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  Back to the Academy



   


  My name is Rex Carter, and I am—or rather, was—from Earth.


  I don’t blame you for not believing me. If I hadn’t experienced these events myself, I would be skeptical as well. But I assure you, my story is true. The legends of humanity’s lost homeworld are, for the most part, based in fact. Sol—not Sirius or Aldebaran or any of the other nearby stars—was indeed the cradle of the human race. I know that the xenologists dispute that, mostly because Sol lacks a habitable-zone planet, but it’s something of a moot point. Earth, humanity’s ancient homeworld, no longer exists in our plane of reality.


  But I’m getting ahead of myself. I was born on Earth just a few years after humanity made contact with the galactics. As a young man, I did my part in the struggle against the Klatl’kith (though we called them “the Immortals” back then) and their domination of the Virgo Cluster galaxies. It took another thousand human years to bring that conflict to a conclusion, but the decisive battle for the Milky Way was fought at Sol, where humanity joined forces with the Andromedan Confederation to expel the Klatl’kith from our galaxy once and for all.


  I was young and reckless then. My sister Jane had married a gunslinger from the New Texas colony named Sam Kletchka, and after the Battle of Sol, I wanted more than anything to permanently join his crew. But he and my parents insisted that I complete my studies first, so I enrolled at Earthfleet Academy a year earlier than most of my peers. I decided that if I had to attend school, I would get it over with as quickly as possible and get back to the business of having adventures.


  Little did I know, adventure would soon find me.


  Earth had a single moon, which we called Luna. It was gray and rocky, with no atmosphere and a surface gravity of only one-sixth human standard. It was also the location of Earthfleet Academy. After a week-long break to celebrate the Thanksgiving holiday with my parents down on Earth, I grudgingly returned to the academy.


  “Hey, Rex,” my roommate Frank greeted me as I entered our dorm room.


  I dropped my duffel bag at the foot of my bed and flung myself onto the mattress. Earthfleet had installed artificial gravity generators in the academy to compensate for Luna’s low-gee environment, so it felt very much as if I’d never left Earth. The fact that I’d taken a teleporter back contributed greatly to the illusion.


  None of which improved my mood.


  The dorm room was clean and Spartanly decorated, as you would expect from a military academy. Frank lay back against his pillow with his laptop on his chest, playing a game or chatting online with friends back on Earth. Or quite possibly both.


  “Did you miss me?” he asked, giving me a lopsided grin.


  I rolled my eyes. “More than I missed this place, that’s for sure.”


  “Oh come on. It’s not so bad. Besides,” he said, giving me a knowing look, “you-know-who is back from Antarctica.”


  Blood rushed to my cheeks, and not for the first time, I regretted having ever confided to him about Charlotte Bujold and the crush I’d had on her since my first semester. “She is?” I asked in spite of myself.


  “Yeah,” said Frank. “Came back just yesterdayshift. I was going to tell her that you were coming back early too, but—”


  “Dammit, Frank. Please tell me you didn’t say that.”


  He laughed. “Don’t worry, my friend. I’m just teasing.”


  I groaned and rolled over, burying my face in my pillow. I’d navigated my brother-in-law’s starship through space battles and war zones and traveled far beyond the Gliese Colonies of Earthspace, but girls like Charlotte could still make my knees go weak and set my tongue stammering. What can I say? I was young.


  “To be honest,” Frank continued, “I think Antarctica may have actually thawed the cockles of her frigid little heart. She smiled at me as we passed in the hall this morning. Didn’t say anything, but she smiled. I don’t think she has anything planned before classes start on Monday, so if you’re going to ask her out—”


  “Shut up.”


  “No, I’m serious. Now’s as good a time as any. What are you afraid of?”


  “Nothing,” I lied, sullenly burying my face even deeper.


  “Dude,” said Frank, “if you like this girl, man up and ask her out. Nothing’s going to happen until you take the first step.”


  I said nothing. Which didn’t dissuade him at all.


  “Seriously, Rex. You’re not going to get a better chance. Once classes start up, we’ll all be swamped from now until Christmas. She’s sure to leave Sol for the holidays, and—”


  “I get the picture,” I said, cutting him off. “What do you suggest?”


  Frank sat up, his grin as lopsided as ever, and rubbed his hands together as if anticipating a new project. My heart both sank and skipped a beat at the same time.


   


   


  About half an hour later, I found myself on a tram to the Earthfleet Academy library, almost against my will. When I’d checked at Charlotte’s dorm, her roommates had told me she was probably studying. They’d asked if I wanted to leave a message, but I’d blushed, mumbled something incomprehensible, and gotten out of there as fast as if one of them had thrown a live grenade.


  The main campus sprawled out leisurely across the mare, or lunar plain. Since maintaining a lot of small, interconnected artificial gravity fields was cheaper than putting everything under one giant dome, all of the various buildings were connected by trams. The library was on the other side of campus from the dorms, not that far from the spaceport and Earthfleet headquarters.


  It was currently the lunar night, and the Earth hung like a brilliant, blue-green marble in an otherwise dark sky. Swirls and streaks of bright white clouds covered its surface. The tram was mostly empty, so I had the view almost entirely to myself.


  “Tensions remain high at New Australia as the task force headed by Field Admiral Cox continues to maintain a military blockade of the system,” the announcer on the radio stated, briefly interrupting my nervous thoughts. “Despite repeated requests by colonial authorities, Earthfleet still refuses to release the crews of the two civilian ships detained by the task force. Earthfleet negotiators have made no headway in convincing the president of New Australia to rescind his executive order allowing the use of the immortality serum to treat chronic illnesses among children. The colonial president remains defiant in the face of the GCE’s ban on the serum, even though medical authorities on Earth insist that there are safe, legal ways to address the colony’s medical needs. In other news…”


  My mind drifted as the announcer droned on. The only reason I’d started listening was because Charlotte was from New Australia. A little less than half of the students at the academy were from the colonies. Even my brother-in-law Sam had attended for a year before dropping out. If I’d had my way, I would have already dropped out and joined his crew.


  Well, that’s not entirely true. I probably would have stayed on a couple more months, just to see if things worked out with Charlotte. But if she ended up rejecting me—as I inwardly dreaded she would—I would have been out of there.


  The tram came to a stop, and the doors slid open. I walked out on watery legs. The library was a big place, even for Luna’s standards, but I had a pretty good idea where to find Charlotte. Sure enough, she was studying at a carrell on the library’s top floor. I’d often seen her there—not that I was stalking her, of course, but still. Her attention was focused on her tablet, headphones in her ears broadcasting a clear “do not disturb.”


  Allow me to take a moment to describe just how gorgeous Charlotte is: Thin and petite, with hourglass proportions and piercing blue eyes. Her midnight-black hair was cut just above her shoulders, so it bobbed and swung with every move of her head. Her face was long, her lips red and moist, her nose small and slightly upturned. It was the fire in her eyes, though, that really got to me. She may have been small, but she was full of energy and passion, not to mention a hell of a lot stronger than she looked.


  So you can understand why I was intimidated. The moment I saw her, I ducked behind a nearby bookshelf and spent the next few minutes working up the nerve to walk over and talk to her. Heart pounding and legs weak, I eventually decided to hell with it and walked over.


  “H-hi, Charlotte.”


  She quickly hugged her table to her chest and glanced up at me with a look of contempt normally reserved for complete strangers and toxic waste. Seeing that I wanted to talk, she reluctantly pulled the headphones out of her ears.


  “What do you want, Rex?”


  “I, uh, I heard you just came back from b-break,” I stammered. “Your roommates said I might find you here.”


  She stared at me evenly, betraying no reaction. I inwardly flagellated myself.


  “So, uh, we have a few days before classes start, and I was wondering, uh, if maybe, uh, you wanted to get lunch or something?”


  She blinked. “Lunch?”


  “Yeah,” I said quickly. “Food court, student center, tomorrow at noon. What do you say?”


  From the expression on her face, my attempt at asking her out had just crashed and burned. My heart sank. If falling through the floor was an option, I probably would have taken it.


  “I’ll let you know,” she said, slipping her headphones back over her ears as she returned to her tablet, careful to keep the screen out of my view.


  “Uh, okay,” I stammered.


  She glanced up one last time, as if to ask why I was still there. I beat a hasty retreat, tail tucked firmly between my legs, and silently cursed myself with every bad word in my vocabulary.


  I felt six inches shorter. I felt like I’d forgotten to put on pants that morning.


  I felt like a fool.


  Our encounter had lasted mere seconds, yet as I walked back to the tram in a daze, I couldn’t help but dissect and analyze every moment of it. Charlotte’s icy gaze. My nervous stammering. The almost contemptuous way she’d looked at me. The longer I thought about it, the more convinced I became that I’d made an utter fool of myself. Frank was wrong; asking her out in person had been a colossal mistake. Any hope I had of dating her was over.


  As the empty tram took off again, I stared up at Earth, wondering what the hell I was doing with my life. I didn’t care about Earthfleet. I didn’t care about my studies. I did care about Charlotte, but that was all in the toilet now.


  That was when my phone buzzed.


  I frowned and pulled it out of my pocket. It was a text—from Charlotte. My heart skipped a beat, and for a very brief moment I hesitated, fearing what it might say. But curiosity soon got the better of me.


  Food court tomorrow at noon. I’ll be there. 


  A boyish grin spread across my face as I pocketed my phone, and with no one else on the tram, I pumped my fist and shouted “Yes!”


  Maybe it hadn’t gone as badly as I’d thought back in the library. Maybe she didn’t think I was a complete idiot. Maybe, just maybe, there was a chance things could work out with Charlotte and me.


  As I was soon about to learn, I had no idea what I was in for.




  An Awkward First Date



   


  At 11:49 the following day, I was a bundle of nerves at the entrance to the food court. Most of the students were still on break, so the place was mostly empty. Even so, my eyes swept the hall as thoroughly as security at the GCE.


  When Charlotte came into sight, she was wearing a tightly fitted tank top with a small denim jacket and a dark mini-skirt. Even in casual clothes, she looked stunning. With a bounce in her step and a disarming smile on her face, mine wasn’t the only head she turned. My heart began to pound.


  “Hi, Rex,” she greeted me. “Where are we going to eat?”


  “Wherever you want,” I blurted.


  Her face fell ever so slightly. I realized that she expected me to take the lead.


  “How about Moon Burgers?” I asked. “I’ve got a two-for-one deal on my starving student card. Not to be cheap, of course,” I quickly added.


  “Burgers sound great,” she said, brightening immediately. Relief swept over me in a wave of euphoria.


  Moon Burgers was a fast-casual chain with locations on Luna, Mars, Titan, and Ganymede. Since Earth was a net-importer of food and GCE regulations didn’t apply above LEO, it was actually cheaper to run a franchise offworld than planetside. It was also more profitable, since most of Earth was on a food dole.


  The neat thing about Moon Burgers was that they gave you a selection of almost a dozen cheeses. Charlotte chose Swiss and mushrooms, while I chose pepper jack and barbeque sauce.


  “Do you ever get tired of beef?” I asked. New Australia, Charlotte’s homeworld, had the largest cattle-ranching operation in the colonies.


  “Depends how it’s cooked,” she answered. “I’ve had enough steak and eggs to last a lifetime.”


  “Is that what you eat for breakfast on New Australia?”


  “Yep. Every morning.”


  We sat in a booth across from each other. An awkward silence fell over us as we waited for our order.


  “What’s the best thing about your home?” I asked.


  “Wow,” she said, leaning back. “Have you got a few hours? I can talk your ears off on that subject.”


  “Go for it.”


  She launched into an enthusiastic description of her homeworld, with its endless plains and large red sun that hung in the sky without rising or setting. It was her accent that really got me, though. It sounded a lot like southern belle, which I always thought was the sexiest accent of the English language. Every now and again, she’d pronounce a word differently enough that it would throw me off, but that only entranced me all the more.


  “Rex?” she asked. “Can you hear me?”


  I blinked. “Uh, yeah?”


  “I think our food is ready.”


  Blood rushed to my cheeks. I mumbled something incoherent and hurried off to get it.


  “So you’re from Earth?” she asked as I came back. She almost made it sound like a dirty word.


  “I was born there, yeah,” I answered. “But I’m not gonna die there.”


  She raised an eyebrow.


  “I’m just here at the academy until my brother-in-law hires me onto his crew,” I explained. “You’ve heard of Sam Kletchka, right? The privateer who helped us gather intelligence on the Immortals before the Battle of Earth?”


  “You know Sam Kletchka?” she said, clearly surprised. I set my fries between us to share.


  “Yeah. He and my sister got married just before the fighting started.”


  “Oh. So, uh, where are you from on Earth?” she asked.


  I paused to chew and swallow. “Utah.”


  “Where’s that?”


  “Western US. It’s in the mountains.”


  “Where the Mormons come from?”


  “Latter-day Saints,” I corrected. “But yeah, that’s where we’re from.”


  “We’ve got a couple of Mormon—sorry, Latter-day Saint—colonies at Luyten’s Star,” she said. “Your people make good colonists.”


  “Probably because of our pioneer heritage,” I told her. “My ancestors crossed the plains by wagon and made the desert blossom like a rose. Settling an alien planet’s not all that different.”


  “I guess not.”


  Somehow, I’d said something that impressed her. Her eyes had started to warm up, and her body language was a lot more open.


  “So what brings you to Earthfleet Academy?” I asked.


  She tensed, and I wondered if I’d said something wrong. “My father works in the colonial administration. My uncle is actually the president. Most of my brothers are cattle ranchers, but I know I’m meant for bigger things.”


  “Kind of like me,” I blurted. She ignored me and went on.


  “I probably won’t join Earthfleet, but I do want to be a part of the merchant fleet back home. That takes a particular set of skills, and the academy is the best place to get them.”


  “And after that?”


  “Then I’m out of here,” she answered.


  I realized that we weren’t all that different. Both of us saw schooling as a necessary annoyance on the way to bigger things. Both of us had a pioneer spirit with our eyes fixed firmly on the stars. Maybe there really was a chance that things could work out between us.


  I wasn’t sure whether to be thrilled or terrified.


  “So, uh, how do you like Luna?” I asked, my mouth going on autopilot.


  “I hate it,” she said, her face instantly falling. “Such a dead, airless world. The corridors are too cramped and the buildings are all too small. And then there’s Earth hovering right above us, always watching. As if they didn’t breathe down our necks enough back at home.”


  “You don’t like Earth?”


  She looked at me as if I’d asked if space was cold.


  “Let me put it this way: Most of us colonists didn’t leave to go somewhere, so much as to get away. You probably wouldn’t understand.”


  “No,” I said quickly. “I understand. Really.”


  She gave me a skeptical look. The iciness in her eyes had returned.


  “I don’t think you do.”


  Before I could answer, alarms sounded throughout the food court. At first, I thought there was a fire, which is a much bigger deal in space than it is planetside. All around us, people abandoned their food and made for the exits.


  Without thinking, I took Charlotte by the arm and led her out into the hallway. A sizeable crowd of people had gathered there, many of them confused, some panicked. The smart ones were making for the safe rooms around the public area, designed to house survivors in case of violent decompression. I made for the nearest one, but Charlotte pulled me back.


  “What the hell are you doing?”


  “Getting us to safety,” I told her.


  She groaned. “Not that way, you idiot. To the tram.”


  I blinked and realized she had a point. The safe rooms were liable to keep us trapped for several hours. Much better to evacuate the student center altogether.


  We weren’t the only ones with that thought. By the time we got to the platform, the alarms had been going for several minutes, and a small, anxious crowd was starting to press all around us.


  As the next tram arrived and the doors slid open, Charlotte and I were all but swept in. I gripped her arm tightly to keep from being separated from her.


  “Let go,” Charlotte said. She tried to pull away from me.


  “We have to stick together,” I said.


  She slipped out of my grip, but by then we were already on board, backed up against one of the windows. The press of the crowd ensured that neither of us was going anywhere. As the doors closed and the tram sped away, the relief in the air was palpable.


  “What the hell was that?” someone asked.


  “I don’t know. Probably a fire.”


  “I didn’t smell smoke. Did you?”


  I glanced at Charlotte, but her face was an unreadable mask.


  “Attention, all academy personnel,” a man’s voice came over the loudspeakers. “Terrorists have launched an attack on Earthspace. All Earthfleet facilities are going into lockdown, including the academy. Please remain calm and return to your living quarters.”


  The silence that followed the announcement was absolutely devastating, broken only by the hum of the tram as it passed over the magnetic rails. I gave Charlotte a reassuring smile, but she didn’t look concerned at all. If anything, she seemed annoyed.


  “Exciting date, huh?” I said.


  She rolled her eyes and turned away.


  The windows darkened and the tram rapidly slowed. As soon as the doors opened, everyone spilled out. I was surprised to see soldiers on the platform. They regarded us coolly through their helmet visors, rifles held at the ready.


  Charlotte made as if to protest but stopped when she saw the soldiers. I led her back toward her dorm.


  “It’s okay,” I told her. “You’re safe with me.”


  Somehow, that didn’t seem to mean much to her.


   


   


  The girls’ dorms were in the same compound as the guys’, just on the opposite side. For that reason, I didn’t think there would be a problem with seeing Charlotte back. With the academy on lockdown, the biggest hurdle was getting back to the compound, and we’d already done that.


  “I’m fine,” Charlotte protested as I escorted her to the girls’ dorms.


  “I just want to make sure you’re safe,” I told her. 


  A small crowd had gathered around the TV monitor in the lounge. It showed one of the major news channels, with “BREAKING NEWS” in bold letters at the top of the screen. Eager to find out what was happening, I quickly joined the crowd. Charlotte did the same.


  “We are continuing to receive reports of attacks throughout the system,” the news anchor said. “It now appears that radicalized colonial terrorists have taken control of Ceres Station and are attempting to sabotage the shipyards at Luna. We go live to Phoenix Tanner, our onworld reporter there, now.”


  “Terrorists?” I muttered, mostly to myself.


  “No,” Charlotte whispered. “Patriots.”


  I frowned and gave her a puzzled look, but she didn’t elaborate.


  “The terrorists’ primary target does appear to be the shipyards,” the reporter said, camera panning to show a debris field around one of the ship construction sites. “What you’re seeing here are the repair yards, which have been—” a soundless explosion near the spherical hydrogen fuel tanks cut the reporter off, and the flash darkened the video feed considerably. “Oh, wow. Uh, that was obviously a very large explosion, though it’s not immediately clear what the intended target was. We’ll keep you informed as this situation continues to unfold.”


  Charlotte left abruptly. Without thinking, I followed her out into the hall.


  “Hey,” I called after her. “What’s going on?”


  “Listen, Rex,” she said, spinning suddenly around. “I know you’re just trying to be a gentleman, but I don’t need any more help. Go back to your dorm.”


  “But you called them ‘patriots,’” I said, surprised by the vehemence in her voice. “What did you mean?”


  She sighed. “It’s nothing, Rex. Forget I mentioned it.”


  Before I could respond, the doors on the far end of the hall opened, and a pair of soldiers stepped through. Charlotte quickly dragged me behind one of the vending machines and draped her arms around my neck.


  “Play along,” she whispered.


  The next thing I knew, her lips were pressed against mine. Shivers of excitement ran from the top of my head to the bottom of my feet. I held her by the waist and returned the kiss.


  “That’s enough, you two,” one of the soldiers said as he broke us apart.


  “But officer,” Charlotte protested falsely, “I’m scared.”


  “If you want to stay with your boyfriend, keep to the common areas with the others. Otherwise, return to your dorms.”
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