.

And he could suddenly under stand, aswell, what MacK enzie was. The power was absolute out
here, all contact gone, your voice the one authority that all must answer to. And then he
remember ed something he had read in the book MacK enziehad ordered him toread, "Whois
thejudge when thejudge himsdf isdragged beforethe bar?"

Justin turned away and saw Hemenez standing in the doorway, silently watching.
Justin dowly went up to her, feding infinitely tired. Drawing himself up formally, he saluted.

" Lieutenant Hemenez, sir, | ask that you take command of thisvessel as per regulationsupon



theremoval of the Captain and First Officer and that you guide usto the nearest base at which
timel will turn mysdf over to Fleet authoritiesfor judgment. | surrender my weapon to you and
place mysdf under your full authority.”

A flicker of a smile crossed Hemenez' sface and then she grimaced as she took the pistol
offered by Justin and without ceremony stuck it into her belt.

"1 take command of this ship USMCS Somers, by the authority of the Service as stated in
Article Twenty-five, that a member of the Serviceishonor-bound to resist any unlawful order
issued by a superior officer."

She dowly looked around the room.

" Please take Captain MacK enzie and Flight Officer Lewisand confinethem below with Cadet
Colson," and she nodded towards Livollen and several of the cadets. " And remember," she
snapped, " all threeareto betreated with respect.”

"Hemenez, you're dead for this," MacKenzie shouted.

"Maybeweall are, sir,” Hemenez replied, " but if so it will be done by alawful court-martial
and not an act of murder, asyou attempted.”

Next sheturned to Zhing.

"Doctor, | am asking for your oath of honor asa physician that you will not attempt to
intervene any further in the command of thisship. If you agree, sir, | will not beforced to
confineyou, and you may go about your duties."

Zhing looked up from Matt and nodded. A cadet came back from sickbay and handed him an
oxygen bottle; Zhing clamped it on Matt.

"You and Leonov, you'll haveto wait, aswill the others," Zhing announced.

Justin looked back and saw that therewereanumber of injured in theroom. Somewere
nursing smple bumps and bruises, but one looked like she had a broken leg and another
appear ed to be unconscious.

"Enlisted personne, turn in your weapons,” Hemenez said. " | will ask each of you toreport to
mein ten minutes. If you give your personal oath not to aid the former Captain you will have
the freedom of the ship. O'Brian, you are Acting First Officer, seethat the weaponsare
collected if you please."

Shenow turned her attention to the cadets.

"Well, you'vereceived a hell of an education on thisflight,” she said, her voice cold and bitter.
"1 just pray that all of you learn from it. My first order isthat you are forbidden to discuss
anything regarding the separatistsfor the duration of thisflight. Dol make myself clear ?"

Therewas a chor us of agreements.

"Nor arethereto beany recriminations. Debate asto who was on which sidein thisincident is
finished for theduration of thisflight.”

Justin could see Colson's follower slooking about nervously, having already backed into a



corner away from therest of the cadets.

"1 remember Thorsson telling uswe wer e comrades no matter where we came from or how we
might one day be separ ated by choices made by our superiors, and | still believethat. Mars,
Venus, Earth, sailorsand habitat dwellers, you arefirst and foremost of the Service. What you
saw here," and she nodded back towardstheforward part of the ship, " that'snot us.

"Now to the businesswe must face. All of you aretowriteafair and honest report of all things
that you saw trangpirefrom the moment you boar ded thisship. You can writeit any way you
want, but it must be honest, with no hear say. All of you are forbidden to utter another word to
each other about what happened hereuntil every last report isfiled. You will deposit them with
me, and you have my pledgethat | will take your reports, seal them and not examinethem in
any way. | will turn thesereportsover to the appropriate authoritiesupon our arrival at
Deimos. | shall offer the same opportunity to the former Captain, Flight Lieutenant L ewis, and
Mr. Colson.

"Finally," shesaid, and looked toward Justin and Tanya, " | regret to inform you two, along
with Cadet Smith, that you are hereby under arrest on the charge of leading a mutiny."

Justin looked at her, startled.

"1'm sony, but in this case we're bound by tradition and law, and we will automatically face
chargesupon our arrival at thebase on Deimos. If | have your pledge of honor you may have
accessto thegalley, but for the duration you ar e confined to your quartersand no other cadet
may speak to you. Upon arrival we will turn ourselves over to the commander of the Base, and
that includesyou, too, O'Brian. Do you under stand me?"

"Yes, gr," Justin replied.
" Fine, all hands dismissed.”

The cadets started to leave theroom, a shar p glance from Hemenez stilling all comments. She
came up to Justin, hesitated, then finally extended her hand.

"You have guts, Bell, more gutsthan I've ever seen before. Especially that last moment. |
would havetried to stop you, | think O'Brian would have aswell, but you could havekilled the
Captain alot of them wereready to follow you."

"1 know, and it frightened me," Justin said.

"1 could seethat too. I'm sorry to haveto place you under arrest, but we haveto follow
procedur e here, unlikethat man we arrested.”

"1 know that, sir."
"Comeon, let'sget to theinfirmary."
n Me?ll

"You'rewounded, too,” and she pointed to hisside. Under the battle jacket hefelt a sharp pain
for thefirg time, and heremembered that Colson had hit him.

They went over to Tanya, who was sitting against the wall with weapon still in hand, helped her
up and went through the door to the forward section. Madison greeted them.



"1 left it on auto-pilot at least | hopel did it right. Lewisisdown below."
"Fine, Madison,” Hemenez said. " I'll be up in a moment to check."

"What akick tothat engine," Madison announced. " | told Lewisto give usfull power and he
did I darn near cut histhroat by accident when the engine came on. So everything'sOK?"

"Yeah, OK," Justin sighed.

When hereached sickbay he saw Matt sitting up, an oxygen mask still strapped to hisface.
Zhing was putting dropsinto Mart's eyes. Hishands and feet wer e wrapped in war ming cuffs,
and an 1V was stuck into hisarm.

Justin could sensethe smile under the mask, and in spite of Zhing's protest Matt pushed the
mask aside.

"Weéll, | figureit wasforty secondsin the vacuum club thistime,” Matt gasped weakly.
"lIshegoingtobeall right?" Justin asked.

" Possible frostbite to his extremities. Eyes were starting to freeze up, | think the drops will
stabilize them, some freeze damage to histhroat so he'll talk funny for awhile. No symptoms of
nitrogen bubbling, though with forty seconds of vacuum we'll just haveto keep our fingers
crossed. | think, with luck, hislungswill heal up and beall right. Hearing might be off for
awhile, lookslike one eardrum ruptured, but he's anesthetized now and not feeling much pain.”

"Hdl, pain,” Matt mumbled, " thisisnothing. Why, | remember thetime" and hisvoicetrailed
off ashelooked around at the group with alopsided grin.

"1'll bewith you threein aminute,” Zhing announced. " But for heaven's sake don't stand
around there gawking, get your anti-radiation suitson right now."

Justin suddenly realized that he had been getting a heavy exposurefor nearly an hour.
He stepped closer to Matt and clumsily took hisfriend's hand.

"Thanksagain, old buddy, | oweyou one,” Matt whispered.

"No matter what, it wasworth it, Matt, it wasworth it."

"Hard dock!"

" All hands, all hands, proceed to the main airlock."

Justin unstrapped from his seat and looked over at Tanya. The storm had finally abated the
day before, allowing them to at least get out of the anti-radiation suits. Zhing estimated that
their little one-hour jaunt free of protection had exposed them to over a year's acceptable level
of radiation, which would mean either grounding or limited duty aboard a well-shielded habitat.
Theend of the storm had meant that communications had been reestablished aswell, and when
the USM C heard the newsthey had been ordered straight to the moon of Marsas Hemenez
had assumed they would be. The base commander was undoubtedly waiting just on the other
sdeof theairlock.

Theonegreat irony totheentire crisswasthat theincident aboard Gustavus had been
resolved without casualties; in fact, thefirst report of injuries was exagger ated, only one crew



member of the ship had been injured, atooth loosened in a scuffle, and one separ atist dightly
wounded. After holding the ship for only a day they had disembarked without incident and fled
upon the approach of a Service heavy cruiser, which had not engaged in pursuit.

He could well imagine, though, that with the Gustavusincident fading into the background what
had happened aboard the Sotnerswould now bethe center of attention.

" Ready for this?' Justin asked, extending a hand to Tanyato help her up.
" Got butterfliesin my stomach. M or e scared now than when we stormed into the lounge.”
"You wereone cool piece of work on that," Justin said.

Tanya laughed. " Y ou should've seen your self wish | had avid of it. My God, you looked
ferocious."

"Who, me?" and he suddenly felt even more nervous.

"Yeah, you, Justin Wood Bell. | think you would havedrilled MacK enzie without a second
thought if it cametoit.”

Justin wondered about that. He had, indeed, hesitated, letting M acK enzie get off two shots,
and hewondered why. Yet for an ingtant there hereally did want to kill him, especially after
seeing Matt in the airlock, fully exposed to the vacuum of space. The whole thing wasfar too
confusing to sort out right now.

Madison gave Tanya a hand aswell and dietwo pulled her up; together they headed out into
the corridor. Those around them fell silent asthey passed, a few whispering " good lucks®
before hurrying on.

"Weéll, children, areweready to facethe music?"

Justin smiled at the sight of O'Brian. For thefirst time since hejoined the Somer s Justin saw
the cook not in an old T-shirt but dressed in full class-A blues, atangle of ribbons on hisleft
breast. Justin was sur prised to seea Medal of Honor with Oak Leaf Cluster and a Purple
Heart among the" spaghetti.” O'Brian caught him staring.

"Yeah, saw alittle fun now and again but | tell you, thisridetook the cake. Now let's get
forward, can't belatefor what might be our funerals.”

Justin stepped into the lounge and, seeing Matt coming dowly through the door to the forward
section, went over tojoin him.

"How we doing today?" Justin asked.

" Feeling coming back in my fingersand toes gosh, | thought old Zhing was gonna haveto lop
them off."

"Your ear?"

"Healing. Hedid alittle laser surgery on it yesterday, said | should be back up to Service
standard in a month. Darn, can't wash out just because of a bad ear."

Justin smiled. Washing out over a busted eardrum wastheleast of hisworriesfor Matt at the
moment.



" Captain on deck,"” someone announced, and all cameto attention asHemenez, her arm still in
ading, cameinto the room. Shewent up to theairlock door, stopped, and dowly surveyed the

group.

"You'reagood crew and | hopeyou don't think it strangefor meto say that it wasan honor to
servewith you. As| promised, | have not looked at your reports. | know you filled them out
honestly and that'sall that | ask that if questioned about the events which transpired on this
ship you speak truthfully and with courage no matter how you fedl about what happened here.
Open theairlock."

Asthedoor unhinged a bosun's pipetwittered. Justin drew in hisbreath and he saw a quick
sidelong glance of reassurance from Hemenez.

Thefirst man through the door wasa fully armed marinein battle gear. Themarinecleared the
airlock, sharply scanned the group, and then stepped to oneside. A short portly man wearing
the uniform of a base commander came through the door, and Hemenez snapped to attention
and saluted.

" Acting Ship's Captain Hemenez, sir. Welcome aboard.”

The commander returned the salute and then dowly examined the group, hisgazing lingering
on Justin and Matt asif he had been studying their pictureslong before actually meeting them
faceto face.

" Captain, you arerédieved. My Exec will take command. Where are Captain MacK enzie,
Lieutenant Lewisand Cadet Colson?"

" Down bedow, sr."

The commander motioned with hishand; half a dozen marines came aboard and immediately
headed for the lower deck.

" Lieutenant Hemenez, Sergeant O'Brian, Cadets Everett, L eonov, Smith and Bell, come with
me."

Justin spared onefinal glance for hiscomrades, and he could seethat all eyeswerefixed on
him. He wastempted to say something but knew it would be inappropriate, and as he left the
ship hewondered if hewould ever see any of them again.

CHAPTER X
"Hebe Cadet Bell, Justin, 144-99-1842 reporting asordered.”

Justin stood beforethe Court-Martial Review Board, eyes straight ahead. Behind the five men
sitting at the long table he could see M ons Olympus framed by the airlock window. The highest
mountain on Marssoaring upward, its summit lost beneath a thin line of cloudswreathing the
dopes. It felt good to have one-third gravity under hisfeet again; it made him feel steady.

Outside thewindow he saw a few protesters standing outside the base perimeter; one sign
caught hiseye, Space Mackenzie! Justin flushed at the sight of it.

Thehearingsand trial had been moved down to Lowell City, the main base of the USM C on the
planets surface. The general explanation wasthat a matter of such grave significance had to be
heard by the office of therear admiral in command of Mars, Omar Singh. Justin could



under stand the unstated political reasonsaswell. The separatists had seized upon the" Somers
Incident,” asit wasnow called, to demonstrate that the USM C was a service out of control.
Holding thetrial in the heart of the separatist region would be seen, hopefully, asan act of
fairness. He also knew that the media back on Earth saw the holding of thereview board on
Marsas caving in. Morethan one commentator was openly stating that MacK enzie had in fact
shown restraint and should be decorated for heroism rather than face a court-martial. Justin
and hisfollower swere already being branded asa group of reckless, spoiled children.

"Mr. Bell, you may be seated."

Justin sat down in the plain armless chair in the middle of theroom. Admiral Singh wasdtting
lessthan afour metersaway, a semicircle of glittering brassflanking him on either sde. Singh
nodded to the Judge Advocate, who stood up.

“Mr. Bdl, | am Captain Tracey Houston. | want to explain something to you before we
proceed. Thisisnot ageneral court-martial but rather areview board hearing to decideif the
eventsthat you wereinvolved in aboard the Somerswarrant the need for a general
court-martial, and if so what chargesthe USM C will bring against you and others. Do you
understand that?"

"Yes, dr, it was explained to me by my legal advisor."
Justin nodded to the woman sitting to the side of the room.

"You understand, therefore, that thereisno one herein thisroom who is seeking to prosecute
you or who will defend you, though your advisor may interveneif she believesyour rightsasa
member of thisservice are being violated. Do you under stand that?"

"Yes, Sir."

"Thereason for thismethod isasfollows. The captain of the Somers, lan MacK enzie, has
preferred a charge of mutiny against you and ten other cadets. Normally that would
automatically lead to a general court-martial. However, the service has brought charges
againgt the captain based upon Article Twenty-Five, and histrial goes beforethe court-martial
board starting tomorrow. Thishearingisto serveasa general review of that charge against
him, but also possibly against you and others. | think it isevident that if Captain MacKenzieis
exonerated you and your compatriotswill undoubtedly face charges."

"Yes, dgr, | understand that."

"Mr. Bell, we are seeking to gather background infor mation regar ding what happened aboard
that ship from the moment of embarking from Star Voyager Academy until docking at Deimos.
| must warn you that you are under oath, and whatever you say befor e this board may indeed
be used against you if you are brought up on charges.”

"1 understand that, sir."
"Thank you, Mr. Bell. Admiral, you may proceed.”
Singh smiled and leaned forward.

"Well, Mr. Bell, | daresay you realizethat you have created one hell of amessfor this
service."



Startled, Justin did not know how to answer .

Singh then launched into hisattack, and for the next hour Justin felt asif he were being
pummeled by Malady, the one difference being that a beating from M alady was administered
with a certain amount of mercy. Singh began with Justin's decision to mutiny against

MacK enzie and the bringing of L eonov, O'Brian, and Hemenez into his plan. By thetone of his
questioning he displayed obvious displeasur e over thefact that aregular serving officer and an
enlisted man with year s of experience had thrown in with a mere plebe cadet.

Hethen reviewed the attack and seizure of the ship and Hemenez's subsequent behavior. Singh
then turned the subject to Matthew Everett and grilled him about Matt and their friendship. He
focused on whether Matt had made any statementsthat might be construed asfavorableto the
separ atists, and Justin was for ced to admit that what hisfriend had said might be

misunder stood.

"Now, asto theincident of striking an officer. Remember, Mr. Bell, Captain MacK enzie
placed the sentence of execution upon Mr. Everett not for any alleged traitorousintent, actions
or statementsbut rather for striking an officer in what was believed to be a state of emer gency
while administering hislawful office as captain of the ship. Did Mr. Everett strike Captain
MacK enzie?"

" Sir, it was accidental, a glancing blow while M att was still adeep.”
"Did he, or did henot, strike him?"

" Sir, Captain MacK enzielaid handson Matt, dragging him violently out of hisdeeping net
without war ning. Matt flailed about; he hasa hard time waking up from a deep deep.”

"Did heor did hennot?"

" Sir, that would be like someone saying that you hit their fist with your nose. Matt banged into
him, yes, but Captain MacK enzie had grabbed hold of Matt and was dragging him around.”

"Then hedid strike him."

"1 didn't say that, sir," Justin replied and a touch of anger wasin hisvoice. He could sense
wher e Singh wanted thisto go; that no matter how erratic and crazy MacKenzie€'searlier
actions might have been, the bottom linewasthat a cadet hit a captain of a ship. If that wasthe
case, then everything else would be brushed under the car pet. Matt would be guilty and

ther efor e his own actions and those of hisfriendswould have been illegal, or at best in avery
gray area of the law.

Singh- looked down at his computer screen, then back at Justin.

" Accor ding to a statement made this mor ning by Captain MacK enzie, and | quote, 'based upon
theinformation given to [me] by Mr. Colson," Cadet M atthew Ever ett had utter ed treasonous

statements, and had declar ed that he planned to take the ship and turn it over to the separatist
movement. Everett had boasted that he would do the Gustavus one better."

"That isalie, gr," Justin snapped angrily. " Either | or Cadet Smith waswith Matt the entire
time, and we never heard him make a statement like that."

" Cadet Colson isnot facing chargesat thismoment,” Singh replied sharply. " You and Smith
are, and so help me, son, if you interrupt me again you'll have a char ge of insubor dination



thrown at you befor e you leave thisroom, do you under stand that?"
Justin looked over at hislegal advisor, who shook her head sharply.
"Yes, sr."

" Soyou are claiming that Cadet Colson islying in regardsto hisallegations against Cadet
Everett?"

"Yes, 5ir," Justin said emphatically.

'That isall | haveto ask,” Singh said calmly and as heleaned back in his chair again hegavea
disarming smileasif heand Justin werein afriendly game and not involved in an issue of life
or desath.

" Arethereany other questions?"

Therewasa moment of silence, asif all that Justin had said was somehow beyond belief, and
then an officer at the end of the table stirred.

"] have some, sir."
" Go ahead then."

" Cadet Bell, | am Captain Roberto Marcioni. | wish totell you now that | served with your
father when | was a cadet, and found him to be an honorable man."

"Thank you, sr."

"Asl look at your filel seethat you gained admittance to the Academy not through the

standard review process but rather by special decree asthe son of thewinner of a posthumous
Medal of Honor. | therefore haveto ask you are you worthy of the honorable name of Bell, or
isyour presencein this service nothing morethan away for the serviceto honor your father?"

Startled, Justin did not reply for a second. The thought had indeed troubled him during thelong
daysof the cruise after the mutiny. What would hisfather have done, he had wonder ed while
lying awake at night. During thetimefrom Martsarrest to his seizure of the ship he had not
had time to contemplate that question and herealized now that in fact he should have cast the
guestion morein that light before going ahead, rather than smply acting on the impulsive
decison that hewasright and M acK enzie was wrong.

"Sir, | believel am worthy of my father'sname."
'Tell thisboard why, Mr. Bell."

" Sir, my father, asyou know, gave hislifeto save over five hundred civiliansaboard a
transport that wasthreatened with catastrophic decompression. | believe my father did not
hesitate to make that decision, even though in those few seconds befor e hisdeath he knew that
hewould certainly die by going through that airlock and closing it behind him."

Justin paused for amoment. Again theimage formed and hewondered if in those last seconds
hisfather might have indeed hesitated, if hewasafraid, and if hislast thoughts were of hiswife
and son. Justin drew a deep breath, afraid that there might be a shudder in hisvoice, worried
that the othersin the room would then believe that he wastrying to play on their emotions.



"1 made my decision to take the Somer s based upon Article Twenty-five, that the Captain was
engaged in an immoral and illegal act and as such | was honor-bound to stop him. Also, | did it
tosavealife.

"Toask if | can compare mysdf to my father isunfair,” he said, hisvoice steady but low. " |
am proud to be hisson and only hopethat someday | might measure up to half hisstature.”

Hefdl silent.

"1f the cadet facing execution had been Mr. Colson rather than Mr. Everett, would you have
acted?"

Justin, surprised by the question, said nothing for a moment. Would he? Heloathed Colson,
and Matt was hisbest friend. Would herisk hislife, hiscareer for aworm like Colson? He
realized that if hewould not be willing to do that, then he wasindeed a hypocrite, only willing to
selectively apply the high ideals of Article Twenty-five.

"1 believe, gr, that | would have," Justin finally replied, " though | must confessit would have
been far moredifficult to reach that decison.”

The captain questioning him said nothing for a moment.
" Onefinal question, cadet."

"Sir?'

" Did you want to kill Captain MacK enzie?"

Justin closed hiseyesfor a moment.

"Yes" hesaid. " | wasn't surewhen | made my way upstairsand prepared to attack. | had
consider ed the chance that people might get shot. | had hoped originally to arm everyonel had
released, bur st into the room, and by a show of for ce convince the guardsto lay down their
weapons. Theidea of firing the engineswas a lucky break."

"Not for thetwo cadetswho were serioudy injured,” Singh interrupted.
"1 regret that, sir, | honestly do, but | saw no other way."

"1 think you realized though that MacK enziewould fight," the captain continued. " I know the
man, and you did, too."

"Yes, dr, perhaps| wasn't thinking that far ahead at that moment. But when | camethrough
thedoor after firing the engine and saw my friend in the airlock, breathing vacuum and dying,
yes, sr, | did want to kill him."

"Why didn't you? Hefired two shots at you but you did not reply.”
"Perhaps| wasafraid, sir,” Justin whispered.

"1 don't think so, Bell," Marcioni replied, and helooked over at Singh. " No further
guestions.”

Justin looked out the window, watching asthe shadows of twilight deepened on the side of the
mountain. It was such a strange light, the sky directly overhead a dark indigo blue, the horizon



showing a faint orange glow of reflected light from the surface. On the south-facing sde of a
near by hill he saw ateam of farmerswearing light pressure suits checking the protective
plastic cover sthat automatically wrapped around therows of Yarinba cactuswhen the
temperature dropped below zero. The plant had been created from genetically altered barrel
cactusto withstand the thin air and har sh climate extremes of the planet. The Yarinbawere
part of thefirst step in terraforming the planet, the plant locking moistur e beneath itstough
outer hideand ever so dowly pumping the hundreds of billions of cubic meters of oxygen into
the atmospher e that would finally make the surface habitable.

"How areyou, Justin?"

Justin stood up ashislegal advisor, Janet K owalski, came into the room and sat down beside
him.

"How arethings?" Justin asked. " | don't know. | fed like| wasdragged through a meat
grinder over thelast week."

"1 told you that they were going to be tough. Thisisnot some smulation, although you raised
that question. Thisisfor real. Careers, and not just MacKenzi€'s, areon theline. Thereare
major political considerationsaswell. A kid likeyou often gets caught in the grinder for far
less, even when they'reright.”

" Areyou tdling meit'slooking bad?"

"MacK enzieisbasing hiswhole defense on the fact that at the time he acted he had every
reason to believe that Matt was planning a mutiny and was about to strike. Hethen claimsa
show of mercy for not executing the other eight even though that waswithin his power. Matt
had to be executed, according to MacK enzie, to prevent a general uprising of hiscomrades. In
a perverseway, your mutiny now actually servesas proof of MacKenzi€'sclaim, rather than
thejustified provocation you claim.”

"That Colson issuch adamn little weasdl."

"Heisalso the son of a member of the United Nations cabinet, and you can believe that hisold
man is screaming bloody murder. I'm willing to bet Wendell'sfather hascalled every flag
officer in the service who in any way whatsoever can bring pressureto bear on Singh. That'sa
lot of heat to take. Colson can threaten to squeeze appropriations, question promotionsand in
general makelifea pain for thetop echelon if they don't back hisson up.”

" And the hell with thetruth,” Justin sighed.

"1f Colson'sstory isaccepted, then MacK enzie has a peg to hang his defense on; that he had
probable causeto at least seek the arrest or temporary detain-ment of Cadet Everett. If that
fact isaccepted, then it followsthat Cadet Everett struck the Captain.”

"Even if hedid,” Justin replied hotly, "isthat any reason to space a sixteen-year -old cadet?"

"Hell, no,” Janet replied, " that was something straight out of the old navy, asif hewere
playing Captain Bligh or Billy Budd."

"Melvillewrotethat too, didn't he?" Justin asked.

"Yes, why?"



" Just that MacK enzie had mereading Maoby Dick. It was creepy.”

"Heisadeeply disturbed man. But unlike the vids, someone can be crazy without walking
around frothing. Ninety-nine per cent of the time they appear to be perfectly normal. And there
are some people who want to see MacK enzie continue to appear normal. Because if he's
proven not to be, then there are going to be a wholelot of questionsasked asto how such a
man roseto the authority of command of a ship. And not just any ship, but a ship that is
considered to beaweapon and is, in fact, carrying nuclear weapons on board which could be
released on any country on Earth."

"Sowe'redamned in nearly every direction,” Justin said, " and truth becomes secondary."

Kowalski laughed and shook her head. " My young Mr. Bell, when did you ever hear that truth
had anything to do with politics? Take alook at some of the presidentsyour country has had,
and some of itsother leadersaswell. Truth isréative to the moment.”

"Therewasthe Declaration of Independencel believed in that. My father and grandfather
believed in the Charter of Organization of tike USMC. | figured that was something to believe
in, at least that'swhat Thorsson said.”

Kowalski reached out and patted Justin on the arm.
"1 wish it was, but it'snot looking quite likethat at the moment."
"And if hewins?"

" Oh, they'll call him back Earthside, and when the fussdiesdown he'll be quietly retired.
Ther€ll bediscreet internal reviews, thingswill be changed, but he'll walk.

" Asfor you, Matt, L eonov, Smith, Hemenez and O'Brian, you'll get time. A year, maybe two.
After serving six months, you'll all be dishonorably discharged. The other cadets who helped
you will smply bedischarged. Ther€'ll be somein the service who will quietly say you did the
right thing; in fact, your actionswill be studied and analyzed. M aybe a dozen year sfrom now
you might even berecognized for having donetheright thing. But execution, | don't think
anyone wantsthat."

" Sowhat you'retelling meisthat at MacK enzie's court-martial tomorrow we'll get dammed
and MacKenziewill go free."

"You haveto facethat possbility.”

"1 can't believethat."

"What you want to believe and reality are crashing together here, Bell."

'Thorsson taught usto believein a higher ideal, and such an ideal isbased upon truth.”

"We'renot in the Academy now, Bell, thisisthereal system, and out here on thefrontier it can
berough and damned unfair at times."

"That man arrested nine cadets. He never formally charged them, they were never given the
opportunity to make a statement, defend tihemselves or face their accuser, there wasno formal
board hearing or trial where Matt could have defended hislife. MacKenziejust arbitrarily
announces, I'm going to kill thiscadet,’ and now you'retelling me the Service will back him



up?"

"They're caught by Article Twenty-three, and it'sa dilemma as old as navies, in space and on
thesea," Janet replied. " In the old days, when shipswere out of contact from the moment they
cleared port, theauthority of the captain had to be absolute. He had to be given broad powers
to maintain control, and if needsbe, to enfor ce hisauthority with thethreat of swift and instant
punishment. When our service wasformed it was decided to follow thetraditions of the surface
navies. In modern timesalot of thought went into thispower of the captain and it wasfelt that
through careful screening only the best would be given such powers. MacK enzieisbeing
protected by that tradition, because you, Mr. Bell, struck right at the heart of all such power.
Remember the ease aboard the Goddard?"

Justin nodded. After nearly a year in space the Goddard's second officer had become unhinged
upon receiving a message from hisparentsthat hisgirlfriend had left him. Breaking into the
weaponslocker, he had taken a high-power gun, seized the bridge, and threatened to start
shooting up the control panels. The captain had finally shot and killed him. The captain had
been fully exonerated for taking action without trial.

"That'sdifferent,” Justin snapped. " Theguy had agun."
"You wound up with agun, aimed straight at the Captain some might not see any difference.”
"Wedid. MacK enziewas out of control. He had overreacted.”

" Surethey realize MacK enzie overreacted. But to what? Heis claiming that at that moment he
believed he was facing a mutiny and had to preserve the authority of the Service. Hisdecision
to spare eight cadetsfrom a possible execution isbeing presented as an act of restraint. And
you see, Justin, he does have one clear and positive argument in hisfavor."

"What'sthat?"
" Thefact that therewasa mutiny, and you led it."

Justin's shoulder s sagged. Everything had seemed so clear and ssimple back on the Somers. He
felt now asif hewere sinking into a muddy swamp with nothing to hang on to.

"Now, | want to go over everything onelast time beforetomorrow'strial.”

After hoursof reviewing the events and Janet probing every point with questions, Justin felt as
if hishead would split apart.

"Look, likel told you a dozen times. O'Brian caught my signal that | needed to talk to him. |
went into the galley, Leonov camein aminuteor so later after O'Brian woke her up, and then
Hemenez camein. O'Brian turned up the music from the computer player and | laid out my
proposal to seizethe ship.”

Janet looked up from her computer pad.

"Turned up the music? Why?"

"Weall did on that ship whenever wewanted toreally talk."
"Why?"



" O'Brian tipped me off thefirst day | worked in the galley. On the Somers, if anyone wanted to
talk they turned up themusic."

"Talk? Talk about what?"
"You know, about the captain, about thingsaboard ship."
'Tou mean like mutiny?"

"No, gir. Look, sir, cadetstalk, we gripe, we swap storieswith friendsthat we wouldn't want
our officersto hear," heblushed dightly, " and you know, guyswill talk about girlsand they
don't want them to hear."

Janet smiled. " That's OK, wetalk about guystoo and we don't want you to hear. What do you
think thosetripstotherest room areall about?"

"Well, it was sort of likethat. MacK enzie had asked that weird question about who were
off-worlders. Matt and | werein the galley that evening and Matt made a comment about it.
O'Brian immediately went over to thewall unit, punched in some music and then pointed to the
loudspeaker asif someonewerelistening. Werealized he meant the captain. From then on,
whenever | talked with anyone| turned the music up.”

Janet looked at him, her browsknitted.
"You never dothison the Academy, do you? At least, wedidn't when | wasa cadet.”

"You know wedon't, sir. Uncletold usright at the start that to use a computer or other device
tolisten to the conver sations of otherswithout adirect court order was a violation of" Justin's
voicetrailed off.

" Bdll, I'll see you tomorrow morning, now get some sleep.” Befor e he could say anything else
shewasout the door.

Justin sat in the back of the courtroom, dowly smmering. Thetestimony had dragged on for
hours, starting with M acK enzie who had been on the stand for over two hours. His questioning
had been circumspect, and M acK enzie had come acr oss as calm and rational. Next had come
Lieutenant Lewis, who had backed M acK enzie up on every one of hispoints. Zhing had proven
to be a disappointment, dodging most of the questions and then, to Justin's dismay, coming out
with atacit agreement that given the emer gency nature he could under stand why MacK enzie
pushed for execution asa means of insuring discipline. When the Judge Advocate had pressed
Zhing regarding MacK enzie smental competence Zhing had completely ducked out, claiming
that he saw no serious problemswith MacK enzie worthy of note or asjustification for removing
him from command.

Next had come Hemenez and O'Brian. If there had been a damning point for O'Brian, it was
that he had frater nized with cadets and shared with them hisdispleasure with the captain. For
both O'Brian and Hemenez, though, the court had focused on the fact they had allowed
themselvesto be drawn into a mutiny by a sixteen-year-old cadet. Thefact that a
commissioned officer had agreed to follow a cadet against her duly appointed captain trigger ed
avigbleand withering disdain from Singh.

Several timesit was pointed out that her commission was only monthsold, and Singh madethe
deliberate mistake of referring to her once as" Cadet" before correcting himsalf and calling



her " Lieutenant.” Justin could not help but admire her courage throughout the barrage. She
held her head high, answered her questionsin a straightforward manner, and affirmed that if
given the choice she would not hesitate to do the samething again.

Colson, though, set hisblood to boiling. The cadet had further embellished his story, obvioudy
realizing that the exoneration of MacK enzie was hisown ticket to safety. Colson claimed that
Matt had made statementsto the effect that he wanted to seize the ship, and without
provocation had hit him, and had said in front of Smith that once the ship wastaken Colson
would be" spaced along with the damned Captain.”

Madison had not helped the situation when, in a voice loud enough for most of the court to
hear, shehad turned to Livollen and snarled, " That'sa damned lie," resulting in a contempt
citation from the Judge Advocate.

Senior Cadet Petronovich had comelast in the morning lineup, and he set yet another nail into
the coffin. He claimed that Matt, M adison and Justin had been unruly, and that hewas
planning to write negative fitnessreportson all three oncethey returned to the Academy. He
then added that he had suggested to MacK enziethat Justin be arrested aswell. Justin,
surprised, struggled not to say anything in response. Amazed, he listened as Petronovich
claimed that M acK enzie had shown too much mercy and for bear ance towar ds Justin, his
opinion clouded out of loyalty to the son of an old comrade.

Justin could clearly see how brilliant Petronovich's statementswere. M acK enzie was now cast
asaloyal family friend betrayed by the son of an old comrade. Thus he had been blinded by the
traditional code of comradeship while Justin had foully stabbed him in the back.

Breaking for lunch, Justin looked around nervoudy in the cafeteriafor hislegal advisor. She
had not been present throughout the morning hearings. Though not formally under arrest,
Justin felt the ever-present eyes of the marine guards posted in the cafeteria as he took a bowl
of soup and nothing else and headed for thefar corner tablewhere Matt was already sitting.

"Well, buddy,” Matt sighed hisvoice still raspy, " it ain't looking good."

"Yeah, | can't believethat Colson. And asfor how they questioned MacK enzietalk about the
kid-glove treatment.”

Tanya, followed by Madison, came over and joined them, filling the table.
"You'reup next,” Tanyasaid, " give'em hell."
"Yeah, sure.”

"Hey, you'reour ringleader,” Madison told him. " Don't flag on usnow. We're counting on
you."

"Wedl, | wish the hdl you wouldn't,” Justin said mor osdly.

"Comeon, we'reall in thistogether,” Madison announced, " and believeme, if | had it to do
over again thereisn't anything | would have done differently.”

"Damn it all," Matt sighed, " it'smewho got you guysinto hot water. If it hadn't been for me,
none of thiswould have happened.”

"Oh, yes, it would have,” Tanya said quietly, " so stop feeling sorry for yourself, Everett. He



was already over the edge. Someone else would have been dragged in by his paranoia. Maybe
not thistrip or the next one, but it would have happened. Hell, he could have unlocked the
nukes on board and tossed them at a colony or habitat and then claimed they wer e attacking.
At thevery least, do you think they'll ever let him command aline ship again?"

"Yeah, so what, he'll ill have gotten away with thisone. What are we supposed to do then,
take solacein thefact that we sacrificed ourselvesfor the greater good? All | want isto see
justicedone.”

Justin listened asthey continued to argue, saving nothing. His stomach wasin aknot. I'm just
sixteen, damn it, he thought, depressed. Six monthsago | wasout in afield in Indiana or fishing
on Sugar Creek. How the hell did | ever get in to thismess, and what am | going to do now? He
thought of the vid message he had received from hismother and grandfather the day after
docking at Deimos. There had been the usual statements about loving him, and then his mother
had said that if it didn't work out she'd be ecstatic to have him back home again.

Back home? Go back home after this? Thethought of walking back into hisold high school, of
facing thetauntsand jabs again was unbear able.

"1 don't believeit,” Madison whispered.

Justin looked up and followed her gazeto the entry of the cafeteria. Everyonein the room had
fallen slent, and Justin felt hisheart skip at the sight of the man standing in the doorway it was
Thor Thorsson!

"My God, what ishedoing here?' Tanya asked, and everyone elsein the room echoed her
question.

Thorsson went over to thetablewhere Admiral Singh was eating. Thor sson extended his hand
and the two chatted for a moment, everyone else silently watching them. Thor sson finally broke
away and started acrosstheroom.

"He'scoming here," Madison hissed.

As Thorsson approached their tablethefour began to stand up, but Thor sson extended a
friendly hand waving for them to remain seated. Justin ignored therequest and cameto
attention, the othersfollowing hislead.

"Weéll, you four, a bit of mess, isn't it?"
"I'm sorry, sir," Justin replied, hisvoice choked, " | hopewedidn't let you down."

"1'm proud of you," Thorsson announced, hisvoice loud enough so it carried acrossthe silent
room, " proud of all of you. Now let's have lunch.”

Stunned, Justin sat back down, and to his embarrassment tears cameto hiseyes. It wasasif
hisfather had appeared and announced that he had indeed donetheright thing after all.

Thorsson drew up achair and leaned over to Justin.
"It'sall right, Bell. | understand, but don't let them seethat they're getting to you."
Justin braced himsalf and nodded.



Thorsson looked over at Matt.

"How arethewounds?

"Healing, Sr. Hands are a bit stiff and the ear still hurts.”

" Forty seconds, | understand. You'reatough man tokill, Matt."

"Just worried about passing my next physical.”

Thorsson smiled. " I'll make sureyou pass, the Service owesyou that."

"Well it suredoesn't seem likethey fed that way now," Tanyareplied coldly.

Thorsson nodded then looked back to Justin. " | hateto ask this, but would you mind grabbing a
bowl of soup and some coffeefor me, Justin? It wasalong flight and I'm beat."

"How did you get here so quick? Matt asked.

"Weéll, I'm agood hand with an Eaglefighter inter ceptor.”

"You flew an Eagle all theway from the Academy to here? That's one cramped flight, sir.”
" Oh, | needed the hoursto keegp my rating,” Thorsson replied with alaugh.

Amazed, Justin stood up and went to get Thorsson'slunch. The Eaglewaslittle morethan an
oversized engine with a cockpit and weapons bay. It wasthe hottest inter ceptor in the Service,
but it meant that Thor sson had spent the last ten daysin a cockpit barely the size of a closet.

" Senior Cadet Seay served asmy co-pilot,” Thorsson was explaining as Justin returned and
set thelunch down. " | think | had him scared half to death the whole flight out.”

Thegroup laughed appreciatively at the thought of Seay living cheek-to-jowl with Thor sson for
ten days.

"Sir, may | ask why you are here? Tanyainquired.

"You'remy students,” Thorsson replied, " and | screwed up. | knew MacKenziewasahard
taskmaster. | thought that a short cruise with him would show all of you thetougher side of the
service. | should have checked morethoroughly. It'd been yearssincel served alongside the
man. | should havelistened to O'Brian.”

"O'Brian, Sr?"

‘Killer Kelly, we used to call him. He came to see me as soon as the Somers docked with the Academy.
Tried to talk me out of having you youngsters on board. He said MacKenzie was on the point of
cracking up, but | didn't listen. | asked him to look out for al of you and by heavens, he did.”

Thorsson paused and looked across the room to where O'Brian was eating lunch. The sergeant, catching
Thorsson's gaze, snapped off afriendly saute which Thorsson made ashow of returning.

Justin, looking around the room could see that everyone was still staring at them. He redlized that
Thorsson's smple act of coming in theway he did and Stting with the ringleaders was a clear and open
statement of support.



"Thank you, gr," Jusin said quietly.

"For what, Mr. Bell?'

Justin smiled and shook his head, unable to spesk.

A bosun's pipe sounded in the distance.

"Widl, once more into the breach,” Thorsson announced. "That's the sgnd for the court to convene.”
Chapter XI

Asthe Judge Advocate gaveled the court back into session, Thorsson came to hisfeet and walked
towards the bench where the five officersin charge of the sesson were arrayed.

"Sirs, | know thisishighly irregular, but may | gpproach the court to make a satement?”
Singh lowered his head.

"Admira Thorsson, you are not listed asawitnessin this case. | do not see why you should be alowed

to speak.”

"Sir, | know it isirregular, but | traveled over eighty-seven million kilometersto be here. | ask but a
momentsindulgence.”

Singh started to shake his head, but Captain Marcioni intervened.

"Sir, | for onefed that it is acceptable to grant Admira Thorsson thisindulgence. Thiscaseisbased in
large part upon the veracity of the witnesseswho are cadetsin the care of Admiral Thorsson. He can
verify the truthfulness of their testimony by hisknowledge of their character.”

Singh looked at the other three judges, who nodded agreement.
"Fveminutes, gr."

"Thank you, Sr."

Thorsson, his back to the audience, drew closer to the judges.

"1 will not speek of theided s of the Academy, or theinfluence | believe such idedls must havein the
shaping of the United Space Military Command. All | will say isthat our serviceisunlike any other inthe
history of humanity. We represent the next generation of civilization, the generation that, united together,
will seek our find destiny among the stars.

"| believe that Cadet Everett wasthe victim of abruta and disturbed sadist unworthy of our uniform.”
"That isout of order,” Singh snapped.

"It might be out of order, but it isthe truth,” Thorsson replied sharply. "Y es, weface acrigs, thet crissis
an inevitable part of the historic process of expansion and frontiers. That crisiswill not be resolved by the
killing of sixteen-year-old cadets whose only crimeis being high-spirited and sixteen.”

Shaking hishead angrily, Admird Singh held up hishand.

"Then perhaps sixteen-year-olds do not have a place anywhere thereis serious work to be done," he
shot back angrily, "and your Academy is anuisance and hindrance to the jobs we must perform.”



"Itisprecisely their spirit that our new and evolving society needs,” Thorsson replied. "We need to see
the universe through their youthful eyes and not the tired eyes of old men like you and me. We need their
exuberance, and yes, their playfulnessaswell. And most of al we need their idedlism. For idedismis
born and nurtured in the hearts of the young. | came eighty-seven million kilometersto tdll dl of you this
onething. | believe that Cadet Justin Wood Bell acted in the highest tradition of the United Space
Military Command. Article Twenty-fiveis placed last on thelist for adeliberate reason, to remind al of
usthat inthe end, dl rules must be subservient to truthfulness and idealism.

"Too many in our society believethat truth isrdlative, and | say they are mad. No higher society can
function without certain absolute truths to which al must adhere; and defining our ethics based upon a
given situation isthe path of the damned. | believe that Cadet Bdll's act was one of selfless sacrificeto
save afriend who could not protect himsdf from evil. It isthat smple, truth versus falsehood, right versus
wrong, and if you let MacKenzie go free and then condemn Bell, our Serviceisdamned. And | for one
would rather see our entire Service go down fighting and al of our careers destroyed than see one guilty
man go free and agroup of innocent cadets be condemned in his place.”

Singh gtirred angrily.
"Areyou implying, Admira, that we would place careers aheed of truth?'

"Yes, | am," Thorsson fired back. "Too many are quietly whispering that for the good of the many we
should turn ablind eye to the faults of MacKenzie. We rationalize to ourselves that collectively we do so
much good, and that we jeopardize that good by examining this case too closdly. Yes, | know about the
pressure from the top, Admira Singh; believe me, | heard it myself, and that iswhy | flew here with my
radio turned off."

Marcioni chuckled a Thorssons admission that he had ignored an order to return to his base and Justin
wondered just how much flak was going up over Thorsson's actions. Mot likely alot, he redlized.

"Isthat dl, Admird?'

"Yes, itis. To condemn any of these cadets except for the one whose truthfulness | serioudly doubt
would be a crime unworthy of thisservice. | came hereto state that | fedl responsible, in part, for this
incident aswdll. If they arefound guilty then | am guilty aswell of the crime of idedlism. If they are found
guilty | shdl resgn my commission in protest and retire from duty with aservice that no longer represents
the idealswhich should and must be &t the core of what we are.”

Singh, face turning bright red, gazed angrily a Thorsson as he came to attention, saluted and then walked
to the rear of the room to sit by Justin's side.

Justin looked over at Thorsson, unable to speak.
"Plebe Cadet Bell, Justin.”

Thorsson winked a Justin as he came to hisfeet, nervoudy tugged at his uniform blouse to make sureit
was tucked in, and then approached the bench. As he was swornin Justin saw hislega advisor come
into the room from the comer of hiseye. Trying to appear unobtrusive, she dipped up to Captain
Marcioni, leaned over, whispered to him, and passed on an envel ope.

The questioning started, following much the same path that Justin had endured in the earlier hearing,
garting with hisrelationship to Matt prior to shipping aboard the Somers, their conversationswith
O'Brian and others and through to Matt's confrontations with Colson and what Matt had said.



Judtin tried to remain cam, but he could fed the swest breaking out around histight collar and on his
brow. After two hours of questioning Justin felt asif the officer acting as MacK enzie's defense was
boxing him into acorner, forcing him to admit that in the most technical sense Mait's statements could be
construed as supportive of the separatists and therefore imply amutinous action. Whenever Justin tried to
add a"but" or make his own persona observation he was cut off; he would never get the chanceto redly
explain what had happened in straightforward words other than "yes, sr,” and "no, sir."

He was coldly furious when Matt's thrashing around in his deeping net was turned into aphysical attack
on the Captain.

MacK enzie's defense findly rested and Justin could see the glint of cold satisfaction in the Captains eyes.
Justin struggled with the temptation to stand up and somehow voice his protest.

Singh looked around at the other four judges.
"Arethere any other questions?

Marcioni, who had spent most of the time hunched over his desk computer screen asif ignoring the
testimony, stirred and looked up.

"l have afew questions, gr."

"Go aheed then."

Marcioni stood up and looked at Justin.
"Can | quickly review afew things, Mr. Bdll?*
"Yes, gr." Judin said wearily.

"Firgt. We have not yet heard from Cadets Leonov, Smith, Everett, livollen, and Amin, but it isyour
contention that al will claim Cadet Everett never made any statement that he planned to take the
Somers.”

"I can not speek for the others, gr, but yes, sir.”
Justin took a deep breath and then saw that Marcioni was giving him an opening to say more.

"Matt and | have been roommates from our first day together at the Academy. We know everything
about each other, thingswed never tell anyone ese. Matt isgiven to big talk, sr. And he spills everything
out when he does. He never, sSir, never even hinted that he had any intention of doing anything illegd.”

"Y et he did express sympathy for the separatists.”

"Sir, he expressed understanding, and | think that's different. And, Sir, as| understand it, having opinions
isfreedom of thought, which the Academy teaches usisour right. We're not out here to police thoughts,
only actions."

Therewasadtirring in theroom at his comment and Justin wondered if he had said too much.

"So Mr. Everett, in your opinion, isinnocent of the charge leveled by Cadet Colson that he was planning
amutiny.”

"Yes, sr. There was bad blood between Colson and Matt even before we shipped aboard Somers.”



"Explan.”

Justin reviewed the encounter on their first day of the plebe year and up to the final encounter with
Colson'sthrest of getting even.

"So you think Colson's accusation was revenge?'
"Yes gr."
"And Matt hitting him?"

"Colsonislying about that, Sr. Though | did not seeit, | think Colson pushed him from behind; Matt
tumbled and accidentaly kicked him. | know Matt, sir. If he was going to nail someone like Colson hed
do it face to face and not go skulking around sucker-punching someone from behind. Also, | think that if
Mait had hit him, Mr. Colson would be minus some teeth.”

"And Matt hitting the captain?'

"Sir, it happened as| tried to explain it to you yesterday, and not like Captain MacK enzi€'s advocate is
painting it now. Matt was still haf-adeep, the Captain grabbed him and dragged him out of the net and
Matt, tossing about, banged into the Captain.”

"Mr. Bdl. If what you said istruethen firgt of dl Captain MacKenzie's belief that amutiny threatened
was an ill-formed and incorrect opinion, based solely upon the lies of one cadet who knowingly played to
the fears of hiscommander.”

"Yes gr," Judin said emphéticdly.

"Second. Captain MacK enzie went off, as the old saying goes, haf-cocked, not properly balancing the
evidence before acting, and therefore singled out Cadet Everett based upon hisown preudicesand

the falsehoods of one cadet. And findlly, theincident of striking the Captain never happened as claimed
by MacKenzie and was, in fact, an unwarranted attack by a commanding officer against one of his
personnd.”

"That iscorrect, Sr."

Marcioni looked over at Singh. "If we accept those points then Captain MacK enzie was acting outside of
the authority granted to him as captain and did demondtrate, aswell, in the worst possible way, faulty and
prgudicia judgment that amounted to a vendetta against Cadet Everett. If so, then the later actions of
Cadet Bell and his compatriotswere fully justified, proper, and in total accordance with Article
Twenty-five"

"Sofar," Singh replied, "I bdieve the evidence leansto the contrary.”
Marcioni nodded, then leaned forward, hands resting on the desk, his attention fixed on Admira Singh.

"Onefina point, gr. After severd unpleasant incidents during the early days of fleet operations,
Regulation 1303 in regardsto the use of remote sensing and the gathering of information about fleet
personnel was passed.”

Singh looked at him quizzicdly and then nodded.

Marcioni raised hisvoice, now addressing his remarksto the entireroom. "It is strictly forbidden to usea
ship'sinternal computer systems to observein any way whatsoever the actions and speech of members



of acrew. Without that provision, dl of uswould livein constant fear of the sophisticated machines that
are essentid to our service."

"Y our point, Captain Marcioni?'

"If such recordings are made without prior warning and full agreement by the crew or individuals being
observed, it isconsdered aviolation of their rights. The only exception isby prior court order in pursuit
of aknown felon. All other useis grictly forbidden and there are no exceptionsto that rule. Sir, it turns
out that Captain MacKenzie routinely recorded the conversations of his crew.”

There was an uncomfortable tirring in the room. Justin looked over at hislega advisor who grinned at
him and quietly gave athumbs-up gesture.

"Sir, | ask the court to issue an order alowing usto now view the recordings Captain MacK enzie made
that bear directly upon this case.”

"Where did you get these?' Singh asked.

"Lieutenant Kowalski, sir, Cadet Bell'slega advisor. She went up to the Somerslast night and entered
the Captains computer.”

"That isaviolation right there," MacKenzie's defender cried.

"Yes, it was but necessary to protect evidence, sir. Kowaski feared that if she sought the necessary
court order the delay might enable someone to purge the system. In fact, | think Lieutenant Kowal ski
was surprised to il find the recordsintact.”

Justin looked over a MacKenzie for the first time since the start of the questioning and saw the Captains
facepde.

"Thisishighly irregular,” MacK enzie's advocate shouted, "and | question the admissbility of such
evidence."

Singh looked over at the Judge Advocate.

"The bugger was doing it for months," a voice shouted from the back of the room.
Startled, Justin turned and saw O'Brian on hisfest.

"O'Brian, St down!" Singh shouted.

"Y ou officers, quit playing your games covering one another's ass and stop trying to hang these kids!™
OBrian snarled.

Singh dammed hisgavel down but O'Brian continued to shouit.

"Ask any enlisted man on that ship. Ask Doc Zhing, ask the other cadets, we al knew he wastaping us.
Hell, he had every channd feeding into his computer. The crazy bugger couldn't watch
one-one-hundredth of al hewastaping!”

"O'Brian, you'll be stripped of rank for this!" Singh shouted.
"Fine, go ahead, it won't be thefirst time, damniit!”

Ashe sat down aripple of gpplause broke from the cadets and the enlisted men sitting in the room.



"He'sright,” another voice chimed in and to Jugtin's astonishment Doctor Zhing cameto hisfeet. "I can't
take thisanymore. | waswrong, | should have placed him on medical disability the moment thiswhole
thing Sarted.”

Bresking into tears, Zhing turned and walked out of the room, ignoring Singh's shouted orders for him to
reman.

After saverad minutes of angry debate at the front table Singh finally looked back at the audience.

"If thereis one more outbreak I'll place every last one of you under arrest. Now, | reluctantly agree to the
viewing of the recordings but given the nature of how they were obtained | shal hold my decison asto
whether they are admissible or not.”

Marcioni, grinning, switched his computer display to the screen behind Singh.
"Item one," Marcioni announced.

It was arecording of the lounge, the incident between Mait and Colson unfolding. With the genera
background noise it was hard to hear, but it was obvious the two were arguing, Matt amost
lightheartedly, Colson increasingly angry.

Colson suddenly raised hisvoice.

"You'reatraitor," Colson shouted.

"Come on, lighten up," Mait laughed. "Y ou need to unbend a bit, Colson.”
"You'readirty offworlder, achesp sailor.”

Matt stiffened. "Listen, buddy," he said coldly, "your old man's company sold faulty sedlsto cheap sailors
likeme, alot of guys| know died fromit, including my parentswhen an airlock blew. | think if my
buddies knew who your family was they wouldn't be happy.”

"Areyou threstening me?"'

Mait stared at him angrily. "l wish | was, but | think they'd tear you apart out in the mining campsif they
knew who you were. Just stay out of my life. Now get away from me."

Petronovich now stepped in, breaking them apart, and Colson started to shout that Matt had threatened
him. Petronovich ordered them to separate areas of the room.

Colson drew back and severd of hisfriends gathered around him, while Matt withdrew to the other side
of the room. It was hard to hear the conversation for a minute, then Colson raised hisvoice. "That's what
he sad, he said hed get usal. | think he's planning amutiny.”

Marcioni stopped the scene and the room was Slent.

"Item two, though | think if we spent more time on thisrecording and did adigital cleaning we could zero
inondl that wassaid."

The second clip was of the main corridor, cadets passing down the halway, snatches of conversation
showing they were upset. Madison passed under the camera, followed by Matt and then Colson. Colson
suddenly looked back asif to check if anyone was behind him. Balling up hisfigt, he struck Matt on the
back of the head. Mait fdll into the room, hisfeet spinning up and catching Colson on the mouth,
knocking him backwards. Y eling started, Colson shouting accusations. The recording showed Jugtin



coming into the room and then the image switched inside the room. The scene ended with Colson
sorming out.

Marcioni stopped the recording for amoment and |ooked over at Colson.

Justin turned in his chair and saw Colson, face ashen, jaw trembling. Anicy slence seemed to be
enveloping him.

"There were severa hundred billion K of recorded images and sound in the Captain's compuiter.
Apparently he had every single connection running al thetime. | don't see how he could have kept track.
It isevidence of an obsessive compulsion to spy but | think he even lost track of al that he was spying
on, as manifested by the next clip.”

It was the recording of MacK enzie coming into the room to arrest Matt. Everyone in the room was quiet,
leaning forward to watch. Severd in the audience gasped as Justin pleaded for Matt while the Captain
grabbed him in his deegp and tore him out of the net. The camera clearly caught Mart'sarm banging
agangt the side of MacKenzi€e's head, his open pam waving back and forth and not baled up. Justin
could fed dl eyeson him asthe recording showed the Captain leveling his pistol and threstened to shoot
Judtinif he moved.

Theclip ended.

Marcioni looked about the room. "In some circles what the Captain did in that room would be defined as
assault. There are more clips, of the Captain badgering Doctor Zhing in sickbay, threatening to destroy
his career and retirement if he did not vote for execution. Thereisadisturbing scene with Lieutenant
Hemenez up on the flight deck, the Captain threatening to ruin her career aswell if she did not comply
with hiswishes. At least Hemenez had the courage to take that risk rather than compromise.”

All eyesturned toward MacKenzie as Marcioni fell slent.

Sowly he stood up, hiseyes cold and lifeless. ™Y ou will never understand,” he said, his voice distant,
amost mechanicd. "l did thisto show everyone, to show everyone' Hisvoicetrailed off.

Stepping away from his desk, MacKenzie stalked out of the room. Singh watched him leave, saying
nothing as the door closed behind MacKenzie.

"We are adjourned until 0800 tomorrow,” Singh said quietly.

Jugtin felt asif hewould collapsein his chair and he bardly had the strength to stand as Singh walked out
of the room. Marcioni came up to Justin and extended his hand.

"I knew from the beginning, son, that you wereright. Y ou might not believe this but maybe even the Old
Man fet that way aswell."

"He suredidn't seem that way."
"Wadl, hewas caught in abind. A lot of powers beyond what you see here were playing the game out.”

Marcioni fell sllent as Colson, head lowered, hurriedly walked past them. Justin was tempted to say
something but the hunted look in Colsons eyes stilled him. Kicking a besten dog came to mind and he
knew that aslong as Colson lived the bitter revelationsin this room would haunt him.

Marcioni looked up as Thorsson gpproached. Smiling, Marcioni extended his hand.



"Y ou were adarn good cadet and an even better officer,” Thorsson said, eyes beaming.
"Thank you, Sir. Just trying to do what was right, as you taught us."

"Well now, | think thisyoung cadet here needs alittle rest, so how about if | walk him and hisfriends
over to their quarters. | think it's safe to assume that al chargeswill be dropped against them and they
will receive afull and honorable exoneration.”

"Full and honorable at the least,” Marcioni replied. "I think some decorations arein order once dl of this
gets sorted out."”

Thorsson put his hand on Justin's shoulder and led him to the door. Asthey stepped out into the corridor
Judtin saw aflurry of activity down at the end of the halway. A marine, his uniform disheveled, came
running up the corridor. Grabbing another marine he darted back down the hall and around the corner.

"Something'swrong,” Thorsson said quietly.

Justin started forward but Thorsson put out a hand, stopping him.
"It'snot your respongbility now, let it go."

"I dill can't believe hekilled himsdf," Justin said.

"l can," Thorsson replied, leaning againgt the wall of the lounge and nursing ascalding cup of coffee. The
burn out of Mars orbit had finished haf an hour ago and Thorsson had cdled the crew of Somers
forward to the lounge to talk things out.

The ship was heading back to Earth, with astop at the Academy to drop off the cadets and Thorsson.
Hemenez had been placed in acting command of the ship until itsreturn to Earth Base One, with Seay as
acting second pilot. Rumors were aready spreading that, given the "bad luck™ name of the ship, and its
age, chances were the old Somerswould never sail again, at least under USMC colors, and would be
sold off as a high-gpeed transport.

"What happened to the Captain, Sr?' Livollen asked.

"Hewas dready far over the edge of paranoiawhen you people came aboard and for that | must
gpologize. Let that be awarning to al of you young officers, when an old hand like O'Brian here brings
you awarning, you darn well better st up and take notice."

O'Brian nodded his thanks from the corner of the room. He, of everyone involved in the incident, had
wound up taking the hardest punishment, the dark swatch on his shoulder indicating where his stripes had
been pulled off for his outbreak in the courtroom.

"Not thefirg time," O'Brian announced cheerily when Jugtin tried to console him. "Héll, young sir, you
might be pulling my stripesyoursalf someday.”

The days after theend of thetria and the full exoneration announced for &l cadets, enlisted personne
and officerswho had resisted MacK enzie had gone by in a confusing whirl. As Thorsson had implied,
heads had rolled over the incident, and were dill rolling. Zhing had taken early retirement, Lewis had
resgned, and Singh had suddenly been recalled to Earth for an "adminigrative review." It was rumored
aswadll that there had been an overhaul in the Office of the Director Service Personnd, with sharp
questions being asked about the review process that promoted captains and gave them command.

Asfor the press, Jugtin found he smply couldn't understand it. On the one hand he was being hailed as



something of ahero, especidly by the Mars press and the pro-separatists leaders. That in turn had
created something of a backlash in conservative quarters, with some wondering if the service had gone
too soft and Justin was being overly praised for his actions. Before Singh had |eft he had called Justinin
and suggested that in the long run his career with the service was now dead no matter what any court
might say. He had led amutiny, and regardless of the justifications that stigmawould aways surround his
name. No officer would ever fully trust him in the future.

Thorsson in turn had laughed at Singh's comments, replying that Singh was a generation on the way out.

"Concerning Captain MacKenzi€s suicide,” Thorsson continued, "it wastragic, but in amore traditional
senseit was, perhaps, the only avenue left to him. 1t was a shame that marine guard was wounded trying
to disarm him; there was atime when aman went quietly to his office, wrote aletter of gpology, and then
endedit.”

Justin looked a Thorsson in surprise for implying support for the idea of suicide.

"Just talking about an older time, which MacKenzie's mind functioned in,” Thorsson said. "MacKenzi€'s
world came gpart long before you people ever set foot aboard his ship. | wonder if having so many of
you young cadets around might have triggered something buried deep within. A memory, afear from
when he was young. Be that asit may, once the unraveling started it couldn't be stopped, sort of like
when you crack open an intricate machine and dl thelittle springs Start legping out. No matter how hard
you try you can't get them back in and trying to fix it just means more legp ouit.

"Hebuilt ajudtification for what he did and | think he actudly believed it. It isarare person who will do
evil, knowing they are doing evil. Such charactersbelong in bad fiction; they rarely appear inred life.
Most such people somehow believe they are doing right no matter how twisted they are. Even Hitler. He
did not look in amirror, cackle and say he was evil. No, in histwisted mind he believed he was doing
right. Even the men and women of the Black Cell who destroyed most of New Y ork and Moscow early
inthe 21t century thought they were doing right, even though millions died.

"No, I'm not connecting MacK enzie to those nightmares of humanity, dl I'm saying isthat he was
disastroudly disturbed. In that courtroom | could seeit in his eyes when the recordings started to play.
Poor Mr. Colson wasreveded asaliar, and MacKenzie as afailure of a captain who did not follow the
most basic steps of trying to analyze Colson'slies before acting. | don't think he even saw that in many
way's he had set Colson up to be the initiating spark of his desires for vengeance. Once that was

reved ed, the way he seized Matt no longer seemed like a captain heroicaly defending his ship, but rather
the actions of abully out of control. His trestment of Hemenez and Zhing was deplorable and again
looked more like abully trying to have hisway rather than a captain attempting to reach the truth. | dare
say that if those recordings were ever reviewed in more detail there might be some darker aspects of
MacKenzie reveded. | hopethey arejust Smply destroyed.

"S0, inthat moment | think MacKenzie redlized what he was and theinterna collision of those two sides
was played out. When heleft that room there was only one answer for him find agun, which tragically
happened to bein the holster of amarine, and end it.”

"And Colson?' someone asked.
"He's on hisway home on the same ship taking

Singh. | accepted his resignation just before we departed. Poor lad, | don't think he wanted to endure the
ride back to the Academy. | think | should add that | reluctantly accepted the resignation of Senior Cadet
Petronovich aswell. Petronovich felt he should have resisted the captain asthe rest of you did, and for
that he gpologizesto you dl."



"Colson apoor lad?' Madison interjected. "He amost killed Matt, mysdlf and alot of otherswith his
tdes"

"He had the potentid of agood officer in him, otherwise we never would have accepted him, family
connections or no family connections.”

Justin stirred uncomfortably at the mention of family connections, for after al, wasn't that how he had
gotten in? Thorsson saw him start to lower his head.

"There are some exceptionsto that rule," Thorsson added, "but they never survive scrub summer, Mr.
Béll, or what happened aboard this ship.”

Justin blushed but said nothing.

"But, as| was saying. It'snot fair for meto discuss Mr. Colson with hisfellow classmates. Let mejust
closetheissue by saying heis now ayoung man with aterrible burden to atonefor. I'd like to think
there's enough mettle in him to see his mistakes, to make amends and get on with hislife.”

Justin could see that for Matt and Madison that ideawould be ahard pill to swallow.

"| think welve al learned aterrible and valuable |esson aboard this ship, one that will be studied by the
Servicefor yearsto come. All of you should look into your hearts and ask what you did right and what
you did wrong. Concerning what you did wrong, learn to correct it; concerning what you did right, take
prideinit, but not glory. Thiswas ahorrible tragedy in which, in an ultimate sense, there were no
winners”

Justin nodded in agreement. He could perceive that in away he was the center of attention in the room
and dl hetruly wanted a the moment wasto dip back and be an anonymous plebe-year cadet like the
rest of hisfriends. Hewondered if the Academy would ever be the same again.

"Now, letsjust say the next watch isfreetime, but at 0700 hours tomorrow we are back on Academy
schedule,” Thorsson said with agrin.

"I just happened to bring along a complete update on al assgnments and study guides. Maady isbesde
himsdf thinking you people have douched off on your physical training, so well sart with atwo-hour
workout. Heaven knows | need it after being cooped up on that Eagle for ten days. I'll then give adaily
two-hour class on Fleet Procedures, followed by study for the rest of the day."

Muittered groans greeted his comments.
"Y ou're dismissed until tomorrow morning.”

The group came to attention as Thorsson went to the door to the forward section. As Thorsson came to
Judtin, he dowed.

"I heard that Captain Marcioni asked you a question that troubled you, Justin.”

"What wasthat, Sir? There were so many questions | redlly can't remember much of anything now."
"Whether or not you fed that you are entitled to bear the honorable name of your father.”

Judtin flushed and lowered his head.

"Widll, son, do you?'



Judtin finaly nodded hishead. "1 think so, Sir."

"l know s0," Thorsson replied, placing a hand on Justin's shoulder. "I know so, and I'd be proud if | ever
had ason like you, as | know your father is proud of you now."

Thorsson squeezed his shoulder and then departed. Justin, eyesfull, smiled when he saw that Thorsson
left the door to the forward section open after he had passed.

The group started to break up. Off in acorner he heard Matt going into another one of histal tales, with
Livollen and Smith drifting over to listen. Justin stopped at the edge of the group and for amoment the
two caught each others eyes. Mait grinned and shrugged, but there was the dightest Iook of
acknowledgment, an amost whispered thank you, and Jugtin, smiling, backed away.

"Carefor some coffee?’
Justin saw O'Brian coming, and he gladly took the cup and sipped on the straw.

"l think I might stay on with you Academy folks," O'Brian announced. "This getting bounced around from
shipto shipisgrowing old. So | asked old Thorsson and he said the transfer will be through by thetime
we dock if | want it. He said no one e se would want me anyhow."

"Wdl, wed surewant you," Justin said with agrin.

"That would be just fine, Bell, I'll make sure you pull extrakitchen duty so we can tak over old times.
Y ou should seethe things | can whip up when therés gravity under my feet.”

Grinning, Justin stepped away, not sure where to go next. His old cabin seemed too cramped, so he
garted forward. Seay was coming down from the flight deck, and with asmile extended hishand. Again
there was the comment about ajob well done and again Justin didn't know how to respond.

"Remember, we jump again the week after we get back. Y ou up for it?"
"Sure, can't wait!"
Brian clapped him on the shoulder and continued &ft.

Stopping at the door to the forward section he hesitated. There was a flash memory of standing at the
doorway, bursting through and seeing Matt drifting in the airlock and then therewas MacKenzie. For a
brief ingtant he wondered if aghost had come aboard the ship, he could so clearly see him, pistol raised,
screaming a him and then firing.

He drifted up the stairsto the flight deck and saw that someone was in the command chair.
"Permission to come on deck and observe, Sir," Justin announced.

Hemenez turned and smiled.

"Come aboard, cadet, but someone's aready in the co-pilot's seat.”

Justin was surprised to see Tanyaand he started to back away asif to leave.

"Bell, maybe you can do me afavor. | need to take abreak. | think you and Leonov here are capable of
ganding watch awhile. OK?'

"Yes, gr, | think s0."



Hemenez unstrapped from her chair and floated out, moving carefully as she maneuvered her arm that
wasdill inading.

"I know | can trust you and Leonov with the ship, just page meif anything comes up.”
"Yes gr."

Still smiling, she drifted past him. Justin looked over nervoudy at Leonov; she motioned for him to take
the seat and strap in.

For severd minutes Justin said nothing, studying , the array of instruments and control screens. He wasn't
quite sure of dl of them, but he figured Hemenez wouldn't leave the bridgeif things weren't under control
with al automatic sensorsworking correctly.

Finaly he looked up out the forward view screen. To hissurprise he felt Tanyas hand dip into his. He
looked over at her and she smiled.

"Beautiful night,” Tanyasad.

Justin nodded, unable to spesk. It was, indeed, abeautiful night, and far off, aglowing dot in the sky
marked their course to home and the Academy.



