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Author’s Note
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Delights of Eden is part of a contemporary sci-fi series with political thriller elements. It features a queer main character in a military setting, and the flashback chapters tell the story of a young man coming of age in a society that fails to recognize, understand, or tolerate same-sex attraction. 

While this book doesn’t feature any graphic violence or overtly sexual content, some of the language, scenarios, and descriptions might not be suitable for all readers. These include depictions of homophobia, realistic portrayals of war and soldiers (no battlefield scenes), exploration of an unjust legal system, prison, occasional profanity, alcohol use, sexual assault, and discussions of suicide (characters talking about events that occurred off-page). 

Readers who may be sensitive to these elements might want to exercise caution when deciding if this story is right for them. 
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Part I

The Early Years
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1. The Cadet
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David wasn’t old enough to do much of anything yet. 

He wasn’t old enough to drink alcohol. 

He wasn’t old enough to buy cigarettes. 

He wasn’t old enough to get married. 

But seventeen was plenty old enough to fight and die in a war, according to lawmakers, so here he stood, bright-eyed and ready. 

It was the morning of January 5, 2065—induction day at the Space Corps Officer Training Academy. 

He’d joined because of the brochure. It had a nice picture on the front, and everything he saw there looked more exciting than his hometown. Halifax was a lovely place, but David had always known, deep down, that his future lay elsewhere. 

“What are your career goals?” the recruiter had asked—a man who looked as if he’d grown bored of life by his mid-thirties. “Where do you see yourself in ten years?” 

David barely let him finish before a response came tumbling out. 

“I want to be an astronaut,” he said. Then he flashed a nervous smile, because despite his best efforts to appear stoic and collected, he’d let his enthusiasm show. 

The recruiter barely seemed to notice. “Well, you’re in the right place,” he replied as he handed David the forms to sign his life away. 

So now, David found himself here, standing at attention for ceremonies that would kick off the beginning of a new academic year. 

If he’d looked closer, he would’ve seen that many of the officers in attendance appeared to be bored as well, because this was a mundane, routine affair to those who knew better—an opulent display of pageantry with little substance behind it. 

But he didn’t, because he preferred not to. He ignored the nagging voice in the back of his mind whispering truths his eyes would rather not see. 

Instead, he kept his gaze trained directly ahead. He was excited because he imagined a place for himself there, sitting on that stage, surrounded by senior officers—majors, colonels, generals, and the like. He’d become one eventually, he just knew, and he smiled at the thought. 

No, even better, he mused as his mind wandered. He was going to be chief of staff, and he’d outrank all of them. There was a place for him in the history books—a blank space waiting to be filled by his name—and all he had to do was step forward and claim it. 

And he ignored that small voice as it whispered things he’d rather not acknowledge.
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2. The First Day
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David’s first day of class had been relatively uneventful so far, and as he made his way to his combat tactics course that afternoon, he had no reason to expect otherwise. 

But even so, he was nervous as he sat down inside that classroom. He’d been given a perfect opportunity here—one not afforded to most cadets—and he dared not waste it. 

David wasn’t the only fresh face at the Academy that year. In addition to the incoming class of freshmen, the school also had a new chancellor—General Howard, an austere, unsmiling man who governed with a rigid command style, so David had heard. Unlike his predecessors, though, he’d agreed to teach an exclusive course for the school’s top-performing cadets. This was supposedly one of the best programs the Academy had to offer, albeit exceptionally difficult to qualify for, but David had managed to secure himself a spot thanks to his scores on the placement exams. 

He’d already resolved to distinguish himself here, and that desire was cemented further as he sat waiting for the lecture to start. The best way to become a general someday, he figured, was to study under one. 

Still, though, that sense of nervousness crept in as he watched the other cadets enter the room and take their seats, and he couldn’t help but feel incredibly out of place when he noticed the majority were significantly older than he was. Most appeared to be upperclassmen in their early twenties—some possibly even older than that—and all of them looked very mature compared to seventeen-year-old David. 

These thoughts were as uncomfortable as the chair he occupied, so he let his mind wander. General Howard had yet to arrive, and he wondered what the man would be like up close, and if he’d be as intimidating as they’d been told. 

His thoughts drifted to space, which he was eager to explore. And Canada, which he’d left behind. And this place, which was beautiful and foreign and daunting all the same. And his uniform, which was a bit too broad in the shoulders and loose in the waist. And he thought of his schoolwork, and the room he shared, and the pilot he’d like to become one day. 

And he smiled at it all. 

The minutes ticked by, and the room gradually filled. There were several dozen cadets here now, and David frowned as he glanced at the clock. General Howard must be due to arrive soon, he thought, because he was nearly in danger of running late. 

He looked at the door again, half-expecting to see the general enter the room. There were still a few stragglers making their way inside—cadets who ran the risk of being tardy on their first day. David had been watching with a detached sense of curiosity, but then, as his eyes landed on one of them, he was struck instantly by what he saw. 

He didn’t know how to describe it. There were words, but none of them mattered. He’d never seen anyone so beautiful. 

Dark curls streamed over piercing, brilliant eyes and stopped just short of a sharp, angular jawline. As his eyes traveled downward, he found the figure beneath to be even more striking—lithe and muscular, the perfect blend of youth and manhood, encompassing the best aspects of both. That uniform fit perfectly, unlike David’s, in a manner he nearly envied, but something beyond envy stirred within him today. 

David had never been interested in girls. He’d always been told he should be, but they’d never held much appeal for him. He’d never questioned it—just thought he was a late bloomer, maybe—but as his eyes rested on this young man, suddenly he knew why. 

The word “man” wasn’t a fully apt description, as this was still a teenager, but nearly everyone here looked older than David. He tried to pretend he wasn’t looking, but found it impossible, and as he stared, all delusions of military grandeur faded from his mind. 

This cadet was attractive in a way that didn’t merely capture his attention, but drew his sole focus. He hadn’t known what he liked until he saw it, and now he couldn’t look away. 

The young man was walking slowly, engaged in conversation with another as they crossed the room together. David made an effort to avert his eyes, but sneaked a glance when he could in hopes of catching a glimpse of the name on that uniform. 

As they passed by, though, and he heard snippets of their conversation and caught sight of those letters, his heart sank. 

All of it was in Russian. 

The Academy had several official languages, and there were quite a few Russian students in attendance. He’d mostly avoided them so far due to the language barrier, but this was the first time it had presented a problem. 

What if he doesn’t speak English? David thought with a sinking sense of despair. 

He watched as the two of them took their seats, but his musings were cut short when General Howard entered the room a few seconds later. 

He crossed to the front with quick, rapid steps, and appeared flustered, as if he’d been in a rush. All of the cadets rose abruptly and stood at attention with the standard, respectful salute, but to David’s surprise, the general merely brushed this gesture off with a wave of his hand. 

“At ease,” he said, stopping in front of his desk and snatching a piece of paper from the top. “Quiet down, take your seats, and answer as I call your name. I’m taking attendance.” 

These words were blunt and to the point, just like the man himself. He appeared to be in his early fifties, with a few light hints of gray scattered throughout his short hair, and he wore an immaculately kept uniform, a stern expression, and a no-nonsense demeanor. 

He fit David’s preconceived notions of a general perfectly, and his accent—posh and peppered with British formality—lent to the aura. He was here for business, and he wasted no time with empty gestures as he glanced at the list and read the first name aloud. 

“Present, Sir,” came a reply from the front of the room. 

Then he read the next, and the next after that, reciting them in rote order. 

“David Harlow,” he said. 

“Present, Sir,” David answered. He didn’t get a response, of course, or even an acknowledgement—not that he’d expected it. 

General Howard kept reading, and as he made his way down the list, David stole another glance at that cadet—the one whose name was last to be called. 

“Victor Vashchenko.” 

“Here,” came the reply. His tone ran thick with disinterest, and he barely looked up from his desk. 

Of course he speaks English, David thought. How stupid of me. 

After that, General Howard set the list down and dove right into his lecture, and the cadets were given no further opportunity to speak. But as the first week of classes went on, David found that his fears were unwarranted, because Victor spoke perfect English—so good, in fact, he barely had an accent. Then he learned Victor wasn’t speaking Russian at all most of the time, but rather Ukrainian. He was fully fluent in all three languages. 

David tried not to stare whenever their paths crossed. That’s not why I’m here, he told himself. But try as he might, he couldn’t keep this newfound attraction from his mind. He didn’t know what it was—or more appropriately, he wouldn’t allow himself to recognize its true nature—until one night, as he was drifting to sleep, his mind wandered to the places a subconscious will go, and he dreamt they were together, and in love. And when he awoke, he knew what he wanted. 

Still, though, he was shy. He dared not voice these sentiments, and he did his best to avoid Victor altogether. He found it exceedingly difficult, though, because Victor seemed to be everywhere he went. They lived on the same hall and had several classes together, and there appeared to be no getting away from him. Their eyes met one day, and David quickly averted his gaze, but he spent the rest of the afternoon wondering what would happen if Victor were to know. He found the prospect just as exhilarating as it was terrifying—both the best and the worst outcome he could imagine. 

And then, one evening, the inevitable happened. As David was going about his nightly routine in preparation for lights-out, he walked into the men’s room, and there was Victor, alone. 

He froze in the doorway. Victor seemed completely unaware of his presence, though, and didn’t even look up from where he stood at the sink washing his hands. 

David stared as he stood there, unable to move. He considered fleeing—backing up and exiting into the hall—but then Victor glanced at him, and he thought it would look even worse if he ran. 

Victor turned off the water, grabbed a towel, and dried his hands. Then he looked up and stared at David in earnest. 

“Can I help you?” he asked, frowning in response to David’s intense gaze. 

David merely shook his head in reply. 

Victor let out an exasperated sigh. “Well, in that case, can you at least get out of my way and stop blocking the door, so I can leave?” 

David glanced over his shoulder, as if confirming he really needed to move, then gave a quick, awkward nod and stepped aside. 

Victor tossed the towel behind him, leaving it in an unfolded heap on the floor, and started toward the doorway. But then he slowed down and smiled—a cocky half-smile that made David love him all the more—and reached out, slipped a finger beneath the collar of David’s shirt, and dragged it along for a few seconds. 

“You’re cute,” he said. 

Then he was gone. 

David stood there for a while wondering if he’d fabricated another dream, or if it had really happened. But he knew it was real, because the next day, in study hall, he saw Victor again. Their eyes met, and there was that smile. 

“Come here,” Victor said, nodding at the chair beside him. 

David was even more nervous than he’d been the night before, and his heart raced as he crossed the room and sat down. 

“Why don’t we do some homework together?” Victor asked. And David saw the look in his eyes—one which implied deeper intent behind those words—so he smiled back and nodded.
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3. All that Glitters...
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David’s fellow cadets called him something now. 

Faggot. 

He’d heard the term before, but he didn’t know what it meant. So when they started referring to him that way, he wasn’t sure how to react. Maybe with an awkward smile? A laugh? Should he be offended? 

But then, one day, someone called Victor that name too, and he responded by winking and blowing a kiss in their direction. 

Oh, David thought, it means boys who look at each other that way. 

He thought he’d been discreet, but apparently not. He’d spent far too much time in Victor’s company, and Victor had gained something of a reputation. That was putting it mildly, of course, because the gossip that flew through the Academy halls was riddled with obscenities, as well as warnings of what might happen if one were to find themselves in a compromising situation with Victor alone. 

David knew this was all hearsay, but he couldn’t help but wonder if there might be some truth to it. Victor rarely took “no” for an answer, and his affection had taken on a somewhat demanding nature, of late. 

But there was little time to critically evaluate these things because the only moments David had to himself were his two-minute showers, his twenty-minute lunches, and however long it took to fall asleep after lights-out. Military life was taking its toll, both physically and mentally, and more often than not he found himself utterly spent by the end of each day. But even still, these thoughts invaded every waking moment. His grades suffered, and his professors noticed. 

“Mr. Harlow,” General Howard said at the mid-term cadet review as David stood before a panel of faculty, administrators, and the Chancellor himself, “you were one of our best at the beginning of the year. What happened?” 

“I’m sorry, Sir,” David said. “I’ve been stressed.” 

“Well, that’s not a very good excuse, now, is it?” General Howard said without so much as glancing up from his notes. “You’ll always be stressed, and if you want to succeed, your performance can’t suffer along with it. We’ve got standards for our officers, and we need to ensure you can meet them. Do better.” 

“Yes Sir,” David replied. 

He still continued to see Victor, though. That was all he wanted, and a good pretense, he discovered, was to ask for help with his Russian homework. Since they lived on the same hall, it was as simple as taking a short walk and knocking on the door. Then he’d go inside, sit at that desk, and practice those words while the man he loved stood over him, looking on, correcting his mistakes, and whispering in his ear in a voice that could make anything beautiful. There was something David found enrapturing here—sitting in the same place Victor had sat so many times, holding that same pencil and paper, and staring at the row of neatly arranged books lining the wall. He’d memorized those titles by now, even though he knew Victor had barely glanced at them. It didn’t matter, he thought, because this was part of his life, even if it was just the background, and he wanted to dive as deep as possible into the well of shared experience. 

“There,” Victor said, placing his hand over David’s as they traced the Cyrillic letters together. “That’s how you write my name, and that’s how you write yours.” 

He gently guided the pencil, and David’s hand shook. 

Victor’s moods could be unpredictable, and his emotions changed on a whim, at times presenting as warm, vulnerable, and affectionate, and others distraught, accusatory, and vindictive in a manner nearly bordering on cruel. But today he must’ve sensed David’s feelings and shared them because he leaned against his shoulder, and spoke in a low, reassuring tone, and gently placed his hand on David’s back. David inhaled sharply, taking a deep breath as he tried to conceal just how nervous he felt, but he wondered if Victor knew. And in a subtle gesture that seemed to confirm these suspicions, Victor squeezed his hand and held tightly for a few seconds. But then, he let go. 

“Not here,” he said. “Some other time, where we won’t be interrupted.” 

David frowned, not fully understanding, and watched as Victor retreated to his bed and sat cross-legged to finish his homework. But sure enough, a few minutes later, Victor’s roommate walked in, and when he did, he found them on opposite sides of the room buried in their studies. 

David wasn’t confused for long, though. He learned very quickly that they needed to hide their relationship, and he learned how. 

He lost his virginity to Victor that year. He hadn’t meant to, but it happened, and he didn’t regret it one bit. He wasn’t Victor’s first—he found out he wasn’t even Victor’s fifth—but he didn’t care. 

There were whispers floating throughout the Academy regarding what was happening between them, but David was accustomed to the gossip and the slurs by now. It was so prevalent, he suspected some of his professors—and even General Howard himself—might know, based on the looks he’d received in passing, although he never had proof. It would be improper for a chancellor to be involved in such things, and General Howard was a very proper man. If he knew, he never said anything. 

Others did, though. Rumors flew, and David never confirmed them, but he never went out of his way to deny them either. They were what they were, he thought, and he tried not to let it bother him. He simply let his classmates say what they were going to say, and he resolved to stay above it all. 

But this was a mistake that would haunt him for the rest of his life.
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4. The Field Promotion
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Nine years later, as the world lay dormant beneath the frigid grasp of an exceptionally cold winter, a young colonel stood on a concrete platform as an icy wind cut through him, sharper than any knife. 

Snow streamed from the sky. It had begun to accumulate, sprinkling his hair and decorating his uniform with spotty emblems of white. Yet still, he didn’t move. 

He’d come here to watch a man die today—several, in fact. Traitors, the lot of them. 

Leaking information to the enemy was a crime worthy of prison for the enlisted, and death if committed by officers. These men had all held the rank of captain or higher, so after a brief court martial in the field they’d been sentenced to execution by hanging, since ammunition was in short supply. 

They’d been caught conspiring together, but the Colonel knew why they’d done it. They were fighting for the losing side. He almost couldn’t blame them, but he stopped short of saying such things, lest he meet the same fate. 

It wasn’t his place to dole out this sentence, but it was his to witness, so he stood there, unfaltering, his face as blank as the sky above, and he remained unmoving as snow swirled about his feet, whipped into small eddies that twisted and turned and wove until they met a short wall and vanished, vaporizing into nothing before those newly condemned men. 

He watched the snow fall, just as he watched them die, and he didn’t say a word. He knew what to expect, because it was always the same—violent, yet somehow quieter than one might think. Not a hallowed sort of silence, though, but rather the unbearable kind. This was no different. 

He outranked all three, so it was his duty to observe and maintain some semblance of decorum. It felt a bit farcical, though, as he was younger than all but one. 

Before the war, a twenty-six-year-old colonel would’ve been unheard of, but not now. He didn’t appear out of place here, though, because he looked older than his true age, and felt older still. 

He’d shot up through the ranks, but every promotion felt empty and hollow because he knew he’d only received them to replace someone who’d died. 

He was no stranger to death. It was an old friend, and it called to him now, issuing a greeting he’d rather ignore. He’d witnessed it many times over, far more than just these. He’d attended those funerals. He’d cried himself to sleep over it at first, but gradually, over the years, the tears had decreased until he’d stopped crying altogether. 

The war responsible for taking all those lives was a greedy bastard. It raged on, insatiable, not far from where they stood. As soon as proceedings were complete, they’d return to it. 

It had barely been anything of note at first, starting small, as most conflicts do. It was just a simple spark—a minor dispute that would be resolved quickly, according to analysts and senior advisors. It was easy for young cadets to ignore as they slept in warm bunks and sat in well-lit classrooms, listening to vague promises of bravery and battlefields awaiting beyond. 

The Colonel had always known of the possibility of open conflict, even as a young man. He’d thought he understood. However, it was a bit more difficult to ignore the full reality of it as a field commander, living amidst the fighting rather than sitting in an office. 

That spark had ignited a raging blaze, destroying everything in its path, and he’d seen the worst of it—watched it spiral out of control until it became a major conflict involving multiple superpowers, military agencies, corporations, and colonies. That voracious monster of a war, which now spanned nearly a decade, had consumed endless lives, and still, it hungered for more. 

He knew why the average age of officers was trending downward. He knew why the Council, which was historically made up of generals in their fifties and sixties, now had members in their thirties and forties. He knew why there was a dearth of talent to fill the revolving door of vacancies. 

The reason was hanging up there on that platform, dead before him. 

He knew he’d never be discharged for the conduct which had gotten him expelled as a cadet. Not anymore. They couldn’t afford it. It was the most bitter victory he’d ever celebrated. 

But today, there were no victories of any sort to be had. 

Those men were quite still now, and had been for a while. A pulse was taken: none. A time was recorded: 15:05. They were quickly cut down. 

But the Colonel wasn’t cleared to leave. Not yet. After this event’s conclusion, another was scheduled directly after, transpiring on the same platform that hosted death a few minutes prior. 

He was due to stand up there next, because on this particular afternoon he was receiving yet another promotion. That ceremony was set to begin immediately—as soon as the bodies were cleared. 

He was going to become a general. A wartime general. 

It wasn’t because he was the best or the brightest. It was because they had no one else to put there. 

He knew their leadership was desperate; they’d already lost several of their highest-ranking officers. But he hadn’t realized how truly dire the situation had grown until General Frederick Gray was killed in combat several months prior, and his father, General Richard Gray, had come out of retirement to replace him. 

A man well into his seventies. 

Richard Gray had set a record by becoming the Space Corps’ oldest general, and now, that same year, they were set to gain their youngest—the twenty-six-year-old field commander. He’d be serving in tandem with someone nearly fifty years his senior. 

He’d cried that morning, before that ceremony, alone where no one could see. He thought he couldn’t anymore, but he was wrong. 

His only desire, back when he was a cadet, was to receive this promotion eventually, but no longer. He didn’t want it. Not like this. 

But even so, his eyes were dry that afternoon as a brand new pin was fastened to his uniform, and he took the oath of office, swearing to uphold the code of conduct, serve the organization, lead to the best of his ability, and protect those who served beneath him. 

And that was the day on which General David Harlow assumed command.  
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5. A Rude Awakening
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After several months, David finally grew accustomed to the Academy’s routine. 

He woke up every day at 05:30, made his bed, put on his uniform, and stood at attention for room inspection. Then they assembled for morning formation, after which he marched to the mess hall, had a quick breakfast, and attended his classes. There was a break for lunch, and afternoons were much the same, with slight variations for studying or athletics. Saturdays were occupied by special training courses, and Sunday was always a free day. 

Lights-out was at 22:00, but he was usually tired long before then. He slept hard, enjoying a well-earned rest each night, and once his head hit the pillow, nothing disturbed him until morning. 

One night in mid-April, though, he was roused from a deep sleep by someone whispering in his ear. 

“Hey!” 

He rolled over and tried to push them away, but then they began shaking him. 

“Get up,” they said. And this time he jolted awake, because he knew that voice. 

It was Victor. 

“What are you doing here?” David asked as he sat up and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Such an encounter was extremely risky after hours, as the cadet quarters were monitored closely at night. They’d be discovered immediately, and even Victor wasn’t that brazen—or so he’d thought. 

As the blurriness faded from his vision and his eyes adjusted to the dark, he frowned when he saw that Victor wasn’t alone. Several others were there with him, all in uniform, their white button-down shirts contrasting harshly against the blackness. David wondered how they’d avoided waking his roommate, but when he glanced across the room, he saw an empty bed. His roommate was awake too, standing there with them. 

“Get dressed,” Victor said. “We’re going downstairs.” 

There wasn’t even a request attached to these words anymore. It wasn’t a suggestion. 

“What...” David began, but Victor didn’t let him finish. He grabbed David’s neatly folded clothes from atop the dresser and tossed them in his direction, and David recoiled as they landed in his lap. 

“We’ll explain everything once we’re down there. Hurry up.” 

David nodded and said nothing else. He knew it was useless to ask further questions. 

Once he was dressed and awake enough to be in a semi-alert state, Victor motioned toward the door, and they left without another word. 

They entered the darkened hall and made their way to the elevator. David tensed as they stood at the end of the corridor—he was waiting for the inevitable shout from one of the hall monitors—but to his surprise, nobody stopped them. He cast a quick glance at the other cadets, but none of them seemed even the least bit nervous. 

“Is this a hazing thing?” he asked quietly. 

David’s roommate glanced at him, then looked at Victor. “He doesn’t know, does he?” 

Victor simply smiled in reply and shook his head. 

David’s mind raced as he waited for those doors to open. Victor was bold—sometimes excessively so—but he wasn’t stupid, and even he wouldn’t engage in such activities if there was serious risk of being caught. The only way they could be out at night like this, David realized, was if someone in a position of authority had allowed it. 

His thoughts were interrupted when the elevator arrived, and they stepped inside. He squinted against the bright lights, but as his eyes adjusted, he got a better look at his cohorts. Besides himself, Victor, and his roommate, there were two others—both second-year students he recognized in passing from his classes, although he struggled to recall their names. 

“Upper classrooms,” Victor said. The doors closed, and the elevator began moving at his command. Once they were on their way, he leaned back against the wall and motioned toward David. 

“You can relax now. The cameras are off, and nobody’s down there. They won’t see us.” 

He must’ve seen the look David gave him in reply, because he hastily continued. “You’re joining a fraternity.” 

David stared at him through tired eyes, and Victor answered all of his unspoken questions with a single sentence. 

“You’ll find out soon enough.” 

The elevator ride was short, and the doors opened in front of them a few seconds later. They stepped out and made their way through yet another darkened hallway, this one lined with classrooms that seemed almost eerie in their semi-abandoned state, with dimmed lights and chairs upturned on the desks. There was one at the end that was fully lit, though, and David assumed this was their destination, but his heart skipped a beat when he saw which one it was. 

General Howard’s classroom. 

He slowed down and leaned closer to Victor. “I don’t think we should be here,” he whispered. 

Victor shifted toward him, and David flinched. He never knew what kind of response he’d get—if it would be hurtful or kind—but it was the latter, because Victor placed a hand on his back and spoke in a calm, reassuring tone. 

“I worked very hard to get you a place here tonight,” he said. “If they didn’t want you here, you wouldn’t be. There’s nothing to worry about because they won’t get caught, and neither will you. So please”—he smiled—“don’t embarrass me.” 

Then, before David could respond, Victor let go, quickened his pace, and disappeared inside. 

David hesitated for a moment, then swallowed his fear and followed, stopping just inside the door to take in his surroundings. 

All of the desks had been pushed aside, leaving the floor empty, and a round table that usually sat in the corner of the room had been moved to the center. Roughly a dozen chairs had been placed around it, and some of them were already occupied. There was an assortment of items spread before them, all of which were prohibited by Academy rules: several decks of playing cards, poker chips, and a liquor bottle surrounded by shot glasses. 

All of the cadets present were in partial uniform, but none had their jackets, which meant they lacked any visible form of identification, rank, or insignia. But even so, David knew that those seated at the table were upperclassmen. One of them turned around with a cursory glance in their direction, and he inhaled sharply when he saw who it was. 

It was Captain Bartlett, a twenty-one-year-old cadet officer who commanded a company of fourth-years. There was something imposing about him—an authoritative presence that was difficult to qualify. He didn’t look like a cadet; he looked like a soldier, and he acted it too. 

David had heard the gossip. Bartlett was one of the Academy’s most recognizable students—popular among his peers and heavily favored by faculty and administrators, with some already regarding him as top command material. A few even referred to him in passing as “the future general.”

David believed it. Most cadets had similar aspirations, but Bartlett was one of the few who seemed all but guaranteed to achieve them. 

He hung back, edging closer to the door and trying to stay hidden behind the others. However, his attempts to remain unseen were unsuccessful. Captain Bartlett’s eyes landed squarely on him, then darted over to Victor. 

“Well, look who finally showed up,” he said. 

David cowered, but Victor noticed and nudged him gently with his elbow. 

“Relax,” he said. “He can’t get us in trouble, because he’s not supposed to be here either.” 

As Captain Bartlett looked them over, his face confirmed as much. Although he still represented a far more imposing presence than the others, he’d clearly come here to drink and gamble. 

He smiled in Victor’s direction. “Get over here, fag—and the rest of you, too.” 

Victor grinned in reply, flashing that cocky half-smile of his, and it was evident he viewed this particular use of the slur as playful banter, rather than an insult. David wasn’t sure how the two of them knew each other, but there was clearly something of a rapport between them. Victor was good at that—charming his way into other people’s lives. 

“No one’s getting in trouble tonight, because no one’s going to talk about it,” Captain Bartlett said as they crossed the room and sat down. “If you’re here, it’s because we trust you. I even trust Faggot over there enough to let him bring his... whatever you call each other these days.” 

“Friend,” Victor answered. 

David reluctantly took a seat with the others. Captain Bartlett watched them as he shuffled the cards, but something about David’s face gave him pause. 

“Your friend seems nervous. What’s wrong with him?” He nodded at Victor. 

“He’s fine. He’ll loosen up once he has a few drinks.” 

One of the upperclassmen cast a longer glance in David’s direction from across the table. He was smiling too, but there was something vaguely judgmental to it. 

“How’s that supposed to work—admitting both of them?” he asked. “What’s next, are we going to be planning their wedding?” 

“Sure.” Victor grinned. “If you wear a dress and bake the cake, I’ll be there.” 

The cadet sitting next to them, one of the second-years, shifted at these words. David barely knew him, but from what little he’d heard, he remembered he was widely regarded as agreeable, with a tendency to be overly friendly. However, everything about him was slow, from his movements to his speech to his thoughts, and he had a soft, doughy appearance that never seemed to improve despite any amount of military training. 

Edgar, David recalled his name now. 

Edgar looked at them through heavy-lidded eyes that always seemed to take a few seconds to process what they saw, and shrugged. “A fag wedding’s no different than any other wedding, I guess.” 

Bartlett smirked. “Yes, well, you heard the word ‘cake’ and that’s all that mattered.” He glanced at the rest of them. “Edgar’s my cousin, by the way. If he says something embarrassing, I apologize.” 

“Are you sure we won’t get in trouble for this?” someone else asked, abruptly changing the subject. 

It was the other second-year, and he wasn’t smiling at all. He was Edgar’s opposite in every way—always frantic and fidgety, with jerky movements and a temper that flared easily. His words tumbled out in a jumble of rapid, high-pitched speech, and there was something vaguely weasel-like about his features. In fact, that was what they called him. David was sure he had a name, but he’d never heard it. He was simply “Weasel.” 

Bartlett shrugged. “We do it every year, and we’ve never been caught. In fact, that’s one of the requirements for membership—break a rule without drawing attention.” 

“Why Howard’s classroom, though?” Weasel asked. 

“Because that’s one of the only places on campus to find alcohol,” Bartlett replied. “Drinking’s prohibited on Academy grounds, unless you’re the Chancellor. Then you can do whatever you want.” He nodded at the liquor bottle. “Howard keeps that in the bottom drawer of his desk, and if he was smart, he would’ve locked it.” 

“You don’t think he’ll notice it’s gone?” 

“Oh, I’m sure he will, but rumor has it he’s got something of a drinking problem. He’ll probably just assume he finished it himself, because that’s what he does when he’s alone. Quite frankly, it’s pathetic.” 

“How do you know that?” Edgar asked, his brow furrowing in confusion. 

“Everyone knows that.” The judgmental upperclassman smirked as he idly stacked the poker chips. “Howard’s a loser-general. My dad was stationed under him a few years back, and said his promotion was based on little more than seniority. He’s spent the majority of his career behind a desk, and if he was worth anything as an officer, they’d have put him in a real command post rather than overseeing cadet training. I don’t think anyone likes Howard, and from what I understand he’s not exactly popular among the school’s administration, either. Senior command seems to be in a hurry to get rid of him, and I think they’re all counting the days until he retires—him included.” 

Edgar nodded. “Every time I see him, he looks miserable.” 

“Well, retirement won’t help with that,” the third upperclassman said. “These officers have been here so long that when they leave, they don’t know what to do with themselves. I saw it with my grandfather. They complain endlessly about the Corps while they’re in, but they don’t have a life outside of it, so when they’re out, all they do is make their wife miserable too.” 

“Wife?” Captain Bartlett grinned. “Howard doesn’t have one of those, because no woman’s ever been willing to so much as look at him.” He glanced at Victor. “Or... man. Nobody wants Howard. He’s alone, and the only girlfriend he’s ever had is a liquor bottle.” 

Weasel shrugged. “He might’ve had better luck if he transferred abroad. He could go to one of our foreign offices; there’s plenty in the Soviet Union.” 

“That would require him to be able to speak Russian,” Victor said. 

Edgar frowned. “He can, though.” 

“In theory,” Victor replied, “but I wouldn’t call anything that comes out of his mouth ‘Russian.’ Have you heard him? With that accent?” 

He uttered a Russian phrase, mocking the Chancellor’s manner of speech in the way only a native speaker could. David didn’t understand a word of it, but the three upperclassmen laughed, and Victor smiled. “It’s ‘bloody awful,’ as he’d say.” 

David shifted uncomfortably. He found it shocking—the disrespectful behavior on display, and the manner in which these cadets spoke of a general. 

I like you, Victor, he thought, but not so much the company you keep, or the person you become when you’re around them. 

He glanced around the table, hoping someone might show the slightest bit of restraint, but they all seemed fully engaged in the conversation. 

All but one. 

David’s roommate didn’t seem to find it nearly as amusing as the others. “Are we going to drink that, or are we going to stare at it all night?” he asked, nodding at the bottle. 

“Soon enough,” Captain Bartlett said. “But before we do, let’s get the formalities out of the way.” He leaned back in his chair and gestured around the table. “Welcome to initiation night for Xi Kappa Rho. Most of you already know what this is, but for those who don’t, here’s a quick introduction. Xi-Rho, as we call ourselves, goes all the way back to the Academy’s foundation.” 

Weasel frowned. “Why have I never heard of it, then?” 

“Because we’re not officially sanctioned by the Academy,” Bartlett said. “We used to be, but our charter was revoked after a series of rule violations. That didn’t stop us, though, and we’ve come to be known as something of a general’s club thanks to our legacy of producing senior officers. It goes back to our beginning—the founding member of Xi-Rho was none other than General Frederick Gray himself, back when he was a cadet. The only reason he wasn’t expelled for the things he did that year was because his family donated a substantial sum of money to the school. He continued the club on an unofficial basis even after it was disbanded, and the legacy lives on; almost every single member of the Council is one of our alumni. In fact, that’s how we’re able to be here tonight—my uncle’s a lieutenant colonel, and he always makes sure our initiations go off without a hitch.” 

He paused and took a deep breath. “The existence of Xi-Rho is well-known, but that doesn’t change the fact that this is an unofficial fraternity, so you shouldn’t advertise your membership. We’ll give you ways to identify each other, but don’t disclose it. And I think it goes without saying that you should all consider yourselves very lucky to be here. Xi-Rho is invitation-only, and we recruit based on four metrics—recommendations from current members, likelihood of becoming a senior officer one day, family legacy, and finally, whether we like you or not. That last one is the most important, so the impression you make tonight determines whether we proceed with your membership. Now”—he reached over and grabbed the bottle—“I think it’s high time we got started.” 

He moved to pour himself a glass, but stopped when he saw Weasel’s face. 

“What’s that look for?” He frowned. 

Weasel wore an expression of sheer, unmuted horror. His eyes weren’t fixed on Captain Bartlett, though, but rather on something behind him. 

David’s back was to the door, but he knew what to expect before he saw it. He still turned around, though—they all did—as they followed Weasel’s gaze. 

General Howard was leaning against the doorframe, staring at them. 

He didn’t appear surprised, or even angry. He seemed slightly amused, as if he’d been waiting to see just how long it would take them to notice his presence. 

They stood in unison. Howard didn’t say anything, though. He simply stared back. 

When David had conjured such a scenario in his anxious imagination, he’d expected an immediate barrage of yelling, or shouted threats of some sort, but all of that would’ve been preferable to standing beneath that withering gaze. 

There was power in words unspoken, and this man’s silence was more threatening than anything he could ever say. 

It couldn’t last forever, though, and Howard let a nascent grin slip through his stern demeanor as he finally spoke. 

“You boys picked the wrong night.”
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6. Failing Upward
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The snow eventually stopped, and that day came to an end, as all things must. 

And so, following his promotion, the newly appointed General Harlow found himself transferred to another world. Rather than serving in the field, he now inhabited a place marked by bright lights, and clean suits, and formal dinners, and politics, and nuance, and discourse. There was no death here, nor unwashed uniforms, nor moldy rations, nor fear, nor want, nor uncertainty, nor any indication that anything was awry. The war might as well have been an abstraction to those he encountered here—a subject of discussion rather than a thing which lay smiling in the dark, waiting to consume them. 

He’d even been invited to a party at headquarters not long after he arrived. “To honor your promotion,” they’d said. But he soon realized its true purpose—it was simply an excuse to get drunk. 

Officers in formal dress—most of whom had spent their entire careers away from the battlefield—were ordering wine by the bottle all around him while laughing, talking, and joking in voices that were entirely too loud. 

He almost couldn’t fathom it. 

He excused himself to a vacant room, then looked down at his glass and poured that liquor into a sink, back there where no one could see. After that he returned to the ballroom, bid them all goodbye, and went to bed that night stone-cold sober. 

The officers who’d come up during peacetime years had been consumed by the war—burned away like paper held to a flame. And in this trial by fire, the Space Corps was revealed for exactly what it was—a top-heavy bureaucracy which had fallen victim to systemic corruption, rewarding participation and adherence to process over competence and creativity. They’d created an environment that all but incentivized failing upward, and indeed, many had. The wise among them saw this gathering storm and got out early, while those who didn’t often came to regret it. But Harlow remained, so he was tasked with correcting the mistakes of his predecessors while simultaneously being blamed for them. 

Despite his age, he was now one of the most senior and most decorated officers in the Corps, and as such, he’d been granted a seat on their governing Council. Here, he was expected to vote on matters of policy, codify bylaws, and discuss strategy. 

But his promotion had been a haphazard one based on urgency, and little else. His superiors didn’t want him there—not really—and he even suspected the same of his subordinates. Behind every “yes, Sir,” he saw the eyes of those who didn’t truly respect him. Beneath the smiles, he sensed the judgment. 

The last officer to occupy this post had held the rank for less than a month, and the one before that barely two. He’d have been impressed if they could recall his name, at this point. 

It all served as a harsh reminder of a warning he’d been given—wise words embedded deep within his memory, spoken on a near-forgotten evening many years ago. There was quite a lot no one ever told them about promotions, and true enough, after the celebrations had ended and he’d settled into his office, he found himself in a position of near-desperation—one in which he needed to learn the nuances of high command quickly, and was left to do so almost entirely on his own. Whereas most senior officers had a mentor of some sort, he didn’t, yet he was still expected to lead with just as much proficiency as those who’d been doing it for decades. 

Nothing could’ve prepared him for it. The conditions he’d endured in his youth paled in comparison to this, and Harlow realized there was no help for him, and never would be. He was expected to right a sinking ship—one the previous leaders had co-opted for their own benefit, stripped bare, and abandoned, leaving the rest to drown. 

And so it was that on a fairly unremarkable afternoon three weeks after his promotion, he stood in the Space Corp’s central command office, where he was now stationed, biding his time in the Atrium, his attention buried deep in a folder as he flipped through the loose pages. He’d come to a stop near the elevator, which he’d exited a moment prior, and was so engrossed in his work that he didn’t notice when someone walked up beside him. 

“General Harlow,” they said. 

He startled a bit. He wasn’t accustomed to the rank preceding his name, and it felt strange to hear it. 

He looked up to see General Conrad—another member of the Council—standing there. At forty-three years old, he was considered a “younger” general as well, but the age gap between them was still striking, especially now as they stood next to each other. 

Conrad had been training to be an officer while Harlow was still learning to walk. 

He nearly moved to salute, before remembering they were the same rank now, and such deference was no longer necessary. He simply smiled and nodded, but it looked as awkward as it felt, he was sure. 

Conrad nodded back as he stood there waiting for the elevator—a polite gesture that gave away none of his thoughts. He didn’t make a secret of them for long, though, because his expression betrayed him. He glanced over as if he wanted to say more, but then decided against it. Instead, he merely smiled, shook his head, and looked away. 

Harlow frowned. “Is everything alright?” 

He almost referred to Conrad as ‘Sir,’ but caught himself again before he did it. There was no room for such errors—not if he wanted to maintain even a shred of credibility. 

“It’s nothing,” Conrad said. Harlow knew this was a lie, but he also knew better than to press the matter further, so he simply nodded again. However, the silence between them grew oppressive until finally, Conrad sighed. 

“I still can’t get over your promotion,” he said.

Harlow glanced in his direction, but Conrad didn’t meet his eyes. Instead, he wore a patronizing smile as he looked down and studied his shoes—brightly polished boots that had never seen combat. “It’s nothing against you personally, of course, but the fact that you were even nominated is ridiculous. Someone your age should be a junior officer, not a general. Your presence here is a sad reflection of the state of the Corps, that’s all.” 

Harlow inhaled sharply. “Well, the Council seems to disagree.” 

“Yes, they do, and I hope for all our sakes they’ve made a wise choice.” 

“General Conrad,” Harlow said tersely, “I understand your concerns, but I assure you that I take this role very seriously, and I plan to do my job to the best of my ability.” 

Conrad looked as if he was suppressing a laugh. “It’s hard to take anything about you seriously. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a cadet wearing a stolen uniform.” 

Harlow stared at him. “Well, I’m not. I’m an Academy graduate, a former field commander, and one of your fellow Council members.” 

“I’m aware of your history,” Conrad said, “including your criminal record. That’s not what I take issue with. No, what I find objectionable is your appointment to this rank with less than a decade of experience. It’s a slap in the face to those of us who worked very hard for a very long time to get where we are.” 

Maybe you should’ve kept your officers from dying, then, Harlow thought, but his better judgment told him not to say it. 

A tense silence settled over them, and after a while, Harlow frowned. “You know, it’s not often I see you alone—or any of our generals, for that matter. It’s rare to encounter a member of the Council without an entourage following them around, or at the very least, an aide or two. Did you come down here just to say these things to me?” 

Conrad shrugged. “No, nothing of the sort. I like to take a walk every day after lunch; sometimes I even go down to the gym for a run. It’s a nice way to clear my head for the afternoon, although lately it seems there’s far less time for such things.” He nodded at Harlow. “What about you, though? I could ask you the same.” 

I’m always alone, Harlow nearly said, but he didn’t let the thought leave his mind. Instead, he shrugged too. “I was expecting some mail, so I came down here to check on it, but I keep getting interrupted. There’s far too much demanding my attention these days, and there seem to be distractions everywhere I turn.” 

Conrad frowned. “Mail? Isn’t that something you’d send your aide for?” 

Harlow sensed the all-too-familiar judgment behind this question and exhaled slowly. “Normally yes, but I’ve had a problem with that.” 

Conrad glanced at him, and Harlow held up the folder. “That’s where I’m going next. These are applications. I’m interviewing candidates for the aide position in my office this afternoon.” 

Conrad’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I thought you already had an aide.” 
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