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			Chapter 1

			The Chronicle

			There is freedom in servitude

			Freedom from risk

			Freedom from choice

			Freedom from dignity

			Freedom from consequences

			And the Demons shall free us all

			-Melchior

			Retribution was the name of the ship. Sasha chose it for the name alone. It wasn’t the most powerful bit of hardware the Order had to offer, but she found its name the most perfect representation of what she stood for. People have done wrong. And they must pay for it.

			There had been so many wrongs in her life, from the day the Totality came to her world. When she was younger, before the Totality arrived, she had questions about everything around her. “Why is the grass green? Why is the sky orange? Why do some animals squeal and others growl? Why do they have hair all over and we don’t? Why don’t they talk?” She remembered her father’s exhausted expression as she bombarded him with inquiries, desperate to absorb every detail of the universe. Some things, she’d have preferred not to know. 

			In retrospect, she knew her father’s life as a farmer was difficult. At the time, however, she knew nothing of the struggle. He kept his smile when the harvest was poor. His own plate would sit empty if it meant she got her fill. She would always share with him anyway, of course. She remembered visits from a man whose face she didn’t like, a chubby gentleman with a long dark beard, streaked with gray in a way that frightened her younger self. Her father, by contrast, kept his face shaved except for a wispy mustache that tickled when he kissed her cheek. The image of him in her memory was a face of profound honesty—she couldn’t imagine that angled visage ever uttering a lie to anyone. The bearded man, though, she knew he was a liar, and a cheat. She knew by the way her father’s mood turned sour after the man’s visits. He came in a suit from the city, the tallest buildings of its skyline visible in the distance from her house, a testament to the flat plains upon which they made both their home and livelihood. Rarely did neighbors appear except to commiserate over the bearded man. She deduced he was a landlord, and she knew that she didn’t like him. It made her distrustful of men who presented themselves as authorities, who used fashionable attire as a substitute for decency.

			Her father shook her awake that morning—the morning she would never forget. “We need to go,” he said, his voice thick with worry. He threw her clothes into a knapsack along with a couple wooden toys, just what would fit and what was within easy reach. As she rubbed the sleep from her eyes, she caught him placing items into another bag, as well: a photo of her mother, whose face she couldn’t remember except from that picture, whose life and death her father never spoke of. And then there was the chronicle: bound in leather with pages jutting unevenly from within, nearly spilling out as if they contained too much history to properly contain. She watched her father carefully insert it into his own bag. Packing his clothes and a few other essentials, he took her hand and led her outside their small cabin. It was then that she realized what was wrong.

			In the distance, where once stood gleaming towers of human invention, were smoking steel skeletons. The shimmering skyline that used to pique her childish curiosity had been replaced with a smoldering nightmare, a place she now never wanted to see up close. She noticed small objects hovering and darting through the air above the ruins—were they responsible?

			Her father pulled her by the hand quickly, across the yard and toward the large wheat field to the east of their house, loaded her and their bags onto the green wagon hitched to his tractor, then climbed into the driver’s seat and started it up. First there was a sputter, then a purr. He tapped a button to switch the proper gears and they began to move forward. With a turn of the wheel, the tractor went toward the gravel road, and once upon it, they moved at a slow pace in a direction opposite the city, heading south. She wondered if they would be fast enough to get away if anyone decided to come for them. Her father said nothing, only stealing concerned glances behind him from time to time, making sure she was still there and that nothing had descended upon them from above.

			By late afternoon, Sasha’s pangs of hunger and thirst became too much to silently endure, and she spoke up. “Daddy? Is there anything to eat? Or drink?” He’d brought food—mostly bread and a handful of small potatoes—but, in his haste, hadn’t thought to pack water.

			“I’m sorry, Sasha,” he said with a frown. She wasn’t accustomed to seeing him so distressed, and even she could see he had forgotten the water, in their rush to leave. Luckily, he knew of a nearby stream, and drove the tractor down to it, with Sasha holding on as the wagon bounced around once it departed from the road.

			He helped her down and both made haste to the rocky riverbank, where the water flowed quick and clear. Both cupped their hands and scooped up the chill liquid, slurping noisily. Sasha could still remember the slightly fishy taste, no doubt proof of the innumerable minnows that called the waterway home. But the cool refreshment more than made up for it, and it certainly helped to wash down the dry bread. Her father still kept his eyes on the sky, obviously worried that they’d be found even among the trees.

			After drinking their fill, they returned to the road and drove on for several more hours, until the tractor’s fuel was exhausted. Her father had no more, having dumped his reserve into the tank before they set off. It had taken them as far as it could, and all that was left was to proceed on foot. “I’m sorry,” he said soothingly. “We’ll have to walk now.”

			She nodded obligingly and carried her bag while he slung his own over a shoulder. As the sun set, he commented, “If we make it to the next city, we might find help.” Hours more of walking took them to that city, sure enough, but as the forest cleared and they obtained an unobstructed view, it became obvious that no safety would be found here, either.

			It, too, had been devastated.

			She barely made out the sign that said “Welcome to Valrin,” pocked as it was with scorch marks from things she didn’t quite understand. The two of them hid behind bushes near the edge of town, watching. What streetlights still worked illuminated stern men in gray uniforms, marching in unison, armed with fearsome-looking weapons. She’d seen her father brandish a shotgun a time or two, watched him shoot small animals that dug networks of tunnels under the house, threatening to collapse the ground from under them. She understood why he sometimes had to kill other creatures. She did not understand any of this. The men smashed down doors, dragged people into the streets, beat and pummeled them, restrained them, and then pulled them, one by one, to a single location near  the edge of town. She could see the gathering of captured people, feet and hands bound so they could not escape, detained for some purpose she had not yet gathered.

			A truck loaded with men and women in green uniforms zipped past them—there must have been fifteen or twenty riding in the back—and stopped short of the welcome sign. They jumped out, one man barking orders at the others. Without hesitation, they took cover behind nearby buildings before firing their own weapons at the gray-uniformed invaders. She covered her ears, trying to dampen the piercing blasts of weapons fire, but she did not look away. Neither did her father.

			The grays stopped what they were doing and quickly reacted to the offensive. A proper firefight ensued, both groups of soldiers moving in and out of cover, taking potshots at one another, picking their enemies off one by one. But one of the grays came out by himself, strolling into the center of the impromptu battlefield, arms held slightly away from his body, hands palm upward, and the glow of the streetlamps revealed to Sasha a terrifying expression of malice. As his hands moved upward, the buildings shielding the greens began to shake and crumble, and then one collapsed, burying several soldiers in its rubble. Another followed, taking down several more. The man laughed dismissively and walked away. Others of his kin joined him, some laughing, a few others wagging their fingers in his face, yelling about something. She could hear but she couldn’t understand the language. The man who’d made the buildings shake gave a swift punch to the jaw of one of his critics, whose embarrassing stumble upon impact signaled the end of that debate. The lot of them returned to their work, busting down more doors, gathering more people.

			Sasha slipped out of her father’s grip and rushed toward some of the buried soldiers. “Sasha!” he whisper-yelled, then made pursuit.

			She knelt next to one of them, seeing up close a man whose face was caked with blood and concrete dust. His head rolled back and forth slowly, his consciousness wavering. “He’s hurt,” she announced as her father joined her. “He needs help. They’re all hurt,” her voice cracked. “Why are they doing this?”

			The wounded man coughed. “Totality,” he managed to choke out with a few drops of blood. “Demanded surrender. We wouldn’t. Didn’t know how many… we didn’t know…” He said nothing else, and then he stopped moving.

			“We can’t help him,” her father sighed. “We have to get out of here. This city is done for. We’ll take to the woods, try to reach the hills.” He snatched her hand again and they were off. She protested about the others.

			“Who’s going to help them?”

			“Nobody can help them, Sasha. Nobody can help us. We can only save ourselves.”

			“Daddy, what are the Totality?” she asked, remembering what the dying man said.

			“I don’t know. I don’t know.”

			It must have been the first time her father ever told her he didn’t know something. It was certainly the first time his lack of knowledge was accompanied by a look of such terror. Their world was falling apart and he didn’t know if he could protect her. At the time, she failed to recognize that that was what he feared the most. She believed, even then, that he had some kind of plan, that he would keep them safe, that they would find a way to escape this chaos and carnage because together, they were unstoppable.

			It took her so many years to forgive him for that failure.

			They managed to survive in the woods for days. They slept under the stars on beds of leaves, ate bread and roasted small animals they caught over brief fires. She knew he hated putting the fires out so quickly, given how long they took to start, but they couldn’t be left burning or else the Totality would find them. At night, they had to do without fire at all—too easy to see from a distance, and especially from the air. Scouting craft made their overhead passes known by sight and sound. Each time, Sasha was sure they’d been spotted and there would be men in gray coming to take them away any moment. For days, it didn’t happen. Their clothes accumulated dirt and grime, and they reeked. No stranger to occasional rolls in the mud, even Sasha came to find her lack of bathing a source of disgust. “When will we get clean? I feel gross.”

			“Soon,” he promised. They moved in fits and starts both by day and night. Sometimes they would stop for a few hours at night to sleep, when cover was best, but it was also worthwhile to make ground with the benefit of darkness, too. The canopy grew thicker as they moved south. She didn’t know why they were moving south, exactly—maybe he knew of another town where they might be safe.

			After four days, they reached the edge of the forest, where trees gave way to a clearing of gently rolling hills. Sunset approached and her father explained that they would try to cross the open terrain while it was dark. “I’m sleepy,” she complained, the unthinking reflex of a child whose body was sore and filthy from days of trekking through dirt and rock and tree roots.

			“We don’t have any choice,” he insisted.

			They rested near the edge of the forest, still beneath the trees, waiting for the orange disc to set and lend them night’s secrecy. When that arrived, they moved. He held her hand the whole way, his pace a slow jog that pushed her own capabilities to the limit. She didn’t think her feet could come up from the ground any faster than they were already. Eventually, he picked her up, slid one leg around the back of his neck, then grabbed onto both ankles, carrying her piggyback. She knew he hadn’t done that for a few years, but the added weight slowed him down less than she thought it would. She didn’t think about adrenaline at the time, but later knew that must have been what drove him forward, giving him that extra jolt of strength and stamina to cover what must have been many kilometers of exposed ground. There was nothing in the distance, at least nothing they could see. Light came from the stars that dotted the sky and a faint blue ribbon stretched across. She wondered if he could really run all night.

			She never had the chance to find out, as one of the scout craft happened to buzz overhead and there was no doubt the two of them had been spotted, if not visually then by other means. Sasha didn’t know what infrared was back then, but it was likely her father did, and simply hoped against hope that the Totality wouldn’t bother passing over an empty clearing in the dead of night. He lost the bet, and even when the ship set down ahead, he didn’t stop, he just turned to the left and tried to go faster.

			She held onto her father as tightly as she could without choking him, unable to hear the men who’d disembarked from the ship and begun their own pursuit. She did hear the scout ship take off again, looking behind her to see it give chase. It passed overhead then descended, placing itself directly in their path. Red lights lit up near the front of the metal beast before they erupted with loud cracking sounds and ruptured the ground in front of them. Her father tried to plant his feet to avoid running headlong into the blasted earth, moving too quickly to turn in time. He stumbled, falling forward, with Sasha tumbling out of his arms and getting a mouthful of soil. She coughed and spit it out, dazed. The soldiers were upon them moments later, before he’d even had time to get to his feet again.

			One of the men “helped” him stand, roughly yanking him upright. Even then, her father did what he could to protect her. “Whatever you want, just take me. She’s a child, she hasn’t done anything. She doesn’t know what’s going on. Just let her go. You can have me.”

			Another one came toward Sasha, towering over her small frame. He raised a hand with an exposed palm and a bright light came from it, making her squeeze her eyes shut but also letting him get a good look at her face. He said something she did not understand, then smiled, reaching for her.

			But her father, never knowing when to give up, resisted. He struggled, got an arm free from one of the Totality trying to restrain him, punched one in the face, ducked and rolled out of reach, grabbed a sidearm from an enemy’s holster, tried in vain to fire it, and got the butt of a rifle across his face. He raised the muzzle of his rifle toward her father’s back as the latter tried to crawl away. One shot. Two shots. No screams. The energy bolts worked too quickly for that, shorting out the entire central nervous system in a fraction of a second. One moment everything’s fine, you’re conscious, you’re mobile—then the bolt hits, every electrical receptor in your body is struck almost at once, signals in the heart and brain overwhelmed, every muscle contracted, and that’s it. Sasha resented ever having learned in detail how those Totality rifles worked. They were designed to be quick and efficient, to end the struggle immediately so there’d be nothing to do but dispose of the body. In her father’s case, he didn’t even get that dignity. They left him there.

			She scrambled to his corpse, bawling over him with a child’s grief, screaming to whatever gods may have been listening, that they should strike down the otherworldly monsters. No hands came from above except those of the Totality bent on subduing her. One of them laughed.

			The other—the apparent leader—sighed, then spoke commandingly in a foreign tongue.

			Sasha recalled nothing immediately after that, as the rifles evidently possessed a lower, non-fatal setting. Something momentarily made her skin feel as though it was on fire, and then nothing happened until she awoke inside a rumbling ship, surrounded by dozens—thousands?—of others. These were not Totality but people from her planet, fellow captives bound for some unknown destination. But also, they were strangers. The straps of both bags were clutched in her hands, which she didn’t remember doing, but it was possible the Totality had wrapped her hands around them. She quickly dug into them, finding that they’d clearly been ransacked, everything tossed about inside with no regard to organization. Buried at the bottom of her father’s bag, beneath loaves of bread and a couple changes of clothes, she found the chronicle. Unwilling to expose it in the presence of strangers, she left it where it was and fastened the bag shut again, clinging to both.

			Dirty bodies slept all around her, a dim red glow the only thing that let her see. Some were coughing, others sniffling, and several pairs of ill eyes set upon her. She was afraid they would come for her, take what little she had, and then what? Would they throw her down some dark hole? Would the Totality shoot her for nothing? She did not know where they were going, or why, only that she was alone. Amid so many people, she found herself completely alone.

			The journey took days or weeks—she had no way of knowing. Food came sporadically, and when it didn’t come for a while she dug into her bread, which she studiously hid from the other passengers no matter how stale it got. She kept both bags in her clutches every second of every day, the straps wrapped around her body whenever she stole an hour or two for sleep. Her body only grew dirtier, the ship’s common latrines running down the outer edges of the vast chamber that held them quickly becoming clogged and overrun. A foul stench manifested before long, and the shortages of food and water on top of that led to flaring tempers. Men and women fought one another, the sounds of flesh pounding flesh becoming a sickening rhythm to this life. Some of them, she realized were not fighting but were doing something that looked an awful lot like it, only by the end they seemed happy and relaxed rather than angry or injured. Their happiness lasted only a moment, though, before the reality of captivity set back in.

			Several fellow passengers tried to talk with her. She ignored as many as she could and rebuffed the ones that tried to press the issue. “I don’t need you. Leave me alone!” She got very good at saying that. A few of the women appeared to take an interest in her—at least, they ran off men who appeared to take an undue interest. Apart from that, they let Sasha have her space, a tiny sliver of the floor near the back of the huge chamber that represented their home for however long this trip was. She began to entertain the possibility that this would be her home forever, that she’d been transported to some sort of mobile zoo. Her father had taken her to the zoo once, and she remembered the animals there. The small ones never seemed to notice they were in cages, but the big ones, the smarter ones, they knew. They glared at the visitors with a combination of despair and contempt. She sensed it, somehow. She told her father she never wanted to go back, that the animals didn’t like being locked up. He laughed and told her she had a wild imagination. If I’m in the zoo now, nobody’s going to let me out, either.

			In time, though, she learned it was not a zoo. She was on her way to someplace worse.

			When the ship finally made planetfall, about a quarter of the passengers remained only as lifeless corpses. The rear of the ship folded down to reveal bright lights and a metallic interior. They were ordered out in multiple single-file lines, stepping around the dead bodies that no one wanted to touch lest they catch something. She carried her bags with what little strength she had left. Though they were lighter from all the bread having been eaten, they somehow felt much heavier than when she and her father had left the cabin. By now, her father’s memory seemed so distant that he might as well have not existed.

			Large men with guns and short tempers ordered the disembarking captives into different groups, with Sasha sent to stand with the other children. They were led one by one into what she recognized as a medical office. Her bags were yanked from her, clothes stripped off, then they prodded her with hard plastic batons toward a shower stall where all the sweat and urine and other filth were finally blasted from her body with unrelenting sprays of cold water. She shivered and cried out from how cold it was, but it didn’t last long and then she felt the floor move and push her into another room where two men looked over her with handheld instruments, saying nothing as if they wouldn’t expect her to understand in the first place. She covered herself with her hands, which they rudely yanked away to complete their scans. She wondered where the bags had gone, if they were going to be thrown away or if she’d find them waiting for her when she got the end of this maze of rooms and hallways and hostile gray-clad creatures.

			The scans eventually stopped and the men gave each other approving nods. One of them came at her with a new implement, aiming it directly at her forehead. She tried to reverse but the other one snatched her by the shoulders, holding her in place. It touched her flesh, and then came the sensation of burning, and the stink of seared flesh. She screamed and passed out.

			Sasha had come to Actis, and she was now marked a slave.

			Her first memory of the slave quarters involved a leathery, green-eyed, gray-skinned visage staring down at her with something akin to concern, and a mildew stink emanating from his body. His lips moved and sounds came out but she didn’t understand a single one. She screamed again, pulling her clothing over her head. Someone or something must have dressed her in a simple brown tunic and basic pants, and she took the opportunity to hide herself from whatever intentions the creature had. Its voice, while gravelly, also held a sonorous, soothing quality, which convinced her over the course of a minute or two to let her shirt down and look into his eyes again. This time, she saw he was holding something familiar. “The chronicle!” she gasped, reaching for the bound volume with the ratty pages. He of the rough skin and thin white wisps of hair pulled it away momentarily, opening the book to one of the later pages which held a pencil drawing of Sasha from when she was a toddler. Her hair was short back then, with chubby cheeks and just a few teeth visible in her smile. She recalled seeing it before when her father would read her passages from the book and she would attempt to parse the words herself, always stuck on the more complicated ones. The creature pointed to the portrait, then to her, giving a quizzical look. She nodded and proceeded once again to grab for the volume. This time, he let her have it, making indecipherable utterances that she regretted being unable to understand. Clutching the book tightly to herself, she began to scan her eyes around the room. She realized she was ensconced in an alcove carved out of solid rock, large enough for an adult to lay down in. She was still short enough to sit up here, but a grownup would hit their head given the low clearance. She saw similar indentations in the rest of the room, with a metallic table holding the center. Men and women milled about, ignoring her with their blank expressions. They were dressed in the same drab, simple clothes as Sasha.

			She then remembered the gray-skinned man whose face she’d awoken to, still standing off to the side, regarding her with concern. He pointed to the chronicle, then wrapped his arms around himself, twisting left and right momentarily in an expression of warmth. She nodded, thinking she grasped what he intended, to which he offered a nod and then extended his hands. Apprehensively, she lifted the chronicle, wondering what he intended to do with it, but somehow trusting that he wasn’t going to take it from her for any evil purpose. Holding it carefully, he turned and walked away. Sasha moved to slip out of her alcove, banging her forehead against the uneven rocky lip above. She cried out and slapped a hand where she’d struck. Blood was her reward, and she began to cry, her head hurting much more than it should’ve given the amount of force. She remembered something being pushed against her head, and how it burned so badly. She lost sight of the tall, kindly creature for a moment, then spotted him in the far corner, kneeling and doing something with his hands. When he returned, the chronicle was gone.

			He tapped a hand over the center of his chest, moving his head up and down in a fluid motion. She hoped that meant the book was safe, because she couldn’t guess what else he might have intended. Noticing her wound, he rushed away briefly before returning with a damp rag, dabbing the blood from it, muttering something incomprehensible again. She stuck out her lip and sighed, wishing there was any way for her to know what he said.

			So much has changed since then, she thought, standing on the observation deck of the Retribution, her eyes fixed on the blue and green and orange and black and white sphere below, the sun crawling away to hide behind its disc. She wasn’t that frightened little girl anymore, and that strange-looking man had become the closest thing she’d ever find to family. And I met William. How different might everything have turned out if he’d never come to Actis? I wouldn’t be here now, she knew for certain. But I owe him a favor. One way or another, it’s going to be repaid.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Never Mined

			Actis: Totality Mining Colony #992, Outpost #4. Sasha had grown to know that designation by heart, spending her youth beneath the surface of Actis amid gray and black and brown stone. There was also the green—the crystals. They shimmered and glowed, emerging from every crevice and crack and fissure, spreading out as if they were alive. Forming their beautiful spirals and clusters of fine points, they gathered all the light around them from headlamps and harvesting drills and the ever-unreliable overhead fixtures and reflected it back with what always seemed like a redoubled intensity. Everything else was ugly down here, but the crystals? Those were beautiful. Sasha took solace in that beauty, using it as a daily reminder that the universe was not all ugliness and misery. She didn’t know why the crystals looked that way—she suspected it was a matter of science far beyond her comprehension, as if her Totality slavemasters would ever bother to explain. It was enough to bask in the majesty of their colors. Emerald was their natural hue, but other colors twisted in and out, taking on shades of red and blue and purple depending on how you looked at them, always filtered through the shimmering green.

			The other slaves gave her the names for the many shades of green, too: the pale was “peridot,” the dark was “moss,” and in the middle they had “forest.” At least, it was the closest word to “forest” these people had. She never did find out why she was placed with slaves who didn’t speak her language, but the gray-skinned man—Fred was his name—he taught her, slowly and patiently, until she was as fluent as the rest of them. She never complained, but rather adapted and did as she was told. The Totality were a rare sight down in the mines, and even in the living quarters, preferring to remain as unseen observers and occasional enforcers. In truth, it was rarely necessary to send a brute down to ensure they made their quotas, as cutting off food and water made for excellent motivation. Fred was her savior then, too, gladly contributing to her quota for her when she first arrived, walking her through the operations of her mining tools to ensure her safety until she could work them as efficiently as anyone else. She turned out to be a natural, tearing through veins of the green stuff faster than the veterans, or at least all the oldest except for Fred, who always evaded questions of his age. “Old enough,” he would say when she asked. And, of course, he was clearly not human, but he didn’t evade that fact. “Trollkin,” he told her originally, as if the word meant anything to her. All she knew was that he was unlike the others. He worked slowly, patiently, carving off bits of crystal like a sculptor chiseling at stone. It amused her to think of him as some kind of artist—it only enhanced his mystique in her eyes.

			That he was the only non-human in their unit probably didn’t hurt, either.

			Fred spent her formative years acting as a surrogate guardian, ensuring she had enough to eat, giving her language lessons, even teaching her to read her family’s own chronicle. Once she knew enough of his language to converse, he told her he’d rescued the book from a garbage heap that was about to be incinerated. “Same as they do with all the new arrivals,” he lamented. “Anything they can’t use, they burn to help heat the facility. You don’t see too many books around here, and when I saw the pictures of you inside it, I had a feeling you might want it back someday.” When she asked how he knew the language of the chronicle, he laughed. “When you’ve seen as many languages as I have, they all start to seem about the same.” Answers like that only intrigued her more, but the troll clearly enjoyed keeping up the mystery.

			Still, he was hardly her only friend in the mines. People moved in and out of their mining unit over the years, though “moved” was a euphemism in many cases. Every now and then, someone would angle his cutter the wrong way and spark a crystal fire, and those were the worst menace down here. The Totality had a preferred way to deal with crystal fires: seal off the mining unit, living quarters and all, airtight, and let the fire burn itself out. If that meant all the slaves within burned or suffocated, the Totality didn’t so much mind as they always had more. This left the slaves to fend for themselves.

			While Fred and the other veterans did their best to teach standard mining practices, every so often someone would get sloppy, trigger a fire, and usually see the vein blow up in their face. The last time it happened—the first time Sasha had a chance to see the results up close—the poor man’s face had been virtually melted away. To say it was a fatal wound was, of course, stating the obvious. He’d likely died within seconds of starting the fire. The quick actions of three other slaves worked to put out the fire promptly as they threw handfuls of loose sand—waste produced by the mining process—onto it. When that failed to get the job done, they hurled their bodies onto the flames instead. That worked. It didn’t kill them, though it put them all in the infirmary. Some might have imagined time in the infirmary as a welcome break from the mines, but one’s personal quota continued to add up while one recuperated, and the Totality were only so patient. The moment one was well enough to stand and hold a tool again, it was back down to the mines to make up the deficit, and if the Totality were unhappy with the convalescent slave’s progress, punishment was in order. What this entailed, Sasha didn’t quite know, only that the offending slave would be removed from the unit one day at mealtime, and never appear again. Fred told her collective punishments were also possible, and that she wanted no part of those. She had no cause to disbelieve him. As far as individual punishment went, rumors persisted that poorly performing slaves were ground into food for the rest but Fred assured her it was nothing more than indulgent speculation. “People’s imaginations run wild here, I promise you. I’ve heard of crystal fires being started because a man saw his mother speaking to him through the crystals, thought he saw her trapped in there and tried to break her out. That was the explanation he gave once he was able to speak again, in any case. His burned lips and tongue were an unpleasant sight, I can tell you, although I will say he looked clownish with his eyebrows and most of his hair burned off.”

			Sasha didn’t know if she was supposed to laugh at such a macabre story or just shake her head. As she grew older, though, she slipped more and more into anger. Her captors were largely faceless beings who controlled them from a distance, yet she hated them just as fiercely as if they personally bludgeoned her into keeping up the pace. She worked harder and faster because they always demanded it, and she resented it more and more every day. The rest of her unit seemed resigned to their fates, which only galled her more. There was Angel, who knew a thing or two about medical care which she picked up from a brief stay in the infirmary. She was the first to come to the rescue whenever someone was injured, and Sasha learned what she could from her, too. Tau drove Sasha crazy with his attitude—the type to constantly crack jokes no matter how serious the situation. She remembered him making unflattering, “humorous” remarks about Stanley, the man whose face had melted right off. She lost her temper and knocked him on his rear, which only made him laugh harder. Serim was serious and silent, the kind of person she got along with easily. Janus complained about his predicament more than anyone, as if he was the most oppressed of all the slaves, never missing an opportunity to remark that he’d once been the governor of a large province on some planet far from here, and there was nothing more degrading for him than being forced to perform manual labor. Sasha found him insufferable. Then there was the most recent arrival: Demeter, who’d come with a recent shipment of slaves and learned the ropes quickly. Like Serim, he didn’t complain or even say much. She could tell by his composure that he was a proud man who resented his enslavement but was also smart enough not to fight it, at least not when it was so obviously futile. She could respect that, certainly much more than she respected Janus’ incessant whining.

			And then there was Fred, who sometimes irked her with his relaxed demeanor, the way he seemed to float through this life as if it couldn’t possibly affect him. Strangely, he was also the only one without a forehead scar to mark him as a slave, something he assured Sasha was the result of his species’ impressively thick hides. She didn’t know if she believed that or if it should be added to the overall mystery of Fred.

			This day was a typical one in the mines, to the extent they had “days” at all. With no sunlight by which to distinguish day and night, the passage of time was completely arbitrary. Sasha always wondered if their “days” were actually much longer than days back on her homeworld, or if they bore any relation at all to the length of the day on the surface of Actis—if Actis even had days at all.

			Each “morning” began the same way: each slave would climb out of their sleeping alcove and head down a corridor to the right, where they would pass before a bank of bright lights designed to keep their biological rhythms in order. It served to wake them up, in a manner of speaking. The same bank of lights was dimmed and given a warmer tone as they passed by it at the end of the shift, serving the opposite effect of calming them down for sleep. Sasha despised how scientific it seemed, as if they were robots who needed only the right inputs in order to operate to the Totality’s expectations.

			After the lights came food. A dispenser popped out cups of milky, room-temperature liquid which purported to contain the day’s nutritional requirements. Servings of water could be obtained later on a strict schedule designed to prevent dehydration while minimizing latrine breaks. The Totality water-blasted the latrines every night as a basic sanitary measure. Everyone knew the Totality only bothered with this because hygiene was cheap and sick slaves were a drag on production.

			Once the slaves finished their cups of sustenance, the cups went back into the dispenser and each person gathered his or her tools from the rack just outside the feeding area. The rack opened at precisely the right time for everyone to equip themselves, and should the tools not all be returned promptly at the end of the shift, the Totality would lock down the unit and exact punishment. Sasha had never seen such a punishment, almost entirely because Fred kept it as his personal mandate to ensure every single tool was replaced on time. She’d asked him about it once or twice and he assured her, “You do not want to know how the Totality deal with suspected insurrections.”

			Even so, she thought about “insurrections” more and more all the time, coinciding with her growing anger and resentment. Though it had no bars, this place was a cage, and cages were for animals—not people. No. They’re not even for animals, she reminded herself, remembering the zoo. As she grasped the handle of her crystal cutter, delicately grinding away the weak points of the outgrowth in order to break it off and place it in one of the collection carts, she thought endlessly about fighting back. How do you fight people you almost never see? That was, perhaps, the most important question. She knew there would be deception involved. Subterfuge was certain. And everyone would have to be part of it and agree to help—even Janus, she was loathe to acknowledge.

			She harvested the crystals all day, like usual, and when the bell sounded signaling the end of the shift, she did her best to make it quickly to the tool case, her body aching and fighting her the whole way, also like usual. When she was younger she found it much easier to endure being hunched over in awkward positions, trying to get at that last piece of a subvein so the slavemasters would designate it as exhausted and let her move on to a new subvein, where the sheer quantity of crystals let her work without requiring such finesse. She’d finished one such subvein today, and felt an odd sense of accomplishment which she quickly pushed down. There’s nothing to be proud of here.

			She waited in line to put her tools away, shuffling forward a few steps at a time until it was her turn, then handed them up so the automated graspers would take them and pull them back into the array. Then, it was off to the showers, which she often did consider the highlight of the day. She stripped out of her clothes, hung them on one of the crude hooks near the entrance, stepping carefully along the rough, rocky floor toward one of the common spigots that blasted out hot water in a multifaceted spray. All the sweat and crystal dust and dirt sloughed from her skin. She closed her eyes, letting that sense of cleanliness take over, forbidding any other thoughts for the duration of the shower. She must have lost track of how long she spent, as a buzzer sounded to indicate it was time to move on—past time, in fact, and Fred’s constant admonitions echoed in the back of her mind that she didn’t want to test their patience. She retrieved her clothes and put them back on, sighing as the stink of her own sweat returned. Showers came daily but laundry was weekly, with a couple of hours set aside for everyone to wash their clothes in sinks, with strong detergents that came down to them in brittle, pungent blocks. New batches of clothes came down to replace worn-out garments whenever a cargo train arrived from elsewhere. That happened only every several months.

			So, it was through the dimmed bank of lights and back to the sleeping quarters in her dirty clothes, which she tried to hold loosely from her skin so as not to be completely immersed in her own body odor, a pungent mix of sweat and the unsubtle scent of the crystals, which always came to wrinkle her nose with its sour concoction. Like most nights, as she climbed into her alcove she considered simply sleeping nude instead of her soiled clothes, but then she had to face the dual annoyances of the rough surface upon which she slept as well as unwelcome comments from the men—usually Tau and Janus. Serim and Demeter kept whatever they thought to themselves, and Sasha wasn’t sure Fred cared anything about the appearance of human bodies at all. Fortunately, she supposed, Tau and Janus feared her enough to limit themselves only to comments.

			Then there was Angel, who physically manifested the opposite of intimidating. Rumor had it she “belonged” to Serim, which Sasha guessed kept her safe from the others, but it was the sort of thing she didn’t inquire about. Given that she’d never seen any direct evidence of it, if it was true then the two of them had done an impeccable job of hiding it, and with good reason: though the Totality used the tidy but blunt measure of subdermal implants to thwart reproductive processes, they were certainly not above tormenting slaves on the basis of their affections. The less the Totality knew of slaves’ relationships, the better for the slaves, Sasha figured.

			As she shifted about in the narrow space of her alcove attempting to find a comfortable spot—as if one ever existed—her mind roiled with all these thoughts of the Totality, of enslavement, of the endless grinding agony of this existence. The Totality need not beat them or abuse them or even directly threaten them. The implied threats were more than sufficient. That they subsisted in what was essentially a sealed cave made clear what few options they had. The Totality had a number of ways to quickly—or not-so-quickly—kill them, all of which Sasha had imagined based on what she knew of the facility. They could start a crystal fire, cut off the tunnels at a nearby point, and let it burn itself out, suffocating us along with it. They could flood the mine and drown us. They could cut off our air. They could stop sending down food, or simply poison it. They could never clean the latrines and let the waste pile up until we all suffocate on methane if we don’t all die of some disease first. They could infect our clothes with almost any virus or bacteria or parasite they have access to, send it down with a new batch of clothes and then watch us suffer and die. Would they enjoy that? Do they enjoy watching us suffer? They must, otherwise they wouldn’t do this. How could they? How could they watch us and let it continue unless they find it gratifying?

			And while she knew they looked human, she always suspected there was more to it. She remembered the one who’d made those buildings shake when she was a child, burying her people’s soldiers. Her memory of the Totality who lit up her face with only the palm of his hand still burned bright. They looked like men but they had to be something more. What that “more” was, she hoped to someday discover.

			She could not sleep with her mind awash in such imaginings, a fact which Fred eventually noticed, and she finally noticed him when she heard him breathing next to her alcove. “Fred?” she whispered.

			“Sasha. Having difficulty sleeping?”

			“Quick with the obvious, as always,” she noted flatly.

			“You’ve been more and more restless lately,” he observed. “Is something on your mind?”

			Lying on her side, she aimed her eyes where she imagined his were, though she could barely make out his face. “Is there ever not something on my mind?”

			“Point taken. The question is, what shall we do about it?”

			“Nothing,” she hissed. “There’s nothing to do. This is our life.” She didn’t believe that, but what else could she say?

			“You know better than that,” he scolded in as hushed a tone as scolding could be accomplished. “I’ve taught you your chronicle. We’ve been over every page of it, many times. There is more to life than this.”

			It was true. Still, she hadn’t opened the chronicle in a long time. The memories had gone from a source of hope to a source of pain. She’d told him that, too. “Those are just dreams now. Long gone dreams.”

			“Dreams live forever,” he said, and she could almost see him smiling in the near total darkness.

			“Dreams only live until the dreamers die,” she corrected. “And I don’t plan on dying anytime soon.”

			“Then when do you plan on living?” he countered sharply.

			She sighed, exasperated. “Fred, I can’t sleep. That’s not an invitation for you to play your philosophical games with me. If you have a point to make, spit it out.”

			She detected his smile growing wider all of a sudden. “Let us say I made a friend recently, and that this friend stands a very good chance of making your secret dreams a reality.”

			Sasha was less than amused by Fred inflicting yet another mystery on her, yet she couldn’t help but be intrigued. “Fine, I’ll hear you out,” she promised. “It’s not like I’m doing much sleeping tonight.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Trust Me

			Against her better judgment, Sasha followed Fred. It wasn’t a question of trust—he’d demonstrated from the first day they met that she could trust him. There was just something about his demeanor that always made her worry he might get everyone else killed pursuing his own agenda. Though she didn’t expect him to intentionally kill anyone, the thought always lurked in the back of her mind that he might let her die through simple inattention. It was just the way his thoughts seemed to drift, how he would go on philosophical tangents and seem oblivious to events swirling around him. Other times, he came off as sharply observant. It was merely a question of which mode he was in at the moment.

			He led her out of the living area and deep into the mine, down a few slanted tunnels and then a twisting network she wasn’t sure she’d been to before. The only light came from the luminescence of the crystals. She wondered how it was she’d never come down here before and tried to memorize the route exactly in case something happened to Fred, but the many turns quickly confused her. At points, the tunnels became almost too narrow to move through. Fred struggled comically at squeezing his lanky form into such tight spaces, but navigated them with less difficulty than Sasha despite her smaller frame. He’s done this before and I haven’t, she reminded herself.

			The warm, humid interior of the mine gradually changed—the air grew drier and colder and began to feel thinner, which told her they were approaching someplace she’d truly never been. The air within the mines was always consistent in terms of warmth and stickiness, and to feel it shift toward something else was both exhilarating and terrifying. She wanted to ask how much farther but she didn’t know if her voice would echo, if it would give them away, or if any Totality were near enough by to hear.

			Finally, the tunnel opened into a chamber with some breathing room. It appeared to be a junction of some sort, with multiple other tunnels branching away from it. She heard the rushing of air, sometimes a whisper and then suddenly a half-shriek, vacillating unpredictably between the two. Is that wind from the surface? Are we truly that close? All she knew of the surface was what she’d been told by Fred and a couple of other slaves who managed to see it at one time or another. Topside was barren, covered with ice and snow, not capable of human survival without extreme preparations. In a way, it provided its own security system for the Totality. Any slaves who escaped would freeze to death on the hopeless surface. The warmth of the mines, then, was a blessing. They want us to think that. It’s a lie, like everything else.

			Fred knelt and picked up a pebble, rapping it in quick succession against one of the tunnels to the left. An unfamiliar man soon stepped out of the shadows, a small weapon leveled at them, his serious face signaling a willingness to use it. He wore a gray uniform, dissimilar to Totality ones she remembered from childhood—the design was clearly distinct, with a bunched up black mask covering his hair. Did they just change how the uniforms look? Is he one of them? Why would Fred bring me to the Totality? Unless… She turned to run, sensing a trap.

			“Stop!” the man yelled. Fred caught her in one of his lengthy arms, pulling her back into the irregular-shaped room.

			“Sasha,” he said soothingly, “This man is not our enemy. He has come to help us.”

			“I’ll be the judge of that,” she growled, then fixed her eyes on the stranger. “If you’re here to help, why are you pointing a gun at us?”

			“I need to know I can trust you people,” he said derisively.

			“And how should we trust you?” she turned it around. “Fred says you’re here to ‘help.’ We don’t need help. We’re slaves. There’s no help for us except to die in here.”

			Fred shook his head and sighed. “You need not put on such a performance for this man,” he promised. “He is not a Totality spy.”

			“How do you know that? Did he tell you he isn’t?” She made certain to shoot the man a disdainful look at the end of her question.

			“Look, I don’t have time for this shit,” the man spat, taking a few steps closer.

			Sasha backed away defensively. “Don’t you come near me.” Then, to Fred: “You, either! This is what it’s all been about, isn’t it? Nurturing my anger, trying to get me to say something so you can take me away, so I can ‘disappear’ like others have. You sick creatures just want to toy with us and have your fun. You want me to beg for my life? Is that it? You want me to throw myself on your mercy, so you can smile gleefully while you put a bolt in my back just like you did to my father?”

			The stranger gave Fred a confused stare, followed by a shrug. Fred cleared his throat. “Sasha, for the last time, this man is not a spy, and neither am I. If the Totality intended to entrap and torment you in some way, they would not resort to such elaborate deception. They would take you away and torture you quite brazenly. You’ve known me for how many years now?”

			“You know I don’t know how much time has passed down here,” she grumbled, folding her arms.

			“Nevertheless, it has been many years, and I have never led you astray, have I?”

			“No. But you’ve also never told me anything of substance about yourself.”

			He nodded in acknowledgment. “That is true. I have my reasons for that, but I promise you none of those reasons involve betraying you—or any of our friends. When I say I am one of you, I am offering you the complete truth. Whatever my secrets, my status is not among them. I am just as much a slave as you or Angel or Tau.”

			“Now that that’s out of the way,” the stranger interrupted, “Can we talk about why I’m here and what we’re going to do?”

			Fred’s expression told Sasha the troll was unhappy with the man’s impatience, but he accepted it for the moment. “Sasha, this man is William Pearson. He is not from Actis, as you have most likely gathered. His uniform is of the Order, but he claims no affiliation with that government. Instead, he is a lone actor, come to help us in exchange for helping him.”

			There’s always a price to pay, Sasha thought. Nobody helps anyone for free. “And what do you want in exchange, Mr… Pearson, is it?”

			Slowly, the man lowered his weapon, visibly more at ease. “Right. I don’t want much, actually. The Totality abducted a colony full of people I am responsible for. I want to find them. I need help. Breaking up some Totality operations and gaining some allies seems like a good place to start. I’m going to guess you wouldn’t have a problem with that.”

			Sasha smirked. “You’re saying we’ll take the fight to the Totality?”

			He let her have a solid smile. “That’s the idea. From what Fred’s told me about you, we’ll be able to put you to good use.”

			The way he put that didn’t sit well with Sasha at all. “Excuse me? No one ‘puts me to good use.’ I’m not going to trade one slavemaster for another. If I help you, it’s because I want to, and because you trust me to fulfill my end of the bargain, just as I will trust you to fulfill yours. Beyond that, we owe each other nothing.”

			William cocked his head submissively. “That’s fine by me. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. So, you two know this place better than I do. What’s our first move?”

			Sasha traded disbelieving glances with both of them. “What, the two of you didn’t come up with something already?!” She sighed. “I’ll defer to Fred’s expertise on Totality operations—he’s been around here longer than anyone, I think. But if it’s up to me, I think we should focus on the cargo trains that come by periodically. That’s when the Totality offload supplies and take on the crystals we mine down here.”

			William looked interested but skeptical. “You’re suggesting we hijack a cargo train? What is that, exactly?”

			“A small fleet of transport ships,” Fred confirmed. “I believe you only have the one, William?”

			“Yeah. Nothing but a little ferry ship. It’s not going to carry a ton of slaves away from here, if that’s what you’re asking. How many people can these cargo trains move around?”

			Sasha looked to Fred, whose eyes gazing off into the distance indicated he was performing some quick mental calculations. “Several thousand, assuming we keep the provisions and other supplies aboard. Virtually the entire slave population of Actis, if the other mining operations are approximately the same size as this one.”

			“Thousands of people,” William repeated. “That sounds like a fighting force to me.”

			“Don’t get too hopeful,” Sasha frowned. “We’re talking about slaves, here. People not trained to fight. Some are going to be sick, malnourished. At least a few will be crippled. It’s not an army.”

			“It’s a start,” William said hopefully.

			Sasha turned to Fred. “The Totality outposts on this planet all communicate with each other, don’t they? Some kind of wireless signals?”

			“Indeed. Each outpost signals every other outpost on a regular interval so it would become clear very quickly if any of them were disrupted. They would know immediately that something had gone wrong and would send a support craft to investigate.”

			Turning to William, she said, “You mentioned you have a ship? I assume it can do wireless.”

			He shrugged. “I’m going to guess it can, yes. I’d have to check.”

			Sasha exhaled with considerable annoyance. “You don’t know anything about your own ship?”

			William grimaced and retorted undiplomatically. “It didn’t really become ‘my ship’ until very recently, so no, I don’t know much about it, thank you. I didn’t say I wouldn’t try to find out.”

			“Fred, have you seen this ship?”

			The troll shook his head in the negative.

			She cocked her head toward William. “Go with him. Go to his ship. You’ll be okay in the cold, right?”

			“Trollkin are born to the cold,” he declared, almost proudly.

			“Then go with him and see if you can figure out how to rig up that signal. Don’t start it just yet. Let’s make sure it can even be done. I don’t want all this to start before we’re ready. I’ll wait here for you.”

			“Wouldn’t you be more comfortable in your alcove?” Fred wondered.

			She laughed. “As if I could find my way back by myself? It looks like I’m stuck here until you two return, so don’t take all night. If it even is ‘night’ up there.”

			“It’s the middle of the day, actually,” William said.

			Sasha laughed again. “Okay, you go on ahead. Fred will catch up with you. I want to talk to him for a moment.”

			William seemed satisfied with this and turned away, heading down the tunnel from which he’d emerged.

			Sasha still spoke quietly to Fred, in case William hung around close by in an attempt to eavesdrop. She slipped an arm around the back of his neck and pulled him down close, whispering into his ear. “If he tries anything suspicious—tries to signal anyone when you haven’t told him to, makes any sudden moves, I don’t know, anything—you kill him on the spot. We’ll use his ship without his help.”

			“I will do as you ask,” he demurred, then strolled away in the direction William had gone.

			This is either going to save us or get us all killed. Maybe even both at once, Sasha thought darkly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Carriers

			William had already grown sick and tired of making the trek from his ferry ship down to the tunnels for his regular rendezvous with Fred. The tunnel part wasn’t so bad, but hiking across the surface of Actis remained a deeply unpleasant chore. Order uniforms did a very good job of maintaining one’s core body temperature, and with the benefit of a thin face mask the bitter winds didn’t affect his nose or lips or ears too much, but having to trudge through deep snow—even in solidly manufactured Order boots—left him far from entertained. Snow was an almost mythical phenomenon on Lexin. The summers never got too hot and the winters never got too cold. He remembered Zotz occasionally regaled him with tales from Earth, where snow evidently fell regularly in many places, and where it often got so cold you could easily freeze to death. The idea had always seemed laughable to William, at least until he came to this place. I never knew what cold really was before this planet, he thought with a shiver.

			He paused the stomping of his boots into the white powder long enough to turn and squint through the blowing, falling snow, making out a gray figure not too far behind. He then faced forward again and continued, this time at a slower pace so Fred could catch up. His ship was parked several kilometers away from the small crevice he used to enter the mines, that opening itself distant enough from the surface portion of the Totality facility that they couldn’t readily detect him. At least, he assumed they couldn’t, otherwise someone would’ve come for him by now. I can’t imagine the Totality would ignore a foreign ship parking near one of their mining operations, so odds are good they just haven’t seen me. In all fairness, Actis was rather remote, as much as any place within the Totality Fortress could be considered “remote.” It lacked any significant orbital emplacements, something Zotz must have taken into account when choosing it.

			The recording the old Sage left him remained the only tangible reminder that he once traveled with companions. Much as he hated to admit it, he still missed Linda, and regretted her loss the most. Why couldn’t Zotz have shoved her into that ferry ship right along with me? Why did I have to be the only one to make it out alive? There was nothing left, just debris. The Totality obliterated them. Obliterated the ship, and just left me. He sighed, his breath making a nearly invisible plume in the air before him, instantly scattered by the whipping winds.

			The days spent journeying to this planet almost drove him mad, as well. He watched and listened to Zotz’s recording over and over, hoping there was some kind of message coded deeper within it, that the old man had a plan William wasn’t privy to but could perhaps decipher if he just paid close enough attention. The old man’s words were cryptic: “There are forces that move beyond your perception and mine, forces which fear who you are, and who you may become. Such forces cannot be allowed to capture you. Whatever you do, do not return to the ship. You may find it in the hands of enemies, or more likely destroyed.”

			But what does any of that mean? he asked himself, having memorized the recording word for word by now. Who I am? Who I might become? Are there “forces” to worry about besides the Totality? Maybe the Order? I still don’t know anything about them—what they stand for, whether they’d be friends or enemies if I ran into them. Zotz threw me out here almost completely helpless and thinks I’m going to pull off some kind of miracle.

			He let the thought go as he and Fred arrived at his ferry ship. A pocket remote activated the exterior hatch on the port side of the vessel, a rectangular section folding down to let them in. Both entered and shook off the snow. William quickly moved to close the hatch and restore the temperature of the ship’s interior to a more comfortable level.

			Fred seemed unbothered by the wintery ordeal. “You really don’t care about the cold, do you?” William wondered with a raised eyebrow.

			The gray creature shook his head, a few more flakes of snow tumbling out of his thin, wiry hair. “My kind are quite accustomed to cold environs. Back when I was a youth, I…” His eyes seemed to take him someplace else, no doubt plumbing the depths of some old memory, and William noticed how the lanky man caught himself before he said too much. Fred simply trailed off and smiled. “I see no need to bore you with stories of my childhood. We came here for a purpose, did we not?”

			“You’re right,” William agreed, stepping over to the main console at the fore of the ship. He pulled open an access panel under the primary controls. “As far as I know, all the guts of the communication system are under here. I don’t know a thing about it. I sure hope you’re good with this sort of thing.”

			“I can take a look.” Fred shuffled forward, William stepping off to the side. The troll got down onto his knees and awkwardly flipped onto his back, sliding toward the opening William had exposed. His hands went inside and felt around.

			I hope he doesn’t break anything, William thought, always quick to expect the worst. “What’s the story with you and that woman, anyway? Sasha?”

			Fred didn’t stop his manipulations inside the console. “I have known her since she was a child. I taught her the basics of this life. Same as I have done for other slaves, of course.”

			“Yeah, but there was something about how you talked with her. She trusts you. Not like a friend.” William didn’t think he needed to be any more blunt than that.

			Fred paused to make eye contact. “If you are suggesting a romantic affiliation, I assure you there is no such relationship. I have been a mentor and a friend, and no more. Perhaps you also missed how she all but accused me of being a Totality spy?”

			William smirked. “To be honest, that read exactly like a love spat to me. I could tell she wasn’t serious.”

			Fred’s expression told William the troll had had enough of his ribbing. “If you expect me to complete my work, perhaps you will find something less irritating to talk about. Or perhaps we can avoid speaking at all.”

			“You don’t have to be like that,” William said, folding his arms. “Just trying to make conversation. How did you end up here? Are there others like you around? Sasha mentioned there are a lot of other slaves. How many are human? How many are… other things?”

			“Well, I do not know where you’re from, William, but Totality slaves are almost all human. Avalonians make up a very small part of the Totality slave population. Most are simply too dangerous to be controlled, too willful to be broken.”

			Avalonians? That’s what they’re called? “Are you saying humans aren’t willful or dangerous?” William found that prospect rather insulting.

			“You can be, but you are also susceptible to the most rudimentary of psychological tricks. You are creatures of habit. You are creatures of comfort. Even slavery can be made tolerable with the right sense of routine and order. Not enjoyable, perhaps, but not suffocating enough to provoke rebellion.”

			“Or maybe a bunch of unarmed and poorly-fed, overworked people realize they can’t stand up to the guys with guns,” William countered. “What’s so great about you ‘Avalonians?’”

			“For one, we have magical gifts that you lack.”

			William laughed, turning away from Fred to get a handle on himself. Once he got his composure back, he continued. “Wait, you’re not serious, are you? Magic?”

			The troll shrugged. “You have traveled in vessels that can close the distance between stars in minutes, and you find the idea of magic implausible? What other sorts of beings have you encountered in your travels?”

			“Weird ones,” William admitted. “There was a basilisk. Some kind of bird thing. A faerie. There were these things called bedknives? And a guy that was full of snakes. Actually, he was a snake. A bunch of snakes. Those guys are assholes, aren’t they?”

			Fred smiled as if a flicker of memory had come alight. “Ah, a serpentine. Don’t judge them all on the basis of one encounter, my friend. Some of my most faithful companions have been serpentines. You wouldn’t want me to judge all humans based on your poor attitude, would you?”

			“Poor attit—” William started, aggressively moving toward Fred. He halted almost as quickly as he began. “You’re just trying to provoke me, aren’t you?”

			“You seem to be an especially easy man to provoke, William Pearson.”

			“Still at it, I see.”

			Fred chuckled. “I hope I have made my point.” Withdrawing his hands from the guts of the console, he sat up, then pushed himself upright. He turned toward the main control panel and gestured his hand over it. “I believe I have made the proper modifications to override the Totality carrier signal. Are you prepared for a quick test?”

			William didn’t see why not. “Sure, let’s try it.”

			Fred lowered himself into the main seat and worked the controls as if he’d done it a million times before. William took up the chair next to him, resting his elbow on the edge of the panel and watching Fred’s movements. “You’re familiar with this kind of technology?”

			“It has been a good while since I’ve had the opportunity to use it, but yes. The Order do not appear to experience technological revolutions on a regular basis. General console design seems to have not changed in… hm, a long time, I suppose.”

			William found this one’s evasive answers almost as annoying as Zotz’s. Did I really just trade one obnoxious, cryptic old man for another? “How will we know it’s working?”

			Fred held up his hand as if to shush William, then moved a slider with his other hand. The cabin filled with beeping sounds of multiple pitches. They came in rapid sequence and William could detect no pattern just from a few seconds of listening. “This is the real carrier signal,” Fred explained. “This is what they send to every other outpost on the planet. It’s a rotating code based on an initial seed value, encrypted with a common cipher. Impossible to reproduce unless you know the original seed.”

			“Which you do,” William guessed.

			Fred offered a toothy grin, showing William that troll teeth weren’t so much like human teeth. Instead, they were very yellowed and sharp, and William didn’t doubt they could be put to deadly use in a fight. If you didn’t die from blood loss you’d probably die of an infection soon after. “Yes, I acquired the code some time ago, in anticipation of an opportunity like this.”

			“Does Sasha even know that?”

			Fred’s smile became more serious. “I tell Sasha what I believe she needs to know from one moment to the next. The less she knows, the less the Totality will suspect her, and the less they could extract from her if they ever opted to interrogate. I am content to let her lead us to freedom, but I see no need to expose her to unnecessary risks.”

			William determined there was more to the troll’s relationship with Sasha than could easily be discerned from conversing with Fred. Sasha didn’t seem like the open-up-and-talk type either. I wonder what the deal is with these two. Maybe we’ll all be lucky enough to survive and I’ll find out. Putting the thought aside, he paid attention to the beeping sounds, which continued. “How long do we have to listen to this?”

			“Not much longer,” Fred promised, one of his hands hovering over the main console. “I want to make sure the signals are synchronized properly. If I guess wrong about the rotation, believe me, the other Totality outposts will notice immediately. Their systems are designed to detect false signals.”

			William took his word for it. Fred waited for a lull in the beeping sequences, then tapped a button. William didn’t notice anything different—beeps started again, coming in seemingly random patterns. “Did you do it?”

			Fred smiled. “You cannot tell, can you?”

			“Nope.”

			“Exactly. That means I have done it correctly. When we need to override the signal completely, we will have to boost the power—perhaps draw on everything your ship’s reactor can offer. That will be necessary for the duration of our attempt to take over the facility, so the Totality here cannot call for help.”

			“And then what?”

			“Then we will control the mining operation and restore the original signal. Simple, no?”

			Too simple, William thought skeptically. “How many people are in on this plan of yours? You have some clue how you’re going to take over the whole base? I got a good look at it when I was flying in. It’s not small.”

			“You leave that to us,” Fred assured him. “One thing I can tell you is to stay out of sight until we have taken the facility. It is far too easy to identify you as not being a slave.”

			William waved his hands in front of his uniform. “What, you mean my clothes? You guys are practically wearing rags. I’m sure I could manage.”

			Fred shook his head. “No, it is not that.” Putting a finger to his temple, he explained. “You do not have a brand like the other slaves.”

			William’s eyebrow went up again. “You don’t, either.”

			“I am an exception. You wouldn’t be. Did you not see Sasha’s?”

			“No, it was dark,” William answered honestly. Something else did occur to him, though: Kina lied about her scar. She had it right there, in the middle of her forehead. Why didn’t she want to tell us she’d been enslaved by the Totality? I guess I’ll never get the chance to hear an explanation, now.

			Satisfied that his signal was well-synchronized, Fred manipulated the console to shut it down, moved past William, and began rummaging through a chest near the back of the ship, where emergency parts were located. William hadn’t much bothered investigating those, since the ship had worked well so far. “What are you looking for?” William asked, hovering over the troll.

			“A remote communicator. It will let us activate the carrier override signal from within the mine. Just in case. It is supposed to be a standard piece of equipment in a ferry ship’s emergency supplement payload.”

			William watched, squinting to see if he could make out whatever it was Fred spoke of, but then the troll thrust his hand into the air with a triumphant grin. “Found it!” Fred moved back to the forward section and set to work. William once again tried to follow what he was doing, but it all went by too quickly.

			“You’re really good with this stuff,” he observed. I wish he’d tell me what his story is. He must know a lot more than he’ll admit.

			“I appreciate the compliment,” Fred said, still keeping his eyes on what he was doing, looking back and forth between the control panel and the remote. “There we go,” he announced. “I will hold onto this.”

			William shrugged. “I can always activate it from here, right? So you might as well keep it.”

			“Indeed. Shall we return to Sasha?”

			“Wait,” William urged, grabbing Fred’s arm. “I do have more questions.”

			“I would prefer to defer them until later.”

			William glanced around the inside of the ship. “What for? Doesn’t seem like we’re doing anything else right now. Are you planning to start your rebellion the second you get back?”

			“No,” he admitted.

			“Then let’s talk. Apart from our initial… misunderstanding… you’ve been very quick to trust me. You sold Sasha on me without much trouble. You know Order technology. You know about Avalonians, as you called them. You didn’t even seem surprised to see me once you got a good look at me.”

			William definitely couldn’t forget that part, the first time he went skulking through the mines, trying to find any sign of people who might help him. Fred got the drop on him in a hurry and could’ve easily killed him, but once he saw William’s face there came a glimmer of recognition. He wouldn’t admit to it, but it seems like he knows me, so why don’t I know him?

			“I was merely happy to have encountered a possible ally,” Fred deflected. “The Order are no friends to the Totality, as you should know. That you would help us means a lot. I have also developed a good sense of people over the years. You strike me as a trustworthy man, William Pearson. I admit the possibility has crossed my mind that you are a masterful manipulator, skilled in deception. I will have to accept that as a risk. You will have to accept that we won’t betray you. That is a risk for you, after all. Life as a Totality slave is not one I would recommend.”

			William knew he had a point. Still, he’s not being honest with me. I don’t think he’s lying about being an ally, but he’s hiding something. He has to be. What’s the point in pushing the issue right now, though? He’s right. It can wait. William shrugged. “You’re right. I guess we’ll just have to trust each other.”

			Fred extended his hand as a friendly gesture. William gave it a good shake, noticing that Fred avoided squeezing with his full strength. Fine by me. I didn’t need all my fingers broken today.

			“We are all in this together,” Fred promised.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Chain Reaction

			Sasha’s fingers moved delicately over the pages of the chronicle, her only source of light a narrow shard of crystal. The Totality would surely punish her if they knew she’d stowed away even a small sliver of the precious material. She felt it worth the risk to get in touch with her roots again. Fred was right. It’s been too long. The words didn’t come to her easily anymore. She struggled to identify each symbol, jostling bits of memory loose. She figured this was as good a use of time as any, since Fred took so long coming back she had to find her own way to the living area again. With nothing else to go by, she estimated that must have taken at least an hour of blindly fumbling through tunnels and narrow crevices before she got back to something familiar. Digging into the chronicle let her forget about all that, forget about this William Pearson, and lull herself to sleep.

			The chronicle went back twenty-five generations, or so she remembered from her father’s stories. There were symbols for different names throughout the volume, but their visual styles were difficult to interpret since they did not match the vernacular words in the chronicle itself. Fred speculated to Sasha that at some point the convention for written names must have diverged from that of common vocabulary, leaving no transferable rules between them. Sasha may not have known all the family names recorded in the volume, but the one on the cover, she did know, and made a game out of getting Fred to guess it. “The best I could tell you based on your family sigil is that it has something to do with trees. Sasha Tree?” She knew, in fact, that it was “Oak.” As the years wore on, she felt less and less attached to it, however. Her family was gone, after all, and she was all that remained. What good was a family name with no family?

			Reading back through the chronicle’s pages, she realized it was the sort of thing that would surely bore outsiders: descriptions of what each of her ancestors did with their days and nights, how many children they had, where they lived, how they stayed in touch. Her family was not an adventurous bunch. They rarely went into the cities, preferring the rural life. In truth, its value to her was in realizing that she had a history in which she was not a slave, that her family was not a family of slaves, but people who lived and died freely, someplace far from this dismal world. Within the volume, she identified the story of her parents by the placement of her name-symbol between theirs. According to the book, her mother’s parents believed their daughter had married “too low,” to wed a farmer and live on the fields. Her father was, of course, a man of the soil, a man with simple expectations and simpler needs. She ran her finger down in the dimple between pages, feeling the jagged edge that told her a page had been removed—this was the page that described her birth and young childhood, before her mother died. She knew no more than that, recalling having seen the page before her father tore it out and burned it in a crying rage. I wish he hadn’t done that, she thought as she came across the proof once more. What did it say about my mother that I’ll never know?

			Soon, the lights came up to indicate “morning” had arrived, followed by the relentlessly loud chiming of the morning bells for the benefit of any who didn’t respond to the light. Damn. I should have paid closer attention. How am I going to hide this now? She had no one to blame but herself for such carelessness. To be caught with this piece of contraband would also earn a punishment, and she wondered grimly if the Totality would beat her twice as hard for having the book and the crystal, or simply for twice as long. It occurred to her that they might be cruel enough to do both at once.

			But Sasha was not the type to idly fret. Instead, she took her sliver of crystal and buried it in a spot of dust in the corner of her alcove. The chronicle being far too large to obscure in such a way, she hid it under her shirt, then hunched over while bolting out of the living area. To a casual observer—as well as the Totality monitoring devices—she would appear to be ill. She put on the full performance, stumbling and grunting through the corridors, doubled over and clutching her gut, past the feeding area and toward the latrines in the main mineshaft. Coming upon an all but exhausted vein of crystals, she knelt down and forced her body to tremble as if she had great difficulty moving, and wedged the book down into the cracks before dusting a good helping of debris over it. It was not a perfect way to hide it but it would suffice until she could move it back to the proper place Fred kept it, behind some of the machinery in the feeding area. She then completed her ruse, hobbling into the latrines, then jammed a finger into the back of her throat to induce vomiting. She spat globs of stomach acid into the reeking trench, then padded away weakly. By this point, her body really did feel ill, and desperately hungry. Even so, all she had to look forward to were the day’s flavorless rations.

			After trudging through the light tunnel and consuming her daily meal, she retrieved her tools for the day, noticing that one more set remained after hers. She knew she was slightly late—not late enough for punishment but late enough that everyone else had already come through, except for that last set. Must be Fred, she surmised, having never heard him return last night, and certainly his presence during mealtime would’ve been hard to miss. She wondered if he would be so tardy as to earn a penalty. That would have to be a first for him, she thought, moving into the mines to find a rich subvein to dig into. Those were harder and harder to come by these days, requiring a significant hike down the slope of the main shaft, and then a turn down a couple of the access tunnels before she hit something substantial. With a sigh, she pulled up a cart, pulled down her protective goggles, and went to work. Her mind wandered as it usually did, and thoughts turned to the stranger encountered the night before. I wonder where he’s from. Fred says we can trust him. I don’t know if that’s good enough for me. What if this William Pearson actually killed Fred and that’s why he hasn’t come back? What if they’re betraying me right this moment, telling the Totality I’m plotting a revolt when I’ve done nothing of the sort? Fred’s the one putting that idea in my head. I’m not stupid. I know better than to fight these creatures when they have all the power.

			She was interrupted by the sight of something out of the corner of her eye. She released the trigger on her plasma-blade and turned to see who it was. Fred approached. “Good morning,” he beamed, walking past her to work on the crystals a bit farther down.

			“I was starting to think you were dead,” she whispered, then turned back to her duties.

			“That would be quite a feat,” Fred retorted. “Our new friend will be a great help. But this means we have to advance our own plans.”

			“We don’t even have any plans,” she protested, her voice barely a rasp over the grinding sound of her mining instruments. “You’re talking about this like we have some grand plan coming together.”

			“Don’t we? You want out of here. So does everyone else. We now have outside assistance. Is that not enough?”

			Sasha hoped the Totality didn’t have listening devices in this area, otherwise Fred’s carelessness would easily get them all put into isolation for a week, or worse. They could just eject us onto the surface and that would do the job, too. “Should we even be talking about this?”

			Fred grinned. “Ever vigilant, I see. The Totality are profoundly uncreative with the placement of their monitoring equipment. They don’t bother with it this far from the living quarters. What are we going to do, plot a revolt?” he chuckled.

			“Just don’t get carried away with all this optimism,” Sasha warned him. “We weren’t even talking about any of this yesterday, and now it’s as if you’ve been working on a plan for months.”

			“In truth, I have been plotting my escape since I first arrived. I have simply lacked a solid opportunity to facilitate it, until now.”

			“You really are crazy,” Sasha said, shaking her head.

			“Then it shall fall to you to prevent me from going too far afield,” he suggested, his wide grin telling her he wasn’t completely serious.

			This is so unlike him, she thought. Has he been down here so long that all it takes is some stranger appearing out of thin air to give him a little hope, and he’s giddy like a little kid?

			The conversation died down and the two of them continued their work, speaking no more of William Pearson or revolts. While Fred gave his assurances that the Totality weren’t listening, Sasha didn’t want to take any more chances than they had to. The hard part will be getting everyone else to join in. They monitor the living area. They’d know if we talked about it there. Same in the food dispensary and the showers and the latrines and the main shaft, as far as I know. It would be too suspicious if all of us went down to the other access tunnels together. I’ll have to think about how to pass the information along. And everyone will need a job to do. This is all Fred’s idea. Shouldn’t he be the one thinking everything through? Why is this my problem? I wish—

			A loud blast broke through her thoughts and shook the tunnel around her. She blinked, then visually confirmed that everything was fine with her own tools. No fire, no disruption. She looked down toward Fred, who stared back at her with just as much concern. Then, her eyes went to the right. She saw nothing there, which meant the trouble was elsewhere. The main shaft? she guessed. Both of them rushed quickly but cautiously toward the main shaft, climbing the slope to see what was going on. As they drew closer, Sasha heard unmistakable screams. Then, she saw what had happened: one of the tunnels near the latrines had caught fire, no doubt from someone’s careless use of a plasma-blade. She darted into the tunnel, being mindful of the flames, looking to see if anyone was down there and needed help. She found Tau crying out in pain, slamming his arm against the rocky wall, attempting to put out the green and blue flames that threatened to engulf his torso. Before he could even see her, Sasha threw her arms around him and tackled him to the ground, the pressure of her body extinguishing the crystal-dust flames on Tau’s tunic. His cries grew louder now, Sasha guessing that was due to the pain of her landing on his burns. Better I make you hurt more now than let you burn. Once she was satisfied his flames were out, she released him, but the ordeal was far from over. The fire still raged in the crystals nearby, the heat making Sasha light-headed even though it was over a meter away. She helped Tau back to his feet. “Come on!” She pulled him by his unburned arm, away from the spreading flames.

			Fred was waiting for them in the main shaft. Sasha called out, “Crystal fire!” Fred repeated it in his booming voice with such volume that all the others were sure to have heard. Moments later, a blaring alarm sounded. Sasha knew what that meant. “They’re sealing us in.” Moments later doors came down in front of the latrines, the food dispensary, the living quarters, the showers. Down near the bottom of the main shaft’s slope, large metallic slabs rolled in from both sides and locked them in. Even escape to surface would not be possible now. Meanwhile, the flames had grown out of their original tunnel and began to spill into the main shaft.

			By this point, the rest of their mining unit had converged on the conflagration. Janus, Angel, Serim, and Demeter arrived in quick succession, noticing at once the fire Fred had announced to them. “We’re all going to die,” Janus declared despairingly, dropping his tools on the floor with limp hands.

			“Shut up,” Sasha snapped, turning her eyes on Fred. “Are the water faucets still active?”

			Fred zipped down the slope a few meters to one of the pipes from which they could obtain drinking water. He turned the handle and sure enough, water flowed forth. Sasha knew that water could put out a crystal fire if you had enough, but they lacked a good method for spraying it at the fire as it spread. Tau clutched his burned arm, turning in circles and seemingly oblivious to what was happening around him. Janus ran down the slope to beat on the doors that sealed them in, crying to his dead ancestors. Sasha had no time to deal with him. Before she could say anything else, Angel rolled up with an empty cart. “We can use this, can’t we?”

			Sasha nodded. “Good thinking. Let’s get it over to the faucet.”

			While the two women pushed the cart down toward the pipe, Serim removed his shirt and batted at the flames with it, trying to beat them back into the tunnel before they could consume all the crystals in the area. Sasha watched him as Fred filled the cart, and observed that Serim’s efforts appeared not to be helping. Once Demeter joined in, the flames began a modest retreat. The cart was maybe one tenth full and Sasha knew Demeter and Serim wouldn’t be able to hold back the fires for long. This is going to take too much time, she realized, and none of the other water faucets were close enough to help. Her eyes moved to the ceiling, where she noticed several pipes did cross and run along the carved-out surface, and if they contained water they could rain it down onto the fire. “I have a better idea,” she announced to Fred and Angel, the former seeming more curious than anything, with Angel doing a poor job of hiding her anxiety. Sasha climbed up to the ledge above the tunnel where the fire burned, not far from one of the latrines. She recalled that this was close to where she’d put the chronicle. No time to worry about that now, she thought, looking up to the ceiling again. She reached but wasn’t tall enough. On his own, Fred wasn’t tall enough, either. “Fred, get over here.”

			He saw what she intended and knelt down, holding out his arms in a crossed position so she could climb onto them. From there, she stepped onto his shoulders and he carefully raised her up. Fred then passed up a plasma-blade to Sasha. She bit her lip, angling the tool so it would cut a straight line down the length of the pipe, pulled the trigger, and drew it with some haste down her intended course. Water sprayed her face almost immediately, which felt better than she could have imagined. It also obscured her vision, water seeping in around the seal of her goggles, and made Fred’s shoulders slippery enough that they threatened to send her tumbling down to the main shaft, far enough away that an uncontrolled descent would cause serious injury. Fred gripped her ankles so tightly she thought he was going to crush them. She winced at the pain, still trying to open up more of the pipe to increase the spray. She looked down, saw the flames had moved up through the cracks and were licking at Fred’s feet. The troll didn’t react, which only made her more concerned. “Fred!” she cried through all the water trying to fill her mouth.

			“I’ll be fine,” he promised, looking up at her. “Are you done there?”

			She nodded, so he let her down, careful to give her a boost away from the flames emerging through the cracks. The water worked, gradually drowning the blue-green tendrils until they had nowhere to burn but the short tunnel in which they’d originated. Fred, Sasha, and Angel returned to the top of the main shaft where Demeter and Serim had taken a break from fanning the fires with their clothes, looking disappointed that they hadn’t been more helpful. Janus’ cowardice relented long enough for him to join them. “Are we safe?”

			Sasha gave him an angry glare. “No thanks to you. It doesn’t look like this was a very big subvein. It should burn out quickly and then we’ll be fine. I think we’ve spilled enough water that the flames won’t be able to spread for hours, at least. That should be enough time.”

			As if on cue, the water flow ceased and a different alarm sounded. The crystal fire alarm was three high-pitched wails every several seconds. The new alarm consisted of midrange tones that sounded for a few seconds, then offered just as much silence before triggering again. It was the one alarm Sasha most dreaded.

			The Totality are coming.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Punishments

			Sasha was soon reminded why the Totality needed to “visit” them so rarely. When they came, they came in force, and on wings of terror. The door in front of the mining unit’s living area opened. All the others remained shut. It was obvious what the Totality intended.

			“Everybody get up to the living area,” Sasha ordered, as if she was in charge. She took the lead, climbing the steps to the walkway, then turned through the doorway into the place where they slept, stopping in front of her alcove and standing at attention. Everyone else followed her example while the alarm sounded.

			After they’d been standing stiffly for a while, the alarm shut off. This was not a good sign. The sounds of footsteps against the rocky floor grew near, several pairs of boots striking the ground in unison. Sasha tried to guess how many. She thought it might have been seven—one for every member of the mining unit. As gray-clad Totality filed into the room, they eventually numbered eight. I forgot about the overseer, she realized.

			Individual Totality stood in front of each slave in her unit. Sasha found herself face-to-face with a sniveling creature with eyes devoid of compassion, a curled lip, and a deadly weapon in his arms. The overseer stood in the entryway, hands clasped behind his back. He had a stern face with a well-trimmed beard, and a brow permanently wrinkled from years of furrowing. “The Totality do not tolerate carelessness,” he said, his tone that of a disappointed parent. “Today’s mistakes were costly. You have damaged the infrastructure that delivers water to you—water you need to stay alive. Precious crystals were burned away. Tools were dropped, probably damaged. Any exposed to water or flame are now defunct. It will take a day or two to restore this unit to full effectiveness.” He paused for a few moments to let them absorb the details. “I suppose you all expect to be fed and housed for that period. How shall we manage that? The other mining units are earning their keep. Must I take food and drink from them and offer it to you, even though the lot of you will contribute nothing for the next few days?”

			“Punish me,” Tau said, still wincing as he clutched his burned arm to his chest. Blood and moisture had already soaked through most of his shirt, and he stood unsteadily. “It was my fault. Punish me,” he practically begged.

			The Totality standing in front of him raised up his rifle and, without a word, rammed it into Tau’s gut. Tau cried out and collapsed to the ground, producing quieter but more sickening sounds. The man who’d struck him returned to his former position and looked unmoved.

			“You are each responsible for one another,” the overseer explained. “This was not a matter of one person’s carelessness, but a group effort. The crime was collective and so the punishment must be, as well.”

			Sasha knew it was a lie. The Totality put them in an impossible position. The only solution they would’ve found acceptable was every last one of them throwing their bodies onto the flames and hoping that would put them out. And if the entire unit perished, the Totality would consider that an acceptable sacrifice and replace them with a new batch of slaves in short order. She also knew that the best course was to keep quiet so as not to provoke the masters. Anything we say only makes things worse. Let’s just take the punishment and get it over with.

			Demeter lacked Sasha’s wisdom. “This is shit,” he spat. “You left us all to die down here. Water was the only thing we had to fight the fire with. If we didn’t use that, what could we have done instead? It would’ve burned a lot more crystals. We saved your product. It’s just one short tunnel instead of the whole mine. That’s what you would have lost without our quick thinking and action.”

			For Demeter’s insolence, he got a rifle butt across the face, then the same treatment as Tau. To his credit, he remained silent as he lay curled up on the floor. Demeter, you idiot. You asked for that.

			The overseer lifted his chin. “Does anyone else wish to make a statement?”

			To Sasha’s relief, no one was so foolish. That did not mean they would not suffer, though. The overseer nodded to his men, and Sasha watched as Tau and Demeter were dragged back to their feet. Tau could barely keep standing, but somehow remained upright. They were all ordered to turn around. Sasha did so, her eyes level with the alcove above hers, where Angel slept. She heard the faint beeps of each soldier adjusting his rifle to the proper setting, then their feet as they took a step back. The rustling and light clanging of their weapons being leveled made her heart race. She clenched her fists, closed her eyes, did everything she could to brace for what was next. All at once, soft pops emanated from each weapon, and she immediately felt as if her body was on fire.

			Only gritting her teeth and tightening every muscle in her body kept her from screaming. The first few seconds, she thought she could endure. If this is the worst of it, I’ll be okay. But that was not the worst of it. The burning that began in the small of her back started to spread, coursing through her body with every heartbeat, rolling along every nerve from head to toe, bringing the fire and turning up the heat. She soon felt as if someone had exploded a bomb in her belly, and she could hold it in no more. She screamed, collapsed forward, tried to grab onto the lip of the alcove above, but found she couldn’t control her fingers well enough to hold on. Every muscle in her body betrayed her and she was soon on the floor, trembling and spasming and writhing uncontrollably while she felt as if searing hot coals were burning through her from the inside out. She couldn’t see or hear anything in that state, she could only feel the exquisite agony of Totality punishment. She briefly wondered if she would lose consciousness, but that didn’t happen. Later, she would realize that was by design: the punishment short-circuited the body’s natural defense mechanism of inducing a protective unconsciousness. The bolt instead kept her awake to experience every moment, as the flames inside died down and came to be replaced with whirling knives, the sensation of something slicing through her flesh exciting every last nerve ending. The orchestra of cuts made her long for the burning—at least that was a steady, predictable feeling. The blade-pain, the lingering effect of the weapon’s non-lethal setting, came in fits and starts, slashing open her wrist one moment and tearing open her belly the next, before flaying the skin from her thighs and making her pray to a god, any god, if gods were even a thing anyone believed in anymore, to take her and end this horrific existence, if that’s what would be required to stop the pain.

			And then it was over. The pain faded as abruptly as it began, and though her face was covered with tears and her cheeks were red from screaming and wailing, her body felt just fine. Her thoughts went immediately to revenge. Someday, I’ll turn those rifles on them, line them up, and hit them over and over and over. Every time they think it’s ending, I’ll hit them again. I’ll do it for days. Months. Maybe I will do it for as long as I’ve been a slave—an even trade.

			By the time her vision cleared, she saw that no one else had fared any better. The Totality dragged each of her unit mates back to a standing position so the overseer could make his parting speech. “There will be no rations for the next two days. Water will be available in small quantities. I suggest you all learn to share it carefully, lest you run dry. Engineers will be sent to repair the damage in short order. I expect all of you to return to the mines and retrieve any tools you left behind. There is still mining to be done today, and it will continue while repairs are underway. Do not trouble the engineers. Distractions will earn you more punishment. Our quota will be met despite today’s setbacks. I don’t believe I need to explain what will happen should these expectations not be met.” He turned and left, hands still clasped behind his back like before, and the rest of the Totality filed out behind him.

			Despite herself, Sasha waited until the last one was out and jogged over to the doorway, watching as they all left through the heavy security door at the end of the hall. It was the only way to escape into the rest of the facility, she knew. The carts passed only through narrow passages large enough for the carts themselves, and Fred had warned her in the past that they went straight to a processing facility, “the atmosphere of which would be instantly toxic to your kind.” It drove her mad to have that security door in sight, to see it open and people passing through it, to be so close yet unable to run toward it, through it, and away from this place. There’s always the surface, she thought. I’d freeze to death, but at least I’d die free. She couldn’t bring herself to do that. Coward, she scolded. I don’t want to escape the Totality. I want to beat them. I want to humiliate them. Destroy them. I want to make them regret ever enslaving a single person. I want to drive them off of every planet and into the nearest burning sun. That’s when I’ll be ready to die.

			She took calming breaths as she descended back into the main mineshaft and headed for the place she’d worked with Fred a short while earlier. It was hard to accept that that had been less than an hour ago. The fire, the fighting for their lives, the punishment, none of it had taken long, but her body and mind were so exhausted it might as well have been a week. A residual effect of the punishment began to manifest as she retrieved her tools: a considerable soreness in every muscle required for moving about, though she wondered if some of it was her own fault for clenching so tightly when they punished her. But why should that be my fault? They’re the ones tormenting us. They’re the ones at fault. Never forget that. Never forget that, and someday I’ll make them pay.

			With a tool in each hand, she passed Fred who was heading in the opposite direction. Both avoided eye contact. She simply moved to another area to work and went to it. The rote, tedious process of mining somehow calmed her mind, a fact which she hated much more now. The repetition, the simplicity, they allowed her mind to reach far away places, anywhere she could imagine. She thought of home, of her father, and how far away that was from all this. And so she thought of the chronicle, and nearly hit her head on an outcropping because she turned and moved so quickly. “Shit!” she muttered, moving with haste toward the latrine area, destined for the cracks where she’d jammed the chronicle earlier that morning.

			Slipping her hands into the crevice, she brought up pieces of the leather binding and smears of wet ash. She put her face down to the cracks, peering with a single eye open, and saw only a mess that barely resembled what had once been a thick book. No. That can’t be all that’s left. She shoved one hand inside, ignoring the scraping of stone and bits of crystal against her skin, desperately working to pull out any remnants she could. The best she got were singed scraps with water-spoiled writing. The fire had burned too hot and the water had done its job too well. The opposing forces had obliterated the chronicle, and the sinking realization made her angrier than the torture.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Seeds

			Sasha continued her work for the rest of the day in a surreal haze. Her mind felt detached from her body. She saw a woman of her description cutting slices from a large crystal, and thought she might have been somehow controlling this puppet, but it wasn’t her—it was an empty shell she manipulated. The real Sasha was somewhere else, perhaps on another planet far away, reaching across the void to move the arms and hands of this facsimile. The sweat belonged to this inhuman creature, this mere imitation of sentience. In time, she drew farther and farther away even from this false flesh, until she found her not-body lying in a sleep alcove with no recollection of how she arrived. She saw faces, lips moving in the shapes of words, but heard nothing. These beings were ghosts, as well, pretenders miming existence the way children played at adult pursuits, oblivious and bereft of understanding. They could make the motions associated with intelligence, with thought, with compassion and care, but they didn’t exist, not really. The universe was only Sasha, Sasha and an endless abyss of false-faces, and even Sasha herself had become something less than real, the pages that made her life legitimate having burned in the fires of indifference. The universe cared not for her. It cared not for anyone. It was only empty or burning—it could only be one or the other. As the burning had ceased, now it remained empty.

			She slept, as much as an imposter like her could do anything human-like. She sobbed over her father’s body, men in uniforms that evoked cruelty laughing at her pain, the way the universe mocked the suffering of all. There were the unfeeling faces on the slave transport, the stone visages that would betray no weakness nor compassion, who left her swallowing crumbs of bread and droplets of putrid water, surviving by will alone only so she could become a hollow shell and dissolve into the background radiation that signaled the birth of the cosmos. She was one with it, one with all the planets and moons and stars and galaxies, supernovae exploding behind her eyes, every nebula a gust of breath from her lips, and she saw herself—always outside herself, always—arms outstretched, reaching from one end of reality to the other, her belly full with possibilities because it was never full with food. What she could not birth of matter, she would create out of potential instead. Every broken dream, every shattered life, every single cruelty inflicted by the Totality would be returned a billionfold, and a new everything could be constructed from the remains, a place of love and life and hope and creation, no misery, no destruction, no death.

			The fantasy shifted, moving Sasha to the front of a mass of human beings, people starving and naked and wailing for her help. “Star Mother,” they cried, “Star Mother, save us!” Their arms reached but they could not grasp. She stood over them, larger than the rest. She did not want to be their mother—mothers were for children, not adults with the capacity to fight for themselves. She told them so, bellowed out the edict.

			“I am not your mother!” she declared. “We have no mothers and we have no fathers. The Totality took them from us. We are the only family we have left. We, the human chattel ripped from our lives—from our homes, from our parents, from our friends and family—shoved into the tunnels and processing plants, the factories and refineries, the farms and barracks. The Totality left us with nothing, and we will leave them with the same!”

			In her life, she had never made such a bold promise. Only in dreams. Only in dreams.

			“Only in dreams,” she heard in Fred’s voice, her body reconstituting within the alcove, his hand on her arm reminding her that she possessed a body after all, and was as human as anyone else. She yawned, her eyes shying away from the brightness, realizing she must have overslept. “You’re going to be late,” he warned.

			“I don’t care,” she mumbled, attempting to turn away from him.

			His grip on her arm tightened, leaving her unable to move. “Sasha. They will punish you again.”

			She sighed and gave up the struggle. “Fine.” He backed off, letting her come out and plant her feet on the floor so she could join the rest. She went through the morning routine, minus the food they were presently deprived: the light adjustment, the shower, the distribution of the tools. She made her way to another distant part of the mine, away from everyone else.

			Fred still followed her. “Are you well?” he asked, concerned, taking up a position not far away.

			“I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, keeping her eyes on her work.

			“I think you do,” he goaded. “I saw what happened to your chronicle.”

			“Yeah.”

			“It’s understandable that you would be upset.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Surely you have more to say about it than that?”

			She lowered her plasma-blade, raised her goggles from her eyes, and glared at him. “I want them dead. I want them all dead. Every last Totality. If I could made them burst into flames with my eyes, I’d never stop staring at them. I’d watch them burn for eternity. That’s how I feel about it.”

			“Anger is good, but action is better,” he suggested.

			“Pearson. He set up the fake signal, didn’t he? You helped him?”

			Fred nodded.

			She turned to face him fully, eyes full of fire. “I’m tired of waiting. There will be a cargo train here soon. When it comes, we will strike. They’ll be distracted by all the cargo they have to deal with. We’ll break out of here and take over the facility. The other mining units should be quick to join us once they realize we have control. We’ll own this facility, and we’ll spread to the next. The whole planet, Fred. We’ll take it all.”

			“How will we break out?” Fred wondered.

			She broke off a piece of crystal from the shards jutting out in front of her, and held it up so the lights running overhead could illuminate it. “Start a fire. Put crystal dust around the security door. A lot of it. Maybe jam some shards of crystal in there. Light it up with a cutter. We can burn right through it.”

			Fred looked skeptical. “How long do you imagine that will take?”

			“Not long, I hope,” she sighed. “I don’t know. It’s not like we can test it.”

			“On the contrary,” Fred said, wagging a finger. He stepped toward her and snatched the little piece of crystal from her hand, then knelt down to place it on the ground before him. Clasping his plasma-blade in both hands, he set it alight and watched it burn. It flickered brightly for several seconds, then it was gone. In its wake was left a scorched impression in the rock. Fred dipped his finger inside it. Sasha winced, imagining how hot it must be. “The rock cools quickly,” he assured her. “And given the depth your little piece of crystal achieved, we could probably collect enough dust from our tunics alone over the next several days. The question is, where to store it.”

			Sasha had a suggestion. “There’s a cart with a broken wheel that nobody uses and the Totality haven’t bothered to remove. They’d notice if we put shards of crystal in there. They wouldn’t notice dust. We can all take turns shaking off the dust into the cart. I’ll cup it all in my own shirt when it’s time to start the fire. But we’ll need a cutter for that.”

			Fred grinned. “It is likely that William can help us. He may have a weapon or two that we could use.”

			“Every bit helps,” Sasha agreed. “Get what you can from him. We’ll need him to create a distraction for us, too. But tell him he can’t hurt the cargo ships. We need those intact. We’ll never get off this planet without them.”

			Fred bobbed his head. “Of course. What about the others? They need to know what to do.”

			“Pass it along. I’ll tell Angel. She’ll tell Serim. You can tell Demeter. Demeter will tell Tau. Tau can tell Janus. Janus is useless, anyway. He can be the last to know.”

			Fred frowned, folding his arms. “I’ll be sure to omit that part.”

			Sasha shrugged. “What? All he does is complain. Oh, and run away. I didn’t forget about that. He left us all to burn.”

			“The Totality left us to burn,” he corrected her. “Janus’ cowardice is not malice.”

			“Call it what you want, it’s all the same to me. You’re sure there’s another cargo train coming soon?”

			Fred seemed not to have any doubts. “I’ve come to know the schedule very well. The next train is due in six days, give or take one or two depending on engine power and such.”

			“So, four days at the minimum. We need to be ready by then.”

			“Indeed.”

			Sasha put her goggles back over her eyes and returned to work. “This is it, Fred,” she called to him. “We’re going to get out of here. The Totality will pay for everything they’ve done, one by one.”

			“Take care not to lose sight of why you are doing this,” he warned her. “It is for all the people they have enslaved, is it not?”

			“Yes, of course,” she said defensively. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to treat the Totality with any kindness or compassion when I’ve got their heads against a wall. I’ll make them beg, Fred. You’ll see. They’ll beg the way I begged when they cut down my father. The slave will become the master, and the master will become the slave. But I’ll show them a mercy they never showed me—I’ll put them out of their misery.”

			Fred looked at her as if he didn’t know whether to admire her or fear her. Some of both would be justified, Sasha thought.

			She held onto that dream, those seeds of revolution. She wondered what it all meant. She couldn’t imagine being a mother to all of these people—the thousands or millions she’d never met. This mine contains nearly all the people I’ve ever known. The rest are dead or so far away there’s no chance of seeing them again. I don’t want to lead them to anything. I just want to beat these hideous creatures, beat them so hard they’ll never raise a hand to another living thing. They won’t be able to. I’ll hunt them to the edge of existence and laugh when they beg me not to kill them. They took away my life. They took away my history. I will sweep theirs aside and build a new one. Free humans, surviving and thriving outside the control of these monsters. My father used to tell me monsters aren’t real, but they are. They came to my planet and made the monsters real for all of us. If there’s even a small chance I can spare someone else that experience, I have to take it. And if I can purge the whole universe of these things, then the stories parents tell their children will be true once again. There are no monsters under your bed, nor monsters in the skies, just people… and trolls and faeries and things, I suppose. But no Totality.

			No monsters.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Sprouts

			William thought he would go insane from boredom, spending days alone in the ferry ship. Traveling to Actis had been one thing—he could at least get a sense of progress, watching the map as the ship moved closer and closer to its destination. But since he put down on this planet, the days seemed to drag on and on and on. It didn’t help that the weather outside held the same monotonous pattern. It snowed when he woke up. It snowed all day. It snowed when he fell asleep. It just snowed. Snow, snow, snow. Every so often, he would go outside the ship and shovel away some of the powder so he could get in and out of the ship, keep the engines clear so they wouldn’t get choked, unblock the forward window so as to keep a view of what was happening outside, which was still just more and more snow. The rations included in the ship’s small stores were dwindling which left him with the recycled matter. All bodily waste went into a small but sophisticated reclamation system, and while the ship offered the luxury of chilling his filtered and sterilized urine so he could imagine he was drinking fresh-from-the-pipe water, he had a hard time putting it out of his mind that the liquid he sucked through the narrow tube extending from the reclamation unit had been inside his body a day or two before. He wanted to spend even less time thinking about the reclaimed protein that got mixed with a formula of simple and complex carbohydrates and a balanced assortment of vitamins into tasteless gray cubes. They reminded him somewhat of the nutrition cubes from Transcendence of Light‘s food slots, but managed to have even less flavor, which must have been some kind of achievement given that he didn’t think the dreadnaught’s offerings could have been any freer of culinary appeal. Still, no flavor was better than the alternative—anything that reminded him of the food’s origin was likely to make him nauseous, so he did his best not to think about it. This must be normal for the Order. What strange people they must be. Who lives like this? How can anyone stand it?

			Fred was a day late with his visit, a fact which worried William. The troll was supposed to come to him this time, especially now that William knew Fred could brave the cold more easily. When Fred failed to appear as promised, William started to panic, his mind racing to all the worst possibilities. What if he’s dead? What if they started their revolt and already lost? What if they’re being tortured right now and Fred’s going to give up my location? No, the ship’s scanners would tell me if anyone approached. But maybe they won’t even approach. Maybe they have a ship in orbit they can just bomb me to pieces with. I’d never see it coming. I wouldn’t have time to run away, at least. I’d get a proximity alarm or something like that and then, two seconds later, I’m a million bits of debris and a crater.

			He tried to distract himself by reading whatever information he could find in the ship’s database. That helped somewhat during the weeks-long trek to Actis, and maybe it would help again. Staring off into space wasn’t so much an option here, after all, and gazing too long at the snow disrupted his vision. The database told him about something called “snow blindness,” which he had a hard time imagining until he experienced it himself. How do people live with this stuff?

			He dug more into the database, though it was always scant on details pertaining to the Order. He sometimes enjoyed speculating as to the Order’s motivations there. If a ferry ship fell into enemy hands, it wouldn’t do to have sensitive data in its data stores, of course. But it didn’t provide even minimal contextual information about the order. Star charts? It had those, though they didn’t extend much past the Totality Fortress in the direction of Lexin, which was somewhere downspin of where William had entered the Fortress in the first place. A smattering of stars were mapped to the north and south of the Fortress, and then things grew denser on the coreward side, beyond which was a large area marked as belonging to something called the Hegemony. Details on that were light, as well, which frustrated William to no end. Is the Hegemony human? Totality? Something else? Friendly? Hostile? Nothing seemed to say. Then, the Hegemony territory came to an abrupt edge, and while stars were charted true to their locations, they had no names and no information regarding who potentially claimed them. William entertained the possibility that no one claimed them at all, but it left the nagging question: Where is the Order? He had one of their ships, and Zotz had possessed one, as well, but where in this sprawling galaxy did the Order hail from, and why wasn’t it marked on the maps? William suspected that the absence of such information was itself a clue. These people must be incredibly paranoid. The database has plenty of basic information, but nothing about the Order. Nothing about where they come from, nothing about their society or civilization, no contact information, nothing anyone could use in a diplomatic capacity. I know they’re out there—they have to be, otherwise who built this ship?—but they’re like shadows. You try to pin them down and they slip out of your grasp. You can see evidence that they exist but never touch them directly. Strange people, whoever and wherever they are.

			William thought back to the large mural in the Vault on Lexin, the one painted millennia ago by a young man who was otherwise forgotten. He could still picture it illuminated by Zotz’s lantern, the crude triangles steering clear of the massive black orb that he was all but certain represented the Totality Fortress. Those ships went to so many other planets, and perhaps one or more of them were home to the Order. William found himself amused by the idea that maybe the Order had been right next door, figuratively speaking, all his life, and he’d possibly never know who they were. He remembered Fred saying the Order were no friends of the Totality, but that represented the single most concrete fact he possessed about them to date. True, his Order uniform was recognized on sight by seemingly everyone, yet no one would say anything specific about them. He wondered how they could be so well-known yet so enigmatic at the same time. Then there was Lecius, the cretin on Golden who’d led William to a terrible and fateful choice. William forced himself to stop thinking about that immediately. Don’t do this again. I’m in a bad enough mood already. I can’t start beating up on myself all over again. Zotz gave me a job and I need to do it. I need to make up for letting them all down. I’ll beat the Totality, and then I’ll find out who these damned Order people are. Maybe learn something about the Hegemony along the way, too.

			William was startled by a sudden banging on the side hatch of the ferry ship. He lurched forward so quickly he nearly fell out of his chair. Somehow, he’d failed to notice the lifesign proximity alert, too wrapped up in his own thoughts. If this isn’t Fred, the Totality must be really polite.

			He grabbed the sidearm he kept lying on the console and moved to the hatch, pulling the lever to engage its opening mechanism and kept himself off to the side, scanning back and forth in case he needed to shoot someone. A gray-skinned head popped into view and William almost pulled the trigger, catching himself once he had that spark of recognition. Lowering the weapon, he quipped, “It’s about time.”

			“My apologies,” Fred bowed, stepping inside the ship and shaking off the snow. William reversed the lever to close the hatch and watched Fred wiggle his appendages. “There were complications,” Fred said cryptically.

			This worried William, and not just a little. “What does that mean? Did something happen?? Do the Totality know what we’re up to? Are they going to kill all of us?”

			“In what order would you like your answers?” Fred asked, his voice uncharacteristically annoyed as he brushed snow from his arms and didn’t make eye contact with William.

			“Quickly!” William almost stamped his foot for emphasis.

			“There was a fire down in the mine. Crystal fire. One of our people was hurt. We put it out but the Totality punished us. Suffice it to say, the past couple of days have been difficult. They know nothing about you, so you can remain calm.”

			“Do they know you’re planning to revolt?”

			“Nothing of the sort,” Fred promised. “They probably expect us to remain cowed for some time to come, given the punishment they just inflicted.”

			William looked him up and down, curious. “You look fine to me. What did they do, exactly?”

			Fred explained the Totality energy bolts—their exquisitely terrible yet nonlethal agony. William’s mouth hung slightly open in disbelief, though he understood better why these people were willing to rebel. He could imagine slavery as a thing some would grow accustomed to, the lack of choice imparting its own sort of comfort. He could not have imagined weapons so fiendishly designed, however. Instruments of death, certainly—he’d known his share of those, used them, taken lives. But devices solely meant to torture, to drive one to the edge of madness with pain, only to pull back and leave you with the memory? He’d never been one to praise the Lexinian Authority for its restraint in the suppression of dissidence, for in truth it showed none. He recalled an instance when Day-Vern Extraction struck upon a massive copper deposit running beneath a town of thirty thousand. The extraction process would inevitably destabilize the ground beneath the city, so it was determined that the residents would move. The Lexinian Authority offered pitiful sums of money, not nearly enough to cover the values of the homes, much less the costs of relocation. William knew this was not so much the fault of the Authority, as its coffers simply were not deep enough to compensate the residents appropriately. But when thousands of them crowded the streets of their city to protest, holding up Day-Vern’s preliminary work for the future mine, the situation grew more and more tense. William was a newly minted Militiaman at the time and remembered there was talk of deploying some of Erzan’s Militiamen to the scene if the situation worsened. It did worsen: reports never made clear who started it, but Day-Vern workers clashed with protesters and, in the span of an hour or so, dozens were left dead. The Lexinian Authority demanded that the protesters disperse immediately, and several veterans from Erzan as well as other nearby cities were sent to quell the uprising. The people continued to resist, weapons were put into the hands of Day-Vern workers, and something akin to a civil war played out in small scale in that little town. William was too busy with his new job to pay close attention at the time, but he recalled reading later that, in the end, hundreds of people were killed. The protests ended after that and everyone packed up and moved as ordered. The other mining conglomerates moved swiftly to execute similar maneuvers and six or seven communities were evacuated and demolished over the next couple of years, meeting no resistance as word of the massacre had spread. He never agreed with it, though he understood why it happened.

			This, on the other hand, he could not understand. “Why did the Totality punish you, exactly?”

			“For breaking a water pipe to extinguish the fire, and dropping some of our tools on the ground.”

			“But you put it out? And no one died? Shouldn’t they be happy about that?”

			Fred shrugged. “We are all expendable, William. They would rather replace us than see any of their infrastructure damaged.”

			“You mean they’d rather let you die.”

			The troll nodded. “It is the nature of slavery. I will assume that it is an unknown practice on your world.”

			“Not unknown, but always illegal. I broke up a few slave rings as a Militiaman on my home planet. Can’t say I ever heard of them torturing people just for trying to stay alive, though. That’s… I don’t even have words.”

			“As it happens, the Totality use no words for it, either. It is simply ‘punishment.’ You will find the Totality have a great love for euphemism.”

			“I hate those. I can see I’m not going to get along with them.” William hoped Fred could tell from his tone that he was understating the point.

			“Indeed. You seem like a very straightforward sort of man.”

			“If you mean I’ll have no problem shooting these fuckers right in the face, then you’re absolutely right.”

			Fred frowned. “That is not what we need from you at this point. You recall the remote communicator you gave me?”

			William did.

			“Lacking a more efficient way of reaching you, I will activate it when the time is right. That will be your signal to create a distraction.”

			“A distraction?” William didn’t like the sound of that. Sounds like they want to use me as bait.

			“This ferry ship possesses light armaments. It should be able to harass the Totality’s surface defenses. It will draw their attention while we strike. When I remotely activate the override signal, you will see indicators to that effect on your console.” Fred gestured toward it for effect. “That will tell you it is time to create a diversion. If you can buy us a few minutes, that would be ideal. Any longer would be a bonus. Do not get yourself killed, whatever you do. Once you think you’ve pestered them enough, set down somewhere safe and come down to the mines. I shall leave a trail of crystal shards for you to follow. You can join the fight then. Hopefully, we will have opened the other mining units and have a slave revolt in full flower.”

			“This all sounds pretty ambitious,” William said, playing with his stubbly chin. “What weapons do you plan to accomplish this with?”

			“We’ll use our mining tools, at first. Once we can seize some Totality weaponry, we’ll have an advantage. That reminds me… do you have any weapons you can spare?”

			William put his hand out toward the supply chest. “Be my guest. I have my sidearm. I think there’s another one in the box. Couldn’t tell you if it’s fully charged or anything.”

			Fred investigated the ferry ship’s supply chest and managed to dig up a spare pistol. “I will give this to Sasha.”

			William shrugged. “Whoever will get the most use out of it. Just don’t get yourselves killed before I show up, okay?”

			“I may be the only one left standing by the time you arrive. Let’s hope for better.”

			Talk about self-confidence, William thought. Everyone else might be dead but you’ll make it, huh? “So, when do you expect all of this to happen?”

			“In four days’ time. I’ll set a countdown in your computer. When it expires, that’s the earliest the cargo train will be here and the earliest our revolt will begin.”

			William despised the thought of more waiting, though he knew he had little choice. “I’ll just sit here and wait anxiously for everything to start, I guess.”

			“If I were you, I would rest over the next few days. It may be a long fight. Sasha also had one more request for you.”

			William cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

			“Whatever you do, don’t damage the cargo ships. We need them to get off this planet.”

			“I already knew that,” William scoffed. “I’m not stupid. There’s no way all of you would fit in this thing!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			Awry

			The plan spread from person to person just as Sasha intended. It had to be done quietly, whispered in passing in the shower or outside the latrine, hushed voices sharing the secrets that would ensure their freedom. She knew it had been successful when Janus remarked “Good luck!” in a dismissive tone when she passed him on the way to another tunnel. She didn’t expect him to be much help when the actual revolt came down, in any case, but she wanted the entire unit involved—they would stand together, or fall together.

			She worked that day as she always did. Look, angle, aim, cut, catch, toss. Look, angle, aim, cut, catch, toss. She had her cart a third of the way full by the time she grew thirsty. Her body had become so acclimated to the Totality’s precise schedule that she knew this meant a watering break was imminent. The bell sounded to indicate as much, so Sasha carried her tools up to the main shaft. The water spigot she normally used was down, of course, thanks to her splitting the pipe open to put out the crystal fire days before. She had to hike up the rest of the slope to the food dispensary, where everyone else was already queued for their measured drinks. The water had been rationed as part of their ongoing punishment, though they were expected to keep their output up. Sasha hoped she got enough water from whatever the wall-mounted pipe offered.

			Angel was just ahead of her, and when she noticed Sasha she turned to face her, pointing with a finger in the opposite direction. “Do you want my share, Sasha?”

			She appreciated the gesture. “No, but thanks. It’s more my fault than anyone else’s that our water’s been cut. Take your ration. I’ll be fine with mine.” In truth, Sasha was more worried about Tau. He’d already gotten a drink, and based on what little she knew of medicine, she was aware that he should’ve been taking in more water thanks to his burns, the blisters of which still covered his arm. They had already turned yellow and brown and oozed pus, producing a stink she could smell from across the room. The way his eyes squinted and he held his arm told her he was in constant pain. Still, he never complained. He did his work just like the rest of them. He must feel guilty, Sasha speculated. It probably was his carelessness that started the fire. But we all make mistakes. It’s the Totality who would see us die for them.

			Angel stood upright after finishing her drink, which Sasha caught in the periphery of her vision. As Angel stepped away, picking her tools up from the shelf next to the faucet, Sasha took her place and leaned down to get her own ration. Putting her tools where Angel’s had just been, she positioned her mouth near the end of the pipe, pulled down the lever that would unleash the flow and let it spill into her mouth. She assumed the water came from melted snow, and that might have helped explain why it was so cold and tasted so fresh, at least to the extent it didn’t take on the metallic flavor of the pipes it passed through. She felt it slide down and cool her body from the inside out, a welcome relief from the hot work of mining. Just as she’d gotten into the rhythm of drinking from the spigot, it shut off abruptly. A voice crackled over an invisible speaker, “Move along!” She did so, turning around to see Fred. He nodded to her knowingly, and she nodded back. Everything must be ready with William. Good. Those cargo ships will be here in a few days and it will be the beginning of the end for the Totality.

			She retrieved her tools and headed for the doorway, the others already making their own exits. The moment Sasha made it out of the dispensary, the lockdown alarm sounded. Again? Why?? She spun and saw the dispensary door slide shut, and then the same happened for the latrines and the main mine shaft, just like last time, leaving only their sleeping quarters open. She knew it meant they were to be punished again. Her thoughts immediately went to why, and it didn’t take her long to guess. Someone talked. Someone must have talked.

			This time, she didn’t care what they did. She wouldn’t stand by and let them torture her, or anyone else. They’ll have to kill me. She took up the spot in front of her alcove just like before, gently placing the tools in the depression behind her where she normally slept. She hoped they wouldn’t notice. Let one of them get close to me. I’ll slice his neck open. She watched as everyone else stood nervously in their own designated spots. What she noticed was that, out of all of them, Janus looked the least frightened. How can he not be scared? He’s the biggest coward around here. Her eyes narrowed. It had to be him. There was no other explanation. He must have told them what we’re planning and they promised him something. Idiot. Whatever they promised, he’ll never get. He’s a slave, just like the rest of us. They’ll tell him whatever riches and luxuries and privileges they promised him are right in the next room, then shoot him in the back. That’s the Totality for you. How could he trust them? How could he betray his own kind like that? I’ll kill him. I’ll fucking kill him. She started to take deep breaths to avoid lunging at him immediately. The last thing she needed was to have the Totality happen upon her already killing someone else. They were the real enemy, not Janus. He’d get his due, in time.

			The Totality arrived single-file, stepping into the sleeping area and guarding each of the slaves, with the overseer waiting in the doorway again. She wondered if they did it exactly this way every time, in every mining unit. “I noticed none of you put your tools back,” the overseer accused. “I suggest you all make an accounting of them immediately. Hold out your hands and give up any equipment you are holding. If you do not comply, capital punishment is authorized to be carried out immediately.”

			No, Sasha thought. They’re not going to kill me here like I’m some kind of animal. She watched as Angel, Tau, Serim, Demeter, Janus, and Fred all handed over their tools in an orderly fashion. They held out their hands, the Totality took the tools, then holstered them on their own belts for safekeeping. “Where are yours?” the Totality standing before her demanded.

			“I must have left them on the shelf in the dispensary. I’m sorry,” she said with the most sincere voice she could manage, holding up her own hands to illustrate that she was unarmed.

			The overseer jerked his head to the left, in the direction of the eating area. “Go check,” he ordered. Sasha’s guard moved past her and then around the overseer to verify her claim. With each of the guards focused on the slave in front of him and the overseer’s attention on the guard he’d sent to look for Sasha’s tools, she saw her moment to strike. Quickly swinging her hands behind her to grab her plasma-blade and pocket pick, she charged the nearest guard—Angel’s—and pulled the trigger on the plasma-blade right as she pressed it into the flesh of his neck. He screamed, his rifle making an upward arc as he involuntarily fired it, Angel diving onto the floor an instant after the scream, narrowly escaping getting cut apart by the Totality weapon.

			Complete chaos followed.

			Sasha didn’t quite follow it all. Once Angel’s guard hit the floor, she went for Demeter’s, who barely got turned around before Sasha jammed her pocket pick into his throat. She let go of it and then knocked the rifle out of his hand, more quickly this time around so there were no stray shots. She failed to notice Tau’s guard leveling his weapon, however, and it took abrupt intervention from Tau to tackle the man to the ground. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Fred move faster than she could have imagined, disarming the guards in rapid succession and using them as shields when the overseer tried to take him down with a sidearm. Serim, Janus, and Angel kept to the floor, at least until the initial fracas died down. Once Fred reached the overseer, he knocked the Totality down with a swift blow from the stock of an appropriated rifle. All the commotion drew the attention of the guard who’d gone to check the dispensary, and he was greeted with a plasma-blade to the face, courtesy of Sasha. Ignoring the disarray of dead and bleeding bodies on the floor, she stepped with one foot onto the overseer’s chest as the Totality stared up at her waveringly, reaching for something near his waist. With the swift work of her hand tool, the overseer moved no more.

			With an expert quickness, Fred picked up each rifle, removed a couple of parts with his hands, made some small adjustments, then distributed them to his unit mates. “The inhibitors that allow them to only be operated by Totality have been removed,” he explained. “We can all use them now.

			With a deadlier weapon now in hand, Sasha went around to the rest, putting two shots into the head of each. She noticed Angel cringing at the sound of each blast, the hollow pop that accompanied the rapid energy discharge that was powerful enough to overwhelm the entire body’s electrical system and burn it out like a simple fuse. This brought the acrid smell of burning flesh, which made some of them turn up their noses. Sasha noticed that Demeter seemed unbothered by the violence, holding his weapon at the ready. “We’re revolting, aren’t we?” he posed, coming face-to-face with Sasha. She looked to Fred, who was busy digging up the remote communicator from the corner, where he anticipated the Totality wouldn’t find it. He held it up and returned her gaze.

			“Now is the time,” he said simply.

			Sasha nodded. He triggered the communicator, knowing it would remotely activate the carrier signal override and prevent the Totality here from calling for help from the other mining facilities on Actis.

			Since it was likely Totality security personnel were audio-visually monitoring all of this, everyone knew that what followed had to be communicated and carried out in silence, so the Totality would be uncertain what they were doing. No sense in telling them our plan. They’ll just have to watch as it unfolds. But there was a bit of unfinished business to attend to first. She stepped over the bloodied and burned bodies of the guards toward Janus, who’d curled up into a ball once the violence started and was just now reforming himself into a human shape. She jammed the business end of her rifle right into his gut. “Give me one good reason not to pull the trigger,” she snarled.

			“You think I betrayed you?” he gasped, indignant. “Why would I do such a thing?”

			“I don’t know, Janus. Why would you? When have you ever helped us? When have you ever done anything but run like a fucking coward? What else did you tell them?”

			She knew everyone else’s eyes were on her and they stood still as statues. She wondered if they thought she might turn her weapon on them next. But Janus is the only one here I don’t trust. They should know that. I’ve never been fond of him. You can never count on him to do anything. They have to know he’s of no use to us and probably a danger, as well. But what if they don’t know? I’ll kill him and then they won’t trust me. I need to hold off.

			“I didn’t tell them anything—” he protested before she cut him off by ramming the rifle into his belly. It knocked the wind out of him and he fell onto his rear, coughing to regain his breath.

			“Shut up,” she ordered. “I suggest you stay here. I think I might be making a mistake by not killing you right now. If it turns out I am making a mistake, I’ll correct it.”

			He stared up at her, his eyes conveying that he absolutely understood her meaning.

			She turned to the others, tilting her head toward Angel and Serim before leaving. The two of them followed her, though Angel looked uncomfortable carrying a rifle. They spotted the broken cart right where they’d left it, just inside the large metal door that sealed off the end of the main shaft. Serim knelt down and held the corner where one of the wheels had broken off while Sasha grabbed it from the front and Angel took up a position next to Serim. Angel pushed, Sasha pulled, Serim kept his corner off the ground. They moved faster than Sasha expected, especially given that the cart had a decent-sized pile of crystal dust and an assortment of fragments, none of which were especially light, and the cart itself was rather heavy. Even so, they got it up the ramp, moved it past the dispensary and living area, and stopped a couple meters short of the security door. Sasha and Serim went to work patting the dust around the door frame, but it didn’t stick well. Serim winked at her and then spit onto the frame before tossing another handful of dust at it. This time, it stuck.

			Good idea, she thought, If a bit disgusting. She couldn’t deny his in-the-moment cleverness, though. She started spitting, too, this time rubbing it along the frame so there’d be a nice slick coat for the dust to stick to. She also took the little fragments and placed them within the small square window that the Totality peeked through before entering, figuring that would be another weak spot in the door to exploit. Once they had enough of the dust and crystal pieces in place, they stood back and Sasha aimed her rifle. She fired first at the little bits in the window, which sufficiently blasted out the clear membrane, then placed a few shots around the perimeter of the door. The dust ignited beautifully, its blue-green flame tracing all the way around like glowing snakes. A few seconds later, the flames went out and Sasha turned to Serim and Angel again. She went for the cart and the other two helped her move it forward. Let’s see if we can do this without getting tripped up by that damn broken wheel. With the three of them simultaneously pushing and slightly lifting, they rammed it into the dark metallic security door, knocking it loose and putting a decent dent in it. Sasha had expected it to break clean through and hadn’t properly braced for a stopping impact, banging her shoulder hard on the edge of the cart. She winced but quickly suppressed it, exchanging smiles with Serim and Angel, all of them knowing that they weren’t finished. They pulled the cart back in unison and went for it again. This time, they let go just before hitting the door and watched as the cart banged on through, the door falling completely from its frame and planting itself flatly on the floor in the outside corridor. “Let’s go!” she called out, drawing the others from the sleeping area. The rest came out to join, each of them sporting a rifle except for Demeter, who had two.

			“Thought you might prefer I hold onto Janus’,” he said with a subordinate nod.

			“Good thinking,” she agreed. “But he’s going to be dead weight if he’s unarmed.” She pushed past everyone else, who’d come to gather around the doorway she and the other two had just opened, coming face-to-face with Janus. She stared into his eyes as fiercely as she could manage. “I’m going to trust you with the overseer’s weapon. It should keep you safe even if it’s not going to run down hordes of Totality. Protect yourself. If I see you do anything the least bit suspicious, you know what’ll happen.”

			“I do,” he breathed, ducking down and to his right to pull the small gun from the overseer’s corpse.

			Sasha caught up with Fred who’d taken the lead as they moved past the remains of the security door. They stood in a narrow corridor that was clearly much better kept than their own accommodations—the metal was polished, clean. The walls were smooth and clearly marked with directions to various other parts of the facility: general operations, crystal processing, docking ports, resource management, and a few other mining units. Colored stripes ran along the wall for each category, and Sasha guessed that if she followed a particular band it would lead her straight to the appropriate area. Good of them to give us directions, she smirked to herself. She glanced up at Fred. “How many Totality do you think we’ll be dealing with?”

			“Fifty. Sixty. That would be quite standard for this sort of facility.”

			“Counting the eight we just took out?”

			He shook his head. “That was total complement, so we could deduct the ones already fallen.”

			“Good, so we’re already whittling them down.” She turned to face the rest and raised her voice. “Here’s what we’re doing. We take this entire complex. We know there are other mining units doing the same work we’ve been doing. Slaves, just like us. They’re going to be free or we’re all going to die together. We’ll go to the main operations area first and take control from that central location. Once we’ve done that, we’ll probably have to split into smaller teams and clear out whatever Totality remain. Locking down the docking ports is a priority—we can’t let any Totality escape. If you catch any of them trying to use their little magic tricks, shoot to kill. Don’t take any chances. We don’t know which of them can do that and which ones can’t.” That much was true. She recalled the one who’d made the buildings crumble when she was a child, simply by moving his hands. Fred told her some Totality had abilities like that. They could create fire, shake the ground, move objects with their minds, create illusions with light and sound. He’d even heard of some who could read the thoughts of others, but had never confirmed such a thing from his own experience. He spoke to her of magic before, and while she didn’t entirely believe it was real—her father had always assured her that “magic” was nothing but a poor excuse for the truth—she’d certainly seen things she couldn’t explain. She could not afford to risk the Totality pulling surprises on them. They were outnumbered, at least until the other mining units were freed, and if the Totality put down the revolt it seemed certain they would all die, and not at all unlikely that many other slaves would be punished to maintain order. The thought of such responsibility made her feel as though the entire planet bore down on her, trying to crush her with its unfathomable mass. She had to be stronger.

			She continued. “There’s good news, though. We have outside help. A friend with a small ship should be causing a distraction on the surface right now. That will help us get into the operations area and take it from the Totality.”

			Everyone but Fred offered stunned reactions, trading confused glances with one another. No time to explain right now. It will just have to wait. She gestured forward, weapon pointed straight ahead. “Let’s make the Totality regret ever abducting any of us!” They all cheered and rushed ahead as a group, and despite the soreness of Sasha’s body, the hunger and thirst that lingered from the rationing, for the first time in her life she felt as if she was in control of it. If she lived, it would be because she fought. If she died, it would still be because she fought—because she chose to fight. And the choice is all that matters.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Death from Above

			The insistent beeping of the command console woke William from a light sleep, causing him to lurch forward, disoriented for a few moments. The thought coalesced as his brain fog cleared. The signal! But it’s a few days early. Did something happen? Something must have happened. Scrambling from his seat, he went outside the ship and once again dusted off the windows and moved the snow away from the engines through a combination of his gloved hands and booted feet. The process took a few minutes, which he hoped wasn’t so long it doomed Sasha and the others. It’d be really sad if they all died before I even got off the ground. They must have started the false signal early for a reason. Did the Totality find out what they were planning? What if it’s just a ruse to flush me out so the Totality can kill me, too? Ugh. No time to worry about that. I can’t take the chance that this is the real thing and let everyone down. Time to take out some Totality.

			Once he finished clearing the snow, he climbed back into the ship, shut the hatch behind him, and spun up the engines. As the ferry ship slowly lifted from the ground, he powered up the vessel’s meager weapons. The specifications available in the ship’s database didn’t make him optimistic about how much damage he could do without getting killed. Ferry ships were light and maneuverable and those were the only good qualities of note. “Maneuverable” was, of course, a relative distinction. If the Totality had proper fighters or interceptors, it wouldn’t stand a chance. Nothing Fred told him gave him reason to believe the Totality had such defenses on Actis, though. Reflecting on Lexin’s technological capabilities, he had a feeling a moderately-advanced Lexinian superiority fighter could take down one of these things, albeit only in the lower atmosphere. Lexin’s spacefighters weren’t all that well-developed, and he had little doubt a ferry ship like this could easily knock his homeworld’s largely-experimental spacefighters out of the sky. This ship might be the weakest thing the Order has to offer. Who knows?

			The weapons charged up as he flew toward the surface complex: two light laser cannons, a plasma cannon, and a mass driver which came with very little ammunition. He figured he’d use the last one first, exhaust the ship’s most powerful weapon right away in case he didn’t get the chance to use it later. He got a better look at the surface complex as he approached, with the best image appearing on his tactical screen, as it hid all the snow and atmospheric interference to clearly reveal the outlines of the buildings and point out the weapon emplacements. He targeted those first, the six towers designated to watch the sky. He let the ship’s computer handle the aiming and firing while he did his best to remain a hard target, diving toward the complex then bearing hard to one side. The mass driver took out one tower and William saw it explode in a hail of fiery debris before a second one was struck. But then he heard energy pulses coming far too close to his own ship, some of them near enough he could hear them scorching the hull. His evasive flying avoided direct hits but some of them were far too close. He pulled the throttle back slightly, trying to buy a little more maneuverability at the cost of speed, and the mass driver’s thump thump thump stopped when it ran out of ammo, right as a third weapons tower went down. That one was cut right through the middle of its structural skeleton, so it lurched forward and plunged nose-first into the ground, firing a couple more uncontrolled shots directly into the dirt for lack of anything to restrain it. The energy buildup  underneath was too much, and the whole assembly exploded, hurtling debris across the open space William might have called a courtyard if not for being buried in snow. Several pieces of wreckage made pings as they struck the hull, causing William no small amount of worry as he wondered if any of them could pierce the ship’s woefully light armor. The specs mentioned “metallopolymer deflective coating,” which sounded fancy enough, but without a frame of reference he didn’t know if that was the Order’s way of saying “cheap, half-assed garbage” or “state-of-the-art in structural integrity protection.” All he knew was that, thus far, the humble ferry ship had held up in a rather one-sided firefight.

			Things equalized once the situation consisted of the three remaining tower cannons and about a dozen Totality soldiers spilling out onto the field, aiming with shoulder-fired rockets that William didn’t need to be told would be bad news if they hit home. The computer announced, “Incoming projectiles.” Several of the rockets launched at once, each of them locked onto the ferry ship, and William had to act quickly. Pushing the throttle to its maximum and pointing the ship’s nose upward, he hoped to outrun them and beat them with simple physics.

			In only a few seconds, it became clear this would not succeed. The rockets were still coming in too fast, too hot, and the ferry ship struggled to keep its skyward momentum, perhaps a sign that it was running short on fuel or that it was simply never designed to escape the pull of a planet’s gravity in such a brutal fashion. It had no doubt been built to depart at a gentler angle of attack, moving with the rotation of the planet to nudge itself into orbit, then break free and move along to its destination. Thrusting it straight into the sky was a vulgar betrayal of the Order’s intended design. William gathered all this as the engine continued to struggle, the rockets closing distance rapidly, accelerating as he slowed.

			Desperate, he initiated a backward roll and cut the throttle, watching as the rockets drew closer and closer and closer, and the ship lost so much momentum it nearly came to a stop. Then, moments before they would strike, he jammed the throttle to its maximum output, punching the ship out of their path and letting the rockets sail right past. They scattered as each one tried to lock on again, having lost the heat signature of their target. They spun through the air like fireworks, and even on the tactical screen William had the brief thought that they were kind of beautiful, if not for the fact that they were trying to kill him. His stomach protested the seemingly arbitrary g-forces inflicted as he flew the ship upside-down toward the surface, then leveled off and rolled into an upright position again. He nearly found himself face-to-face with one of the cannons. He’d forgotten about them momentarily, but they certainly hadn’t forgotten him. Too close, too careless, and one of the towers shot a bolt straight into the ship, its supercharged wave of energy ripping through the roof and compromising the structure. Alarms went off as multiple sensors detected the damage. William gritted his teeth as he lost control, turning the ship toward the yard again and aiming right for the cluster of Totality who’d just tried to shoot him down with rockets. He remembered the red button on the wall next to the pilot’s seat, the one marked EMERGENCY SAFETY SYSTEM, and descended toward the ground at a low incline. An instant before impact, he smashed the button, uncertain what to expect but hoping it would keep him alive. Everything around him shook and shuddered, then a yellow substance spilled out everywhere, engulfing his body and making it almost impossible to move. He grunted and closed his eyes when something—probably impact with the ground—made the ship suddenly lurch. But he didn’t stop. No, he kept moving, and in a moment he came to be aware that his body had become unmoored from the ship, and he experienced a terrible weightlessness. is sense of direction failed him, unable to pierce the yellow film, “up” and “down” spinning all around him, making him dizzy and disoriented. Then, he felt a pull in the downward direction, rolled several more times to the point he was afraid he would vomit, but eventually slowed to a stop.

			The yellow foam around him began disintegrating and within a few seconds he could see again. Once he blinked the last few fragments from his eyes, he was amazed to see that he’d been thrown clear of the ship and halfway across the yard. Totality bodies littered the ground where his ship had plowed right through them. Fires and blast holes in, on, and around the ship told him the rockets had locked on again after all, possibly taking a few of the Totality with them. The handful that remained must have scattered, as William didn’t see them, surveying the area while the foam retreated from his arms and legs, remaining only as a puddle on the ground, making the snow around it into steam. William drew the sidearm holstered to his leg, aiming with both hands and searching for the enemy, spinning in alternating slow and quick circles. He saw the flash of a weapon being fired and instinctively rolled to his right, aiming and shooting at whatever had shot at him. He didn’t see a person there, just smoke and wreckage, but the flash had been unmistakable. He drew closer, popping off a couple more shots, looking for any other stragglers, moving toward what was left of his ferry ship. Taking a quick look at the tower cannons, he noticed they no longer tracked him, perhaps only designed to fire at ships flying above the base, not people walking around it. Lucky me, he thought, nervous that Totality would pop out from behind the ship or out of the smoke or flames any second, his finger light on the trigger, ready to blast them to bits the moment they appeared. He made it all the way around his ship, seeing only dead and destroyed Totality bodies. Some of them were ripped to shreds, their bodies torn into several pieces, either by the impact of the ferry ship or the explosions of the rockets. He found one body blown clean in half, a waist and legs still neatly composed at one end of his ship, and a torso complete with arms, legs, and a head lying face down just off the ship’s nose. It reminded him momentarily of Lecius, and he couldn’t help but turn a jaded smile at the symmetry. I guess I got one of ‘em back for you. It also occurred to him that, with the destruction of the ferry ship, the replacement signal would be offline. Unless the slaves staging their revolt had some kind of contingency plan, William realized the other Totality facilities on this planet would quickly become aware of the situation. I hope they’ve taken control of this installation by now, otherwise we’re all dead.

			Finishing his circuit around the ship, he was left with no other conclusion than that the surviving Totality had simply retreated. Why they would retreat, he could only guess—he assumed it did not mean he’d won, though. Retreat, regroup, return in force. If they have any sense at all, that’s what they’re doing. It’s what I would do. These ‘people’ can’t have built a sprawling empire by being stupid. I’m one man. They’ll come back in numbers and this time I won’t have a ship to throw at them. I need cover.

			With time quite clearly not on his side, he darted for one of the buildings, one of the smaller structures that he guessed was less important and less heavily guarded. He wished he’d had more time to let the ship analyze the structures and tell him what each was for, or that he’d asked Fred to provide him with schematics or something, if Fred even had anything of that nature. But it was too late for that sort of planning, now. He found an unlocked door, yanked its lever down and pulled it open, waving his weapon up and down in the doorway while he checked to see if anyone guarded it. Nobody. I hope they’re all busy doing something else, like planning to rush me on the surface while I’m all the way over here. He hoped to be so lucky.

			Inside it was dark, though that may have just been due to William coming in from outside where his eyes had adjusted to the brightness of the snow. The small entryway was lit by diminutive red fixtures, fading in and out. William knew an alert status when he saw it. Whether this is my fault or Sasha’s, I guess I’ll find out. Could be both. He moved carefully down the hall, hoping this building was connected to the others. From the surface, he remembered seeing a narrow connection to one of the larger structures, but that left the question of whether he’d be able to gain access to it. Locked doors would do a great job of keeping him trapped, and he presumed the Totality were reasonably security-conscious. Even so, he didn’t run into any while stepping slowly through the corridor, watching the other end for movement or activity of any kind. He picked up the pace so the entire revolt wouldn’t be over by the time he reached the end of this one hallway, and found no Totality in either direction where it branched. Maybe no one stays in this building at all. I don’t even know what it’s for. Might only be for maintenance for something.

			A bit more searching led him to the access door for the connecting tunnel. It was locked, as he expected. A palmprint mechanism made itself known with a hand-shaped stencil on a square panel that protruded slightly from the wall beside the door. Instinctively, he placed his hand on it, certain it wouldn’t work. “Totality handprint identified. Access granted,” a pleasant voice chirped. What?? Must be a malfunction. Or Fred did me a favor. I’ll have to thank him for this later. The door slid open and William stepped through the corridor, going from a slow shuffle to a light jog once he realized how long it was. Time was of the essence and, for one thing, he didn’t want to miss all the fun. For another, he wouldn’t prove himself to be of any use to Sasha and the others if he didn’t show up for the fighting. I need allies, and they need to know they can count on me, otherwise this is never going to work.

			He reached another similarly-locked door, and once again the press of his hand gained him access. Once he passed through, stripes along the wall showed the way to various parts of the facility. General operations, he thought, reading from one of the markers. That’s where the revolt should be headed. That’ll be my destination, too.

			The sounds of fighting reached him shortly thereafter, screams and shouts and the telltale pops of weapons fire. Each corner he turned brought him closer to the combat. With his attention diverted, he almost failed to notice a door opening behind him and to the side. The sound of footsteps made him spin and fire without thinking, right into the face of a Totality soldier who’d probably expected to get the drop on him. The man fell flat on his back, eyes stuck open and face fixed into an expression of shock, extra holes seeping blood. I need to pay closer attention, William thought. Next time, I might shoot the wrong person!

			He moved with his back to the wall from then on, constantly shifting his eyes back and forth to ensure no one was coming from either direction. A couple more Totality attempted to surprise him, but William’s reflexes were quicker. Years as a Militiaman made him sharp, and he was glad to see that his recent lack of action hadn’t dulled his skills. Too bad there’s no one around to see it.

			He soon caught up to the fighting already in progress in an office area near the general operations center. Peeking around the corner, he saw Sasha and another man taking cover behind a desk, with a group of Totality firing at them from an entryway at the other side of the room. The man next to Sasha looked familiar, but he couldn’t have been who William thought he was. He turned away, blinked a few times to make sure his vision was fully in focus, then looked again. The dark hair, the sharp features, the way he held his rifle and took snap shots  at the Totality—it all became clear to William, even though it made no sense. How did Demeter end up here? Does that mean the rest of the Trepsis colonists are here? We need to live long enough so I can ask him!

			During a lull in the fighting, he rushed in past Sasha and Demeter, then threw his legs out to slide along the floor and right into one of the other desks, safely away from the Totality’s line of fire. William and Demeter traded glances, and Demeter showed the same spark of surprised recognition. “Pearson?!” he yelled.

			William nodded. “It’s me. What are you doing here??”

			“What are you doing here? You’re the friend Sasha mentioned?”

			Sasha cut them both off. “Great, so you two know each other. Shut up until we’ve got this situation under control! Next time they stop shooting, we move!”

			William thought that was a reasonable enough approach. They couldn’t all stay pinned down in this area until their weapons fully discharged. The Totality would figure that out quickly, and William had a strong sense that the Totality had more in the way of backup ammunition than Sasha and Demeter. For his part, he only had a couple more energy cells for the Order weapon, which meant maybe forty or fifty shots. It was enough to take down a fair number of Totality, but not enough that he could just waste it on suppression fire.

			William peeked his head over the top of the desk, which drew the attention of the Totality who apparently hadn’t noticed him before. Energy bolts nearly singed his hair off, causing him to duck back down. Instead of taking that risk again, he slid under the desk about halfway, using the small amount of clearance to wedge himself somewhere he could see them but, with any luck, they could not see him. He held his weapon off to the side so that where they saw the shots coming from wouldn’t be where his body was. Worst case, they’d get his arm or hand, not his head or torso. If this works, that is. He popped off a few poorly-aimed shots, which managed to bring down part of the ceiling on the Totality. That wasn’t exactly what he’d planned, but he took it. He could only see Totality there, but movement behind them told him they weren’t alone. The few that scrambled away from the falling debris revealed several more. Three knelt down in front while three more stood behind, so all six could fire at once. These were more heavily armed with rifles the size of the ones Demeter and Sasha carried, and they didn’t waste time on a stalemate the way the previous batch had. These must be the real troops, William thought. The others were probably just office staff trying to hold us off.

			He watched as a few well-placed shots from Demeter and Sasha knocked down two of the guys in the front row, but it was a short-lived victory. The Totality fired back in such force that the top of the desk ripped off, then their bolts tore through the metallic structures of the desks themselves, sending Demeter and Sasha scrambling. William pulled himself out from under his desk and rushed the Totality, who were too focused on the other two to notice him. He fired, fired, fired, one by one, right at their chests.

			It did no good: they were armored, unlike the previous foes. Fuck. With little alternative, William dropped his weapon and dove at them before they could take aim. He landed on one and rolled right into another, the three of them making a tangled mess on the floor, kicking up dust from the portions of wall and ceiling that had been obliterated and dropped into the fray. Fists came at him from multiple directions and he swung wildly at anything he could see. But he was outnumbered and stood no real chance against these creatures, not bare-fisted. Such a fist connected with his jaw, causing him to see stars and momentarily lose his bearings. Another hit from the left, and then a pair of hands roughly grabbed him by the sides of his torso and tossed him through the air, sending him crashing through one of the desks. He willed himself to tumble his body over to the side, in case they tried to shoot him—which they did. Sasha and Demeter put the pressure back on them, or at least that’s what he assumed since he heard more shooting. It seemed to come from three different directions, and two of them he knew must have been his allies, since the Totality were concentrated near the other entrance. Then again, maybe more Totality joined up from the other side, in which case we’re all fucked, he thought grimly, trying to blink the blood from his eyes. He didn’t know where that was coming from, either, but an instinctive rub of his hand along his forehead informed him of a gash going across it. A quick motion of the same hand drew the crimson liquid from his field of view, letting him see again, the throbbing of his face becoming more intense. The Totality had given him a good, if brief, pounding, and it wasn’t an experience he intended to repeat.

			Dragging himself away from where he heard the bulk of the weapons fire, he then felt a pair of hands snag his clothes and pull him in another direction. He hoped the hands, or rather the body attached to them, had good intentions. He was turned onto his back and looked up to see Demeter. “Nice to see you again, sir,” the man smiled, though clearly out of breath. “You’re a hard man to keep up with.”

			William managed a smile with his busted lip, and imagined how terrible he must have looked. In response to the combat still ongoing, Demeter ducked and laid himself across William’s body, still taking aim and firing at the Totality who never seemed to stop coming. Once Demeter climbed off of him, William glanced around to see where he was. Demeter had pulled him back to the opposite entryway, around the corner where the Totality couldn’t just blow their cover apart. “Where’s Sasha?” William moaned.

			“Taking cover behind a few more desks she shoved together,” Demeter explained. “Her plan to rush the Totality fell apart once they brought out six more men. Fred told us they have limited numbers but those numbers are enough to keep us pinned here.”

			“Where’s everyone else? They aren’t dead, are they?”

			Demeter shook his head. “No, they’re trying to free the other mining units. There are hundreds of slaves at this facility who are still confined to their own areas. Oh, you might want this back.” Demeter held up William’s sidearm. “Found it near you after you got beaten up,” he smirked. “I don’t think hand-to-hand is the way to go.”

			“Yeah, thanks,” William coughed, taking the weapon into his grip.

			The Totality continued to advance against them. William and Demeter fired furiously into the group of approaching enemies, the flurry of energy blasts in such close quarters making the air thick with an electric scent. William could hardly see anymore, thanks to the blood and the constant flashing. He shot into those gray uniforms whenever he saw them, whether it did any good or not, trying to rush past them to join Sasha, wherever she was. But the Totality wouldn’t let him through, physically blocking him, and the last thing he saw was a rifle stock coming directly at his face.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Superficial

			Sasha stood in the general operations center of Totality Mining Colony #992, Outpost #4, surrounded by corpses. Her body shook, making it difficult to move her fingers along the controls, but she did her best to make an assessment of their situation. She first noticed that main power was offline, and had been for some time—the whole facility had been running on backup power, with all non-critical functions shut off. She didn’t know if the fighting throughout the complex had taken out main power at some point or if there was another explanation. She did make note of the fact that communications were offline, including the automated transponder that William had been tasked with overriding. Does that mean they never got a signal out? Let’s hope so. But we need to get power back quickly or the other outposts will figure out something is going on.

			Things had grown quiet since she and Demeter took out the last batch of Totality in this part of the complex. With control from general operations, they could monitor and manage almost any part of the entire outpost, but that only worked with full power. On backup power, many things didn’t work—including the security doors for the other mining units. From a Totality perspective, it made sense. The last thing you want if there’s a power breakdown is to let all the slaves loose. Unfortunately, this meant Fred and the others were on a hopeless errand. She turned to Demeter. “Do you have things under control here?”

			“I believe so,” he said flatly. “However, Chief Pearson needs medical attention,” he added, gesturing toward the man’s prone body. William had been beaten and battered quite thoroughly and Sasha knew Demeter was right: the man needed help. But so did the slaves still stuck down in their holes. They have to come first. “A lot of people need help right now. I’ll send Angel up as soon as I find her. She can set him up in the infirmary. What I need you to do is monitor from here. The second power comes back, open the security doors on all mining units and announce that this facility is under our control—no more Totality. Once everyone knows what’s going on, we can talk about what to do next.”

			“What are we doing next?” Demeter asked.

			She detected the challenge in his tone and returned the attitude accordingly. “There’s still a cargo train coming in a few days. We need to be ready for it.”

			She proceeded with haste through the complex, slung rifle bouncing against her back as she jogged, following the stripes on the wall toward the mining unit access level. She could only see properly when the red emergency lights came up all the way. Just as quickly, they would fade and she had to take it on faith that she wouldn’t trip and break her neck when it was dark. The general operations area remained lit but, as far as she could tell, everything else either got dim light or the pulsing red emergency lights.

			As she explored, she heard nothing in the way of fighting, which she took as a good sign. She had full confidence that Fred could manage things, wherever he was. She was less certain about the others. She found herself hoping, in some small way, that Janus hadn’t made it out. She couldn’t prove he’d betrayed them, but she knew he had. Since killing him herself would be bad form and counterproductive to the purpose of her revolt, a convenient death would serve nicely. But when did I start thinking of this as my revolt? It isn’t mine. It belongs to all of us, every person the Totality has ever enslaved. That’s who we’re doing it for. Some will die, there may be some we never get to free, but we have to try everything we can. Always fighting, always struggling. There is no history—the crystal fire took that from me. There’s only the future. The future we will all build together.

			As she approached the lower levels where the mining units were, she slowed down and took deeper breaths, not wanting to wear herself out before she arrived. A puddle of melted snow on the floor illustrated the blood caked on her face by way of reflection, and she recalled the encounter that must have put it there. One of the Totality had pulled a knife when she drew close, and for once her small, nimble frame gave her the advantage, letting her slip out of his grasp, twist his wrist so he released the blade, and allowed her to slice his throat open. She remembered a spray of blood from that, and it must have gotten on her face. She recalled the taste, the iron and salt, just like human blood—she’d tasted her own enough times, instinctively licking from wounds when she inadvertently scratched her arm against a jutting crystal. She sometimes asked herself how different the Totality truly were. They looked human. They spoke like humans, bled like humans, died like humans. She’d never seen them eat, but then she’d never seen them enough to have observed that in the first place. What she knew that made them different were the abilities she’d witnessed—the building-shaking, and the light in the face coming from nothing but a bare hand.

			She was no closer to knowing why the Totality were different, what truly made them feel entitled to enslave other humans, as if they were so unique themselves. It’s just “magic,” as Fred says, but to me it might as well be some kind of technology. It only needs understanding, not to be shrouded in mystery. There are times I wish that troll would simply open up and tell me everything he knows, but he holds back as if the truth would be too difficult to bear. After what I’ve seen and done in recent days, though, is there anything I couldn’t bear?

			She caught up to Serim and Angel attempting to manually pry a security door. “How’s it going?” was how she chose to announce her presence.

			They both turned away from the door and smiled when they saw her. “Glad to see you’re still with us,” Angel said cheerfully. “We weren’t sure if you and Demeter made it to the control center.”

			“We did, but main power is down,” Sasha explained. She pointed toward the door. “There’s no way you’re getting that open by hand.”

			Serim sighed and pulled himself away. “You think so? I was hoping I could short out the locking mechanism from this side but I think you’re right. The Totality set these things up so they bolt shut when the circuit’s open. It looks like they don’t take power to lock, just to unlock.”

			“Totality zealousness,” Sasha agreed. “Do you know if anyone’s working on the power?”

			Serim shrugged. “I sure couldn’t tell you.”

			She sighed, rubbing her temples. “Okay, let’s do it this way. Angel, there’s someone up in the general operations center who is badly hurt. Please get him to the infirmary. Have Demeter help you, if necessary, but don’t keep him away from operations for long. After that, scout around for anyone else who might need medical assistance. You know the infirmary equipment better than any of us, so we’ll use that.”

			Angel bowed obediently. “I can do that.” Without further prompting, she scampered past Sasha, on her way to Demeter.

			“Serim, let’s go see who else we can find,” Sasha suggested.

			After a few corridors and a dozen or so Totality bodies, they came upon Tau, Janus, and several other people who were clearly slaves—given away by how they were dirty, poorly fed, and shabbily clothed. Sasha looked down the hall and saw the security door had been blown from its hinges from the outside. She turned up an eyebrow and glanced at Tau. “Did you blow that open?”

			He nodded, the corner of his lip turned up painfully. “How’s the arm?” she asked. He shrugged indifferently, so she moved on.

			“How did you get through that door? Is it something we can do for the others?”

			He shook his head. “It was a fluke. I got a shot right into the energy cell of a Totality’s rifle. That’s my guess, anyway. It made quite an explosion. You can see it dented up the floor, ceiling, and walls.”

			Sasha took a quick survey and realized he was right. “So it blew up the Totality and took off the door at the same time?”

			“Looks that way. Everyone else was standing back from it so no one got hurt, fortunately.”

			She smiled. “Good job. Look, I can see you’re in pain. Get up to the infirmary so you can get something for that. Angel should be there soon to help. I’ll take it from here.”

			Reluctantly, he picked himself up from the floor and left. She turned to Janus. “Were you any use at all here?” she rasped.

			“You only gave me a pistol,” he reminded her, making a helpless shrug. “I put down cover fire for Tau while he did the real work. Is that good enough for you?”

			No, “good enough” would be you, face-down in a pool of your own blood. “Fine. Thanks for helping.” She looked over the others who’d just been freed from their unit, stepping toward them. They were sitting lined up along the wall, some clearly shaken and scared. Among them were two obvious adolescents, three adults roughly her own age, and a woman who was considerably older, her hair long since gone to gray.

			“Are you all okay?” she asked sincerely, getting down on one knee so she could see them at eye level.

			One by one, she got their names. The adolescent boy was Julian, and the girl’s name was Freida. Julian explained that they were siblings from a world that sounded similar to Sasha’s and had arrived when they were a bit younger, but not so young they didn’t remember the journey. More childhoods stolen by these monsters. The adult men were Stefen, Ira, and Thul. They had little to say except that they, too, had grown up in Totality captivity. “And we’re ready to kick some fucking ass,” Ira added. She certainly appreciated the sentiment.

			When Sasha asked the elder woman how she was doing, accompanied by a gentle touch to the arm, the woman briskly threw it off and snapped at her, staring into her with steely, emerald eyes. “You think you’ve done us a great service, don’t you? What do you think’s going to happen when you drive off the Totality and free everyone? Do you think there will be enough food, water, medical supplies, houses, land, everything? Do you think there’s a future for us? Let me tell you: we were put into bondage because there’s not room or resources for so many people. The Totality give us a purpose, without which we would be long dead. All you’ve done is hasten our deaths and made them that much more agonizing. When the Totality take this place from you—and they will take it—we will all suffer the consequences. I will beg to whatever gods still exist that they take me quickly, and hope that they have mercy on those of us who know their place.”

			Sasha recoiled, speechless. What argument was there to have with someone so opposed to everything she sought to achieve? She faked a smile at the gray-haired woman. Anger welled up inside her and she had to suppress an urge to shout back at her. She hoped that anyone who thought that way might eventually come around, but she figured she’d never win them over by returning such hostility. I doubt she’ll be the last slave to oppose me, though.

			Extricating herself from the encounter, she stepped over to Serim. “Can you keep an eye on this group?” What she meant was, “Can you keep these people under control?” She wasn’t certain what sort of trouble they might get into, but she didn’t yet know if she could trust any of the other slaves. She trusted those from her unit—all but Janus. She couldn’t say the same for any of the others. In time, she could learn who was trustworthy and who needed to be regarded with suspicion. For the moment, the latter approach served as a sensible default stance.

			Serim took her meaning. “Yes, ma’am.”

			She turned to Janus. “Come with me.”

			The slender man who always looked like he was squinting stood up and did as he was told, accompanying her. She didn’t bother to tell him where they were going. She intended to search the facility from bottom to top until she found Fred. If Janus complained, well, she could claim she ran into a group of Totality who’d somehow been missed, and his body would go nicely with a pile of dead Totality. Stop that, she told herself. If he makes an openly aggressive or dangerous move, do something about it. If he doesn’t, don’t look for ways to get rid of him. It’ll be possible to do that soon enough, when we leave this planet. He can go somewhere far, far away from me, completely of his own accord.

			Many more minutes of searching brought them to the main reactor area, where she finally located Fred. He was doing something to the reactor controls, a set of panels next to the reactor itself. The facility’s powerplant comprised a tall, wide central cylinder surrounded by several smaller ones, connected by pipes and wires. She had no idea how any of it worked, but clearly Fred know a thing or two. “Having fun down here?” she quipped, striking a pose with a hand on her hip. Her annoyance was more for show than anything. She assumed he had a purpose.

			“Ah, glad you joined me,” he beamed. “I take it the fighting has ended?”

			“Yes. Main power is down. That’s why I went looking for you. I should have known you had something to do with it.” She stepped closer, watching him move his eyes over the controls and adjust them in what looked to her like a completely random sequence.

			“If you are suggesting that I cut the power, you are correct.” He retrieved the remote communicator from his pocket, pointing out that it flashed no more. “While combating the Totality, I noticed that our override signal terminated. I assumed this to mean William had ‘terminated,’ as well—or least his ship did. The Totality getting a distress signal to one of the other outposts was not acceptable, so I rushed here and cut the main power.”

			“You know how to do that?” Sasha wondered why she even asked. He seemed to know all sorts of things she wouldn’t expect a slave to know the first thing about. “William is alive, by the way. Hurt, but Angel is taking care of him.”

			“I am happy to hear our newfound ally survived. It has been a dangerous day for all of us.”

			“Some more than others,” she smirked. “Nobody tried to stop you in here?”

			“Oh, I had minor resistance.” Without looking, he pointed to his right, and in the far corner Sasha could make out a couple of uniformed bodies clumped together, likely beaten to a pulp then dumped on top of each other.

			“When can you get the power back up? I’m tired of barely being able to see anything.”

			“Any minute now,” he promised. Then, waving toward a panel on the nearby wall: “You will want to contact whoever is in the general operations center as soon as I have power restored. The other Totality outposts will demand a status report. I suggest offering them a plausible excuse for our lack of power.”

			Sasha didn’t care for him speaking to her as if she was stupid. She shrugged it off. “A short in the power management system? Will that do it?”

			He nodded. “That should suffice. Those take a little while to track down and repair. Remind Demeter that he need not respond via a visual channel—audio will do. He can claim the defect in the power system is not yet resolved, so we are not back to full power.”

			“You really thought this through,” Sasha commented.

			“I had time to ponder it while everyone else was fighting,” he said in a curiously jovial tone.

			“Yeah, lucky you. You only had to kill two Totality,” she rolled her eyes. “Thanks for making the rest of us do the dirty work.”

			“I could have left the power on and this entire facility would be swarming with Totality from the other outposts by now,” he reminded her.

			“Right.” She stepped over to the communications panel, keeping her eyes on Fred. “Let me know when the power’s b—” Before she could finish her sentence, the red emergency lights were replaced with something much brighter—and whiter. She had to squint. These lights were much more intense than what the Totality provided down in the mines. She pressed the button marked for communication with the general operations center. “Demeter?”

			“Sasha?” his voice crackled through.

			“Yes. Fred got the power back on. The other mining outposts will try to contact us. You need to keep them away from here.”

			“Yes, I know. There’s already an incoming communication. Stand by.”

			She heard another voice that must have been coming from the main comm station in the general operations center. “Outpost #4, this is Outpost #9. Report status.”

			She listened in as Demeter responded. “This is Outpost #4. We had a power fluctuation and our communications were down. All is well now.” Demeter, by Sasha’s estimation, managed to emulate the dialect he heard without too much trouble. He must have a knack for languages. He learned to communicate with us quickly when he first arrived, too, as I recall. That might be a very useful skill later.

			She put the thought aside for the moment and focused on listening to the conversation going on far away from her, physically, yet it felt so close she could almost sense the Totality on the other end scrutinizing them. “Then why can’t I see you?”

			She’d almost forgotten about that. Good, he knew not to show his face—they’d see his slave scar immediately and we’d all be fucked. “Uh, maybe not ‘all’ is well just yet. Repairs are ongoing.”

			The voice on the other end grew more skeptical. “What kinds of repairs? And where’s the Outpost Manager? You don’t sound like Driscoll.”

			Demeter’s voice reached Sasha more clearly, as if he’d come closer to the other comm panel. “What do I tell him?”

			“Short in the power system,” Sasha advised. “Not fixed yet. We’re working on it. Driscoll’s working on it. Tell him that.”

			He passed the message along. “We have a short in our power system. We lost main power for a while. Most of it is back up. Driscoll is in the reactor room, assisting with repairs.”

			“That doesn’t sound like Driscoll. It must be quite bad.”

			“Yeah, a very pesky short. Took a while to find. Taking a little longer to fix. I apologize for not having the most detailed information. It’s a little hectic up here, and I’m new.”

			The Totality on the other end of the connection laughed heartily. “Ah, that explains a lot. You even apologized. Is this your first body?”

			“I…” His hesitation told Sasha he didn’t know what that meant. Neither did she, for that matter. “Yes,” he finally answered.

			“You’ll figure it out soon, don’t worry. In my day, we used to apprentice new Totality so they could get used to their bodies. What’re they doing now, dumping you poor babies out in the middle of nowhere?”

			“More or less,” Demeter played along.

			“Well, like I was saying, don’t apologize. Cylence hates that kind of deferential behavior, and so does Driscoll, if he’s not changed much since I saw him last.”

			“Oh, yeah, he’s the same old Driscoll,” Demeter laughed.

			“Alright, I’ll leave you lot to your repairs and pass along the message to the other outposts so they don’t bother you. Last thing Driscoll would want is a bunch of us taunting him about his power outage. Man’s got a lot of pride, you know.”

			“You don’t have to tell me,” Demeter agreed, as if he knew.

			“Outpost #9 signing off.”

			Demeter spoke directly to Sasha again. “I hope I don’t have to repeat a performance like that anytime soon.”

			“Agreed. Now that you’ve placated the Totality, get the mining units open. I want everyone out. Send an announcement for everyone to assemble in the Totality mess hall in an hour. Send someone to each group to lead them there. I don’t want anyone to miss it. Give out reminders every ten minutes—it’s not like any of us are used to telling time after being underground for so long.”

			Demeter agreed to her instructions. She next went to Fred. “I’m going to survey the damage.” And collect my thoughts.

			The troll nodded and she left him and Janus to whatever work was left in the powerplant. She knew Fred would put Janus to work if needed, and also wouldn’t let Janus run free around the complex. Fred would do it in his usual, genial way, finding excuses to keep the man around, busy, and out of Sasha’s sight. With the interior of the complex fully illuminated again, Sasha began to get a sense of how badly it was compromised. Floors, walls, and ceilings all suffered serious damage. There were dents and holes all over the place from roving firefights. The damage was contained to limited areas of the facility, but if they had visitors—and they soon would—it would be necessary to keep them away from the affected areas. But then there was William’s ship, too, and whatever destruction it had wrought. If he’s caused too much damage on the surface, there’s no way we can sell this as a power malfunction. We’ll have to come up with an entirely different story for the cargo train, and hope they don’t contact the other outposts. That means a perfect deception. We’ll have to pretend to be Totality ourselves. But that also means I have to stay out of sight. No one’s ever seen a female Totality—if they even exist—and it would be far too suspicious if one appeared now. I wonder what that other Totality meant with talk of Demeter’s “first body.” Can they change bodies? When we kill them, they don’t actually die? Then where do they go? Do they remember everything? What if they go somewhere they can tell other Totality about what happened here? The thought terrified her. What if our revolt is doomed right as it’s just begun?

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Damage Control

			Sasha thought about what she would say even though she didn’t have much time to ponder it. The assembly was set to begin in a few minutes and the slaves packed into the Totality mess hall looked restless. She spied them from a window inside the food preparation area, where she understood slaves were rotated through and allowed to work in the kitchen as an alternative to mine labor. No one in her unit had ever been called up for such duty and she could only guess it was due to her unit always meeting or exceeding quota. Why move us up to the kitchen if we’re doing a good job mining? No sense breaking up a well-functioning unit. It didn’t escape her attention that the Totality got to eat real food: meat and vegetables shipped in from offworld, prepared and cooked into meals that surely tasted better than the processed slurry they got from the food dispensary. A panel near some of cooking appliances related a series of recipes that could be drawn upon for various preparations, some of which sounded absolutely delicious to her rumbling stomach. I can worry about eating later. Everyone’s expecting me to say something. I set myself up for this—I can’t exactly let them down.

			When the time came, she emerged from the kitchen and stepped onto one of the long tables that had served the Totality during their meal breaks. Several such tables were arranged parallel to one another, filling the length of the mess hall. A couple hundred slaves were packed in, some of them sitting on the benches attached to the tables, many standing or leaning against the walls, and some sitting or lying along the floor. This room had been mostly untouched by the combat that took place elsewhere, so she was thankful that the already tight space wasn’t further compromised by, say, having a huge hole blown in one of the walls. Her eyes moved across the many faces of her fellow slaves, almost none of whom she’d met or interacted with. She’d never stood in front of a large group of people and spoken to them. I don’t know how to write a speech, much less deliver one. But I have to try.

			She pushed down the anxiety and began to speak, pacing along the length of the table and turning occasionally to make eye contact with different parts of the room. “Anyone who can understand me, please raise your hand.” She watched as a great majority of those present complied. She noticed many who didn’t, however. “Look at the people around you. Anyone who doesn’t have a hand up, if you know their language, please repeat what I’m saying so they can hear it, too. I don’t want anyone to be left out.” She caught eyes darting left and right, people exchanging confused and skeptical glances, but all she could do was hope her words would be translated faithfully to those not fluent in the language she spoke—the curious amalgamation of languages and dialects spoken in her mining unit, which was present before she arrived and taught to her by Fred as the “slave tongue.” It was an imprecise and eclectic form, less than ideal for a public address, but it had to suffice.

			“What binds us all together is the fact that the Totality enslaved us. Whatever else we are, wherever else we came from, that’s what we have in common. We were subjugated, abused, controlled by these creatures. But now, they’re gone. We’ve killed the Totality in this outpost and taken control of it. I wish I could tell you that the hard part is over. The fact is, this is only the beginning of something bigger.

			“The Totality will never accept this state of affairs. We have begun something that can only end one of two ways: with our destruction, or theirs. If we could negotiate with the Totality, they wouldn’t have enslaved us in the first place. They are our enemy, wherever we encounter them. You may not agree with the fact that we’ve taken up arms against them. That is your right. I will not force anyone to fight against their will. I will ask that you give us a chance to prove ourselves, and give us time to figure things out.

			“In a few days, a cargo train will arrive at this outpost to offload supplies and take on a shipment of ternium fulsenide crystals—the products of our labor. It is my intention that we take these ships for ourselves and use them to escape Actis. We will obtain more weapons, free more slaves, and destroy Totality infrastructure anywhere we can. We must break their ability to kill and enslave us.

			“Thanks to the damage inflicted on this facility during our uprising, we have a lot of cleanup work to do. Again, we will be accepting volunteers to assist with this. There’s wreckage on the surface that needs to be cleared, and interior damage that we must do our best to patch up. Once the cargo train is here, we’ll need healthy, able-bodied men who can masquerade as Totality. We’ll give the impression that nothing is amiss. As each cargo ship docks and offloads its cargo, we’ll take control of it, put some of our own people aboard, and give the appearance that everything is going smoothly. By the end, we’ll have full possession of the cargo train and we won’t be tied to this facility anymore.

			“The supplies being delivered by the cargo train should provide enough food to sustain us for a while. We’ll find more. We’ll take it however we need to. We’ll fight, and we’ll survive. I’ve fought too hard to give up now. And I’m fighting for all of you. I can promise you that, wherever we fight, you will see me out in front, fighting right there with you. I don’t expect others to die for me. It’s more likely I will die for you. As long as those who survive me keep fighting, it won’t have been in vain.

			“So, what I am asking you to do is join me. Join us. Help us clean up the mess from today’s fighting, help us deceive the cargo train when it arrives, help us take control of it, and leave this planet with us so we can spread our rebellion—our revolution—to other worlds.”

			She scanned the room again, watching their reactions. No one applauded. She saw some smiles, but a lot of fear. Eyes cast down, eyes avoiding hers, people whispering in each other’s ears—translating, or gossiping? She didn’t know, though she knew which one she hoped for. I won’t promise these people anything I can’t give them. They have to be willing to fight, or we’ll never make it off this planet. After giving them a moment to digest what she’d said, she spoke again, this time focusing on more immediate details.

			“Many of you are probably tired, hungry, sick, or injured. It will take us a little time to accommodate everyone but I promise you that we will. If you need immediate attention, please line up near the kitchen.” She gestured toward the wide window behind her where the Totality were served their food. “Gather here, and you will be evaluated one by one to see what you need and how quickly we can provide it. If you have any medical skills or training, come to the table I’m standing on.” She pointed down with both hands to make the point clear. “We’ll need all the help we can get. The infirmary isn’t large—any of you who’ve been there certainly know that—so it may take a while to get you in there. We’ll do the best we can. We could also use some volunteers for the kitchen. I’m sure many of you are hungry and would like a cooked meal, for once. If I can get six volunteers, I think that would be enough to start. I don’t care if you want to snack while you prepare food for everyone else, just don’t overdo it. If you’re interested, please go into the kitchen and get started. Fred will be in charge to make sure there’s no hoarding of food—we need to make sure there’s enough for everyone, so be considerate.”

			She received a large number of volunteers for the kitchen, almost certainly due to the snacking privilege she mentioned. That was exactly why she offered up such an enticement. Fred barricaded the doorway with his body and only allowed the first six in. Sasha looked to the disheartened volunteers who didn’t make it. “Don’t worry, you’ll all get a chance to help later. Food preparation will start immediately and continue until everyone’s had a good meal. When the first group gets tired, they can rotate out and six more of you can go in.” She hoped her words were enough to placate them. She knew people could riot over nearly any perceived injustice, and being forced to wait for food was a particularly volatile trigger. She found herself morbidly grateful for the ways in which the Totality had subdued them and broken their wills. It’s ironic that I’m now relying on their Totality-instilled subservience to keep order. It won’t last—I know that—and I need to make sure we have something in place to keep the peace once they start to realize that this situation isn’t temporary. The Totality are gone. They’re free. They’ll always be free, if I have anything to say about it. Once they figure that out, who knows how they’ll react? Some may turn to despair, or violence, or even try to give us up to the enemy. It was a heavy responsibility, and she was far from comfortable managing a group of disparate humans who were likely to become unruly for lack of an established social order. The Totality had a system, and one that worked quite effectively, for what it was. Revolts were, she assumed, rare. Successful ones, even more so. To build a new human civilization out of a revolt on a remote mining planet? She dared not consider the odds for fear of falling into despair herself.

			Everything proceeded in an orderly fashion, at least initially. Janus was put to work evaluating those who claimed to need immediate help, Sasha having decided that his administrative experience would be useful in helping to make decisions quickly. She watched him prioritize people for the food line as well as the infirmary, deciding who could eat first, who would receive medical attention first. Minor arguments cropped up which she quelled with patience and kind words. These were not strong skills for her, but she found that invoking a kindly voice, making eye contact, and lightly touching people’s arms and shoulders seemed to calm them. It occurred to her that it was the quality of behaving in a motherly fashion to defuse the tension. She didn’t like that at all, yet saw no other realistic options. I’ll play the part if that’s what it takes to get through this, she told herself. I’ll pretend to be their mother figure, their friend, their confidante, whatever they need so they’ll keep calm and not explode into violence. The last thing we need is a revolt within our revolt. The Totality are, without a doubt, our greatest enemy. But if we’re not careful, we’ll be nearly as dangerous to ourselves.

			Sasha went up to the general operations center, where Demeter was still managing the facility to the extent possible from that location. She sidled up next to him, glancing over his shoulder. “How’s the damage assessment coming?”

			He sighed, his shoulders drooping. “It’s bad. You told William to cause a diversion, and he caused a diversion. The surface is a disaster. Three of the six surface-to-air cannons were destroyed. The others have light damage. Holes were punched in the roofs of the food storage building, the crystal processing plant, and the Totality living quarters. The main communications array works well enough to keep up the carrier signal the other outposts expect, but part of the array looks to be damaged because I can’t pick up long-range signals.”

			“What sorts of long-range signals would you be expecting?” she asked, puzzled.

			He shrugged. “The Totality run a large empire, don’t they? There should be interplanetary and interstellar communications traffic. I’m from a planet that doesn’t even have faster-than-light ships or communications methods, and we still send signals to and from our offworld colonies.”

			“Oh? How many of those did you have?”

			“By the time the Totality picked me up? None. They destroyed our last and most recent colony.”

			She frowned. “Did they destroy the others, too?”

			“I don’t know. It’s possible. We lost contact with them. Every time we established a colony, after a year or two we’d lose contact. The next time a ship arrived, it would look like someone tore the place apart. We didn’t know if the colonies just fell into civil war or if something else happened. Based on what I know now, of course, I’d have to say the Totality were involved.”

			“Seems like a safe assumption,” she agreed. “So, the damage you found, is any of it going to affect our ability to hijack the cargo train?”

			He shook his head. “No, the docking area managed to come out of this unscathed. They’ll be able to dock without a problem. I was thinking about what to tell them, by the way.”

			“Go on?”

			“I think, with a little help from the cannons, we can make it look like an out-of-control crystal fire reached the surface and caused the damage that’s visible from above. I read some of the operational specifications on the remaining cannons and they can be set to scorch and burn rather than pierce and incinerate. We can give the appearance that those towers fell victim to a raging fire.”

			She liked this idea, and immediately began building on it. “We can use it to explain why large parts of the facility are inaccessible, too. They’re under repairs and too dangerous to traverse.”

			“Exactly. If a fire spread enough to reach the surface, it would have destroyed at least one mining unit, possibly more. That’s a very serious fire.”

			She started looking for holes in this explanation. I don’t know how skeptical the Totality are, but we can’t afford to take chances. This story needs to be as airtight as possible. “What about the system they use to seal off mining areas when there’s a fire?”

			“I don’t know. No system can be perfect, can it? What if the powerplant malfunction you made up earlier is still part of our story? That happened, and a fire broke out around the same time, so we were unable to contain it and it spread so far it damaged the surface cannon emplacements.”

			She didn’t have a better idea, so she decided to go with that. “Sure, let’s use that, for now. Do you think it’s possible to patch the holes you mentioned?”

			“Definitely. There’s patching material in the construction shed. Inventory says they have a bulldozer, too. Once the wreckage from William’s ship is cleared, we can use that to even out the ground so they can’t tell a ship was crashed there. Somebody will have to dump snow on it after, to completely hide it.”

			I wonder how hard it will be to find people willing to do this work. I just freed them from the Totality, but what’s the point if I have to all but enslave them again so we can survive? The difference is, I’ll be asking for volunteers instead of forcing them. But what if no one does? She sighed audibly. I’ll do it myself if I have to, she resolved. “I think your plan sounds good,” she praised, even if she wasn’t fully convinced it would work. Too many things could go wrong, and she wasn’t even done planning, much less executing.

			“I did want to ask you about something,” he segued. “How long have you known William? When did he come here and how long were you working with him?”

			“I didn’t work with him for long,” she assured him. “Only the past few days. Fred’s known him for slightly longer. You don’t know Fred like I do, but Fred’s a man with many secrets.”

			“I wouldn’t exactly call him a ‘man,’” Demeter snorted.

			“Man, troll, it makes no difference to me. The point is that he helps us. I’ve known Fred since I was a child, since I first came here. I’m sure he has his reasons for keeping secrets. What’s important is that I’ve always been able to rely on him. He’s taken good care of me—of all of us. I’ve never doubted his motives.”

			“Maybe you should, since it sounds like he’s kept so much from you.”

			“I thought you wanted to know about William,” she snapped, not at all pleased with his current line of discussion.

			“Right. I worked with him on Trepsis—the colony I came from. Both of us are from a planet called Lexin. We were Militiamen. I don’t know if you had those on your world. Law enforcement.”

			She nodded. “Police. I understand.”

			“He was the Chief Militiaman of the Trepsis colony, until we were all abducted. The Totality came for us in the night, blasted the roofs off our buildings and sent shock troops to subdue and capture everyone. I never saw William on the transport ship so I assumed he was killed trying to resist. We encountered another Totality fleet and people were transferred around, so I’m the only one from Trepsis who ended up here. I’m sure I’ve told you all of this before.”

			“You have. If I’d known that you knew William, I would have told you. I never would have expected something like that. He never mentioned where he was from or even what he wanted, other than to hurt the Totality. That objective was enough for me.”

			Demeter smirked. “I’m glad he was out there trying to find a way to get revenge.”

			Hearing Demeter’s story again left Sasha with uncomfortable questions, however. If he wasn’t abducted by the Totality, and obviously he wasn’t killed, how did he end up here? Fred mentioned William’s uniform was of “the Order,” whoever they are. I’ll have to confront Fred and try to get some answers out of him. Demeter may think Fred is untrustworthy, but I know better. “It’s fortunate he was able to help us,” Sasha said, agreeing with the thrust of Demeter’s point while still pondering the extent to which William—and probably Fred—had deceived her.

			“Do you mind if I go check on him?” Demeter asked. “He is my superior officer, and it might be bad form if I don’t look into his well-being.”

			“Go ahead,” she replied, watching as he jogged out of the control center.

			Intrigued by the talk of long-range Totality communications traffic, she started digging into the communications system, blindly feeling her way through the control panel in front of her. She was impressed that Demeter had managed to navigate it with what seemed like no effort, considering his lack of exposure to the technology. Must be a quick study, she thought to herself, moving through several menus that didn’t sound like what she was after. Eventually, she came across a listing for “LONG DISTANCE COMM LOG.” She tapped the round button next to it to access the file and saw plenty of incoming traffic up until this morning, presumably around the time the battle took place. Each record was represented by a coded text description, most of the entries marked with phrases like “DOM TOT CEN GEN INFO UPD - 57PHZ - 1800GST.” She accessed one of the records and saw further coded information, no doubt written in some form of Totality shorthand she hadn’t learned. There’s probably a manual for this type of communication somewhere around here, if I can find it. Instead of looking for that, she continued trying to parse the strings of information on her own. The data was clearly dense, short bursts of letters punctuated with numbers. The orderly nature of the information told her it was likely describing space traffic—ships moving from place to place, transporting cargo (and slaves) here and there, likely for the purpose of individual outposts putting out requests for supplies based on who and what was nearby. She assumed the Totality had quite an efficient distribution network, given how large she imagined their empire to be. She had no real idea, of course, since the Totality were hardly the sort to impart any kind of education to their slaves. That she knew how to read anything was largely down to Fred’s tutelage, and the Totality language, even if it hadn’t been coded, was different enough from the mishmash they spoke in the mining unit that she would’ve had some difficulty in making sense of it. Demeter did a good job talking to that Totality officer, though. He slid right into whatever dialect that was, like he knew it already. He came to learn our tongue easily, too. Does he really have a knack for languages, or does he know something he’s not telling us? And what about William? There are obviously things he’s not told me, either. Not that I asked, but there must be a story behind how he got here instead of ending up a slave like Demeter. Fred? Fred probably knows much more about him than I do. But then there are all the things Fred’s never told me. The secrets he keeps for my own protection, as he puts it. Too many men with too many secrets.

			She moved on from that file, scanning through the list, then noticed a small indicator off to the side that she didn’t recognize. Activating the button beside it, it expanded to explain, “1 DELETED RECORD.” She didn’t see how “DELETED” wouldn’t actually mean deleted, but her curiosity was piqued nonetheless. With the option to recover the deleted record presented to her, she did so.

			The restored record didn’t tell her much, only enough to further inflame her suspicions. The description was simple as could be: “AUD MSG - 93PHZ - ORD PROT.” In attempting to access it further, she found that the actual contents of the message were unavailable—the system didn’t record audio communications, only text. Sifting through the other data fields offered alongside the description, which described things like the frequency, message length, signal-to-noise ratio, and other factors she cared less about, she noticed where it described the time the communication took place. Her eyes went to the wall clock, then back to the screen.

			Not even twenty minutes ago. Only Demeter was here at that time. He didn’t mention anyone else coming up to see him. I’ll have to ask him about it without sounding accusatory. But what does it mean? “ORD PROT” is close enough to “Order Protocol.” Does it mean he’s sending messages to the Order? If so, what does he know about them, and why is he doing this? Fred said William doesn’t have any allegiance to the Order, but what if he’s wrong—or lying? Does everyone I know secretly work for this “Order” and I’m just being duped for some other purpose? I don’t dare say anything yet. Who knows what they’ve been instructed to do? They might just as soon kill me if they think I know something I shouldn’t. Calm and patient. I have to be calm and patient. With her heart pounding in her chest as she stared at the apparent evidence of Demeter’s deception, she found this much easier said than done.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Awakening

			Distant voices drew him toward them, flowing forms that may have been bodies. Voices whispered in his ear, spoke across his body, emanated an indecipherable background noise, and all of them grew louder and louder with time, until the undulating and oscillating shapes became something more—faces, arms, legs, torsos, hair, eyes, noses, mouths, smiles, frowns, pursed lips, furrowed brows, freckles, bushy eyebrows, mustaches and beards, earrings that glinted as light reflected on and diffracted through gold and diamond, pulling him out of an abyss he hadn’t even known, until he could make out his name among the words, repeating like a mantra as if to bring him back from the edge of the universe, or perhaps just the edge of death. “Devon… Devon!”

			It was Meghan’s voice, he realized, and it was her hand squeezing his own, and her face staring at his with grave concern, evidence of dried tears and recent crying engraved into her rosy cheeks. “You’re awake!” she whisper-shouted, nearly jumping up out of her seat to attack him before, apparently, thinking better of it and sitting back down. “Sorry. They told me I have to be gentle with you.”

			He found speaking more difficult than it should have been. His mouth and throat were desperately dry, and his whole body was sore and refused to respond to his commands to move it. He had sensation but couldn’t do more than make slow, poorly-controlled motions with his arms, as if they were moving through a liquid that resisted him. “What happened?” he managed to groan through a cracked voice.

			“I’m so glad you’re awake,” she repeated, squeezing his hand and pulling it to her chest. “I’m sorry. There was a huge accident today. Dozens of cars piled up. They said on the news it’s been over a decade since something like that happened. But I knew you’d be on your way to work and I was worried you were involved. I called SINAI a bit later and they said they hadn’t heard from you, and I know you would’ve called them if you were just stuck in traffic, so then I started calling hospitals and that’s when I found out you were here. I rushed over right away. The doctor said you were brought in as one of the injured. You were bleeding internally and they had to take your spleen out. I signed for that and everything—you weren’t awake to agree to it, so I had to make the decision. You were going to die if I didn’t. I don’t see what other choice I had. I hope you’re not mad.”

			He shook his head slowly. “Not mad. No way.” He tried to remember the accident. He recalled getting into his car, setting the autodrive to take him to SINAI Systems, where he worked, and then leaving the parking lot of his apartment building. Beyond that, he could recall nothing before waking up in this hospital bed. He glanced around, noticing the tubes coming out of his arms, and the fluid bags hung on the pole attached to his bed. Saline and painkillers. Why can’t I remember anything? He put the same question to Meghan.

			“I don’t know. It’s probably normal to lose a little of your memory after something like that? Maybe it will come back to you. I’m just happy you’re okay. The doctor said you’ll be here a few days and then you can go home. I already talked to SINAI. They said to take all the time you need. You can file a short-term disability claim if you have to be out for a few weeks or something. I told them I didn’t know how long you would be. But I want you to take it easy and focus on getting better, okay?”

			Languidly, he nodded. “I won’t rush myself,” he promised. The prospect of spending weeks at home didn’t appeal, however. Devon liked his job. He felt worthless, tied to a bed like this. He couldn’t imagine spending any more time in the hospital or convalescing at home than absolutely necessary, as much as Meghan probably wanted to pamper him.

			She stayed by his side for the next three days as he focused on recovery, learning from his doctor about other, less serious injuries. Four ribs and a kidney were bruised, and he had cuts and contusions all over his body. The police report indicated he’d been thrown from his vehicle during the pileup, which he still couldn’t remember. His doctor told him, more than once, “You’re lucky to be alive.” Devon was grateful to have survived what looked like a brutal accident. After all, several others were not so fortunate—they perished. He and Meghan watched a memorial service projected on the wall of his hospital room as the names of those killed were read and family members spoke of them. Autocars hadn’t been involved in any human deaths for years, and there was already talk of lawsuits. A police investigation had thus far not come up with a satisfying explanation for the accident. The manufacturers of the cars and their automated driving systems alternated between reassuring the public as to the safety of their technology and blaming one another for being the ultimate cause of the accident. Devon followed the news with interest since he had little else to do while laid up in the hospital.

			He called out commands to the wall projector, looking up everything he could about vehicle automation. He’d never shown more than a casual interest in the technology, not especially fascinated by what amounted to a collection of sensors, lasers, cameras, and some pathfinding and obstacle avoidance code. Network technology was far more interesting to him—the rapid pace of data transfers, the complexity, the fact that any data on Earth could be beamed from one point to another at nearly the speed of light. By comparison, cars driving themselves seemed quaint and sluggish. But having been personally harmed by what was apparently a malfunctioning car, he was determined to learn all he could about them.

			Initial research was as he expected. The vehicles were designed to slow down and avoid icy and snowy roads. Traction control systems that mediated wheel speeds ensured a straight path on even the slickest roads. Clearly, something had gone wrong—something had malfunctioned within systems designed to have multiple levels of redundancy. The cars wouldn’t have been legal in the first place if not for the various levels of safeguards built into them. So what went wrong? The question ate at him, and by the time the hospital released him, he was ready to rip the guts out of any car he could get his hands on just to find out firsthand how it worked.

			He stared out the passenger window as Meghan drove him home. He knew she didn’t have to come, and she explained as much, herself. “I’m worried about you. I wanted to make sure you got home safely. I could have had the car automatically come to you and pick you up, but I wanted us to have a chance to talk.” From that opening, she got no response. “You don’t have to ignore me, Devon. I’m right here.”

			“Sorry,” he said, blinking a few times and turning to face her. “Just thinking.” And hurting, he thought, trying ignore the constant pain his bruised ribs caused. His painkiller dose had been lowered for fear of causing addiction, which left a constant, unpleasant ache around his ribcage.

			“I know. You’ve been thinking a lot the past few days.” Her voice sounded concerned. “You can tell me what’s going on, you know.”

			“I just can’t get over it, Meghan. What happened. I don’t remember? And nothing about it makes sense.”

			“The police are investigating, aren’t they?”

			He scoffed. “Like the police will figure anything out. What do they know about this kind of technology? The companies that made it are going to lie through their asses about it, too. People are dead and nobody wants to believe this technology we all depend on might be flawed. They won’t find anything. They’ll call it a fluke and we won’t worry about it until there’s another big accident and a bunch of people die. And then we’ll go through it again.”

			“Do you really think that’s what will happen?” She seemed less than confident in Devon’s scenario.

			“Isn’t that how the world works? People never face the truth until they’re forced to, and even then they’ll do anything they can to deny it. It’s like you have to hold people down and shove it in their face and scream the truth at them until they admit it.”

			Meghan frowned, looking away from him. “I don’t like how you’re talking. Maybe you need more rest.”

			“I don’t need more rest,” he snapped, more loudly and unkindly than he intended. Meghan recoiled immediately, looking as if she might cry. “Shit. I’m sorry. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I do need to take it easy for a few more days.”

			She nodded. “I think so. This doesn’t seem like you.”

			I don’t know what would “seem” like me at the moment, he thought. There’s a hole in my memory and it’s driving me crazy. A hole in my memory and something happened that’s supposed to be impossible.

			He spent the rest of the ride apologizing to Meghan, who claimed to accept it, but he had his doubts. He’d never yelled at her like that before, and he worried he might have done more lasting damage to their relationship than he initially realized.

			Soon, however, such thoughts fell away as he became absorbed in his research at home. He read everything he could get his hands on through his PMD.

			She walked into his small office, saying: “Don’t forget to take breaks. You don’t want to strain your eyes and neck.”

			All he did was register annoyed grunts, if he didn’t ignore her completely. As this ritual repeated, he eventually became more forceful. “You don’t understand,” he sighed. “Nothing about this adds up.”

			He was right. She didn’t understand. “You didn’t used to be like this,” she would say, and it would only annoy him more. In the middle of the night, he woke her abruptly. “What happened while I was in the hospital?” he demanded, while she stared back at him through sleepy eyes, confused, obviously uncertain as to what he meant.

			“The party!” he blurted. “Did you have the party without me?”

			“The what?”

			That she didn’t immediately grasp what he was talking about only made him angrier. “The fucking Super Bowl party, Meghan! Are you stupid?”

			That time, she cried for a different reason than she had at the hospital. “Do you just want me to leave?” she asked angrily, choking back a sob.

			“No,” he said more softly. What’s wrong with me? “I’ll leave,” he said defeatedly. “I’ll leave. You don’t deserve any of this. I don’t know what’s happening to me, but you shouldn’t be the one to suffer for it. So, I’ll go.”

			He turned to leave and she leaped from the bed, grabbing his arm. “Wait! Where will you go?”

			“I don’t know. A hotel or something. Somewhere I can’t yell at you like this, because I don’t mean to and I don’t want to make you hate me. I’ve been out of sorts since I woke up in the hospital and I don’t know why. I just don’t know.”

			She ran a few fingers through his hair, sniffling quietly. “Maybe the accident did something to your brain.”

			Maybe. “I’ll go to the doctor tomorrow. I’ll make an appointment. I’ll get a brain scan done or something, okay?”

			She nodded. “Okay. But you don’t have to leave.”

			“Then you stay here. I’ll sleep on the couch. And just… don’t bother me unless I ask you for something. And if I sound crazy, tell me I’m being crazy. Tell me to leave.”

			“Fine,” she assented unpleasantly.

			He took to the living room and put himself on their beige sofa with the wine spot that wouldn’t come out, where they used a burgundy throw pillow to conceal it.

			He closed his eyes and eventually fell asleep, but when he emerged from it he felt not the least bit rested. Meghan was gone, with a note on the wall display telling him she had an early shift that day. In large letters, it also said, “MAKE SURE YOU GO TO THE DOCTOR!” She had drawn a little heart next to it to signify her tone.

			He called the doctor, demanding the earliest appointment available. With a couple more hours to kill, he ate a bowl of cereal, wincing painfully through every movement, and caught up on the news. Tensions with China were up again, but then they always were, ever since the government crushed protests in Hong Kong and then took Taiwan by force. He tried to remember where the annexation of North Korea factored into that, if it was before or after or in between. It wasn’t mentioned in the news report he read, just “rising tensions,” because that was always the gist. Such “tensions” affected his job every so often as he was asked to code for various potential sanctions scenarios. “We need to be prepared to drop all traffic to and from China at the flip of a switch,” his boss told him once, which was one of those things that was easy to do in theory, but in practice could prove far more difficult. All network traffic was supposed to have its point of origin clearly identified, ostensibly for the purpose of efficient routing but also so “undesirable” traffic could be “filtered,” which in Devon’s world really just meant “thrown away.” His boss never understood the nuances, though. It was unlikely all traffic would need to be dropped, but perhaps taken through slower routes to irritate the Chinese, to prove that it could be done. Devon found such techniques petty and vindictive, but then “petty” and “vindictive” described international relations quite well, as far as he was concerned.

			The reports about China distracted him momentarily from the accident, which he supposed was a good thing once it came back to him. Too bad it didn’t distract me a while longer. Nothing appeared with regard to the accident itself, which he took to mean there was no new information about it. So, groggy, cranky, and in pain as he was, he showered, combed and shaved, and got dressed.

			Once he hobbled out the door, he made for the courtesy car provided by his insurance company. It sat in his usual spot, one of the newer models with all the bells and whistles he wasn’t willing to pay for in his own personal car. He pressed his thumb into the door sensor to confirm that it had already been encoded with his thumbprint. It allowed him access at once.

			“Good morning, Mr. Engels,” the computer greeted in a voice that sounded younger than the one in his previous car. She practically sounds like a teenager, he smirked to himself.

			“Just call me Devon. And age the voice about ten years.”

			The voice modulated as he’d requested. “As you wish, Devon,” came a voice that sounded closer to his own age. I swear, the default voices on these things get younger every year. Or I’m just getting older. “Where would you like to go?”

			“Doctor Mitra’s office.”

			“Please specify.”

			He sighed. Of course, it doesn’t know any of the places I go. I didn’t link it to my profile or anything. I don’t feel like doing it right now. Annoyedly, he had to look up the exact address on his PMD, then drove the car to the exit of the parking lot so it could take over the controls. He tried to relax, closing his eyes while he waited to arrive. The moment he closed them, though, they flipped back open with his heart racing and Devon himself trying to launch from his seat. He couldn’t rest, not while the car was driving itself, no matter how tired he was. He noticed a gray car in the rear view, one he’d never seen around his complex before, which followed him out of the parking lot and seemed to go with him the whole way to the doctor’s office. It perturbed him slightly, the way it hung back from his car enough to not look like it was following, yet matching every turn and keeping up the same pace. What is this, some kind of prank? Meghan having someone keep an eye on me? Somebody not happy about the research I’m doing into autodrive systems? He didn’t want to be too paranoid just yet—after all, it didn’t have to be any of those things. It could have just been a car going the same direction.

			The doctor’s office, at least, wasn’t far away. A ten minute drive had him in another parking lot, and the car he thought was following him simply kept going instead of turning into the lot. The tail disappeared out of sight as it went past a few more houses, and he tried to put it out of his mind. He got out of the car and stepped inside the modest brick building with the dark brown sign outside, white lettering listing the doctors who practiced there. He checked in with the receptionist who asked for his thumbprint on a small scanner she handed through the slot below the window. With a sigh, he placed his thumb on the scanner, wincing as the movement caused his aching ribs to twinge. “The doctor will be with you shortly,” she assured him in a flat tone, not even looking up from whatever she was working on.

			He took a seat in the waiting area and crossed his left leg over his right, folding his arms. Having forgotten about his bruised ribs, he quickly regretted the maneuver and moved his arms away, putting them back down at his sides. A collection of other patients of various ages filled the waiting room, though nowhere near to capacity. No one seemed to be supervising the kids, which annoyed him, as he always got the impression people were never watching their little brats. If Meghan and I ever have children, we’re not going to act like that, he promised himself. Ours will show some respect and we’ll always be around to make sure they behave instead of making everyone else deal with them. One of the children—a young boy—was busily bashing a small red truck against a green bucket. Another boy expressed an interest in the bucket, attempting to grab it, so the boy with the truck swung the little vehicle right at the other’s head. Devon’s own body braced as if he was the one about to be hit, closing his eyes and turning away. He failed to hear the impact due to instinctively focusing on his own safety, but he absolutely heard the scream that followed. One of the other men got up to deal with the boy who had the truck, and one of the women went to comfort her son who’d been hit. If either of you had been paying attention, this wouldn’t have happened, he silently judged.

			“Mr. Engels,” a medical aide called, standing just outside the open door to the clinical area. He hadn’t even noticed anyone had come out. He leapt to his feet, which turned out to be a mistake—the incision from his splenectomy pained him immediately, for once superseding the pain of his bruised ribs. He groaned and his pace slowed abruptly as he put a hand over the incision, through his clothes. He stepped past the aide who shut the door behind them and led him to an examination room. She had him stand on a gray plate on the floor near one of the walls, which recorded his height, weight, body temperature, body fat, and several other things he couldn’t remember just at that moment. The aide finished with, “The doctor will be with you soon.” She left before he could say much else.

			He waited (im)patiently for his physician to arrive. Niale Mitra had been his doctor for years, ever since he first moved to Mundelein. She wasn’t the type for small talk and she never wasted his time—qualities he appreciated in anyone he paid to do things for him. Of course, she always bothered him about the extra weight he carried around his waist, and his blood pressure which never seemed to come down to where she thought it should be, and the fact that he didn’t exercise enough (which is to say, much at all), and she typically chastised him for eating meat, which he swore he didn’t eat as often as she always assumed. But her lectures were predictable and consistent in their timing and nature, as if they belonged to a scripted pattern of words and behaviors she had no choice but to repeat when she encountered a man of his circumstances. It comforted him, in its own way, because it made her seem more like a computer program than a person. He didn’t know anything about her, not really. If she was married or had children or was from the area, he had no idea.

			He wasn’t certain how to tell her about last night’s events.

			She arrived a short while later and placed her PMD on the counter. She glanced over it briefly before turning to him. “What brings you here today, Mr. Engels?” she asked as she began to scrutinize him. She approached, pressing on his cheeks and jaw and neck as she spoke. “You had a splenectomy a few days ago, is that right? Hemorrhaging due to blunt force trauma. Contusions and cuts. You had a bad day, to say the least.”

			“I was in that big car pileup . You must have heard about it.”

			“From what I heard, you were fortunate.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Is your incision bothering you? Is the pain severe? Do you need medication? What brings you here?” She always wanted to get to the point. He liked that.

			“I don’t feel right,” he explained, knowing how vague that was. “I’m not acting like myself. I’m irritable, I can’t sleep, I’m having obsessive thoughts. I was aggressive toward Meghan. I didn’t hit her or something, so don’t think that. But I snapped at her, and I never do that. I did it more than once yesterday. I can’t stop thinking about the accident, and the fact that I can’t remember anything about it, and that something like this isn’t supposed to be able to happen in the first place. I don’t know if there’s anything you can do for me, but that’s why I came here.”

			She nodded. “Mr. Engels, you’ve been through a traumatic experience. Problems sleeping, regulating your moods, controlling your thoughts, and interacting with others are all common symptoms of post-traumatic stress. It sounds as if your memory loss is causing you additional anxiety. What I can do is prescribe you a mild tranquilizer to help calm your thoughts and behavior, and refer you to a counselor who would be better able to talk you through these problems. The kind of medicine I deal in doesn’t fix the mind, only the body. As for the accident itself, I believe people are too quick to assume certain things are ‘impossible.’ Many things in life are improbable, yes, but certainly not impossible. When one of these highly improbable events happens, we reach for an explanation, some way for it to all make sense so we don’t have to worry about it happening again. But there isn’t always an explanation, and sometimes we must learn to live with that.”

			The prescription and counseling sounded reasonable enough, though he silently disagreed with the rest. There’s always an explanation. Always. Still, there was no point arguing with her—it wasn’t as if debating his doctor then and there would help him in any way. Instead, he thanked Dr. Mitra for her help and left the office with assurances that his prescription would be sent to the nearby pharmacy within a few minutes, where he would be around shortly to pick it up.

			As his courtesy car pulled out of the parking lot and went toward the pharmacy, he saw a gray vehicle momentarily appear in his rear view, and he was sure it looked just like the one from before. He turned around to see the car directly, but it was gone. He frowned, and started having second thoughts about those tranquilizers.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Basic Training

			Sasha would have liked to be able to say they’d done everything they could to prepare, but they hadn’t—there simply wasn’t time. Their overall lack of organization also meant what they did have time to do was less than they could have accomplished with competent leadership. She wasn’t about to stand in front of everyone and tell them she considered herself a poor leader, as that would certainly not help morale nor get people to trust and follow her, but she knew in her own mind that she was not the best leader a rebellion like theirs could have. She gave a little thought to offering the role to Fred, but in addition to the fact that she was certain he would refuse, she had serious doubts a band of humans would follow a troll. She knew little about how much Avalonians were trusted by humans elsewhere, she just had a feeling that humans in most places were not quick to follow non-humans.

			By the time the cargo train arrived, they were at least prepared enough that the Totality wouldn’t find them out right away. The debris in the snow-covered courtyard had been cleared, much of the internal damage had been repaired or covered up, and a couple dozen of the male slaves saw their scars hidden with medical cosmetics (courtesy of Angel) and their bodies fitted with Totality uniforms. Procuring them in everyone’s sizes was difficult and a few of the slaves helped modify the uniforms to fit better. Sasha was grateful to see skills like that present in their uprising. It’s a good reminder that there’s no such thing as a useless skill or talent. We need all the abilities we can get—we never know what might be useful at a critical moment.

			Serim served as their quasi-official leader for the purposes of the deception. He would present himself as Outpost Manager Tandy, a name he plucked at random from the personnel files. If anyone on this cargo train knew Outpost Manager Driscoll, “Tandy” would explain that Driscoll had been rotated out recently to a better assignment. Serim and the other men who volunteered to pose as Totality had all been instructed on where to guide the cargo train personnel, what areas to avoid, and how to speak to them. Fred taught them enough of the Totality dialect to pass for the real thing as long as they didn’t have to say too much. He spent more time with Serim—multiple hours a day, each day until the train arrived. Sasha had wanted to sit in on their sessions, but then found herself trying to micromanage everything and everyone. She hated the idea that she had to stay out of sight because women were never Totality. She wished she knew why they were only men. It certainly raised the question of how they procreated. She recollected the interaction Demeter had with the Totality from one of the other mining outposts. “First body,” he’d said. Implying they can have more than one. She hadn’t yet put together what it meant, other than the notion that Totality could—somehow—have more than one body. And for some reason, those bodies never include women. She wished she had a reason for that, to find out if there was a scientific explanation, or if the Totality had a deeply prejudicial gender policy. The thought gave her a wry smile. If that’s what it is, I wonder how they’d feel to know one of their mining outposts had just been seized by a woman. Maybe they should’ve thought twice about that policy. When we capture the cargo train staff, I’ll question them. Maybe they’ll be able to tell me what I want to know.

			When Serim announced the arrival of the cargo train via the facility’s public address system, Sasha took that as her cue to retreat down to the powerplant, where Fred and Demeter had worked to reroute some of the command functions so she could monitor things. Serim had learned a fair amount about the workings of the general operations center, but not enough to do everything himself. Of course, the same could’ve been said of Sasha. Fred helped out where he could, and Demeter was a quick enough study to lend assistance, too. She advised Serim to keep the Totality away from the infirmary so they wouldn’t ask why Tau, William, and a few others were there. Janus, she kept in the powerplant with herself, Angel, and Fred. Angel had wanted to remain in the infirmary but, again, the Totality’s “no women” policy (or stigma, or whatever it was) meant they couldn’t take the risk. Much like Sasha, Angel had her own console on which to monitor the vital signs of her patients. That didn’t mean she could do anything about it if someone became tachycardic, it was just there so she wouldn’t feel completely blind.

			“First ship docking,” Serim announced. Sasha looked up, as if she could see the docking area through the ceiling. She traded glances with Angel and Fred. Demeter and a few others were supposed to be waiting in the docking area to greet—and then incapacitate—the workers who’d come to offload supplies and take on the ternium fulsenide crystals they’d mined and processed. An earlier check of the docking area showed dozens of cylinders of refined crystal, ready to be used as fuel. Sasha knew they’d need it for the cargo ships, once they’d been captured. We’ll have to sort through the supplies and determine if we should leave anything here. If they brought lubricants or factory parts and supplies, we don’t need that. We need food. We need medical supplies. We need weapons. We need fuel. Anything else, we’ll throw out.

			“Ship is docked,” Serim followed up. “Patching through the docking area’s communications circuit.”

			Sasha leaned over her console, listening in. She wished they had video, but evidently the Totality didn’t do that much video monitoring except down in the mines.

			“Greetings,” she heard Demeter say. “Welcome to Totality Mining Colony #992, Outpost #4, or C992-O4, as I like to call it.”

			Don’t be cute, Demeter, she thought, gritting her teeth. Just get them away from the docking area so their crewmates won’t sense anything is wrong when you knock them out. She found herself wishing she’d denied Demeter a place on this particular team, considering the mysterious message he’d beamed out to the Order. But when he requested to be part of that detail, she couldn’t rightly deny him without an explanation, and the other teams were already established, so she couldn’t have made a credible case for him to do something else. On top of that, she at least knew he was competent, and she needed competence. Whatever he might have to do with the Order, he’s done nothing but help us so far. If he ends up betraying us, I’ll deal with it then, just as I will with Janus if he does anything. There’s no way I can lead these people if I just start accusing and locking up individuals I’m supposed to trust.

			“We’ve sent our cargo manifest to the Outpost Manager,” a faceless voice came over the speaker. “You can scan everything as it comes through, too. You’ll see it’s all there and your Manager can sign off, and we can get off this damn rock.”

			“Actis isn’t much of a vacation spot,” Demeter evidently agreed.

			Sasha was less amused. She heard footsteps, some equipment moving around. Demeter spoke up again. “While you’re here, there are a few things we need you to look at.”

			“We’re not an engineering detail,” the Totality said rudely. Sasha could just imagine him sticking up his nose while he said it. “Our commander noticed a lot of damage to your facility, by the way. Did someone attack you? It sure looks like it.”

			“No,” Demeter said dismissively. “We had a crystal fire that got out of hand. Took a while to put it out.”

			“Next time, dump a load of snow on it!” the Totality guffawed. “You guys sure have enough of it around here.”

			“We’ll keep that in mind. I didn’t want to show you anything to repair, actually. I wanted to show you around our facility so you don’t think Actis is all wind and snow.”

			“Really? Old man Driscoll never showed us any hospitality. You guys under new management?”

			Demeter must have nodded because Sasha didn’t hear him say anything.

			“Great! What do you have here? I am getting hungry. Ship rations are terrible. Don’t know if you’ve had them, just take my word for it. I’ve told my commander and he claims to have raised it up to Cylence himself, but I never hear anything back. That guy’s probably living the high life in the Dominix, getting fat on all the delicacies in the galaxy while the rest of us have to live on gritty chunks they tell us are nutritious but don’t taste like anything. But, you know, he’s Cylence, so what can anybody do about it?”

			“Yeah, that guy.” Demeter forced a laugh. “If you’ll just follow me, I’ll show you what we have in the mess hall.”

			“Great!” Their chatter grew more distant as they presumably walked away from the docking area.

			Sasha breathed a sigh of relief. Once he gets them away from the dock, it’ll be easy to put them down and lock them up. She opened a communication directly to Serim. “Serim, if anyone in the ‘welcoming party’ contacts you, tell them to bring the most senior of the cargo ship staff to the powerplant. I want to interrogate him.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he acknowledged.

			“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. “My name is fine.”

			“Sorry, Sasha.”

			While they waited, Sasha’s tension rose further. She had no idea what was going on elsewhere in the facility. Most of the former slaves were down in their mining units, nibbling on food she’d doled out from the mess hall. She’d explained the situation to them, the fact that they might have to remain hidden for the better part of a day while they seized control of the cargo train. Reactions ranged from polite acceptance to untempered annoyance, especially from the handful of people who seemed unhappy about the Totality being dislodged from running the place. While she didn’t have them locked in their mining units, the exits were being monitored in case anyone left before they were called to board a cargo ship, and if necessary she’d go down herself and tell them to stay put.

			Demeter arrived a while later, dragging an unconscious man in a Totality uniform into the powerplant maintenance room. “You wanted him?” he asked, letting the man’s body slump to the floor as he let go. Sasha noticed his hands and feet were bound with some of the strong twine they’d found in the maintenance shed.

			“Thanks,” she nodded. “We’ll handle him from here. I may call you back down to put him with the others. You’ve got them locked up?”

			“Yes, in the Totality living quarters, like we discussed. Not enough rooms with doors that lock for us to put them anywhere else.”

			“I know. Once we’re done taking the ships, we’ll move the prisoners down to one of the mining units and seal them in.”

			“We’re not going to just kill them?” Demeter seemed surprised.

			“The Totality will figure out as soon as the cargo train doesn’t arrive at its next destination that it’s been stolen. If they’re at all sensible, they’ll send a ship here—the cargo train’s last known location. They’ll find their people safely confined in the mine.”

			“Except for the batch we slaughtered in taking this facility,” he reminded her.

			She folded her arms. “They’ll just have to live with that. I don’t want to kill anyone needlessly—not even Totality. If they attack you, you can use deadly force. I told you that before. But I can’t condone killing people when they’re defenseless.”

			“Understood,” Demeter said without argument. She couldn’t tell if that meant he would follow her mandate, or if he’d just do whatever he wanted and then claim to have been attacked when he wasn’t. There was too much to be done to bother pressing him on it just then.

			“Go guide the first five mining units up to the ship,” she ordered next. “Attempt to capture the remaining crew if you can. If there’s room on the ship, let a couple more mining units aboard. Load the crystal fuel, too. Use all the help you need.”

			“Of course,” he bowed, then departed to carry out her commands.

			Once he was out of sight, Fred stared toward the doorway and commented, “Sometimes I do not trust that man.”

			Thanks, Fred. Make me take a position right in front of everyone else. “I don’t know much about him. As long as he does what he’s supposed to, I don’t have a problem.”

			“As you say,” Fred hummed, letting the matter drop.

			Sasha watched the scan results on her screen as unnecessary cargo was offloaded from the ship. Demeter had clearly gone to get help, as the numbers moved fairly quickly: one barrel, then a crate, then another crate, then some bags, numerous items that were of no use on a ship but necessary for the functioning of a mining facility like this one. She started to relax a little—everything seemed to be going well, so far. If we can keep this up, we’ll have the entire cargo train under our control soon, and we can get out of here.

			Demeter offered up his report once the first cargo ship prepared to depart. “Ship captured with no casualties. Totality prisoners locked away in the same quarters as the others.” The ship undocked and moved off to hover nearby, waiting for the rest of the cargo train. Sasha watched on her monitor as the second ship moved in and docked. “Ship number two docked,” Serim announced. “This one’s bringing replacement excavation equipment, according to the manifest. We’ll probably be able to dump all of it. I don’t think we’ll need to dig out more mining tunnels anytime soon.”

			Sasha listened in as Demeter greeted the second ship’s crew. “Welcome,” he said more simply this time. “I understand you’ve brought us some new excavation hardware.”

			“That’s right,” the Totality said gruffly. After a pause: “You’re going to need more people to help unload it. My guys don’t know how to drive these things.”

			“Oh,” Demeter said, disappointed. Sasha imagined his shoulders falling at the same time. “Hammond, Itsul, help me get the machinery off the ship, will you?”

			Sasha’s relaxation was short-lived. She suspected Demeter could operate the equipment—he was full of surprises, after all. The others, though? She doubted any of them knew the first thing about this sort of hardware. It’s not as if Totality slaves were ever permitted to operate heavy machinery. With as tightly regulated as their handheld tools generally were, letting slaves touch machines you could break through walls and heavy doors with—much less use to roll over people—was out of the question.

			They all waited in silence, hearing the occasional bang and thunk and footsteps moving in one direction or another. The sputtering warble of some hulking machine grew louder and louder, then softer until it stopped completely. A loud, metallic bang followed, and then the Totality in charge of the delivery began to shout. “You idiots! You’re banging up the ship! My commander’s going to kill me, and I’m perfectly fine with this body! Can’t you get some people up here who know what they’re doing? I swear, if I’d known I was being sent to a backwater like this, I would’ve asked to go on leave instead.”

			“Technically, all the water on the surface of Actis is frozen,” Demeter corrected him.

			Sasha clenched the edges of her control panel again. They don’t need your smart mouth, Demeter. You’re going to give us away.

			Her attention was then diverted by Fred tapping on her shoulder, pointing out that their Totality prisoner was finally waking up. Sasha knelt in front of him, draping her arms over her knees. “Can you hear me?”

			“Of course I can hear you,” he snarled. He turned his head to get a good look at everyone in the room. “Slaves,” he whispered, like it was a curse. “You have no idea how much trouble you’re in. Our normal response to revolts is summary execution. But to take one of us prisoner like this? Cylence has the most exquisite forms of torture. He might even come here personally to inflict them. You don’t want to meet him.”

			“Oh, I very much do,” Sasha assured him in a gentle voice, lifting his chin lightly with her fingers. She stared right into the creature’s eyes. “I’ll meet him, and then I’ll kill him. I’ll stab him in the throat. Or shoot him. I haven’t decided—whatever works best in that moment.” He spat in her face, which caused her to recoil and turn away. She wiped the saliva from her cheeks and forehead, brushing along the ridges of her scar, and returned the eye contact again. “I want to know how the Totality operate. You do something with different bodies, don’t you? Tell me.”

			“I’ll tell you nothing,” he promised.

			She glanced up at Fred and nodded. He punched the Totality right in the back of the head. The prisoner grunted and spent a few moments gasping and coughing. I’ll have to tell Fred not to hit so hard. I don’t want him to sever the damn spinal cord. “I’ll ask you again. I want to know the nature of the Totality. Where do you come from? Who are you? Why do you look human? Are you human?”

			“We’re nothing like you.” His voice was full of loathing and scorn. “We’re not of this galaxy, or even this universe. We take your bodies. We inhabit them. As soon as you kill me, I’ll find another. Might even be yours,” he grinned wickedly.

			“Oh, I don’t think so,” Sasha countered with a smirk. “I know you don’t inhabit women’s bodies. I don’t know why, but I’m more than happy to be spared such a nightmare.”

			“You know more than a slave should,” he hissed menacingly. “When Cylence hears of this, you’ll all beg for death. I promise you. Don’t waste your time trying to bargain me away, though. The Dominix never bargains with slaves. You’d might as well kill me.”

			“We’re not going to kill you,” Sasha said flatly. “We’ll keep you alive, just like this. I’ll make sure you’re fed and cared for. Because you’re right: if I kill you, you can take some other body and reveal everything. It’s possible that’s already happened. We won’t be on this planet for long.”

			“Oh? Where are you going?”

			Does he think I’m that stupid? “We’re going everywhere. You think this is the first planet we’ve taken? We already have a dozen,” she lied. “And we’re well on our way to taking a dozen more. We increase our numbers every day, and we kill more and more of your kind. You should consider yourself fortunate—you’re the first one we’ve captured.“

			He shook his head. “You should’ve just killed me.”

			“Second ship undocking,” Serim’s voice came over the speaker, reclaiming Sasha’s attention from the prisoner. She stood up and approached the console, pressing the key that let her speak directly to Serim.

			“How did it go? I’ve been a little busy down here.”

			“It was fine, after some rough spots,” Serim assured her. “Demeter says we banged up the inside of the ship a little bit, but he tried to make it up to the ship’s crew with a little promised downtime. He got them isolated and his team put them all out. They’re safely locked away like the rest.”

			“Good. Keep the channel open so we can continue listening. Let’s hope the next two ships go as smoothly.”

			She returned to the prisoner, who was smiling in a way she found very unsettling. “What’s got you in such a good mood?” she wondered.

			“You said you’d never captured any of us before me, but from what I just heard you have the crew of another ship detained somewhere in this outpost. You lied.”

			“No, I’m going to kill all of them.” That was the real lie. “You, we’ll keep as a hostage.”

			He frowned. “If you’re going to kill them, kill me! I don’t want to be your fucking hostage.”

			“It doesn’t matter what you want.“ And now, I know they can’t just leave a body whenever they want. If they could, then he could leave this one and us holding him prisoner wouldn’t matter at all. I don’t know how I could use that bit of information, but it’s definitely good to know.

			She stood up again and looked to Fred. “I don’t think he’s going to tell us anything else right now. Put him with the others.”

			Fred bowed obediently. “As you wish.”

			“So, you are going to kill me,” the Totality said, almost laughing.

			“No,” she shook her head. “You get a room all by yourself. I’ll make sure you get to hear us killing the rest, though.” She turned away from him and focused on the console, ignoring the sounds of the Totality trying to resist Fred’s nearly unbreakable grip. A human-sized creature trying to beat the strength of a troll was simply foolish, even if that creature happened to be Totality. It’s possible they may be stronger than regular humans, but it’s not enough to escape Fred.

			The third ship contained mostly food and a collection of handheld mining tools. The latter could be safely abandoned, which Serim would have known. Demeter was in the midst of greeting the third ship’s crew when another communication came through from the general operations center. It was someone else speaking to Serim. “I want to speak with Driscoll! Who’s in charge down there? I want Driscoll!”

			“I apologize, but Outpost Manager Driscoll was transferred. I am Outpost Manager Tandy,” Serim replied calmly.

			“Nonsense. He would have told me if he’d been promoted—or demoted. Either way, I would have known. Is this about the money he owes me? Does he think if he avoids me, he doesn’t have to pay? I’m not that upset about it. He doesn’t have to behave like a whelp.”

			“It’s nothing like that, Commander..?”

			“Yendis. You tell him Commander Yendis is calling for him. I’ll wait.”

			“Sir, I promise you he isn’t here.”

			This is not good, Sasha thought. I don’t know what information he has access to, but if he has any way of attempting to verify Driscoll’s status, we’re in big trouble.

			“I’ll see if I can raise him myself,” Yendis grumbled. “Just wait until your superiors hear about this. And Driscoll’s going to get it, too. This is completely unprofessional behavior.”

			By that point, the third ship was nearly done loading with fuel and former slaves. Free humans, she reminded herself. Not “former slaves.” Free humans. We’re free. And we’re going to stay that way, or die trying. Just can’t let this Yendis mess everything up.

			“Number three is preparing for departure,” Demeter’s voice came through.

			“Demeter!” Sasha called through the docking bay channel. “We’re having a little trouble with the commander of the last ship. He’s suspicious about Driscoll not being here. He doesn’t believe it. Serim used our cover story but he’s not taking our word for it. I think he may be trying to verify the Outpost Manager’s status.”

			“Great,” Demeter sighed. “What do you want me to do?”

			“As soon as that ship docks, take it by force.” She then switched the channel to Serim. “Serim, I want you to closely monitor any communications to or from the last ship. If you detect any attempts at long-range communications or even contact with other outposts on Actis, jam them. Just flood those frequencies with garbage. I don’t care what you have to do. Don’t let him reach anyone.”

			“I’ll do my best,” Serim said anxiously.

			He probably doesn’t know how to do that very well, she realized. None of us are experts on this equipment. We only had a few days to get familiar with it.

			Fred arrived momentarily, empty-handed. “How is our plan proceeding?” he asked, coming up next to Sasha.

			“We might have a problem,” Sasha said, then explained the situation with Yendis.

			Fred scratched his chin pensively. “That could indeed be troublesome.”

			Sasha rolled her eyes. “Yes, that’s what I’m telling you.”

			“Fourth ship is descending,” Serim broadcast to the rest of them.

			“Is it doing anything unusual?” Sasha inquired, not feeling at all comfortable with this situation.

			“Approach vector looks… faster than the others? Energy signatures don’t match the others, either.”

			Fred squinted at Sasha’s screen. “Energy output is too high for normal operation. That ship’s weapons are armed.”

			“Dammit,” Sasha breathed. “What armaments does something like that have?”

			Fred shrugged. “Light, but not light enough they couldn’t make this whole facility unlivable.”

			“Yendis is trying to call for help,” Serim practically shouted. “I’m trying to jam.”

			Fred gently pushed Sasha aside and ran his fingers over the console, entering commands she couldn’t readily follow. “What are you doing?”

			“Helping him jam the signal,” Fred explained calmly. He checked the monitor, then put his eyes on Sasha. “It will not be enough. He is inbound with intent to attack.”

			Sasha thought quickly. “What about the gun towers?”

			He shook his head. “We never restored power to those.”

			“Why not?“ she blurted, though she was more lashing out than asking a serious question—she already knew why.

			Fred answered anyway. “We were more concerned with feeding and treating everyone, and cleaning up the facility. Making the surface weapons functional was a low priority, and we did not have time to do it.”

			“That ship’s going to be in weapons range anytime now,” Serim said, his voice shaking.

			Sasha checked the screen for the locations of the other three ships. They were all hovering off to the side of the outpost, near the machinery warehouse. She opened communications to all of them at once. “Cargo ships: does anyone aboard know anything about the weapons on your ships? If you do, come forward and do something about the incoming cargo ship! It’s going to tear this facility apart!”

			Several long seconds passed. They made no move to attack, though they did begin to bank away from the outpost. They’re leaving. They’re trying to abandon us!

			“Fred!” she barked. “You know more about this technology than anyone. Can you give me control of one of those ships?”

			“I believe I can link this panel to the astrionics module of one of them via a high-frequency—”

			“I don’t need the explanation! Just do it!”

			For once, she saw him sweat as he carried out her order. Then, the walls and ceiling began to shake as poom, poom reverberated through the room. “We’re under attack!” Serim stated the obvious.

			“Linkage complete,” Fred said tersely.

			Sasha moved him out of the way with a more forceful shove, grabbing the controls herself. She adjusted the heading and throttle on the improvised interface display, and saw it was the third ship in the cargo train she was controlling. She brought its engines to full power and turned it into the path of the oncoming cargo ship. The computer helpfully drew lines showing their trajectories in real-time, based on their current vectors. From off to the side, Fred watched. She knew he was judging her right then, questioning her decision, if he actually knew what her decision was. But how can he not know?

			She didn’t even think about Angel and Janus, who wisely kept away from her. Let Angel focus on the people in the infirmary she’s trying to keep safe, while I throw a hundred others to their deaths.

			Fred cleared his throat and took a step closer. “You will need to lead your ship slightly into a port yaw. The computer prediction is clumsy and will incline you to miss if you trust it,” he offered gently.

			Sasha wanted to cry. She took a deep breath and adjusted the course. They were only red dots on the screen, drawing nearer and nearer to each other.

			Serim called out helplessly, “Those ships are going to hit! Sasha, are you seeing this?! What’s going on down there? Those people are going to die! We’re going to lose those ships! Sasha?? …Fred? Is anyone down there?”

			Demeter was next. “What’s all the shouting? The docking area’s taking damage! The last ship is shooting at the base! I hope you’re doing something about this!”

			She wanted to close her eyes for the moment of impact, as if to pretend that by not seeing it, it wouldn’t have happened. One dot connected with the other, and they became one and the same. Their course changed, erratic, slower, descending toward the surface. She tried to imagine it as a single ship. Somehow, their ship had survived, obliterating the incoming attacker. She knew it was simply the surface scanners identifying the biggest solid hunk of debris as one of the ships. She couldn’t see the hundreds of pieces of both ships raining down on the facility. She didn’t want to think about the free humans who’d been killed in the process—people who trusted her to lead them to safety. They were all dead, and they probably never saw it coming. But I had other people to protect down here, and two more ships out there. They would have been next. We’d have all been next.

			She waited for that solitary red dot to finally disappear as it impacted with the ground above before she turned away from the console.

			“The attack is over,” she declared, her voice moments away from cracking.

			“Sasha, did you see this?” Serim called again.

			“What did you do?” Angel finally asked, her face much whiter than usual.

			Sasha straightened up her body and inhaled sharply, looking to everyone else in the room. “We have more work to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Long Division

			Sasha regrouped with the rest of her mining unit in the general operations center. She wasn’t sure what to call them yet, since obviously they didn’t mine together anymore. She wondered if “leadership team” would’ve been entirely inappropriate. She simply asked that they gather at the designated place so she could discuss their current situation. This included Serim, Angel, Fred, Janus, Demeter, and Tau. Tau came up from the infirmary and he wasn’t looking that great—pale and wobbly on his feet. Before the gathering, Angel made a request of Sasha: “I need to talk to you as soon as you’re finished.” Sasha agreed, as yet uncertain as to what Angel wanted to discuss. She assumed it wasn’t good news—the news hadn’t been good all day.

			“Just to make the situation clear to everyone,” Sasha began, “The cargo train arrived here with four ships. Currently, only two remain intact. A third was loaded with fuel and passengers. The fourth, still commanded by Totality, grew suspicious of us and launched an attack. With the mining outpost’s surface weapons offline, I saw no other choice but to ram the third ship into the fourth. This came with a significant cost. We lost 117 people on the cargo ship I sacrificed.”

			Everyone but Demeter and Tau seemed aware of that. In truth, she was rehearsing to give the same speech to the rest of the freed humans. She continued. “Parts of this facility have been seriously damaged by weapons fire and being bombarded with ship debris. From what Serim tells me, the heat pumps are failing and this facility will get colder over the next day or two, until it’s only a little bit warmer than the outside in here. While we could take refuge in the mines, that’s not a long-term solution. It was always my intention to get all of us off this planet, and it looks like our current situation will force us out sooner than I expected. We have multiple problems to deal with here. There’s the question of what to do with the Totality we’ve captured. I wanted to leave them locked in the mines, and that’s still my first choice, but I’m willing to entertain other options. There’s the fact that, whenever the cargo train fails to arrive at its next destination, Totality authorities are sure to be notified. Finally, we need some idea of where we’re going. I need a plan for attacking all of these problems, so I’ve brought you together—the people I trust the most, one way or another—to work it out. I’m open to suggestions,” she said, standing before them with her arms folded and her face showing her fatigue.

			“We should just kill the Totality,” Demeter said bluntly, clenching a single fist at his side. “All they’ll do is eat our food and try to betray us. We’re better off if they’re all dead.”

			“Apart from the fact that they might immediately take on new bodies and give up our position anyway, I’m not going to be a monster,” Sasha countered.

			“Two things,” Demeter said as he stepped forward, almost as a challenge. “First, we already killed a number of Totality in capturing this facility. If they can take new bodies, then the ones we killed have likely already done so, which means we’re on borrowed time as it is. Killing more of them won’t compromise us any more than it already has. Second, I think you became a monster the moment you rammed that cargo ship into the one that was attacking us. You threw human lives at that ship—lives that are worth a lot more than any Totality. I say we kill the lot of them as a show of justice. They cost us so many of ours—let’s make them pay in kind.”

			Fred put his hand on Demeter’s shoulder. “That sort of thinking will not benefit us. We should determine our destination, load everyone onto the ships, then destroy all means of communication within this facility. Lock the Totality out of the remaining controls but set them free. They will not starve and we will not have killed them. They will simply be trapped until their compatriots arrive to rescue them.”

			“What about the cold?” Angel asked. “It’s going to get very cold in here soon.”

			“They can retreat down to the mines,” Serim reminded her. “They deserve worse.”

			“Much worse,” Demeter added.

			“Pardon me,” Janus said, raising his hand. “I am the only one of us with administrative experience.”

			Sasha rolled her eyes. “What is it, Janus?”

			“It seems to me that you are facing a raft of problems. One you have not considered, however, is the question of legitimizing your leadership. No one chose you to lead them. Barely anyone apart from the people in this room even knows you.”

			“Get to your suggestion,” Sasha grumbled impatiently.

			“What we have are groups of people from numerous mining units. Those serve as their own sort of constituencies. The people in each unit will be familiar with one another—their strengths, weaknesses, and desires. I suggest you have each mining unit designate someone to represent them. We can have a council, much like we are behaving right now. But instead of a top-down leadership structure, every mining unit will have a say. You will not have the final word on every action. Power will be distributed.”

			Sasha found some of his suggestion agreeable. She wasn’t happy with all of it, however. “I’m fine with the other units sending representatives. They can all have input into decisions that way. I am not in a position where I’m comfortable dividing power, however. I’ve gotten us this far, and I intend to continue leading. We need a single person everyone can rally around. Unless you know of someone who can do the job better, I’m staying right where I am.”

			“In all fairness,” Janus said, “You’ve gotten a good number of people killed. It’s understandable that some may question your competence to lead us.”

			Sasha looked to Fred, as if to ask him whether he heard the same thing she just did, then back to Janus. “Here’s my alternative: we can split everyone into two groups. The group that wants to follow me will go on one ship. The group that doesn’t can take the other. They can pick whoever they want to lead them—or nobody, for all I care. If they won’t trust me to lead them, I can’t do anything about that. I have to worry about keeping us alive and free of the Totality. I don’t have time to care about my reputation.”

			“Perhaps you should,” Fred said. Sasha stared at him, annoyed that he’d take Janus’ side. “A leader does require a certain amount of charisma to draw people in. I know you to be kind and compassionate, Sasha. If you show that side of yourself to the others, they will be more inclined to follow you. I find your suggestion to split our resources troubling, even if that may be the inevitable outcome of our predicament.”

			“Fine. Let’s take a vote. Who’s in favor of splitting our resources?”

			Serim’s hand went up, then Demeter’s, then Janus’. Fred followed, though Sasha detected a bit of reluctance. “That’s a majority,” she declared. “We’ll split. I’ll announce it once we gather everyone in the mess hall again. Speaking of which,” she turned to Serim, “Tell the other two ships they can dock and disembark everyone. They’re still hovering around out there, aren’t they?”

			Serim nodded after checking his console. “They want to know what happened. They sound angry, at least in text.”

			“I imagine a lot of people are going to be angry for the foreseeable future. I want people angry. The Totality did this to us, and they’re going to pay for it.”

			“I do have a possible solution for one of our problems,” Serim added.

			Sasha watched him expectantly.

			Serim realized she was waiting for him to continue. “Sorry. I’ve been looking through the database to see what’s nearby. There’s a star system not too far away that has a weapons depot on a moon orbiting a gas giant. If it’s anywhere near capacity, it’ll have all the arms we need to stage some proper ground warfare. We could even come back to Actis and free the other mining outposts.”

			“Thanks for finding the weapons depot,” Sasha nodded. “But I don’t think we’ll be able to come back. This planet’s sure to be locked down the moment the Totality figure out what happened. We might come back someday, but it won’t be soon. I wish we could take the other outposts now. Their surface defenses ensure we can’t. We’d be shot out of the sky in an instant if we tried. These cargo ships aren’t armed or armored enough for it.”

			“I still believe it is a worthwhile target,” Fred commented.

			“I did notice something else interesting,” Serim continued. “There’s talk of fighting elsewhere in the Totality Fortress. It’s light on details but I looked over the fleet movement data—what of it is actually accessible, at least—and there’s an obvious diversion of forces away from this region of space. They seem to be headed toward the Dominix.”

			“The Totality headquarters?” Sasha bit her lip. “I wonder who they’re fighting.”

			“Most likely the Order,” Fred assumed. “The question is, why? The Totality and the Order have avoided direct hostilities for many years. A full-scale war has never been in the interest of either.”

			“About that,” Sasha said sharply, approaching the troll. “You always seem to know far more about these topics than you have any right to. You’ve been a slave, like us, but I don’t know for how long. At least for as long as I’ve been one. How about the rest of you? Fred’s been a slave here for as long as you’ve been on Actis, hasn’t he?” She scanned the room. Everyone nodded. “I’m not here to accuse you of anything, Fred, but now that we’re making moves against the Totality, we need your inside knowledge. What do you know? And how current is your information? Are you in contact with anyone else?”

			He shook his head. “My knowledge is decades old, Sasha. All I can tell you is, the Order and the Totality have not been engaged in direct conflict for centuries, at a minimum. If there is renewed violence, it may help us—temporarily. But the Order may not consider us more than useful pawns. I have no informants within the Order, and I owe no allegiance to any government. If the vagueness of my information has led you to consider me a mysterious harborer of valuable secrets, then I apologize. I always assumed galactic politics would bore you, and so I never discussed them in any detail. It is not as though any of that was important to us when we were enslaved by the Totality.”

			She knew he had a point. It might have passed the time but politics never constituted one of her interests. Then again, what are my interests, apart from hitting the Totality back? I’ve never had the chance to develop any, have I? All they’ve left me with is hatred. She also thought of Demeter, and what Fred said about being “useful pawns” of the Order. If that’s true, is that why Demeter is here? Is that who he works for? He’s just here to help us until we no longer serve the goals of his masters? Best to keep him away from any important decisions and intelligence, then. I’ll put him at the front of our battles, let him risk getting killed. If he turns on us in the heat of combat, it will be easier to put him down without people asking too many questions. The last thing I need is word getting out of a spy within our ranks. As far as everyone else is concerned, Demeter is part of my inner circle. So is Janus, for that matter, as much as I can’t stand the man. I can’t disavow either of them when I need to make a show of strength. “I think we’ve talked over enough of this for now,” she announced, trying to put an end to their meeting. “I’ll set up a gathering in the mess hall in a couple of hours to relate our current status and next moves to everyone else.”

			They all began to wander off on their own, except for Angel, who approached and took Sasha aside. “Sasha, I just wanted to give you an update on William and Tau. Especially Tau.”

			Sasha frowned. “What is it?”

			“William’s fine. I’m keeping him sedated so his body has a chance to heal. He’ll need that for another day or so. But Tau… he’s not good, Sasha. He’s trying to look strong, but his burns are becoming seriously infected. I’ve been filling him with antibiotics, but whatever he’s got isn’t being worn down like I would expect. It’s probably some bacterium native to Actis that the Totality don’t have a good treatment for. He’s…” She turned away for a moment, gathering her thoughts into words. “I don’t think he’s going to make it.”

			Sasha glanced over at him, watching his slow shuffle and unsteady gait. He winced every time he moved, and she saw how he clenched his arm in its sling with each step, as if it got bumped constantly and caused him intense pain. She knew suffering when she saw it. “Is there anything you can do for him?”

			“I’ve tried to offer him pain medication, but he doesn’t want it. He’s afraid it’ll make him too relaxed and complacent.”

			Sasha sighed. “Do what you can for him. Take good care—”

			Angel gasped. “Sasha!”

			She felt a little bit light-headed and tired, but otherwise nothing out of the ordinary, so she didn’t know what provoked Angel’s reaction. The other woman reached toward her face and slipped a finger under her nose. She showed Sasha a smear of blood on it. “You need to rest. You’re clearly overexerting yourself.”

			“Are you ordering me to take a nap?” Sasha scoffed.

			“As the closest thing you have to a doctor, yes!”

			Grudgingly, Sasha accepted Angel’s “prescription.” Instead of taking one of the Totality quarters that wasn’t occupied by their prisoners, she opted for their old mining unit. The feel of the hard stone against her body wasn’t comfortable, exactly, but it was familiar. The sensation of being somewhere she knew helped take away the anxiety. It made everything else happening around her feel a bit less chaotic.

			She didn’t dream, however, and the rest was short-lived. She felt slightly more energized, but also as if she could sleep for a thousand years. Those scant few hours simply weren’t enough.

			She gathered everyone into the mess hall as she had before. Everyone seemed less patient this time, milling around and grumbling and murmuring about their situation. She realized that a food schedule hadn’t been worked out, and with the cargo train operation, no one had been fed on time. She promised to keep things short and allow everyone a good meal as soon as she was done.

			“We’re leaving this planet very soon,” she announced, news she hoped would be welcomed by most. Consequently, several cheers rose up from the crowd, and she smiled. Still, others looked worried or skeptical. She hoped to win them over, eventually.

			“Where are we going?!” someone shouted.

			“Home?” another person suggested.

			She put her hands out with the palms down as if to quell their outbursts. “Please! Let me finish.” She gave them a moment to quiet themselves before continuing. “We have two ships. We were supposed to have four, but there was an incident.”

			“Yeah, my friends from mining unit 12 are all dead! You crashed their ship!” a man near the back shouted accusingly.

			She sighed, pacing on the table. “We were all going to be killed if I didn’t act quickly. Please, this meeting was not called so everyone can second-guess my decisions. I’m sure you all do plenty of that when you’re out of this room. Those of you who are unhappy with my leadership, I have good news. Since we have two ships, I am designating one of them for people who wish to follow me. The other is for the rest of you. Wherever you decide to go, whatever you decide to do, it’s up to you. The fuel will be divided evenly between the ships, and food, water, and medical supplies will be divided based on how many people are on each ship. I think that’s the only fair way to do it. If you want to find your way back to your home planets, I won’t stop you. I think you should be aware that the Totality almost surely stripped those planets of everything valuable, and either enslaved or killed the population. You’d be going back to ghost worlds.”

			She let that notion sink in for a few moments before proceeding. “Our time in this facility is limited by another factor. Damage to some of the environmental equipment means this place will be unlivable in a few days. I intend for us to depart first thing tomorrow. Anyone who doesn’t want to follow me, your ship will leave first, loaded appropriately. The ship I’m leading will depart shortly after. We’ll leave this planet behind.

			“Next is the matter of how we will organize. Any of you who don’t want to go with me, you’re free to leave, or stay and listen.” She explained the basics of the representation system Janus suggested. Some nodded, some shook their heads. Others appeared very puzzled. She caught a few shrugs and a little eye-rolling. I don’t know anything about the planets these people came from. The very idea of what I proposed might seem crazy to a lot of them. I definitely don’t remember anything about the government of my homeworld. I was too young and it wasn’t something my father taught me much about. As much as I hate it, I might have to keep Janus around just so someone can advise me on running something resembling a functional organization. It’s not like there’s anyone else I can trust that to at this point.

			After briefly describing that her next target was a nearby weapons depot, she concluded the meeting by wishing luck to everyone who might elect to go their own way, and watched as a few volunteers filed into the kitchen—different people from last time. In fact, she recalled the kitchen displayed different faces every time she came to eat, which had only been a few times over recent days. I’m not eating enough, and I know that. I’m going to weaken if I keep this up. Nevertheless, she waited near the back of the line to get her plate of processed vegetables and a slab of tough meat. Still better than what the Totality fed them down in the mines, yet somehow not very satisfying. It filled her belly, though, and that was the important part. She washed it down with a juice she hadn’t tried before—something very tart and acid. It made her mouth water and left a strong aftertaste which she decided she didn’t care for.

			Fred joined her as she finished eating. “You speak well,” he commented.

			“Thanks,” she said, taking another swig of the drink. She would’ve given up on it if something else was readily available, but now she found the taste had begun to grow on her. “Have you had this before?”

			He looked at the thick, orange-pink liquid in the clear glass and smiled. “I believe that’s grapefruit juice. I wonder where the nearest grapefruit trees grow.”

			“So, you have had it before,” she smirked. “I was hoping I could introduce you to something new, for once.”

			He nodded. “If it makes you feel any better, what the Totality consider ‘food’ for their personnel is woeful. I remember how real food tastes, and this frozen and reheated nonsense isn’t it. I imagine you wouldn’t really understand—you came here before you’d developed a palate. This is all probably delicious to you.”

			“Not really,” she snorted. “It’s better than the stuff they squeeze out of a tube down in the mines, but I know there has to be truly good food out there.”

			“Oh, there is. Someday, I’ll cook you something myself. Perhaps a nice steak; not too rare, not too dry.”

			She shrugged. “Meat’s okay. I don’t think I’d want it all the time. It’s too… something.”

			“True, meat isn’t an everyday food item. It’s good now and then, though.”

			“You go ahead and think about what you’ll cook for me someday, Fred,” she said, patting him on the shoulder as she got up. “I look forward to it.”

			“That day may come sooner than you think,” he called after her.

			She admired his optimism, and the thought carried her as she wandered down to the infirmary, where Tau was sleeping again, William was still sedated, and a couple others who were clearly in poor shape rested with their backs turned to her—a young boy and an older woman. She didn’t know them and felt it wouldn’t have been appropriate to strike up conversations with them in such a situation. Instead, she stood at the foot of William’s bed and watched him. I wouldn’t be standing here at this moment if not for you. Your ship blocked that signal just as long as we needed it to, and you created a distraction for us that helped us get deeper into the facility. You kept them occupied and you risked your life to do it. For us. For people you didn’t even know. And yet… that I know so little about you means I can’t trust you. You wear an Order uniform. You had an Order ship. Demeter seems to be working for them. Fred knows more about them than makes me comfortable. You’re puzzles, all three of you. Maybe when Angel thinks it’s safe to wake you up, I can get some answers. But you still deserve something for what you’ve done for us.

			“Thank you,” she said quietly, then strolled out of the infirmary, back to the old mining unit so she could rest.

			No one else was there yet, which made the place feel strangely empty. She’d been so tired earlier she hadn’t even noticed, but now, at the usual bedtime—or what her body felt was bedtime—the idea of being alone down here unsettled her. She laid in her alcove on her back with one of her knees bent upward just far enough that it almost grazed the rocky ceiling above. She didn’t so much fall asleep as lose consciousness at some indeterminate point. She didn’t remember going under, at least, but when Fred shook her back to wakefulness, it was obvious that a lot of time had passed.

			“Wake up, Sasha!”

			She blinked and groaned, rolling around, trying to escape his grip before she became fully aware of his presence. “Fred? What’s going on?” We’re leaving today. Everyone’s supposed to leave today. What’s happened?

			“Word has spread among the other mining units that we captured a number of Totality and housed them in the Totality living quarters.”

			This didn’t surprise her. Demeter had help securing the ships. At least a good handful of people know we weren’t outright killing the Totality to take those ships. The news must have spread quickly. “That look on your face tells me something bad has happened,” she said impatiently. “Just tell me!”

			He sighed. “Many others—I cannot tell you exactly who—figured out how to unlock the Totality living quarters and proceeded to raid them. Some Totality have been beaten and others have been killed. Still more may die. No one’s gone to confront them. They’ve armed themselves with Totality rifles and have posted guards.”

			I should have been more worried about something like this, she chastised herself. I should have known people wouldn’t stand for me letting Totality live. I’m trying to be reasonable but that’s not going to be enough for some. I should’ve put the Totality somewhere else, somewhere nobody could get to them until we left. Now, it’s too late. “Take me to them,” she insisted.

			Fred led her to the Totality living quarters, which she had yet to see personally. While sleeping in one of them was always her option since the uprising—it wasn’t as if anyone could have stopped her—this was her first chance to see them. The area looked like a dormitory, with doors equally spaced apart, bright lighting, and an inviting atmosphere. It looked more like a place people actually lived than any other part of the facility. I should have come here sooner, she realized.

			Not far inside the dormitory area were two men standing watch. They blocked her path, Totality rifles across their chests. “We can’t let you through,” one of them said, almost apologetically.

			She stared up at him. Where did they get rifles? Did Fred teach them how to make the modifications? Before she could find out, she heard a scream from down the hall, and then the muffled pop of a weapon being fired. The screaming stopped. “If I hear another Totality die, you’re going to die right along with it, and the same will go for anyone who is defending this activity.” She made sure to match the other guard’s gaze, too.

			They separated and let her through. Fred came up alongside, and she knew he was worried. “Sasha, you are unarmed. You don’t know what these people might do. They are angry and vengeful. They are lashing out. They might kill you.”

			“Then at least I’ll be killed by my own kind,” she said flatly, not breaking her pace whatsoever. She came to the room where she suspected the scream and subsequent shot had emanated from, and found three men gathered around the corpse of a Totality, taking turns kicking its lifeless body.

			“Stop that,” she commanded, standing in the doorway.

			They did, then glanced at her, then traded looks with each other before putting their eyes on her again. They were all taller than her, wider and more muscular—probably some of the strongest men the facility had to offer. They’d make good soldiers, she thought to herself, If I can keep them from engaging in casual brutality.

			“Who do you think you are, to give us orders?” one of them grumbled.

			“I’m the person who freed you from bondage, in case you’ve forgotten. If you don’t want to follow me, you don’t have to. But you haven’t left on that ship yet, and until you do, you’ll behave like a decent human being.”

			He cut through the Totality’s crumpled corpse with his eyes, then fixed the same piercing gaze on her. “He wasn’t too decent to us. I call it we just paid him back.”

			“This sort of payback stops right now,” she repeated. “You want to kill Totality, you do it in combat. You don’t murder prisoners—especially not my prisoners.”

			She noticed pockmarks on the wall behind the man who’d been speaking to her, and streaks and splatters of blood stretching from the wall to the floor. She pointed. “How many Totality have you lined up and killed here?”

			He shrugged nonchalantly. “Maybe ten. Who cares?”

			“’Who cares?’” she echoed. “Who cares when people die? Who cares about ten more corpses? Who cares so little for the lives of others he’d throw them away like sewage? You sound like Totality.“

			He inhaled sharply and this time, he leveled his rifle at her. “You take that back.”

			Provocatively, she took a step closer. She stood at almost point-blank range, defiant. “I’m not taking anything back. You want to kill me, kill me. I promise you, Fred’s not going to treat you any more kindly, and I think he’s less vulnerable to weapons fire than I am. Now, put that gun down. We’re the free humans. We’re the future. We’re going to build a civilization—a culture. We’re not going to be a gang of outlaws, killing as we please. If you want to be a bandit, you can go do that on your own. You’re not doing it while you answer to me. Is that understood?”

			Reluctantly, and while chewing furiously on his lip, the scraggly man lowered his rifle and breathed out a guttural, “Fine.”

			“Now, here’s what you’re going to do. First, you will surrender your weapons to Fred here. He’ll make sure they’re all stored properly.” Next, she gestured to the body on the floor. “When that’s done, I want this one and the other bodies arranged neatly in the hallway. Then, you and your friends will load them all into the incinerator. When that’s finished, I suggest you make your way down to the docking bay so you can leave on the first ship. If you decide, in any way, to argue with or refuse these orders, I’ll have Fred snap your femur bones in half and leave you here.”

			Without even waiting for a response, she turned and left the room, strolling briskly away.

			Fred caught up with her, his expression uncertain. “You don’t expect me to hurt them, do you?”

			“I only expect them to believe you’ll do it. If they don’t do what I said, though…”

			“Sasha!” he scolded.

			She stopped in her tracks and stared up into his green eyes, that green that wasn’t so different from the crystals they used to mine. They even glowed similarly. “We’re not going to be lawless, Fred. We’re not doing that. We’ll do this right. We’ll hit the Totality, and we’ll hit them hard, but we’ll show mercy to the survivors—to our prisoners. I’ll show them what they never showed me, and what they never showed my father. We’re better than them, Fred. I know it. I believe it. But we have to be better. We have to show it. Prove it. I’ll chase them down wherever they go. If they fight us, they die. If they don’t fight, if they throw down their arms and surrender, they can live. At some point, maybe when this is all over and we’ve completely destroyed the Totality system, they can live among us. We’ll treat them better than they ever treated us. They’ll never hold power. They’ll never make important decisions. They’ll never be allowed to forget what they did to us. But they will be free. They won’t be slaves. But I hope the guilt—if they are capable of guilt—weighs on them. I hope it crushes them. I hope it burns them down to the depths of their being so badly that they’ll wish we’d enslaved them. That’s my vision, Fred. That’s the future I plan to see. And anyone who wants to stand in the way of it, I won’t leave standing for long.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			A Shield of Men and Monsters

			“I think people are following me,” Devon explained, sitting on a comfortable sofa across from a middle-aged woman who listened to and recorded his words, responding only occasionally to seek clarification or expansion.

			“Why do you think someone is following you?” she asked, crossing her legs and looking over the notes their session automatically generated on her PMD.

			“I see this gray car all the time. Everywhere I go, it’s either parked where I can see it, or I catch it following me. It turns off onto other streets for a while, but eventually it comes right back. I even started going to work again, and I see it there, too. There have been days where I look out my office window down at the parking lot and there it is, a few spaces over from my car. By the time I’m ready to leave, it’s gone, but I still end up spotting it a few times on my way home. I’ve seen it hanging around the parking lot where I live. I know it sounds crazy but this has been happening since I got home from the hospital.”

			“Have you considered that gray cars are common?”

			“Unless you’re telling me that gray, late model Luminus Travelers have suddenly become all the rage, I don’t think that’s a good explanation.”

			“And what if the gray cars don’t exist at all?”

			“So, what, I’m imagining them? I’m hallucinating? Crazy?”

			“I didn’t say you were crazy, Devon,” she intoned calmly. “You were seriously injured in the accident and you may have suffered undetectable brain trauma, especially given your reported memory loss. There is no shame in that. If that’s the source of these sightings, then it can be treated.”

			“I’m already on a tranquilizer. It doesn’t help. It makes me tired but it doesn’t make me feel any better. I’m still worried all the time. I still want to know what happened with that accident. It shouldn’t have been possible. Not something like that. Someone’s covering it up. People should be outraged.”

			“Devon, sometimes things happen that we don’t understand. We seek answers because we’re only human. There doesn’t always have to be an answer.”

			“Is it so crazy to want answers? Why does everyone want to discourage me from finding them?” His eyes narrowed. “Did someone get to you? Did they threaten you?” Then, he turned more accusatory, despite himself. “Did they bribe you into talking me out of pursuing this?”

			She shook her head. “No one’s threatened me, Devon. No one’s paid me off, either. Do you hear yourself? You’re concocting elaborate conspiracies. You’re displaying symptoms of—”

			“Paranoid delusions,” he finished for her. “I know. I’ve read about it. I have the symptoms. I get it. You can check your little boxes and write me off as a lunatic and ship me off to a mental hospital where I’ll be drugged up and tied to a bed.”

			She barely stifled a laugh. “No, it doesn’t work like that anymore. It hasn’t for a long time. You shouldn’t watch so many old movies and TV shows. If you wanted, you could go to a facility where you could be observed. Different medications could be tried, as well as different therapeutic techniques, until we find a good combination that eases your anxiety and stress and helps relieve you of these paranoid ideas.”

			“But, Doctor… what if I’m right? What if they really are following me?”

			On his way home from the session, he thought about the fact that she had no answer to that question. She couldn’t even entertain it. She just assumes I’m nuts. Anyone I go to will probably think the same way. I’m totally on my own. If I try to talk to Meghan about it, she’ll tell me she’s in over her head and this is what I have a counselor for. She would be right, if I was really crazy. But I’m not. I know I’m not. I lost part of my memory. I didn’t lose my mind. I went too far when I said “they” might have bought her. I know they didn’t. They didn’t pay off Meghan, either. The only problem is, I don’t know who they might have bought off. Could it be people at work? Are they being paid to watch me? Who can I trust?

			Devon’s thoughts raced with all the possibilities as his new car drove him home. The loaner had been replaced a few days ago with the latest model of his old car, so the computer voice was back to something he found more accustomed. The features were fewer, too, which he didn’t mind. He wasn’t the type to demand all the bells and whistles, as the old cliche went. Too bad these things don’t come with a “lose the car that’s following me” mode. That’d be handy. Of course, he could always do the driving himself, but he was never a very good manual driver, and deactivating the autodrive on public roads caused numerous alerts to pop up about rising insurance rates, potential legal liability, and even the possibility that manual operation was illegal in his present location. It just wasn’t worth the headache, at least not yet.

			On his way home, he didn’t see the gray car, and somehow that only made him more nervous about it. To see it everywhere and then abruptly not see it made him suspect it was already waiting for him somewhere else. And what if it’s waiting at home for me?

			“Take me to work,” Devon ordered the vehicle’s computer.

			“It is currently Saturday. Are you sure?” the computer helpfully asked to confirm.

			“Yes. Do it.”

			So, it drove him to his office. I’ll call Meghan when I get there and tell her I’m doing some extra work. She’ll understand. I wonder if I can ask about the gray car without her getting all worried or upset. He walked up to the rear entrance where a thumbprint reader gave him access. He looked up at the camera before he entered, wondering how his presence on the weekend would be received if anyone bothered to check the security footage. I can say I’ve got work to catch up on. That’s not exactly a lie. I was out for over a week. I’m sure other people have picked up the slack but I feel bad about my coworkers being forced to do that. I need to make up some of the lost time. If they’re waiting for me at home, then they won’t find me here, and I can get away from them for a while.

			He took the elevator to the third floor and to his office. It wasn’t really an “office” in any traditional sense, though. Everyone worked at tables which had only small dividers that came up a few inches indicating individual workspaces. They offered no privacy at all, and were supposed to encourage collaboration, but in reality just made for constant distractions. These were supposed to be better than the allegedly dehumanizing, semi-enclosed cubicles that preceded them.

			He pulled his swivel chair out from under the table and plopped down in it, peering at the computer display that covered the wall in front of him. It automatically activated upon sensing his presence and brought up everything he’d been working on from the day before. His latest project was to develop an attack detection and prevention mechanism. Such projects always amounted to an arms race—the moment SINAI deployed new attack mitigation techniques, malicious individuals would probe for, locate, and exploit weaknesses. He imagined it being a bit like designing a bank vault. Each time you built and secured the vault, robbers would find a way to tunnel inside. You make it bigger, stronger, tougher, and they figure out yet another means to obtain entry. He envisioned the vaults themselves growing ever larger and more complex and the criminals intent on violating them using unwieldy, impossible tools to break in. In reality, of course, bank vaults stopped existing as a practical matter a long time ago, what with money having become almost entirely electronic in nature. He knew about the vaults from the films of his childhood—the ones about complicated bank heists were always his favorites. He enjoyed the way they tended to represent puzzles, the way programming often did. The characters in a heist film had to solve the problem of breaking into the vault, getting the money, and getting away undetected. He appreciated the way they hatched complicated plans, which seemed so perfect on paper, and then fell apart once they tried to execute them. In a film, of course, that was how the drama happened—a perfect heist wasn’t going to be interesting to watch. When it came to his work projects, however, drama was the last thing he wanted. He always liked to get things right the first time, and truly, “no news is good news” made for a perfect mantra. If he deployed a new firmware version to all their customers’ routers and no one said anything, it meant one of two things: either everything worked flawlessly, or he’d inadvertently crashed the entire network so hard it couldn’t even report that it was down. Fortunately, the latter had never happened to him. He sincerely hoped it never would.

			He realized he’d been staring blankly at his display for several minutes, reminiscing about heist movies. He chalked it up to the tranquilizers. Damn things fog my brain and zone me out. Maybe I should just stop taking them. They don’t seem to be doing me any good. He decided he’d give them another few days to determine if they would help. If they didn’t, he’d just as soon stop using them.

			It was the middle of the day, but the pills had left him more than a little fatigued, so he stepped away from his workspace and retreated to the break room for coffee. It was a short walk, maybe forty paces. He carried his coffee mug—a gift from Meghan—and placed it on the counter while he yawned and poured himself a cup. If he hadn’t been so tired, he might have wondered why there was a fresh pot of coffee when no one else appeared to be in the office.

			“That’s decaf,” a voice behind him said. Devon startled so intensely he nearly threw the pot across the room.

			“Should I even turn around?” Devon asked fearfully. “Or are you going to shoot me before I do?”

			The other voice let out a laugh. “I’m not here to kill you, Mr. Engels. You can turn around.”

			He did so. A man in a dark blue suit stood before him, black hair buzzed so short his scalp was nearly shorn. Despite the laugh, his face was serious, well-defined, with prominent bones and sunken eyes. He was tall and thin, almost towering over Devon. “Who are you?” was the obvious question.

			“Not your enemy,” the man promised. “A complex series of events has led me here, and as it turns out, I need your help. We need your help.”

			Devon raised an eyebrow. “’We?’ And you’re the one who has been following me, aren’t you?”

			The man nodded. “I work for an organization. It’s not one you’ve ever heard of. Before I continue, you may wish to sit down.” The man gestured toward the small table in the corner of the break room, around which a few chairs were arranged.

			Devon nodded and pulled out one of the seats, putting himself in it. The stranger did the same, sitting across from him. “I assume you’re familiar with the idea of fantasy creatures? Trolls, goblins, faeries, elves, and so forth?”

			Devon shrugged. “Yeah, I’ve played Monsters and Mages. I’ve read my share of Tolkien and all that. Big deal.”

			The man shook his head. “I’m not talking about games and books. I’m talking about real life.”

			He scowled. “Don’t come in here and bullshit me. I have enough problems without you trying to pull some kind of prank. Who put you up to this? One of my coworkers? Did Gene think this shit would be funny?”

			“Devon,” the man said softly, leaning closer. “I’m not trying to deceive you or play a prank on you. The reason you have no memory of your car accident is because we—the people I work for and with—erased it. We erased it because you saw something you shouldn’t have. A werewolf—those are real, too—lost control and killed a family. He attempted to cover it up and proceed with his life as if nothing had happened. When he realized we were close to apprehending him, he led us on a chase and caused the massive accident you were involved in. But you weren’t hurt, at least not badly. You left your vehicle and came upon a couple of other agents who were trying to clean up the scene. You saw the werewolf’s corpse. You saw something that uninvolved humans like yourself are never meant to see. The bottom line, Devon, is that there are two worlds: the world you see around you, a world you might call a comforting lie; and then there’s the real world, the one in which monsters exist, and the only thing holding them back are people like me.”

			Devon took a sip of his coffee, silent. He still wasn’t sure if he believed any of this but he was willing to listen to the story. He must want something if he’s come here to tell me about why my memory was “erased.”

			“It is a common procedure for us to erase the memories of people who inadvertently witness what we do our best to hide. We did the same for you, and thought that would be the end of it. As is our policy, we monitored you during your recovery in the hospital as well as once you returned home. We were disturbed to see that you were doing tremendous amounts of research into autodrive systems and the accident which you were told caused your injuries and memory loss.”

			Devon interrupted him right there. “Are you saying your people hurt me? Caused me to have my spleen taken out, my bruised ribs, all that?”

			The man shrugged. “We had to make your injuries look legitimate. I promise you that your life was never in danger. We’re very precise about these things. It would do us no good to have someone die mysteriously around us, don’t you think?”

			Devon leaned back and folded his arms, not particularly pleased with the explanation he’d been given. “You tell me. Go on, what happened next? Get to your point.”

			“My supervisor asked me to investigate as much as I could about your life to determine if you’d ever had an Encounter before. That’s what we call them, you see—Encounters. As far as we could tell, you hadn’t. We had no records of you. Your employers, on the other hand… once we found out you worked for SINAI Systems, we dug a bit deeper. You wouldn’t know this, but several employees of SINAI have not been human. They were placed by our organization, according to our records. What our records do not say is why. We also have no record of who runs the company.”

			“What do you mean? It has a board. It’s privately-held, but there’s a CEO, EVP, all the C-level executives you’d normally expect.” Devon pointed to the far wall, near the door, where several framed photographs were hung—middle-aged men and women, smiling and formally dressed with light blue backgrounds probably meant to emulate clouds. Dull but typical corporate headshots.

			The man glanced at the photos, then back to Devon. “Have you ever met any of them, Devon?”

			“Well, no. It’s a big company. I hear every now and then that they’re visiting this office but they never make it to my floor. They’re busy people.”

			“You never see them because they don’t exist,” the man explained. “Their names are fake. All identification records we can find on them have been forged. Whoever they are, they are not of this world—they are like ghosts. Ghosts not being real, of course, the only alternative is that they are from someplace else, a world we call Avalon.”

			“What, like the legend? Isn’t that where King Arthur’s knights went when they died?”

			“Not exactly. Much was lost in translation, as you might imagine.”

			“But there’s a parallel universe where all these… fantasy creatures come from?”

			“It’s not exactly a parallel universe,” he corrected. “Think of it more as a universe encapsulated within ours. Have you ever made a bubble that had other bubbles inside it? If you imagine our universe as the outer bubble, then Avalon is an inner bubble. There is a barrier between our universe and theirs, but some have the knowledge and power to traverse it. Avalon is, we hear, a somewhat chaotic realm. Creatures flee to Earth for safety, to start new lives, and we help them. They agree to numerous rules, the most important of them being that they never reveal themselves to other humans—people like you. Crimes, of course, are especially serious breaches, as the involvement of civilian authorities always runs the risk of exposing their true identities. This is why we monitor all Avalonians on Earth, so if any of them do step out of line, we can apprehend them before the police do. In the case of your Encounter, the situation went… somewhat out of control.”

			“No kidding,” Devon scoffed. “It caused a huge accident that’s not even supposed to be possible.”

			“Indeed. Mr. Bellfort—the werewolf whose body you saw—was not intelligent enough to have disabled the autodrive system himself. He had to have had help. It is unclear if that’s related to the murders he committed. It’s entirely possible those were nothing but a personal failing on his part.”

			“That’s a weird way to talk about killing a family.”

			“It’s a weird world, Mr. Engels. Weirder than you’ve yet realized.”

			“So, I’ve sat here and listened to all this, and you’ve made it clear you can wipe people’s memories at will, and I’m going to assume you didn’t come here to tell me all this just so you can wipe it again. You want something from me.”

			The man gave a slow, knowing nod. “I do, indeed. I’ve come to you because, to be honest, I feel I can no longer trust my superiors. My supervisor is a well-meaning fellow, but he’s been advised to back off of SINAI. He told me to let the matter drop. I can’t do that. This is a company where several Avalonians have been assigned to work, with a leadership circle that apparently doesn’t exist, and the top levels of my organization see nothing worth investigating? You can imagine how suspicious that seems.”

			“You want me to spy on my own bosses for you?” Devon balked. “You’re out of your mind.”

			“No, Devon. You’re out of your mind, remember? You’ll do as I tell you, or a few well-placed communiques will have you bouncing around the inside of rubber-walled room.”

			“I hear they don’t use those anymore,” Devon quipped, remembering the discussion with his counselor.

			“This is not a laughing matter. I have no doubt that SINAI is engaged in something deeply dangerous, and either my employers are aware of it and want to see it go forward, or they are afraid of becoming involved for fear of SINAI’s reprisal. I find both possibilities alarming. You have high-level access to SINAI’s network, its software, its equipment. You help program it, after all. That access is essential. I need you to find out what they’re doing. Find out who the executives really are, if you can. But the important part is discovering what they’re up to. The company’s financials are not open, but by analyzing the available data on what SINAI purchases and appears to sell, this is a company with tremendous resources. Documented contracts, sales reports, and budgets all tell the same story. This company is loaded, yet they aren’t expanding at the rate you would expect of a company so flush with money. That tells me the money is being spent on something else—something not public. It could be something harmless, like secretive research into next-generation products. But with everything else I know—or rather don’t know—I consider that possibility very unlikely.”

			Devon had a hard time taking it all in. What am I supposed to do about all this? I’m not a spy. What does he think I can learn? If I abuse my access to company resources, someone’s surely going to notice and I’ll get fired. I can’t lose my job. No one’s going to hire the crazy guy from that big accident. And if I get fired, I’ll be useless to this guy and he might make my life hell anyway. What the fuck am I going to do?? Devon vocalized the last part in a more tactful way. “What if I can’t find any proof they’re up to anything strange?”

			“Then that had best be the result of a thorough investigation on your part. Anything less, and there will be consequences for you,” he said menacingly. “I’m sure you know that if you tell anyone about this, they’ll consider you insane. You’ll lose your job and possibly be institutionalized. I suggest you not tell your wife, either. I’ve already explained how we deal with Encounters. Removing memories of a specific place, time, and sequence of events is easy. Removing information imparted verbally is more difficult, and tends to have more… side effects.”

			Devon didn’t like the sound of that at all. It was a threat and he knew it. He gritted his teeth, almost coming out of the chair. “Don’t threaten my wife, you prick.”

			“Don’t give me a reason to,” he said with an icy stare. “I may be undertaking this investigation without official blessing, but I still have plenty of resources at my disposal, and I will use them to ensure you do as you’re told, or you and those close to you will suffer the consequences. I hope I’ve made myself understood.”

			Devon grudgingly nodded, not looking up as the man stood and made for the doorway. He paused there, straightened his suit, and glanced toward Devon. “I’ll contact you in a week. You’d better have something for me.” Then, he was gone.

			What the fuck am I going to do?

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Leadership

			It took William several moments to determine why he wasn’t in a hospital room or Devon’s bed—or waking up on Devon’s couch, for that matter. He heard someone calling “William!” but didn’t register it as his own name for some time. When he fell into those dreams of another place, time, and life, he became fully absorbed, lived that existence as if it was his own. It felt strange to him that he might consider Meghan his own wife, and yet he could also remember how she and Devon met, at a mixer for his previous employer where he worked in the engineering department and she answered the support phones. He remembered something about her working in a logistics position after that, with highly variable shifts. She had to ensure medical supplies made it from one place to another in a timely manner. William asked himself why those self-driving cars couldn’t do it all by themselves. Maybe I can find out next time I have a dream about Devon. Of course, dreams being dreams, he never thought of questions like that until he woke up and had time to reflect. But then, he also knew they weren’t just dreams. He’d met Devon, or at least thought he did, back on Cainin. It seemed like an impossible encounter, and Devon didn’t explain in detail. There hadn’t been time. But that brief meeting stuck with William, giving him so many more questions than answers, and the dreams had the same effect. At some point, he assumed the dreams would begin to align with reality, and perhaps he would see how Devon was still alive after what must have been many, many lifetimes. He’d pieced together, after all, that Devon was from Earth—the source of all human life, from which humans fled millennia ago, settling places like Lexin.

			The other possibility, the one William scarcely liked to consider, was that both the dreams and the rendezvous on Cainin were entirely products of his mind, and he was suffering some kind of serious mental illness that kept him wrapped up in elaborate fantasies. Certainly, that he failed to respond to Angel in a timely manner could have given her that impression, as she continued to call his name and stare into his vacant eyes while he adjusted to his surroundings again.

			“William! Are you okay?”

			He blinked, finally making eye contact with her. “Yes, I’m sorry.” He tried to stretch and immediately realized what a bad idea it was, quickly pulling himself inward and groaning painfully. “Ugh, what happened to me?”

			“You’ve been through a lot. Most of your injuries were from the Totality beating you, as I understand it. They did not go easy on you.”

			“No, they didn’t,” he moaned, rubbing one of the ribs they’d either bruised, cracked, or broken outright. His body was bandaged just about everywhere. He felt significant swelling in his face, to the point that it interfered with his speech. He didn’t feel like himself, and that wasn’t solely down to being ensconced in Devon’s life for… “How long was I out??”

			“Six days,” Angel reported. “We kept you sedated so you could heal faster. Sasha decided it was time to wake you up as we’re planning to leave Actis today. It’s the middle of the night right now. I just couldn’t sleep.”

			William tried to smile but took care not to make it too big, lest he hurt himself again. “So, that’s good news? We beat the Totality and took the mining facility?”

			Angel nodded. “And the cargo train. Well, part of it.”

			There must be more to that. “Part of it??”

			“We lost two of the ships. Out of four.”

			Shit. That’s not good. Sasha was counting on three ships, according to Fred. Two may not be enough to get everyone out of here, at least not comfortably. “Can you send her to talk to me when she has time?”

			“Sure. She’s very busy, though. It might take her a while. I’d be happy to send Demeter to you. He’s been bothering me about talking to you ever since I brought you here,” she noted with an annoyed eyeroll.

			That’s right. Demeter’s here. I’m sure he has quite an explanation for that. “Send him, too. And I’m starving. Is there anything to eat?” William’s stomach rumbled as if in echo of his request.

			“I’ll see what I can turn up,” she said, not sounding especially optimistic. William wondered if it was because he couldn’t eat normally yet, or because food was short. Let’s hope it’s the former.

			He watched as Angel left the infirmary and glanced around to see who he shared the relatively small space with. The bed to his right had a young man with a slave brand on his forehead and whose right arm was wrapped in bandages which had soaked through green and yellow. William realized a foul smell was coming from that direction, and it was one he’d known before. Infection. Death. That young man’s not going to live much longer, he thought grimly. He didn’t know the man, but assumed he must have acquired his injury fighting the Totality, and that was all the courage William could’ve asked of anyone. He saw the man’s starkly pale face, beads of sweat covering his trembling skin, and felt pangs of pity. Don’t these people have antibiotics?

			He noticed a little boy and a woman who was past middle age occupying the other beds. The boy was awake, sitting and playing with glowing green crystals that looked quite a bit like the ones William had seen down in the mines. Surely that isn’t safe. I suppose there aren’t a lot of toys for kids around here. The woman appeared to be asleep—William hoped that was the case, instead of the alternative. It wasn’t as if he could have stood up to investigate further. As he examined her, he failed to notice Demeter enter the room until his former subordinate pulled a chair across the floor with a loud screech. William winced and gritted his teeth, then turned to the source of the racket. “Dammit, Demeter. Was that necessary?” he growled.

			“It’s good to see you again, sir,” Demeter smiled, ignoring William’s crankiness.

			“I think you know what I’m going to ask,” William said, trying to fold his arms while pretending they didn’t hurt.

			“The same questions I would ask you, I suspect,” Demeter replied, cocking an eyebrow. “I thought the Totality had taken you, but here you are in a uniform I know is not of Trepsis or Lexin. I believe it was mentioned that it’s of something called… the Order?”

			“Yeah. I was on an Order ship. You remember the Sages back on Lexin?”

			Demeter nodded. “Of course.”

			“I knew one named Zotz. He got his hands on an Order ship at some point. I know this is going to sound crazy, but he took me up to his ship the night Trepsis was attacked. I was away from the planet with Zotz and a couple other people. When we came back, everything was destroyed and you were all gone. We eventually figured out something called the ‘Totality’ had you, and tried to pursue some Totality ships to determine where you’d been taken so we could free you. Things didn’t really go well, as you’ve probably guessed.”

			“I noticed you came alone, for one thing.”

			“We hired this guy to get us inside the Totality Fortress. He betrayed us and called the Totality in. I guess he was getting a payoff or something. Zotz shoved me into a ferry ship—against my will, I might add—and sent me off while he got his big Order ship destroyed. I would’ve liked to still have that. Could’ve made taking this facility and the cargo train a lot easier.”

			“I agree, that would have been a great asset over the past several days. It’s a shame you lost the ship,” Demeter said skeptically.

			William growled. “Don’t talk like I lost it. I told you, Zotz did. Or we all did, if you want to look at it that way. I didn’t know that snake-headed bastard was going to screw us over.”

			“My apologies, sir. We’ve all been through an ordeal. I’m not as trusting as I used to be.”

			None of us are, William figured. “So, what about you? How’d you end up here? Have you seen Torres? Or that Rios woman?”

			“I’m afraid not,” Demeter shook his head. “I was put on another vessel right away and separated from the rest. I couldn’t tell you where they were sent. I arrived here several weeks ago, was processed and put to work. I learned the language quickly—one of those knacks I’ve always had. Finally came in handy, for once.”

			“And you’ve just been here since then?”

			“Indeed. It’s a fortunate coincidence you made your way here.”

			“No kidding,” William puffed. “Not sure what the odds are, but I definitely didn’t expect to run into you or anyone else from Trepsis under these circumstances. Maybe I just got lucky.”

			“Perhaps,” Demeter said, as if contemplating the odds. “You mentioned other companions. Are they all dead?”

			William shrugged. “I don’t know. I assume they are. The ship was destroyed. I mean, it’s possible the Totality took them prisoner, but they could be anywhere by now. I’m not the kind of person who likes to hold out futile hope. Well, who am I even talking to? You’re from Lexin. You know what it’s like. We aren’t a people made for idle hope.”

			Demeter agreed. “Not at all. Lexin isn’t a friendly place to the naive.”

			“That’s one way to put it.” William lowered his voice for what he said next. “So, while I have you here… what do you think of this Sasha woman? Is she a good leader? She is the leader, isn’t she?”

			“She is,” Demeter confirmed. “Self-appointed, from what I can tell. Fred—the tall one, the troll—strikes me as being far more qualified in terms of having intelligence on the Totality, but for some reason he defers to Sasha. The man in the bed next to you is Tau. He was injured in a crystal fire a few days before we took the facility. I’m sure you’ve noticed his condition.”

			William frowned. “I take it you two aren’t close?”

			“He’s not a bad person, he just wasn’t especially useful in the revolt, and his recklessness in starting that crystal fire brought down considerable punishment on all of us,” Demeter scowled, eyes fixated on Tau.

			“I’m sorry to hear that. But we need to focus on what’s happening now. Angel mentioned we’re leaving this planet soon. Today, I think?”

			“That’s correct.” This time, Demeter brought his chair closer so he could speak more discreetly, in case Tau or anyone else happened to be listening. “Sasha took the Totality crew from the ships prisoner and is housing them in the living quarters. There’s already been one raid by other former slaves out for revenge on the Totality. She intends to leave the prisoners behind and with no means to communicate so that the next Totality ship to arrive will retrieve them, whenever that happens. She’s even agreed to split the revolt—those that don’t wish to follow her can take one of the ships, and she will take the other with her followers. I think you can recognize what foolhardy choices these are, even if you haven’t been awake for most of them.”

			William recalled second-guessing his superiors on Lexin, whom he frequently considered to be ignorant, misguided, incompetent, even corrupt. It doesn’t sound like she’s corrupt. Overwhelmed? That seems likely. She must know how brutal the Totality are if she’s grown up under their reign, so why would she spare their lives? Does she think that will bargain anyone better treatment later? William decided to put his response in the most diplomatic terms possible. “I want you to do what she tells you, Demeter. Whether you agree with her decisions or not, she’s taken up as the leader of this… whatever it is. Revolt. Uprising. Call it what you want. If you still respect me as your superior officer, I’m telling you to listen to her.”

			“I believe there’s an alternative, sir. You.“

			William balked. “Are you kidding me? I don’t know these people at all. What makes you think they’d follow me in the first place?”

			Demeter leaned back slightly, raising his hands. “I’m not suggesting you simply usurp Sasha’s position. She needs people she can trust. You’ve helped her and you have knowledge beyond this planet—she doesn’t.”

			“Fred seems to have a lot more of that knowledge than I do,” William pointed out.

			“That’s true,” Demeter conceded. “But he is rarely proactive. He follows her lead. You should be proactive, yourself. There’s a weapons depot she plans to hit once we leave Actis. The intention is to arm our little uprising so we can strike at other planets, free more slaves, and grow the movement. I think it is a sound, if risky, plan. If you can help take the initiative with missions such as these, she will grow to respect you and give you more responsibility. You are a natural leader, William. You were sent to be the Chief Militiaman of Trepsis for a reason.”

			William had considerable doubts about Demeter’s praise. He wasn’t there when I doomed the people of Golden, or destroyed those three dead planets, or got us betrayed by Bentek. How can he trust me at all when I wasn’t on Trepsis when I was needed most? I don’t think I’ve ever met such a born follower as this guy. Maybe he’s right, but this can’t be the best time for me to make inroads against Sasha. We have no reason to be enemies, as far as I can tell, and I worry that Demeter’s approach would put us at odds. I don’t want to compete with her, not if we’re serving the same goal.

			“Sir?” Demeter asked, his face puzzled.

			William frowned, realizing he’d been lost in his own thoughts. “Sorry. I was just thinking it over. I can definitely help this movement, but I’m not in favor of trying to take over. Unless I see some indication Sasha herself is incompetent or incapable, I’m content to take her direction and contribute to her revolt. If nothing else, it should eventually lead us to wherever the Totality took the Trepsis colonists. That’s why I came out here in the first place—to get them back.” He chuckled. “Well, I guess I got one of you back, didn’t I?”

			Demeter grinned. “Good point, sir. For what it’s worth, I intend to take your orders, and yours alone. You are still my superior officer.”

			William blew out a flustered breath, hiding his annoyance less well than before. “Like I said, my orders are for you to follow her orders. Don’t create strife where we don’t need it. Got it?”

			Demeter gave a deferential nod, then stood up. “Is there anything else, sir?”

			“Send Sasha if you happen to see her. I already told Angel, but maybe you’ll get to her first.”

			Demeter agreed to William’s request, then made his exit. William leaned back on the bed, sighing. I don’t know what’s wrong with Demeter, trying to get me to rise up against Sasha like that. I suppose he means well. Maybe he just doesn’t recognize her authority. Must be hard to get past all that Militiaman training. She’s the sort of person we were trained to despise and destroy. Lexin always had its share of political malcontents. If Sasha had ever met Andrew, I wonder what she’d think of him. Would she agree with him about the mining companies exploiting natural resources and condemning our people to servitude? Then again, Andrew’s got no idea about servitude compared to someone like Sasha. These people were true slaves—their lives completely owned by the Totality, disposed of when their masters saw fit. I’m starting to understand why Kina didn’t tell us she was one of them. Did she escape? That seems the most likely explanation. It would make sense. She might have been afraid we’d turn her in. Maybe the Totality offer rewards for escaped slaves, or maybe it’s not worth it and they just kill them. Why keep a slave you know is a troublemaker? I probably can’t ask Sasha about too much of this. She might be sensitive about it. Fred would probably be the better one to interrogate. That guy’s a wealth of information, even if he refuses to share most of it.

			Sasha finally arrived, breaking William out of his introspection. He raised his head and gave a measured wave with his hand, not moving too quickly. “Nice to see you,” he greeted.

			“Nice to see you awake again,” she said courteously, then followed up with a yawn. Covering her mouth, she stood at the foot his bed and then folded her arms. “You sent for me?”

			“Yeah. I don’t want to hear everything from people who don’t know what’s going on, so I wanted to ask you. I understand we lost some of the cargo train?”

			“Two ships,” she confirmed. “Out of four. We lost about a hundred people on the one we’d already taken, that I sacrificed to destroy the one attacking us. If you’re here to question that decision, I’m—”

			William shook his head. “No, I’m not going to question that. You’re in charge. You have to make decisions like that. It’s no one else’s place to second-guess them. I’ve been in charge. Trust me, I know what it’s like.”

			“You know what it’s like to be responsible for hundreds of lives, do you?” she put to him, brandishing her skepticism.

			William’s voice turned slightly harsher. “I do, as a matter of fact. I told you when we met, I’m responsible for the population of a colony that the Totality abducted. I take that seriously. I’m trying to tell you I’m on your side.”

			“Are you? Or are you working for the Order?”

			Where is this coming from? “I thought Fred explained to you that I don’t work for the Order. I came here in an Order uniform, yes, but I’ve never actually met anyone from the Order. I had a friend who came into possession of an Order ship. I’ll admit, his explanation was never completely satisfactory to me. Maybe he worked for the Order, but I never have. You can believe that or not. Just remember, I sacrificed my only conveyance—that little ferry ship—for your little revolt. I didn’t have to do that. I could have just left and tried to go it alone.”

			“You stayed because you need help.”

			He didn’t know if she was guessing or making it as a definitive statement. She’s right, but what’s she getting at? “I do need help, yes. But I think we have the same interests and goals.”

			“Oh? You care about the people here?”

			He shrugged. “I’m not going to lie and say I’d lose a lot of sleep if anything happened to them right now. I don’t know them. I barely know you. What I do know is that you intend to attack the Totality, and I intend to attack the Totality. Seems to me like that’s a clear alignment of goals, don’t you think?”

			“I suppose,” she breathed. “It was Fred’s idea that I trust you. I’m still skeptical.”

			“But you didn’t leave me to die, so you must trust me at least a little,” he grinned.

			She did not return the expression. “I was simply being humane. To let you die after everything you’d been through would have been unfair to you. But you have to understand how this looks from my perspective. You came here, seemingly from nowhere, wearing the uniform of another government, possessed of a ship from that government, and with the convenient intention of helping me sow rebellion against the Totality. You must admit that it seems suspicious.”

			William couldn’t argue down her logic. She’s right. I probably wouldn’t trust me, either. “I’ll make you a deal, Sasha. Maybe I haven’t done enough to prove myself to you yet. I’ve heard you next plan to hit a Totality weapons depot. Do you have anyone among your close advisors who knows about tactical planning?”

			“Fred has some expertise in that area.”

			“Fred seems to have expertise in everything,“ William noted wryly.

			Sasha couldn’t help forming the ghost of a smile at that remark. “It’s true. I’m always amazed by what that man knows, when he feels like sharing it.”

			“What I’m getting at is that I would be happy to help you with the tactical planning for your strike on the Totality weapons depot. I don’t know anything about the facility itself, but I’m going to assume the plan is to breach a building and clear it of it hostiles?”

			“That’s correct. You have experience in these matters?”

			If you only knew. “Yes. On my homeworld, I’m what they call a Militiaman. Requires a lot of tactical training, and I’ve gone up against some rather nasty people who didn’t want to come out of wherever they were holed up. With just a handful of people I can take almost any structure, given some time to work out how it’s laid out and defended.”

			Sasha’s eyes widened somewhat. William hoped this was a good sign. “Your help would be greatly appreciated. It’s unlikely you will be in any physical condition to participate in the assault directly, though.”

			She’s got me, there. “True. I don’t know what kind of setup you’re working with, but I could do command and control from almost anywhere as long as I have eyes on the situation. Figure out what technology and tools we have to work with and I’ll do my best to come up with a plan. I’ll even work with Fred in case you don’t want everything to be in my hands.”

			William sensed Sasha’s apprehension at the idea, but he wasn’t sure which part put her off. Does she want Fred to do something else? Does she think I’ll deceive him somehow? She responded a moment later. “I’ll tentatively accept your offer and make my final decision after speaking with Fred and the rest of my trusted officers. You should also know that we’ll be departing Actis before the end of the day. I believe Angel plans to move your bed onto our ship and secure you appropriate medical facilities. They are more limited on the ship than they are here, but we’ll have all the medical supplies and equipment we can take from this outpost.”

			She dismissed herself and William was left to think about how he’d actually concoct a plan to take a Totality weapons depot. Really, William? You think you could pull this off? It’s been years since you’ve had to do something like this. But it doesn’t matter. I have to prove myself valuable to her. Demeter was right about that. If I don’t give myself a real purpose in allying myself with Sasha, she might as well leave me behind, and then I’ll be alone again. I stand no chance against the Totality by myself. Even a fool could see that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Points of Departure

			Though she knew it wouldn’t have been possible, Sasha wished she’d slept longer. She had a hard time sleeping ever since the revolt, the weight of so much newfound responsibility keeping her up when she most needed her rest. It was what led to Demeter crossing her path on his way back from visiting William—something she wondered about after seeing the latter, in fact. From Fred, she was aware of William and Demeter’s past association on Trepsis, that William was Demeter’s superior officer and the latter was abducted by the Totality when they came to Trepsis. She had no real reason to believe that wasn’t true, since both Fred and William had corroborated it, and while she didn’t know William well enough to trust everything he said, she couldn’t imagine why Fred would aid William—or Demeter—in deceiving her. But this left the question of Demeter’s message to the Order. If only I knew what he said. What if it was completely innocuous? What if he’d heard of them from Fred, decided they’re enemies of the Totality, and tried to call for help? Could it be that simple? But then, how would he know the right frequency and encoding for a message? It’s possible he found that information in the Totality computer, but it’s also possible he knew it already. I wish I could ask him without it seeming like an accusation. He seems intelligent and resourceful—I can’t risk alienating him. But since he and William are relatively close, maybe I can use that to my advantage when we plan the depot raid. William will probably want someone he trusts in a lead role in the ground assault, and I can push back and say I want someone I trust in a similar role, and make it look as if I’m grudgingly allowing Demeter to assume a risky position, when I am really trying to put him to the test, to see where his true loyalties lie. If there’s any possibility of him defecting to the Totality, I need to make sure his access to information is limited. There is, after all, the chance that his message to the Order was a ruse, that he left it there specifically so I could find it, to let me think he’s trying to secure allies for us when his real goal is to give us over to the Totality. I can’t let him have access to anything sensitive, in that case. But then, I thought Fred might be working for the Totality, too. I should throw them all aside and just rely on Serim. He does what he’s told. He has no initiative. I don’t have to worry about him turning on me or having loyalties to other forces.

			A scream interrupted her thoughts as she patrolled one of the mining complex’s many corridors, and it set her into a run. She wasn’t far from the docking bay, where she was already headed. She came through the doorway and into a scene of pure carnage. Bodies littered the floor, joined by pools of blood, and screams and moans filled the air, punctuated by the little pop sounds of the Totality rifles. It took her a moment to process what was happening. Some of the bodies wore Totality uniforms. Others were the bare slave tunics and shorts. She saw several armed individuals in slave garb loading barrels of fuel and crates of food onto the docked ship—the first one set to leave. She recognized a few of the men as those she’d previously encountered in the Totality living quarters, the ones who’d taken to killing the Totality prisoners for sport. Many thoughts raced through her mind in that moment, but the foremost was simple: I have to stop them!

			She moved instantly to the communication panel on the wall, depressing the button that called up to the general operations center. “This is Sasha. Is anyone up there?”

			“Demeter here. I’ve got Serim and Fred around, too.”

			“I need as many of you down here as can be spared. Bring weapons. We’ve got a… disturbance.”

			She moved off to the side, outside the doorway and out of sight, hoping they hadn’t seen her. Given the way they continued to wheel pallets of supplies onto the ship, she assumed they hadn’t noticed. Some of the wounded clearly had, however, and they called out her name as if invoking it would ease their pain and save them from imminent death. Shut up, damn you. You’ll get me killed!

			Peeking her head around the corner from outside the bay, she saw the group of killers scanning the expansive room. She had the advantage by being so far away, such a small target from across the bay. She did her best to put together what they must have done. They probably brought the Totality prisoners here and executed them. Which means either they killed the guards I had posted, the guards were sleeping, or they turned on me, too. I can’t tell if they killed all the prisoners. Based on the number I can see, looks like it was most of them, at a minimum. But what about the free humans they’ve killed and injured? Are they people who didn’t want to follow me, and were killed for trying to board? I’m probably not going to get an explanation. Why am I going to have to kill my own kind? She felt her eyes moistening as tears welled up, which only veered her into anger. This isn’t fair! I just freed these people, and now I have to fight them. It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

			She took a quick, deep breath and straightened her posture as Demeter and Fred arrived with a couple extra rifles on their backs. Fred handed one to Sasha. “What is happening down here?”

			“Fucking banditry,” she cursed. “Those men I talked to in the Totality quarters. Looks like they executed the prisoners along with a bunch of innocent people. Now they’re stealing whatever they can. They’re not getting away with this, Fred.”

			He nodded. “I agree. It cannot be permitted.”

			Demeter didn’t need any prompting. He went ahead of Sasha and Fred both, stepping down the ramp into the open area of the bay and started shooting. Three men immediately went down, bringing the pallet they were moving to a standstill. Two more emerged from the ship’s docking area and returned fire. Demeter didn’t miss a step, though he missed his next few shots. Sasha and Fred rushed to his side, laying down more weapons fire on Demeter’s behalf. The men grunted and hit the ground. No one else came out right away, but Sasha wasn’t content that she only had five rebels to worry about. “We need to clear that ship. Fred, I want you to go to the comm panel and get Angel down here to check on the wounded. Tell her to bring anyone she can get her hands on to help with triage. If we can save any of these people, we have to try. But the ship comes first. We have to secure it before anyone else is killed.”

			“What about the Totality?” Demeter asked, keeping his eyes fixed on the still-distant target of the ship’s docking port.

			“She can treat them after she’s treated everyone else. Go to it, Fred.”

			The troll nodded and jogged away, leaving Sasha and Demeter to move toward the ship and seize control of it. As she moved up the loading ramp and inside, she was brought back to her childhood, to that slave transport that first brought her to Actis. The huge, almost-empty reaches of the cargo ship reminded her of the slave barge’s interior, where people struggled to stave off both starvation and boredom. She moved side-by-side with Demeter past the barrels of fuel and crates of supplies. She saw packages of fresh food—vegetables clearly stolen from the kitchen—left out in the open instead of a properly-refrigerated area. She knew these ships had adequate refrigeration facilities specifically for such cargo, but evidently the murderous thieves didn’t bother to investigate before commandeering the ship. They could have simply gone aboard and let the ship take them anywhere. They could have left as a group, settled on the first planet they found, gotten some food and other provisions, never having to deal with the Totality again. They could have escaped to some remote place. They didn’t have to do any of this. Instead, they defied me. They marched the Totality down here and fucking murdered them. They killed dozens of innocent people who either came down here expecting to leave, or tried to stop them from executing the Totality. All they got was shot to death, too. And then they had the nerve—the fucking nerve—to steal from the kitchen and leave perfectly good produce out to rot.  She knew it was absurd to be so upset about such a relatively minor detail, but the principle of it drove her mad. They were so careless, so callous, so vengeful. But that’s exactly what the Totality turned them into, isn’t it? She frowned as she felt a pang of sympathy for the five men they’d already killed. It was possible that she could have saved them, but there wasn’t time. There’s never time, is there? I didn’t have time to bring everyone together and force people to make peace, to act like reasonable human beings, to understand that the only way we’ll survive—the only way—is by working together. And now, it’s like the universe has come back to teach me a lesson, that I can’t just win and call it a day. Every victory has a price, and I’m going to keep paying and paying for this one, aren’t I?

			After using the ship’s communication system to call for reinforcements to gather the produce to preserve it, she and Demeter resumed their search and found more people within the ship. Each one popped out from behind a cargo container, hands in the air, pleading not to be shot. One of them didn’t say anything Sasha understood, but she immediately lowered her weapon so as to make clear he wouldn’t be harmed. She sensed the gratitude in his voice as he fled in the direction she’d entered. The other three had similar stories to tell. One was a woman a little older than Sasha, trembling from fear. The story went more or less as she’d expected. “We were waiting in the docking area to board the ship. We thought you would come to send us off, but then these men with rifles came, and they had Totality with them, all tied up and beaten. They made the Totality get in a line, and then they stood in front and asked if any of us had the guts to kill the creatures that enslaved us. Everyone was scared and no one wanted to say or do anything. We just wanted to leave. They wouldn’t let us. The men just started shooting the Totality, one by one, in their heads. After the first few…” She stopped, falling to her knees and crying. Sasha knelt down next to her and rubbed her back, trying to console her.

			“You don’t have to tell me the rest right now,” she said soothingly. “But how many of them were there? How many men did this?”

			“Six,” the woman sobbed. “I know it was six.”

			So, there’s one to go, Sasha scowled.

			At the far end of the ship’s lengthy cargo bay was a door that opened onto a ladder, which Sasha assumed led up to the ship’s control center. Cautiously, she and Demeter moved up the ladder, taking care not to make any noise. They proceeded shoulder-to-shoulder, weapons aimed directly ahead, eyes scanning for any possible threat. A wall at the upper landing offered them a smidgen of cover. They didn’t hesitate to take advantage of it. The control center was as wide as the ship itself, with a large forward-facing window that offered a view of the seemingly endless snowy wastes outside. The room was much larger than the living area Sasha had grown accustomed to as a slave, and even felt more spacious than the general operations center in the mining complex. The consoles were spread out and relatively isolated, clearly designed to be operated by separate people and likely not reliant on a tremendous amount of cooperation. It occurred to Sasha that she knew virtually nothing about how these ships were controlled. She had a very rough sense of their flight characteristics from the quick remote rigging Fred had established during their earlier crisis, but she didn’t know if that was representative of how these vessels normally flew. With her head peeking ever so slightly around the edge of the little strip of wall that protected them, she looked for signs of life. Abruptly, a body thrust up from behind one of the consoles. She recognized him immediately—it was the one she’d spoken with before, in the Totality quarters. She couldn’t forget that face: the thin lips, sharp cheekbones, jagged jawline, the improbably wide eyes that nevertheless looked so vacant, and a hateful visage framed by dark, thinning hair. His attention was not on her, however. She saw that he was agitated, and it was confirmed when he pounded his fist against the console and shouted wordlessly.

			When she saw he wasn’t armed, she knew it was time to strike. She rushed out from behind the wall and toward him, closing the distance quickly, stopping only a couple meters away. He noticed her before she stopped, and lunged for something she couldn’t see. “Ah, ah!” she called out. He stopped in mid-dive, looking up at her.

			“If you’re going to kill me, do it!” he barked.

			She moved a little closer, keeping her rifle trained squarely on his chest. “Whether you die right now is up to you. I want to know why you defied me again. I thought we had an understanding.” She motioned the tip of rifle upward. “Stand up. I don’t like you looking like you’re about to snatch up that weapon.”

			“Fine,” he hissed, moving into an upright position, stepping toward her as if to dare her to shoot. “We never had an ‘understanding.’ You thought you could tell us what to do. No one appointed you our leader. You took that role upon yourself. But I do not bow to you. You’re nothing to me. The Totality brutalized me—brutalized my people—and they deserve every shred of revenge I’ve visited upon them. They deserve more, the way I see it.”

			“It wasn’t your decision,” she said flatly. “It wasn’t even my decision. I intended to leave them alive, to show that we’re better. They treat us like garbage, work us to death, throw our bodies into the fire, and replace us with kids straight off a slave barge. But we take them prisoner, and we take pity on them. We show mercy. We house them, we feed them, we make sure they’re taken care of until we leave, and then their own kind can have them back. Don’t misunderstand me. They don’t deserve to be treated well. They’ve earned a great deal of misery for their crimes against us. But I want our actions to confuse them. Do you think mercy is something Totality understand? Do you think they grasp forgiveness? Do you think the concept of treating their enemies with dignity has ever occurred to them? It was part of my strategy. I wanted to make them question what they’re doing. I wanted them to struggle to understand. And you—you fucked it up.”

			He kept his eyes on her the whole time, his face sporting the same unmoved expression. She saw nothing in his eyes, as if he wasn’t really there. She wondered what kind of person he must have been before, if he was always this seemingly vacant monster capable only of death and hatred, or if it’s just what the Totality made him into. With some time, I could probably figure it out. We could talk. Maybe he’ll open up to me and tell me about his past, about his childhood, about what the Totality did to him and his friends. He doesn’t even know they’re dead, does he? He doesn’t know they died following him. Would that reach him? She thought it was worth a try.

			“I’m also sorry to tell you that your companions are dead. They tried to stop us from entering the ship. We had no choice but to kill them. Do you see what your decisions have brought upon you? We saw what you did in the docking bay. We saw the bodies. The Totality. The humans—your own kind. What kind of person are you?”

			He opened his mouth to say something, then a quick pop reached Sasha’s ears. She turned to see the source, but then her attention went right back to the man, whose body was in the midst of falling backward. She saw a hole in his chest, still flickering as the bolt’s discharge briefly ignited his clothes, and watched him land on a console behind him, then slump forward, his face smashing lifelessly into the floor in front of her.

			“A dead one,” Demeter said, answering Sasha’s previous question as he stepped up next to her, observing his handiwork.

			She wanted to kill him. He was a good head taller than her, but she didn’t much care. She snagged him by the ratty edges of his collar, pulling him closer. “Damn you, Demeter! What is wrong with you? He wasn’t a threat!”

			He shoved her away, her hands quickly losing grip on his tunic. She didn’t go for him physically again, but she remained furious. Demeter, for his part, seemed nonchalant. “He would always have been a threat, Sasha. I know his type. I’ve seen it before. The psycho. The real, genuine killer. When it’s in a man’s blood, there’s no way to get it out. He’s like a mad dog. The only answer is to put it down.”

			Sasha didn’t understand his “dog” comment, but put it aside for the moment. She wasn’t ready to let his behavior go unchallenged. “I don’t care what you think you know, Demeter.” She stormed closer to him, putting her face close enough to his she could smell his breath, which stank as bad as everyone else’s in this place. “Am I your leader or not?”

			He nodded. “You are. William even ordered me to follow you and do what you tell me.”

			“Fuck William!” she spat. “If you’re going to follow me, it had better be because you want to, and it had better mean you’ll do what I expect of you, and not whatever you damn well feel like doing just because you think you know better!”

			He gave a deferential tilt of his head. “I apologize for acting without your blessing, Sasha. I don’t believe I made the wrong decision, however. He would have turned on us, eventually. He’d already turned on us. I believe you know that, deep down. You want to think everyone can be redeemed. I’ve seen it in how you conduct yourself. You value human lives, and that’s a good thing. But not everyone does. The Totality certainly don’t. And you’ll encounter humans who don’t, either. You have to be able to recognize them and treat them accordingly, or they will kill you.”

			She stepped away from him, going back toward the other man’s body—she realized she never even knew his name. She crouched next to his corpse and could smell the charred flesh. Demeter must’ve had his rifle on the highest setting. Almost burned all the way through him. With her eyes still on the corpse, she asked, “What would you have done with him on your world?”

			“On my world? A man who killed so many others like this one has, he’d be referred for execution. The High Circle of the Lexinian Authority would review his case and determine whether to take his life. And they almost certainly would. He’d be marched through the streets of the capital as his crimes are read for all to hear, and the procession would stop on the Bloody Grounds. He would take up his position on the Judgment Mound. Riflemen would make a semicircle facing him. The Grand Sage would read a passage from the Book of Old, perhaps something comforting about the virtues of mercy or, if he’s feeling fiery that day, a condemnation of evil and an exaltation of swift justice. The riflemen would fire their weapons and that would be the end of it. His body would remain for two days as a warning to anyone else who might engage in such heinous crimes, and then it’s turned over to the family, or put into a common grave if no one claims it. That’s how we do things on Lexin.”

			His Lexin sounded like a brutal place to her, full of ritual and devoid of compassion. It sounded less like justice and more like the worship of order. It led her to another question, as well. “And what about me, Demeter?”

			He cocked his head. “Hm?”

			She looked up at him. “If I did on Lexin what I did here—revolted against my ‘masters’—what would be the penalty?”

			“Well, for one thing, slavery is forbidden on Lexin.”

			“Forget that. What if I found the government oppressive, violent, and intolerable? What if I forcibly fought against it?”

			“Rebellion is a worse crime than murder,” he stated matter-of-factly. “To kill an individual is an immense deprivation of potential from the state. But to attempt to kill the state itself? It’s obscenity.”

			“You’re saying they would kill me, too.”

			“I’m saying they wouldn’t just kill you. They’d kill your family, everyone you ever knew, anyone who’d speak a good word of you. Your name would be purged from all records and only a number would exist in its place. A person who attempts to deny the state, the state will deny was a person.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			The Darkness Without

			Sasha began to develop a sense that violence wasn’t so difficult to cope with as its consequences. She could pull the trigger on a rifle, watch an enemy’s face contort into an expression of death, hear the scream and see the blood and smell the charred flesh, step over the body as it hit the floor, move on as if she’d simply passed someone on a casual stroll. She didn’t savor it, not the way Demeter seemed to—and certainly not the way the dead man had, the one who’d ordered the slaughter of all those Totality and fellow humans. It was a fact, a necessity, a thing she did out of no desire for violence but as part of her broader vision. To free humanity of Totality oppression required violence. To destroy the enemies in their midst called for it, as well. She decided it was as simple as that.

			What she found harder to accept, however, was what came after. The docking bay was littered with bodies, both Totality and human. Angel and a few impromptu medics had managed to treat and stabilize some of the victims, but the vast majority didn’t survive. The large room reeked of death. It smelled just like the inside of that slave ship so many years ago. It was not a memory she preferred to relive. Her call for volunteers to help with cleanup brought down twenty people or so. A few quit shortly thereafter, unable to cope with the carnage. A couple vomited and cried, and she watched as Serim and Fred and Angel gently nudged them away from the scene. They needed people who could actually help, not those who were too squeamish to do any good. She knew there was no way they’d get off Actis if everyone had to traipse through this disaster. Word of it had already spread to everyone else, she was certain, but that wasn’t the same as seeing it. For that reason, she kept the doors that led into the rest of the facility sealed, only allowing volunteers who’d come to help pass through. The last thing she wanted were gawkers who’d stand around and stare and gossip about what must have happened. What would I tell them, anyway? I made a poor decision. I should have had that man and his companions locked up. I should have kept them under guard. I thought I could intimidate them into complying with my demands. I failed to recognize how far gone they were. That was my fault. These people, and these Totality, all died because of it.

			She, Fred, and Serim came up with a reliable system for disposing of the bodies. Having raided the mining facility’s linen supply, they found an abundance of fabric sheets they could use to wrap the corpses, then load them onto large hand-driven carts. Each cart could hold about fifteen bodies, which meant four or five trips would account for the lot. With four teams of three people working to do the wrapping—two to pick up the corpse at each end, and one to put the sheet underneath—their departure wasn’t too long delayed. By the end, Sasha noted it had only set them back a couple of hours. She thought about the perversity of that as she watched Fred and Serim thrust the corpses one by one into the incinerator. People stared as they wheeled the cart full of dead through the facility’s corridors. They stared, but did not ask. She avoided eye contact with them, not wishing to invite discussion in the first place. She only wanted to get the job done. She considered the lives of the dead, how they covered a variety of ages, young through old. Some were children who could have only just arrived on Actis a short time ago. Below a certain age, it seemed the Totality didn’t bother with abduction. She tried to recall if she saw any infants on the slave transport when she was a child, but she couldn’t remember. The question nagged at her. Do they leave babies out to die of exposure or be eaten by wild animals? Do they kill them and leave the bodies? She watched as another wrapped cadaver was thrust into the fire, its body small enough to indicate an adolescent. Their killers cared nothing for age nor innocence. She had a hard time imagining such an utter detachment from one’s humanity. In the Totality, she could grasp it. It was their nature. They didn’t identify with humans at all. But how could humans treat one another so terribly? Couldn’t they realize what binds us together? It occurred to her that many others could suffer a similar lack of solidarity, and she found the prospect deeply unsettling.

			It continued to perplex her as she organized the final loading and boarding of the first ship, with the relatively small number of survivors who’d opted to strike out on their own. She counted about fifty altogether, with several of them being the survivors of the atrocity that happened in the docking bay. She watched as Angel helped the last few onto the ship, some of them bandaged and hobbling, others carried by friends with Angel rattling off instructions for proper care. Sasha hoped the injured would be okay, though Angel’s expression after dealing with some of them left Sasha feeling less than optimistic. She took some comfort in the fact that they would have quite a roomy vessel to accommodate such a small number, while trying to ignore the likelihood that the number might grow smaller yet. The standard crew quarters would be rather cramped if people stuck solely to those, but if they converted the cargo bay, that offered a substantial amount of room. She offered that suggestion to one of the older men, one who seemed to be directing people. His name was Dale, and he gave her his own brief history, including his capture by the Totality as an adolescent. “I was in the middle of a class,” he related, “And they burst through our windows like a bomb had gone off. Our teachers tried to fight them. After the Totality killed a couple, everyone else submitted. I spent a number of years on a farming operation. Do you know where those fruits and vegetables in the kitchen come from? It’s from farms like the one I worked. Those are run by slaves, too.” That was a detail she might have preferred not to know. The thought that their food had been grown and harvested by other slaves chilled her, and after a brief reflection she realized that most anything they used was likely a product of human slave labor: their clothes, their food, any equipment they operated. Perhaps the only items not produced by slave hands were the rifles, though she could easily conceive of a system in which different factories output their own parts, which were useless individually but found their true purpose in a final assembly plant, either operated by slaves under strict supervision or entirely by Totality. She considered that the mining tools could be assembled the same way, but she wasn’t sure if she liked the idea of using Totality-built equipment any better. It’s not as if we have a choice.

			Her ideal would have been to establish a settlement on some isolated world, to build a city, to put up schools and hospitals and libraries and houses and grocery stores, to roll out farmland across the countryside, to lay down roads and build more settlements, to see people have children—lots of children—children without those forehead scars, children who would never know the name “Totality,” who would never have to grasp the horror of being crushed under the heels of beings that looked like them but held them in the utmost contempt. She pondered what it might be like for the Order, if those people feared the Totality in any way, or if they viewed the creatures as a vague, distant threat not worth much anxiety. She would have found such a state of mind miraculous, to be unable to experience that fear, much less have to process it.

			The bodies were destroyed, the bay was cleaned, and Dale had nearly finished loading people and supplies into the cargo ship. The bay looked much emptier now, even though there was still plenty of food and fuel to load onto the second ship. Sasha realized she was exaggerating the emptiness in her own mind, imagining the dead and the departing to be of far greater numbers than they were, as if to make herself feel more alone. But I am alone, aren’t I? Fred once told me that leadership is loneliness. I’m starting to understand.

			Everyone who remained with Sasha—about ninety people—came to the docking bay to send off the first ship. Someone started waving, which seemed an odd custom to Sasha, though she remembered William doing something similar when she went to see him earlier. She put up her hand and repeated the gesture, which soon brought everyone else into the display. The group of them waved their hands left and right as the ship drifted off, then lifted into the sky. She found the ritual strangely peaceful.

			Once the ship had flown out of sight and those in the docking area grew tired of waving, Fred went to the communications panel to summon the second ship. A volunteer crew had populated the ship since it was first captured, though Fred maintained a remote control failsafe device in case they attempted to flee the planet without everyone else. Fortunately, he’d not had need to use it. Sasha was glad for this as well, and somewhat heartened that she found herself able to rely on complete strangers without being betrayed. The notion became real to her once the second ship docked and opened its doors, revealing an almost empty cargo bay. She’d expected as much, since this was the ship that delivered mining supplies which were going to be useless once they departed Actis. When the crew exited down the ramp and greeted their familiars, Fred started ordering people to load cargo. That meant all the remaining fuel, food, medical supplies, and other equipment and materials from around the base that they might find to be of use. It had all been proportionally split with the other ship, but with their share kept in a compact area, all in one place, to Sasha it looked dreadfully spare. The food might be enough for a month or so. The ship’s water recycling should keep us hydrated. The fuel will carry us for quite a while, and the spare parts and repair supplies should help us if anything breaks, but our food situation isn’t going to hold up for long. Dale hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort, but given his farming background, she knew he had to be aware. I’m sure he just didn’t want to panic anyone. He seemed like a smart fellow. I hope he can find a nice planet with some fertile farmland. Maybe some crops already growing in the wild that they can harvest and eat. Someplace out of the way where the Totality won’t find them. She held onto that thought, in the event her uprising was ultimately crushed and everyone who followed her met an ignoble death. At least there would be those others out there, the ones who chose not to fight, but rather to flee and hide and make new lives somewhere else. She ignored the possibility that the Totality would happen upon the cargo ship and identify it as stolen, even with the fabricated identification codes that Fred had gone to some length to generate. “Only a highly trained technician would be able to detect them as forgeries,” he’d assured her, but what did he really know about it? She only had his word for these things. The more I depend on Fred’s expertise, the more I may be risking us all, as much as I don’t mean to. It did not escape her notice that the dilemma was much like the one they faced with regard to using slave-produced goods and equipment. Ultimately, it came down to a lack of options. Fred was the best she had, and she’d have been foolish not to use him, even if he turned out to be a fraud. And there are worse crimes than overselling your knowledge, aren’t there?

			Serim directed everyone who remained to board the ship, with Angel coordinating the transport of her patients. Sasha saw William, the older woman, and the little boy—I should really find out their names, she realized—and watched as their beds were wheeled up the ramp and into the cargo bay. A makeshift infirmary had been set up in a corner of the large chamber where the beds could be rigged to the floor so they wouldn’t slide about with every sporadic inertial shift.

			Fred left to go to the general operations center one last time to make sure the communications signal was set up properly. Sasha didn’t even want to think about all the Totality that had been killed—every last prisoner was dead, despite her intentions to keep them alive and leave them unharmed until they could be found by their own kind. She didn’t want to consider the consequences that might result when the Totality discovered what had happened. While the bodies had all been incinerated, she assumed their essences—or whatever they were called—would take on new bodies and report precisely had been done to them. There could be a fleet on its way here right now and we wouldn’t know. If we weren’t being forced to leave by the failing environmental system, we’d still have to escape because of all this. She hated not knowing what the Totality knew, if they even knew anything yet.

			Once Fred returned, she had the cargo ramp pulled up, sealing the ship, then strolled through the voluminous bay now stocked with provisions and supplies, moving past Angel’s setup. The thought hit her that someone was missing. Tau. I didn’t even remember to ask. She almost kept walking, to head for the command deck and order the ship to depart. She grabbed Fred by the arm, stopping him so he’d turn and face her. “What is it?” he asked.

			“Go on ahead and take us out,” she ordered quietly. “I’ll join you soon.”

			He looked puzzled but didn’t ask questions. She let go of his hand and watched him move away, stepping through the door that went up the narrow shaft to the ship’s command deck. Sasha turned and approached Angel, who was checking the intravenous fluids being pumped into the older woman. The woman made eye contact and Sasha gave an uncomfortable nod, not especially interested in making conversation with a stranger at that moment. She put her hand on Angel’s shoulder, which got the young woman’s attention. “Just give me a moment,” Angel urged.

			Sasha quietly stepped away, moving into the opposite corner. They would be buffered by canisters of fuel and not overheard, or so was Sasha’s intention. Angel finished her work and joined Sasha among the fuel containers. “What’s going on?”

			“Tell me about Tau,” Sasha pleaded.

			Angel sported a frown already but Sasha thought the expression became a little deeper at the mention of their friend. “He didn’t make it. You were busy cleaning up the mess in the docking bay and getting everyone out of here, and I didn’t want to bother you. Actually, he died during one of my trips to the incinerator. I went to check on him and he was just gone. He just went down with the next load of bodies,” she said grimly. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

			Sasha shook her head. “You did everything you could. I suppose I have to get used to the idea that I can’t be there for everyone, all the time. There are too many of us. How are William and… the other two?”

			“Art and Jaunie?” Finally, Sasha thought. Art and Jaunie. I need to remember that. Even if I can’t be everyone’s friend, I need to know their names—they need to know that they matter to me. “They’re doing well. Art had some lung damage from what was probably a small crystal fire. Scar tissue. His blood oxygen was a little low. The Totality have drugs for things like that, did you know that? He’ll only need a few more doses and all the damage should be healed. The scar tissue is being absorbed, too. He’ll be a normal kid again before long,” she beamed.

			“As normal as any of us could ever be,” Sasha replied, her tone harsher than she intended. She didn’t mean to imply Angel did a poor job, but the words came out as if that’s what she intended.

			“Yes, well,” Angel said, straightening up her posture and simply ending the thought there. “Jaunie is fine. She was just dehydrated. And surly. I’ve kept her sedated as much as possible,” Angel admitted. “I don’t need her cursing at me every time I come by.”

			Sasha found herself grateful she didn’t have to experience that directly. “Angel, I do want to thank you for everything you’ve done. I doubt you expected to be cleaning up corpses and shoving bodies into incinerators. You’ve been a tremendous help to all of us.”

			The woman shrugged. “I won’t say I’ve enjoyed it, but what else can I do? People need me, and I have to help them. I’m sure you know what that’s like.”

			Sasha wished she could say she felt so confident. Do they need me? Would they be better off with someone else? “Thanks,” she said instead of challenging her. Remembering their next objective, she decided to get on with business as quickly as possible. “Is William well enough to get up and move around?”

			“Ask him yourself,” she said, gesturing toward the man’s bed.

			Sasha approached and William’s face perked up when he saw her. “I wondered if you were going to bother saying ‘hello’ when you came over here. Done gossiping about me with Angel?” he smirked.

			“Oh, shut up,” she said, which she meant playfully but still found it coming out with too much hostility. “Sorry. I wanted to talk to you about the attack on the weapons depot. Do you feel up to coming with me?”

			“Let’s find out.” Pushing himself up with his hands, he moved his body forward and swung his legs over the side of the bed, then carefully slid his feet toward the floor. Gradually, he transitioned his weight onto said feet, rising off the bed and finally applying all of his mass—standing upright once more. He wobbled and held his arms out to the sides, steadying his posture and trying to regain his balance. Sasha darted toward him to keep him from falling. “Don’t!” he barked, moving one of his hands into her path. “I can do it.”

			She backed off and let him handle the situation by himself. He took a few steps, every one a near disaster. A few times, she was certain he would fall flat on his face. She thought he might be able to move more quickly after covering a little distance, but he seemed not to improve much from step to step. Angel interceded, giving an explanation that was meant to benefit Sasha as much as William. “Don’t push yourself too hard right away,” Angel said. “You were sedated and bedridden for several days. Your body has done a lot of healing but your muscles have stiffened. You may need a few days—even weeks—to get back to your normal physique. Even that’s not a guarantee.”

			William shot her a very displeased look at the last comment. “What does that mean?”

			Sasha wondered, herself.

			“It means that the diagnostic equipment I’ve had available to me isn’t especially thorough. The Totality beat you half to death, William. I made sure you weren’t bleeding internally and that you didn’t have any major fractures, but it’s possible there’s nerve and muscle damage I couldn’t detect. It’s very encouraging that you can walk, so I wouldn’t panic too much right now.”

			William leaned forward, running his hands along his thighs and breathing deeply enough that Sasha noticed. “Is that why I can’t feel the tops of my legs?”

			Angel retrieved a small scanner from the medical cart nearby and knelt in front of William, extending a small, metallic probe. Without any prompting, she jabbed it into William’s thigh. Sasha instinctively winced but William didn’t react at all.

			“I should have been able to feel that, shouldn’t I?”

			Angel nodded, standing up. She checked the scanner’s display. “If you had normal nerve function, you’d have felt some serious pain. You didn’t feel anything?”

			“Nothing,” he mumbled.

			“How long have you not had any sensation there?”

			“Since I woke up?” he guessed. “I thought it would come back once I was up and walking again.”

			“It still might,” she said. Sasha couldn’t tell if that was meant as an encouraging yet empty platitude, or a genuine statement of optimism. “Keep moving around, working on it. I’ll assign an exercise regimen to build up your strength and flexibility again, too, if you’d like.”

			“I think I can handle that myself,” he protested. “I always had to keep up my physical training as a Militiaman. I know what works.”

			“Just don’t go into it too quickly,” Angel cautioned. “You might do more damage.”

			Sasha scanned his expression and sensed that he wanted to say something unkind, but kept his mouth shut. At least he has a little restraint. “Angel, is this going to prevent him from helping me plan our attack?”

			“I don’t see why it would,” she shrugged. “His brain seems to work fine.”

			“Yes, thank you,” he said flatly, then turned to Sasha. “Can we get on with it?”

			“Follow me,” she said, heading toward the exit. When she reached it, she rotated to see that he was having a difficult time keeping up. She held the door open so he could proceed, then climbed the steps to the command deck.

			William looked up from the bottom, frowning. “This might take a minute.”

			She nodded. “Take all the time you need. I’ll wait.”

			She watched him carefully lift one foot, plant it on the first rung, grab a side with one hand and then the other against the opposite side, pulling himself up to plant the second foot alongside the first. She stood with her arms crossed, probably looking quite impatient, but she wasn’t in the mood to be diplomatic just then. I doubt he’d like me fawning over him in the first place, she thought.

			After a couple minutes, he finally made it to the top, and she proceeded across the command deck to a door on the far side. She stepped within and gestured for him to come inside with her. “This is the commander’s office. It will work fine for our planning.”

			Once William was inside, she stepped out to the command area and called out, “Anyone who was interested in helping plan our assault on the Totality weapons depot, we’re having a session in the commander’s office now.”

			Several people looked up from what they were doing, then to one another, and she heard some murmuring. She ignored it and went back into the office. An active table was on one side of the room, which could be used to display maps or pull up other information. The other side of the room was occupied primarily by the commander’s desk, which Sasha suspected she would make her own in the near future. She fumbled through the active table’s interface, trying to bring up a layout of the weapons depot based on the information she, Demeter, and Serim had managed to extract from the database on the Actis facility’s computers. While she worked on that, several others filed in: Fred, Serim, Demeter, and a man she was fairly certain she hadn’t spoken with before. He approached and held out his hand.

			For the sake of politeness, she gave it a good shake. “Miles,” he said.

			She took it as his name. “Sasha,” she responded with a tilt of her head. “Do you have any experience with tactical planning?”

			“I did logistical planning for a materials fabricator before the Totality came,” he shrugged. “I think it might be useful for something.”

			“Looks like we’ll find out.” She moved over to the table and everyone else gathered around. “Where’s Janus?” she wondered aloud.

			“Keeping us on course,” Fred said. “He knows where we’re going. He said he could handle it himself.”

			“I wish we had someone out there watching him.”

			“Callum’s got him under control,” Demeter reassured her.

			Sasha wasn’t familiar with that name. “Who’s Callum?”

			“I met him in the kitchen a couple days ago. Sharp fellow. He used to be a ship systems integrator. He learned how the Totality navigation systems work like a natural, I noticed.”

			“That’s good enough for now, I suppose,” Sasha said. “Let’s get to our purpose here. I believe you all know it is my intention to strike the Totality weapons depot here.” She pointed to a dot on the table, and the image zoomed in to bring up a rocky moon orbiting a banded gas giant with a handful of rings. “This is the fifth moon of Leremel VI. The Totality call it Weapons Dump L-6-5-Echelon. To us, it might as well be the richest mine we’ve ever encountered—and we’ll be extracting this one for us.” She tapped again, the image expanding to bring up the facility itself. It was made up of three rectangular structures, one of them quite a bit smaller than the other two. “The small building is the personnel habitat. It’s a lightly-manned facility, according to its database entry. Shouldn’t be more than five or six Totality keeping an eye on it. The large building here,” she said, pointing to one of the bigger structures, “is the powerplant. From what I read, they have a system of automated drones which run down to the gas giant, scoop up some gas, and bring it up as fuel.”

			“It must be methane,” Fred commented.

			“You’re right,” Sasha confirmed. “They have a virtually endless fuel source right there. Unfortunately, it’s of no use to us. The good news is, since it’s powered by methane, it’s highly explosive. And if we take out the powerplant, there goes any command and control they might have at the depot.”

			“The other building must be the weapons dump,” William surmised. He scratched his chin, examining the map and the scale markers. “You’ll want to be very careful blowing up the powerplant like that. Some stray debris and you could set off everything in the dump. It wouldn’t just take out the Totality—it’d get anyone who’s nearby.”

			“Well, you are here to help plan this,” Sasha reminded him. “What do you suggest?”

			“How do the drones get to and from the gas giant? Do they just fly back and forth?”

			“They use an orbital elevator,” Fred explained. “There’s a carbon filament that runs from one end of the powerplant, down into the upper atmosphere of the gas giant, then back up to the other side of the plant. It makes a very large circle.”

			“That’s a weird way of doing it,” William said, smirking.

			“It means the drones themselves don’t need a power source,” Fred explained. “They can use gravitational forces to essentially orbit a point between the planet and the moon.”

			William looked unimpressed. “I’ll take your word for it.” He pointed to the entry side of the powerplant. “This faces away from the rest of the facility. We can use that. I would suggest heading down close to the gas giant itself and waiting for one of those drones. When it comes by, attach a small explosive payload to it, timed to go off the moment it enters the powerplant. This will make it look like an accident, as if the drone collided with something. The Totality won’t expect an attack.”

			Sasha glanced at Fred, who seemed to be thinking through William’s proposal. “That is a technically complex approach but it is workable. We’d have to account for the effect the explosives would have on the drone’s momentum. If we launch the payload at the right angle, that will give the drone a slight nudge in the right direction. But we don’t want to nudge it too much—that would cause it to arrive prematurely, which may indicate to the Totality that something is wrong.”

			“But something will be wrong,” William said, appearing confused as to Fred’s point.

			“If the drone arrives minutes before its normal scheduled return to the powerplant, the Totality may well assume it is part of an outside attack—which it is. We do not want to arouse that suspicion at all. We must make certain it arrives at the same moment it would have if we hadn’t interfered.”

			“I assume you can do the calculations for that?” Sasha guessed.

			“I can,” the troll sighed. “Someday, I will have to teach the rest of you some calculus.”

			“Someday,” Sasha laughed, as if they would ever have time. “Okay, so we hit the powerplant and damage it with one of its own drones. What then?”

			“The Totality will rush toward the explosion, I imagine,” William said. “They’ll want to see what happened. This moon doesn’t have an atmosphere, does it?”

			Sasha shook her head. “We’ll be wearing environmental suits for this one. No atmosphere.”

			“So the Totality will need a few minutes to suit up and see what happened. While they’re doing that, we can move in from the opposite direction.” William drew his finger along the table, toward the weapons dump, moving in from the north. “If we manage to keep quiet, we might be able to get in and out without them ever knowing we were there.”

			“Why not just obliterate the base once we have what we want?” Demeter suggested. “Once they determine what was taken, they’ll know someone had unauthorized access and send out an alert. If we destroy the base entirely, they won’t be able to call for help. There isn’t a lot of traffic to and from this facility, is there?”

			“There doesn’t appear to be,” Sasha agreed. “I dislike the idea of killing the Totality for no reason, though. You know that.”

			“They’ll have no such compunction about killing us,” Demeter reminded her. “I understand your desire not to kill prisoners, but these will be combatants. They will be armed and they will attack. Their entire purpose is to protect this location and its weaponry against outside seizure.”

			“I’m inclined to agree with Demeter,” William said. “We’ll never get this uprising off the ground if we leave survivors who can report intelligence about us—our numbers, our weaponry, our tactics, our resources. I would even suggest that whatever weapons we don’t take, we destroy. Then they’ll never be able to account for what was taken.”

			That made Sasha think for a moment. She came up with an idea that, she thought, would alleviate her concerns while also meeting William and Demeter’s criteria. “William, you mentioned that we should take care not to send incendiary debris toward the weapons dump. That point is well-taken. What if, once we have finished taking what we want from the depot, we trigger an explosion on our way out? This would destroy the rest of the depot and I think the Totality would be quick to blame it on the powerplant explosion.”

			“I believe that could work,” Fred said. “One matter in which we must take some care is the manner of the original explosion. I suggest a device with a payload of methane, so it will not appear any different from the drones themselves. A small ignition spark against a tiny canister of methane should be enough to set off everything inside the drone. Any other kind of manufactured explosive would leave ample residue which would be a clear sign that outside parties were involved. The ignition fuse should be all but vaporized in the explosion, leaving no evidence.”

			Sasha nodded. “Good idea. Let’s run through this one more time. William?”

			“Our first move should be to plant a strike team on the moon. Use the gas giant and other moons as cover, approach from the side of the moon facing away from the base. Hover near the surface and plant our attack team along with as many cargo movers as we have on this ship.” He glanced at Fred.

			“We have eight,” the troll supplied.

			“Eight cargo movers. That’ll get us a lot of weapons and ammo,” William said. “With the team in place, they’ll march toward the weapons dump while we take the cargo ship out to the orbital wire—whatever you call it. Wait for a drone to approach, then launch our package at it using the proper angles and velocities and everything that Fred calculates. Then we’ll move back into position on the moon and wait for the strike team to return. The strike team will wait for the drone to hit the powerplant, watch for the Totality to respond, then get in and take our prize while the Totality are otherwise occupied. On the way out, set off an explosion using whatever is available in the depot, then move out with our cargo as quickly as possible. Load up the goods and the people, and we’re gone. They’ll never know we were there. It’ll just look like a terrible accident.”

			Sasha smiled. “I think we have a solid plan here.” Everyone else nodded in agreement. “William, I want you to manage recruiting people for this mission. You can’t go yourself, considering your current condition, but I assume you’re a good judge of who is fit to fight and who isn’t. I plan to lead the strike team myself.”

			His eyes widened, and she wondered why he would be surprised. I’ve led things so far, haven’t I? I’m not about to hand everything to someone else now. “Can I have Demeter assist with the recruitment?” he requested.

			“If you must,” she acceded. “I want him by my side for the strike, however. His combat skills are too valuable not to use in a mission like this.”

			“Thanks,” Demeter smirked. “I look forward to it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Dumped

			The initial phase of their plan had gone so well. Fred’s calculations were perfect: he tracked a methane extraction drone as it made its circuit from the powerplant down to the giant ball of gas and back. Fred caught it on the upswing and Serim launched their improvised methane-based bomb at it. It stuck without a problem, didn’t knock the drone off course, and kept it moving along quite nicely. A countdown timer began immediately after, with Fred knowing the precise moment to set off the explosive to fulfill two criteria: first, giving the illusion that the explosion occurred due to an inadvertent collision of the drone with the powerplant entrance; second, facing the blast such that debris would be unlikely to strike the weapons depot itself. Both elements were satisfied without the slightest flaw. Fred smiled. He was proud of himself, Sasha knew. He communicated as much over their voice link. “It’s your turn,” he said confidently.

			Sasha and her team waited several minutes to give the Totality time to don their environmental suits and attend to the explosion and resulting fire. The powerplant’s methane tanks would likely burn for a while, according to Fred. “They are well-built, more inclined to puncture than explode, otherwise the Totality could simply let them detonate and burn out. It is likely that the initial impact will damage the powerplant’s control mechanisms too severely to allow a controlled but deliberate venting to hasten the process, as well.”

			Sasha didn’t care much about any of that. She just wanted the plan to work. She found herself more confident than she expected when they first touched down on the gray, rocky moon, well before Fred had intercepted the methane drone. She and thirty others—Demeter among them—disembarked via the ship’s rear loading ramp and waited for the signal from Fred. When it came and news of the powerplant in flames reached them, they had only to wait. Once Sasha believed they had waited long enough for their opening, she and her team advanced. She found the low gravity confounding, an element she hadn’t much considered in the planning phase of this operation. The gravity between her homeworld and Actis hadn’t been profoundly different, but this place was another story entirely. With each step she was able to bound a few meters, but the landings took more out of her with each impact. Gravity did little to halt her forward momentum, leaving her feet to absorb it instead. The experience wasn’t particularly comfortable, either, considering the environmental suit she wore didn’t fit all that well. The tight fabric that made up the suit’s material chafed against her skin, hugging some parts of her body too tightly and hanging loosely from other parts. The bubble that surrounded her head jostled and banged occasionally against her shoulders, as if the ring that supported it on her neck was designed for a larger frame. She wondered if anyone else was so uncomfortable.

			But, as she stared down the advancing Totality force, she realized how petty such concerns were, overall. Physical discomfort was nothing compared to the prospect of imminent death, and the Totality were quick to offer the latter. Her team moved in a loose formation toward the weapons depot once she was reasonably certain the Totality had time to respond in force to the powerplant fires, and arrived in time to see that some were, in fact, engaged with the apparent accident, but others were patrolling the perimeter of the base and holding a position equidistant from the three major structures that comprised the facility. There are too many, was her first thought upon seeing them. Her second thought was, This is going to end badly.

			A rapid procession of thoughts followed. Should we turn back? Why is this place so heavily defended when it wasn’t supposed to be? Do we even have a chance if we try to retreat? She decided that they had to, at a minimum, attempt to accomplish what they came for. She knew that William had likely already begun jamming Totality signals from the moon to prevent the enemy calling in reinforcements, and such cover would end the moment the free humans departed this place—if they left any Totality survivors. Which means only one thing: no survivors. Intellectually, she knew that was the necessity. Emotionally, however, she despised the toll she’d have to pay to advance their uprising. We need these weapons, she reminded herself, and they were bound to exhaust much of their existing ammunition on this particular mission, which would leave them with diminishing options if they did not meet with success here.

			The Totality left her no more time to think. They opened fire.

			Her team did likewise, but in less coordinated fashion. She didn’t have to turn around to know they were scattering in all directions, which was smart in its own way, but potentially doomed them in another. She couldn’t guess at how many might have been running back toward the extraction point, even though the ship wouldn’t be there yet. And if her own people led the Totality to the location of their planned escape, it would be easy enough for the enemy to prevent them from leaving. She watched as their carefully crafted plan collapsed before her eyes, as her organized force designed to go up against a tiny Totality contingent instead scattered like insects from a downthrust boot. She turned to see where the cargo handlers were—all eight of them, each pushing a cargo mover. They had also dispersed, though for the most part they continued on toward the weapons depot, partially shielded by the front plates of the rectangular vehicles. Each one was supposed to have two guards, but only three of them had any protection at this point. She couldn’t guess at where their designated defenders had run off to. Any explanation would not have been favorable. She could do nothing but fire into the approaching Totality force.

			The ten Totality that formed the perimeter patrol fell under coordinated fire from Sasha and Demeter, the uprising’s only advantage in that moment was being such a disorganized, chaotic mass of people that the Totality soldiers couldn’t discriminate well enough to determine who was firing at them and who wasn’t. Clearly, they intended to take out the most dangerous threats first, but with both targets and shooters moving so quickly, it became a tangled morass of bodies and weapons blasts. Sasha thought momentarily about the survivability of these environmental suits, if they could tolerate even a small puncture. Small tanks of compressed oxygen wrapped around her wrists, ankles, and waist, all connected to a modest processing system attached to her back that regulated both gas flows and temperature, and she assumed that if more than one or two tanks were compromised, the suit—and her life—would be a loss. She took care not to expose her back, as well, for fear of the Totality hitting the processing unit and eliminating the suit’s functionality entirely. Though she was sure it had been mentioned in the mission briefing, she didn’t notice everyone else taking the same precautions. She watched as a few of her own fell to Totality weapons fire, hit square in the back, on their legs, a couple with bolts right through the spheres around their heads, suffering immediate decompression and being completely deprived of oxygen. They fell and writhed as if being choked or suffocated, and she had only to look away for a moment to have her next glimpse of them reveal only still, lifeless bodies. But that moment lingered through numerous trigger pulls of her own weapon, and several Totality plummeting to the ground.

			The only difference was, when the Totality fell, they got back up.

			She did not realize it at first, but as the Totality drew closer, she saw how bulky they were. She was not facing merely large men, but men in armor. That was another perk she wished she could have enjoyed. Acquiring even fresh clothes would have been an improvement. She considered falling to her knees right then, to surrender and throw herself at the mercy of the Totality. They would just as soon shoot me, wouldn’t they? The thought passed.

			Demeter caught up to her and spoke through their vocal link. “Let’s get to that damn depot!” He rushed ahead of her, firing to his right as he went, seemingly unbothered that the Totality continued to rise after each hit. Perhaps there was a limit to their armor’s efficacy—how many bolts could one of their suits take? She had to wonder. But the Totality had given up assaulting her entire force and instead focused on those approaching the depot, which were only a handful including herself and Demeter. She could neither hear nor feel the bolts flying past her, but she saw them strike the outer walls of the depot with a quick flash of light and a blackened depression left as a scar. Aren’t they worried about setting off the weapons inside? Do they even care?

			Instead of going inside, Demeter circled the building and approached the inner area of the base, where the bulk of the Totality force waited. In the distance, Sasha saw several other Totality working to extinguish the fire in the large powerplant, cooperating to operate several valves and levers to manually shut off the methane flows and avoid spreading the damage to their living quarters. Their facilities were already without power, she knew, and it occurred to her that if the powerplant had truly been rendered inoperable, then she’d already inflicted a death sentence upon them. There’s no atmosphere here. Anything they breathe is pumped and filtered by powered machines. No machines, no air. No air…

			Perhaps the Totality had not assumed an attack was imminent, but they’d prepared for one nonetheless. She didn’t know why they worked to preserve the powerplant, if they had some unknown method of salvaging it. It was possible they could run it in a reduced fashion until help arrived, or maybe it was a vain attempt to stave off the inevitable. In that sense, they seemed almost human to her, as much as the creatures rushing at her with intent to kill could seem human at all. To stop meant death, so she didn’t stop. She never stopped. Demeter didn’t stop, either. That was what separated the survivors from the casualties—and there were many casualties. Less than half their number made it to the inner grounds of the base to face the core Totality force, and very few Totality had struck the ground for good.

			She avoided approximating their chances, hoping her rifle had charge enough to take out at least a few Totality before her entire strike team was put down. If we can’t win here, then I have to make them pay. I have to make it mean something. She’d always hated the idea of suicide, of giving up, of accepting fate as something inevitable and undeniable. Those fleeting moments in which she considered despair, she resented—she hated herself for every one. If the Totality broke her, then they had won, and letting them win was never an option.

			She steeled herself for whenever the final shot might come, the bolt that went straight through her transparent helmet and her skull, right into her brain, terminating the electrical impulses that fed her consciousness and her existence.

			But then, something unexpected happened. A shadow crossed over them—a great rectangle—and massive pulses of energy streaked from the sky to the ground, exploding the group of Totality who, just a moment before, she assumed to be her executioners. Their bodies flew into the air like a kick at the ground stirring up pebbles. A few more shots came, then the shadow quickly moved off as the surface cannons engaged. She cringed as she saw the ship shake under multiple impacts. Get out of here, William! she wanted to scream to him, but she knew the jamming signal wouldn’t allow anything to reach him. She wanted to throttle him for going against her orders, for risking the ship to help them, but she also couldn’t have been more grateful for the quick save.

			The Totality took several long moments to recover, time Sasha and her team desperately needed to regroup. Six of the cargo movers were still operational and a dozen others gathered around her with the intention of completing their mission. The odds had improved, but the battle was not won. This isn’t over yet.

			As the survivors of her team gathered around her, she aimed down the sight of her rifle and shot at the Totality crawling around on the ground. She didn’t care now that they were defenseless. They will kill me if I don’t kill them first. However much she favored mercy, however much she would have preferred to strip them of their power and humiliate rather than kill them, she knew that in this moment, in this place, those were not her options. She could kill, or be killed. She remembered this with each shot placed in a Totality’s skull, each body slumping sickly in whatever direction the bolt’s inertia tossed them. The odds didn’t feel so long, and once the surviving Totality in the inner grounds of the facility were brought down, they could concentrate on loading up and escaping with their weapons. Once she saw no more of them moving, she turned to see that Demeter and a few others had been assisting her. Somehow, her attention had been so focused on the enemies before her, she failed to realize that she had others backing her up. I can’t ever forget that. I am not this movement, and the movement is not me. The movement is more important—the freedom of all humans is more important.

			“I suggest you work on getting the weapons loaded,” Demeter said through his voice link, bounding past Sasha. She watched as he moved closer to the powerplant, taking aim at the Totality trying to render assistance there. It didn’t take much contemplation to figure out what he was doing. That will keep the other Totality busy while we make off with our prizes.

			She rushed toward the large double doors that represented the entrance to the depot building. It took herself and a few others to help force the door open, since they didn’t have the requisite keys or palmprints to accomplish the task. Some carefully-placed weapons bolts along the hinges plus physical force got the doors wide open, beckoning the lot of them to seize the priceless tools of freedom within, stored in myriad crates. The cargo movers went in first, followed by the defenders. Sasha turned her back to them, scanning the other two buildings as she shuffled backward into the arsenal. Demeter had the Totality who fought the methane fires on the run. Most of them weren’t armed, and he cut them down easily enough. Sasha didn’t find his approach very sporting, but she couldn’t question its effectiveness.

			She was about to turn her attention to the depot’s interior when she noticed the main door on the barracks sliding open. Three more men emerged, their uniforms clearly denoting them as Totality, but there was something more—she caught decorations on their shoulder pauldrons that she swore weren’t present on the others they’d faced. These men looked larger and fiercer, and worse than that, they didn’t appear to be carrying weapons of any kind.

			An old memory sparked involuntarily, of a Totality soldier who made buildings collapse with only the movement of his hands, and as she watched the three new arrivals make similar gestures, she knew immediately that they were in far more trouble than before.

			“Hurry up!” she ordered the rest of her team. “We’ve got more enemies incoming!” To her right was an open crate of rifle cells, which she quickly exchanged to replace her nearly depleted one. Two more women did the same and flanked her as she stepped back outside, knelt down, and began to fire. Her shots did little, despite her weapon being at full strength. The bolts aren’t doing a damn thing. Like they aren’t being hit at all. She wondered if that was the result of armor or whatever abilities—”magic,” as Fred called it—allowed them to move things with their minds. She felt the ground below her vibrate and then tremble, which made her aim unsteady, for what little being able to level her weapon at a target mattered at that moment.

			Her attention was diverted by an explosion rocking the powerplant—she caught sight of it out of the corner of her eye and turned to see it, watched as flaming debris streaked through the air and landed all around the facility. Some of it bounced off the outside walls of the depot. One particularly large piece slammed into one of the encroaching Totality, a helpful coincidence that Sasha spared a moment of gratitude for, but that was only one enemy out of three, and she still couldn’t hit the other two with her rifle. The ground beneath her continued shaking, growing in intensity, making her unsteady on her feet. She didn’t know what to expect, if the entire building was going to fall on her, or if the Totality were powerful enough to lift not just the structure but the rocky earth beneath it, and perhaps toss the entire thing through the air to allow inertia and gravity to do all the work of crushing them into pulp. Their hands continued to move, and then she saw someone else enter her field of view from the direction of the powerplant. Demeter! With the attention of the two Totality diverted, Demeter threw one of his arms around the throat of the nearest, dragging him into the dirt. Demeter, not being a small man in his own right, used his bulk to hold the enemy off balance. This distracted the other, and gave Sasha a moment to think. “Explosives!” she shouted. “Give me explosives! Anything! Grenades, bombs, I don’t care. Something I can throw!”

			Seconds later, one of her compatriots rushed from inside the depot to put a little gray sphere in her hand. A blue button on one side evinced the timed detonator. She had no idea what kind of yield such an explosive would have—it didn’t look large enough to pack much of a punch, but she knew nothing of portable Totality explosives. She primed it, tossed it toward their enemies, and retreated back into the depot, not wanting to be in the way of any shrapnel about to be flung in her direction. The two women by her side followed her lead, and when a bright flash signaled the explosion, Sasha waited a moment before poking her head out to observe the results. One of the Totality consisted of nothing but a pile of flesh and bone. The other staggered unsteadily, clearly stunned. She saw no trace of Demeter. Did he run away? I hope he fled to safety. If he didn’t, then he’s part of that pile of guts, she thought grimly. It wouldn’t have been a fitting end for him, she concluded, as much as she may have had trouble trusting him.

			But there would be time to grieve later, if there was any grieving to be done, and such time would not arrive if she wasted the present moments on such thoughts. She got her hands on another spherical explosive, primed, and tossed again. This time, the lone Totality soldier expected it, moved his hands, caused it to stop in midair, and she watched as it exploded harmlessly above them. From a distance, she swore she saw him smiling at his handiwork, and then she was knocked down by something hitting her from behind. She fell forward, smacking her helmet painfully on the ground. Nothing broke, but the experience certainly hurt, not least because her body banged forcefully against the rifle as she landed on it. She pushed herself up with her hands, picking up the weapon again, then looked up to see that what she’d been hit by were dozens more rifles, floating through the air. They must have needed two or three to shake this building down, but with one, this is all he can do? As if this isn’t enough! She was awestruck by the horde of weapons aimed down at them, and didn’t want to waste time wondering if the Totality could actually make them fire. It was a safe enough assumption that he could. She and her companions retreated at once into the depot, and Sasha ran to pull the doors shut just as the Totality opened fire, pelting the ground around her with bolt after bolt. She felt something sting the bottom of her foot as she rushed around, and she managed to get both doors shut before all weapons were firing in a coordinated volley. She couldn’t hear the building being hit, not without any atmosphere to conduct the vibrations, but the way dents formed throughout the walls and ceiling made quite clear that the structure was being compromised in rapid fashion. The only answer was to make another exit before the whole building went up. Sasha began to bark out orders. She pointed to two men. “You and you! Head to the far wall and use your weapons to cut an opening big enough for our cargo movers!” To the six people loading the cargo movers, she urged them to hurry. “We don’t have much time. We don’t have any time, frankly. This building could come down any moment.”

			She took a moment to watch the men she’d designated carefully blast a hole, shot by shot, through the far wall, cutting an outline big enough for their haul’s egress. A problem she tried to think through as their time grew shorter and the exit grew closer to completion was what would happen once they reached the outside. If they made a straight line from the building on the right vector, the other Totality would never notice they’d left, and when the building collapsed or exploded, he would assume they were all killed either by the falling structure or an ensuing explosion.

			Before the exit was complete, the ceiling above them began to buckle quite visibly, holes opening up and large pieces plummeting down, landing on crates of weapons and ordnance. Her heart pounded and she was certain something would blow up any instant. She grabbed one of the cargo movers herself, pushing it toward the not-quite-finished makeshift exit. “Out of the way!” she shouted, rushing as quickly as she could. The fully-loaded cart smashed through the wall, busting the barrier into several pieces that flopped onto the ground around her, and a compromised crate spilled out a few rifles, as well. She didn’t care much about that, as long as most of their haul made it out intact. “Behind me!” she ordered the rest of them, and she mentally pictured where their enemy would have been relative to them, moving directly within his line of sight, knowing the depot still obstructed it. They encountered a few more Totality, survivors from their fight with the perimeter guard, or possibly escapees from Demeter’s assault on the powerplant, or maybe they’d even been tossed this far when William strafed the base. She didn’t know and she didn’t care—she plowed right through them, ignoring their attempts to shoot her. Something cut across her arm but she barely felt it. What she did feel was her helmet cracking. She did not see it at first, until the cracks spread and spread, whiskers of doom drawing themselves over the surface, followed by shards that erupted one at a time, like lifeboats escaping the sinking ship of the helmet. The air departed her lungs, slowly at first but then with much greater urgency until it was all gone and there was nothing for her to breathe in. The horizon grew further away, blackness creeping in from all sides. She wished that she could have at least gasped, but the muscles denied her—there was nothing to gasp and physics were physics. She collapsed into the gray pebbles that covered this dismal ball of rock as the cargo mover rolled on without her.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Patience

			“It was a foolish gamble!” Fred scolded William, who wasn’t in any kind of mood to be bothered about it. Having been given command of the cargo ship for the duration of Sasha’s mission, William considered himself to be the absolute decisionmaker until her return. Why put me in charge if others can countermand me? He was content to ignore Fred’s admonishment.

			“We took out some Totality and the ship survived,” William noted. “That’s what matters.” He was proud of his little strafing run, no matter how much Fred may have objected. I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s the difference between success and failure with this mission. Sasha’s team looked terribly outgunned and outmaneuvered. Wasn’t her fault—or mine, really. We had bad information. It happens. All you can do is try to cope with it and do the best you can in the moment.

			“They inflicted some damage,” Serim announced. “Nothing serious, from what I can tell. It’ll need to be repaired, though.”

			Fred turned to Serim. “Do we have the proper equipment and supplies to repair it?”

			Serim shrugged. “I think so. In all the rush to get off of Actis I don’t think anyone did an inventory of what we loaded and what we left behind. Someone would have to go through the cargo bay and find out.”

			“None of that matters right now,” William snapped, pacing along the command deck. “We need to get back to the extraction point. I don’t like being out here in the open—we’re too exposed.”

			“Speaking of which,” Serim added, “We’ve got an incoming ship.”

			Of course we do, William sighed internally. “What kind? Hostile?”

			“It’s another Totality ship. A cargo hauler like this one. There weren’t any scheduled for this route but that doesn’t mean anything. They probably change plans all the time.”

			William nodded. “Fine, put us on a course that looks like we’re heading out of the system.”

			“They’re signaling us,” Fred said, reading his own console from across the command deck. “If we don’t answer, they will assume something is amiss.”

			“No kidding,” William said dismissively. “Fine, bring us to an intercept heading and open communications. Keep the video tight on my face. I don’t have one of those scars so they shouldn’t find me suspicious.”

			Fred nodded and let the signal through. A man appeared on a small screen on William’s console. “This is Commander Ornon of Totality cargo hauler ZN8-86. Are you in distress?”

			William shook his head. “No, nothing like that. We’re fine. I appreciate you taking an interest in our well-being, but we’d be just as happy to move along. We’ve got more deliveries to make.”

			“We’re showing weapons damage to your ship,” Ornon said, his eyebrow cocked. The man looked older, his face wrinkled and scarred, but William knew that didn’t necessarily mean anything when it came to the Totality. He could’ve gotten that body last week for all we know. I wish there was a better way of knowing how experienced an enemy we’re dealing with. Maybe he’ll be easily fooled—or maybe not.

			“Yeah, we encountered an Order scout ship and got into a firefight with it. They lost,” William chuckled. “I think they learned their lesson. Or would have, if they’d lived to.”

			Ornon’s face grew grave and concerned. “You’re saying you’ve had signs of an Order incursion into this region? Since their initial breach of the Fortress, they’ve been contained on the coreward side. This is the first news I’ve heard of the Order operating downspin. Cylence will need to hear of this.”

			William shrugged. “Tell ol’ Cylence whatever you think he needs to know. I think there’s no incursion, personally. It was just a lone ship. Probably sent from coreward, like you said. When its mother ship doesn’t hear back, they’ll assume it got caught or destroyed somewhere along the way and send out another. Maybe you’ll get that one!”

			“Or it’s part of an invasion force we don’t know about. No one’s made a full accounting of the Order’s presence within our space.”

			This guy knows an awful lot about what’s going on with the Order, William realized. Maybe I can pump some information out of him. “Commander, I’ll admit I don’t know too much about what’s been happening with the Order. You seem to be relatively well-informed. Care to give me the details?”

			“You should read your data briefs more often, Commander..?”

			Right, I guess he needs a name. “Carnak,” William made up. “Commander Carnak.”

			“Never heard of you,” Ornon grumbled.

			“I’m new,” William smirked. “I’ve only been at this a few weeks.”

			“And they already gave you a cargo hauler? Cylence must have seen a lot of promise in you.” Ornon peered skeptically at his screen. “I certainly don’t see it.”

			“Well, I appreciate the vote of confidence,” William retorted. “I’ll be sure to check my data briefs, like you suggested. If there’s nothing else, I’d like to—”

			“One more thing, Commander ‘Carnak.’” William didn’t like the tone in which Ornon said his alias. This is bad. “Given that you’ve reported an Order incursion into this system and there were shots exchanged, I believe it is standard protocol to make a full report to the nearest senior officer. I am more senior than you by a considerable amount, and we’re not expected for our next delivery for another day or so. I can spare the time to take your report now.”

			He’s trying to trap me. “What do you want to know?”

			“Well, a recounting of the events in question would be a good start. Where did you encounter the ship? Did it fire first? Did it identify itself? Did you perform any detailed scans to determine its point of origin or flight path? Did its occupants make any demands? Did you demand a surrender? I’ll need all relevant ship’s logs for the time period in question, as well: passive scan logs, active penetration scans, EM analysis, damage control records, navigation computer data, weapons discharge logs, and so forth. You’ve likely never gone through the process and I assure you it can be quite a detailed experience. But as I already have the relevant experience, I am happy to assist. I can send my first officer to help extract the data from your systems, if you have no objections.”

			“I think we could manage sending you those records on our own, if you give us a little time.”

			“Suit yourself,” Ornon shrugged. “I’ll give you an hour, and if you’ve not produced the records by then, I’ll send my first officer to assist. I have time to spare but it is not endless. And, by the way, you should do something about all the static your ship’s scanners are generating. It’s damn near impossible to get a signal out because of that.”

			Ornon’s face disappeared from the screen and William’s went white. He turned to Fred. “What are your orders, Commander?” the troll inquired. William tried to read the gray creature’s tone and couldn’t tell if Fred was being subordinate or mocking him. Probably a little of both.

			“Was that his way of saying he knows we’re jamming the weapons depot’s communications?”

			Fred smirked. “Unlikely. I deliberately crafted the jamming signal to look like noise resulting from systems damage.”

			“That was smart,” William commented.

			The troll gracefully emulated a bow. “It is why I am here.”

			“Can you fabricate those logs Ornon asked for?”

			“In an hour? Some of them. Certainly not all.”

			“Can we say our computer was damaged and we lost some of the related information?”

			“He may not believe that. I suspect he does not believe you much at all.”

			“Yes, I know that. That’s why I want to know how much we can fool him.” The Totality are a paranoid lot, aren’t they? “It sounds like your answer is ‘not enough to save us.’”

			Fred bowed his head. “Indeed.”

			“Their weapons aren’t charged,” Serim pointed out. “We could have ours charged and firing at them before they even have a chance to respond. We could take them out quickly.”

			Fred shot down Serim’s idea just as soon as it took flight. “A precise hit on their command deck would be necessary to disable them. Our targeting computer is of middling quality. It can strike relatively stationary targets on a fixed surface—such as a group of individuals holding position on a planet—but if Ornon’s ship evades even a little, we will miss and lose the advantage. In our damaged state, our ship can take far less abuse than theirs.”

			“So, shooting them is out of the question,” William repeated, raising a hand to his chin and lowering his head to meet it. “Fred, start working on those fake logs. Maybe if we give him something, he’ll back off.”

			“I hope that is not the entirety of your plan,” Fred said, his tone dismissive enough for William not to miss it this time.

			“No, that’s not all I have planned,” William shot back. “I’ll think of something. To bring someone over here, they’ll have to dock with us, won’t they?”

			“Yes,” Fred confirmed. “Our cargo areas would be brought end-to-end. Mechanical seals are then engaged and hatches on the ramps can be opened to allow passage between the ships.”

			“Well, what’s better than one ship, but two ships?”

			“That’s pretty daring,” Serim commented. “We have no idea what kinds of weapons they might have on board, or what their crew complement might be.”

			“It’s likely to be more than we have,” William admitted. “What did Sasha leave us, just a couple rifles?”

			“Everything else is being used in the ground offensive,” Serim confirmed.

			“But if we took the first officer and his men by surprise, we could rush the other ship and claim it for ourselves. I bet Sasha would be happy with that.”

			“It would help make up for the fact that you damaged this ship,” Fred replied.

			What was I supposed to do, let Sasha’s people get overrun and killed even though they were facing losing odds? “Now’s not the time to have this argument,” William said simply, intent on shutting it down. “Let’s take the ship. Fred, go ahead and make those fake logs, like I said. We’ll send whatever partial ones we have when the hour is up. That’ll be our show of good faith. While we’re transmitting, Ornon will probably want to link up and send his first officer to help get the rest. I’ll take one of the rifles and I’ll have a volunteer help me take Ornon’s guys unawares.”

			“I’ll do it,” Serim said, standing up from his station. “You don’t have to ask me twice about blasting some Totality.”

			“Good attitude,” William grinned. “A thirst for hurting the enemy is good—to a point. If we can take them quietly, that will let us get into the ship and seize control without too much fuss. Fred, what’s the crew complement of these ships?”

			“Six to ten Totality. Some may have staff slaves, but those are relatively rare.”

			“Okay, so that’s a good thing to know. Serim, if you see people with slave scars, don’t shoot. We can take them with us.”

			“I think we might have a good plan here,” Serim said confidently.

			“Thanks,” William said graciously. “Good to know somebody here believes in me.”

			Fred frowned.

			The time passed slowly, and William didn’t know if it was because his idea of an hour was much shorter than the Totality definition or if anticipation was simply getting the better of him. He stepped over to Serim’s station and checked in with the man he’d thus far found to be reliable and competent at operating the ship’s systems. “Can you tell anything about what’s going on down there? Any status on Sasha and the others?”

			“I am reading energy discharges that look very much like weapons fire. They could also be explosions from the depot—it is hard to tell from this distance.”

			“Is it possible Ornon can detect it, too?” William hadn’t thought about it until that moment, but it was a likelihood he couldn’t ignore. The fact that Ornon hasn’t moved on the depot should be a good sign, though. If he thought something was amiss on the moon, he’d check it out.

			“Possible, but not likely. From this distance, the moon represents a tiny portion of the sky. You may not know much about this ship’s scanners, but I’ve got a good idea of how they work by now. They have a lot of blind spots. Altogether, they only cover about forty percent of the sky. They’re for spotting large objects nearby, not happening across relatively tiny energy discharges. You’d need a bigger ship with more powerful scanners for that. We can only detect it because we’re looking for it—I know where to aim the scanners.”

			William pondered for a moment. “Ornon can’t tell what we’re scanning, can he? If he’s paying attention.”

			Serim shook his head. “He’d have to orient his ship identically to ours then analyze the output of each scanner to find what we’re looking at. I can’t say it’s completely impossible, but like I said before, not likely.”

			“You would do well not to underestimate the Totality,” Fred added. “Thus far, the ones we have encountered have been brutes—the low-level bonebreakers, as it were. That is what we are most likely to find out here on the outskirts of the Fortress. As we penetrate deeper, closer to the Dominix, we will encounter more competent—more powerful—Totality. Ornon appears to me as one of the rarer, more observant types for this region of space. You must consider the possibility that he knows about the situation on the surface and is merely biding his time as he waits for reinforcements to arrive.”

			William hadn’t thought of that. “He hasn’t signaled anyone, has he?”

			“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Fred noted. “Routine traffic management signals, as virtually all ships broadcast within the Fortress. I’ve not seen anything that would draw attention to this location.”

			“And if he’s trying to look up our registry data, we’d notice?”

			“Indeed. I have been monitoring for precisely that sort of message. I will note that nothing they send will be of enough power to break through our jamming signal, which we may wish to rectify to avoid arousing further suspicion.”

			William couldn’t argue with that point. “Fine, ramp down the interference however you can. Whatever you do, don’t let the depot get a signal out.”

			“I believe I can tweak the jamming to thwart the depot while letting Ornon’s communications through. It will look as though we’ve partially repaired our damage to get the ‘noise’ under control.

			That’s a relief. But they can’t be doing nothing over there. And Sasha and the rest of her team could be dying right now, and all we can do is wait. We’re in no shape to fight Ornon’s ship. We have to surprise him and take his vessel. It’s our only chance. “Fred, when you’re done adjusting the jamming signal, can you transfer the comms monitoring to Serim while you work on faking those logs? I don’t want you distracted.”

			“As you wish,” the troll acceded, tapping in a sequence to move such tasks to Serim’s station.

			“You know how to do this, right?” William asked, leaning over Serim.

			The dark-haired man nodded and gave a smile that didn’t exactly exude confidence. “I’ll do my best. Demeter’s better with this kind of thing. My knowledge is rudimentary.”

			“I have marked the signal types you are watching for,” Fred said reassuringly. “They will appear in red if any are detected.”

			Serim looked more confident with that bit of information.

			William, for his part, paced around the command deck. I hate waiting like this, not knowing what’s going on down there, if everyone’s even alive or dead. I don’t know if we could outrun Ornon’s ship but if we got a head start, we might be able to do it. There’s no chance without being sure of Sasha’s team, though. I hate to stick around and potentially doom what’s left of us. All I can do is hope they survived and accomplished the mission. We’re too far away to communicate. Even if we weren’t, we’d have to bring down our jamming signal, and then anyone left alive at the depot could send up a distress call. Ornon would know immediately what’s going on and we’d be dead. Being so close to the edge wasn’t new to William, of course. He recalled operations in and around Erzan when he felt outnumbered, outgunned, outmaneuvered, outsmarted. Erzan’s criminals didn’t organize often, but when they did the consequences were devastating. His bosses always gave him impossible tasks. “Take this drug manufactory away from its owners. You’ll go in with two other men. We believe there are a dozen Blindside Grifters holed up within. Take them by surprise or you don’t have a chance.” He took them by surprise, all right. Half their number was dead without rising from their cots. William made the call to trigger an explosion in their chemical stores, which lit up the converted warehouse like a fireworks display. The fire spread faster than he could have imagined, and all he could do was stand by and watch as the neighborhood around the warehouse—full of apartment buildings, multifamily homes, and a couple vagrant shelters—caught aflame. Everywhere, that is, except for the small corner to which William retreated, nestled in the alley between two of the rickety apartment structures. By all rights, the flames should have taken both buildings, but something held them at bay. William crouched there, surrounded by frightened children and their parents, confused residents from the area who’d evacuated to the street after hearing the explosion, and passersby who recognized the only safe haven in sight.

			Mercifully, no one perished apart from the Grifters, and while almost the entire neighborhood was consumed by fire, Chief Schultz gave him a commendation. “That whole area was due to be demolished in a couple years to make way for the new Minco Executive Estates. You just moved up the schedule.” William didn’t know how to tell the people he’d saved that their former homes would be replaced by gleaming towers for a mining corporation’s higher-ups. Ultimately, he wasn’t the one who had to—some functionary from another office got that unenviable duty. But that night never left him, the sprawling fire that somehow didn’t reach down into that alley and engulf them all. He remembered holding his hands up toward the flames, as if that would do any good at all. He had no reason to believe that it worked, but something must have kept them safe. His dreams of Devon and their later encounter on Cainin made him wonder if he had a guardian, of sorts. Was Devon there, even then, looking out for me? Is he the reason I survived Erzan? Why didn’t he save Josie, then? Or my parents? He wasn’t sure which possibility he preferred, a guardian who’d come too late to save him from the real losses in his life, or one that just stood by and watched. But he wasn’t there when the Totality attacked Transcendence, either. He was right there on Cainin, yet he couldn’t be bothered to show up when we needed him the most. Not much of a guardian at all, then, is he?

			“The ship’s coming about,” Serim announced, snapping William back to the situation at hand.

			“What’s going on?” William came closer, watching Serim’s screen.

			“He’s putting a little distance between us, orienting forward… oh, this is bad.” Serim clutched the upper edges of his console. “He’s charging weapons!”

			“Evasive!” William ordered. “Fred, take control! Get us out of the way!”

			“Already trying,” Fred reportedly calmly.

			William envied the troll’s serenity in the face of such danger. Doesn’t stop him from giving me a hard time, though. He gives me grief over my command decisions but doesn’t seem to care that we’re about to be blown to pieces? Strange creature.

			William felt the ship shifting beneath him, his stomach turning uncomfortably. He watched as Ornon’s ship approached, and started to count seconds for lack of anything better to do. “Serim, can you get weapons up?”

			“About half power. It won’t help,” he lamented.

			“Do it anyway. I don’t want to die with cold weapons.”

			Serim did as he was told.

			“Enemy ship cycling into firing pattern,” Fred said in that flat voice of his.

			A flash poured in through the forward window, causing William to momentarily shield his eyes. When he lowered his arm, he saw debris flitting away from the stern of Ornon’s ship. The other vessel spun unnaturally, then a second explosion rocked the front, blasting a hail of material in all directions. A third wave hit, obliterating what was left of the enemy ship, leaving only a field of shrapnel, annihilated cargo, and severed and scorched body parts. William was grateful he could only imagine and not see the latter. “That… that wasn’t us, was it?” he had to ask.

			“Indeed not,” Fred confirmed. “The explosions originated from an unknown vector.”

			“You mean we can’t even tell where they came from?”

			“There could have been explosives placed inside, for all I know,” the troll sighed. “This ship lacks the equipment for a detailed analysis.”

			William blinked, still processing their situation. How did this even happen? Did someone on board decide to help us? Was there a slave revolt within the ship itself? But why would they blow it up?

			“I’ve got something weird,” Serim said waveringly, peering at his screen. “You might want to take a look.”

			William leaned over and saw a new message had come in over a standard Totality channel, though that meant nothing in terms of its likely origin. The message was text-only, in a standard Totality language that he could read easily enough by now. It consisted only of: “You’re welcome.” William gave it a perturbed stare.

			“What do you figure that means?” he asked Serim.

			Serim shrugged. “I have absolutely no idea.”

			Is that you, Devon? Still out there helping me? What, do I just have to think about you to get you to show up and help me out? I’ll keep that in mind—assuming it was you. Sasha’s never going to believe this.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Pieces, Picked Up

			No sign of whatever force destroyed Ornon’s ship ever made itself known, which irked and confused William. If someone’s trying to help us, why not be open about it? Why all the subterfuge? He could imagine multiple possibilities, but not knowing which was the true explanation annoyed him.

			What did not annoy him was Serim’s announcement that the fighting on the moon appeared to be over. No further energy discharges were detected at a distance, so William ordered the ship to proceed to the extraction point. Time to find out how many made it out alive and what they managed to secure from the depot.

			The answers to those questions were “not many” and “quite a bit” which, on the balance, made the entire endeavor only a marginal success. He watched from the rear loading ramp as the survivors brought the cargo movers full of weapons and ammunition aboard. It was an impressive haul, he had to admit: rifles, pistols, ammunition cartridges, charging equipment, grenades and explosives of various types, yields, and purposes, body armor, and some items he couldn’t yet identify. Hopefully, someone knows how to use this stuff, or will be able to figure it out.

			His attention was diverted when he saw Sasha being carried over the shoulder of one of the soldiers, clearly unconscious. He stepped into the man’s path, concerned. “What happened?”

			The man carrying her stopped and stared at William. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get her to medical attention.”

			Well, that means she’s not dead. That’s good. William moved aside. “Didn’t mean to hinder you. Sasha left me in charge so I’d still like an explanation. What happened down there?” He walked alongside the one carrying Sasha, hoping to get the details.

			The man sighed. “It was a mess. The Totality were much better prepared than we expected. Many more of them than we were told, and they were heavily armed. And they had three guys down there with abilities I’ve never seen before. They could shake the ground and the building around us, move things through the air. Fire weapons they levitated. I’d heard stories about Totality ‘magic’ but I thought they were just fables. I’d never seen it myself before. Turns out that shit is real.”

			I wonder what else they can do. “I hate to be a nuisance, but what happened to Sasha?”

			“We barely saved her. Her helmet cracked and she was suffocating. Ian…” He shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe it himself. “Ian just took his own helmet off and put it on her. He smiled while the moisture on his skin crystallized. Never saw anything like it. I didn’t think a man could die like that, so peacefully. It wasn’t so peaceful right at the end, but before that, while he was still conscious? Strangest thing I ever saw.”

			They arrived at the makeshift infirmary and he lowered Sasha onto the bed that had once been William’s. William noticed that the other two beds were now empty, and he took that to mean that the older woman and the boy had recovered well enough to be on their own. I hope they’re settling in aboard the ship, then. He watched as the other beds filled up with more wounded and tried to stay out of Angel’s way as she rushed to check each one. She turned to William and the other man. “If you’re going to be in here, you’d better help. We need triage. William, you know how to do that, right? And you..?” she looked at the other man, waiting to hear his name.

			“Meren. How can I help?”

			“Check vital signs. Use your eyes, ears, and hands. Check breathing, check pulse. You brought several wounded in here and I don’t know who’s the worst yet.”

			William checked Sasha first, whose pulse was weak but stable. Her breaths were slow yet deep enough he didn’t see cause to worry. “I think Sasha is okay for now.” He moved on to the next bed, where a young man lay, unconscious. Blood covered his skin-hugging environmental suit. His helmet had already been removed, so William leaned down to check his respiration and blood flow. Rapid, shallow breaths. Weak, quick pulse. He’s in shock. William hunted for the individual wounds that must have caused the bleeding and stopped counting after six. It was the first time he’d seen the results of Totality projectile weapons rather than energy bolts. The man’s blood continued to seep from numerous wounds and it was obvious there wasn’t much anyone could do. “This one’s done,” William announced grimly. Angel gave him an acknowledging glance and he went for the next patient, with Meren working on a couple others.

			Two hours later, the living and the dead were known for certain. Three quarters of their fighting force had been lost on the moon, and given that the volunteers represented almost all of their able-bodied adults, it was a crushing blow. They had weapons now, but no army. I’m not sure which situation is worse, William thought. Grimly, he noted, We now have enough weapons to load every person we have left with several kinds of ordnance. He’d have found it comical if not for the dire circumstances.

			As Sasha awoke, Serim, Janus, Angel, William, and Fred gathered around her bed. Meren was there, too, as if he still felt responsible for her well-being. She glanced around at all of them and William saw the unmistakable confusion and disorientation on her face. “Why are you all staring at me? What’s going on?”

			“The battle is over,” Fred told her. “It was a success.”

			“Depending on how you define ‘success,’” William corrected. He’d certainly noticed that Demeter failed to make it back, which put him in a sour mood. The only person around here that I knew at all, and he had to go off and die. That figures.

			“I thought I was dead,” Sasha whispered, looking down at the bed. She raised her eyes to the rest of them and cleared her throat. “I want a full report. What happened? How did it end?”

			Meren stepped forward, speaking in a confident tone. “I can answer that. We brought the six cargo movers back to the ship, fully loaded. We returned with twelve people, including the two of us. Only eight are still alive.”

			She sighed deeply. “This shouldn’t have happened. They overwhelmed us. There were too many. I thought our numbers would overcome our lack of training and discipline. I’d never have agreed to this mission if I’d known the real odds. And they had the powerful ones… the magic users. Whatever you want to call them. They came out last, and I suppose we were very lucky for that. I think they didn’t expect the others to fail, or maybe they were confused by what happened with the powerplant. But we lost so many people…” She stared down at the bed again.

			“We had our own excitement up here,” William said. “Another cargo ship spotted us after we strafed the facility and tried to get information from us. Their commander thought something was going on over here—he was right. We were going to take their ship when it docked with us. We never got the chance, though. They turned weapons on us and someone blew up their ship. That definitely wasn’t us.”

			Sasha’s expression went from concerned to angry to puzzled. “You mean you encountered more Totality and you had some absurd notion to steal their ship? With what, two rifles?”

			“It was either try to steal their ship or be captured ourselves,” William shrugged. “I think it would have worked.”

			“Only it didn’t.”

			“Which wasn’t our fault!” he protested. “Anyway, someone sent us a ‘thank you’ message afterward. It was very strange.”

			“I would suspect the Order’s involvement,” Fred speculated, “Except the Order are not known for such clandestine tactics. Their scouts gather information and report back, then they arrive in full force, laying waste to all enemies in their path. To destroy a lone Totality ship in an unimportant region to assist a tiny rebel uprising is… uncharacteristic, to say the least.”

			William could see something was on Sasha’s mind as Fred rattled off about the Order. He leaned in a bit closer. “What is it?”

			“The Order,” she echoed. “Demeter didn’t make it back to the ship, did he? I never saw him after we retreated into the depot. Did anyone see him die? Did he come back with us?”

			“No, he didn’t make it,” Serim verified sadly. “A real shame. That man knew how to handle himself.”

			“Everyone down there died a hero,” Sasha corrected sharply. “I’m not interested in playing favorites. But I brought up Demeter because of what Fred said about the Order.” She took a deep breath before uttering her next sentence. “I think he was working for them.”

			Everyone’s eyes widened at that suggestion, including William’s. What is she talking about?? Maybe she went without oxygen longer than Meren thought.

			“I know, you must think I’m crazy. Back on Actis, when I left him alone to monitor the general operations center for a while, I found evidence that someone had sent a communication on an Order frequency and encoded in an Order protocol. I can’t tell you what the message said, since it was deleted, but I can guess that it detailed our position and strength. Demeter was the only person who had access at the time the message was sent, and I doubt the Totality would have somehow set up an automated message to the Order. That doesn’t leave many other explanations.”

			William was floored. She has to be wrong. Demeter grew up on Lexin, just like I did. He knew the language fluently. Spoke it perfectly. Could write it, too. Knew the history, knew the culture. I never suspected anything was off about him. He was always a model of productivity and efficiency. One of the best Militiamen I ever worked with, if a bit stiff. Is that it? Was his attitude the result of not wanting to expose his cover? Could she really be right about him?

			“I would not be so quick to jump to conclusions,” Fred said. “It is entirely possible you misinterpreted what you found in the computer.” He turned to William. “You knew the man back on your world, did you not?”

			“I knew him on Trepsis—the colony we were both assigned to. But you’re right. I never suspected anything with him. I think it’s an outlandish suggestion that he was working for the Order. Why would he have been on Trepsis, then? Or Lexin? I saw the transfer records myself, along with his biography. He grew up in Lexan, near the central government district.”

			“Believe whatever you want,” she said dismissively. “I know what I saw. I suppose it doesn’t matter now, does it? He’s dead. If the Order were helping us because he was here, it’s likely they won’t help us anymore. Why would they?”

			“They might if it served their goals,” Serim said. “Who knows?”

			“Demeter knew,” Sasha grumbled. “And now I can’t find out what he knew.” She stared at William after that, in a way that made him particularly uncomfortable. What, does she think I know something? She should come out and ask, then. I don’t have anything to hide.

			“The important thing is, you survived,” William said, trying to look at the positive side. “We lost a lot of people but we still have the ship, we have the weapons, and some people made it back. It wasn’t a clean victory but it wasn’t a total defeat, either.”

			“I’m sure that’s a great comfort to the dead,” Sasha scowled. “And you damaged this ship, I noticed. I specifically told you to stay out of the combat zone and you didn’t listen. Since it was your disobedience that led to the ship taking damage, you will personally lead the repair team. I suggest you get started. We need to depart this place as soon as possible and I don’t want to do that with a compromised hull.”

			“My ‘disobedience’ saved your ass,” William retorted, and not at all calmly. “You want everything to be neat and tidy with these missions. Haven’t you figured out yet that it’s not going to be? People are going to die. We’re going to take losses. Sometimes, we’re going to come away with less than we had before. It can’t be helped. That’s war.”

			Before she could say anything else, he walked away to carry out her orders. I’ll do what she says because it needs doing, but I’ll be damned if she’s going to lecture me about how to do my job.

			After spending some time gathering repair supplies, he suited up in the exterior access bay. Compared to the main cargo bay, it was less “bay” and more “compartment.” Meren and Serim joined him so he wouldn’t have to do the work alone, but this left very little space to move. “I’m handy enough with Totality tools that I should be of some help,” Serim said in his modest way. William suspected the man could handle all the repairs himself, and would likely end up doing most of the work anyway, but Sasha had assigned it to William and William would do his part. He wasn’t sure about Meren’s presence, at least not yet. What’s his angle? William wondered. He’d been one of the first to volunteer for the depot mission, and given that the tall fellow had come away from the moon without a scratch, he suspected Meren to be agile and tenacious. Definitely someone we want on the front line.

			With the three of them fully ensconced in their environmental suits, they sealed the compartment’s airlock and opened the exterior hatch, using convenient handles just outside the hatch to guide themselves to the ship’s outer hull. Powered magnets in their boots let them walk upright across the surface. William expected that to make things simpler, but it led to some very curious sensations. Outside the influence of the ship’s artificial gravity, his sense of up and down evaporated. He stood on the side of the ship, lifting his head to gaze at the stars “above,” yet he couldn’t distinguish directions much at all. The thought of his boots becoming unmoored from the hull and letting him drift out into space produced a momentary panic, and he crouched down to grip the surface handles as an extra safety measure.

			“Come on,” he said across the voice link. Meren and Serim shrugged and followed his posture, practically crawling along the hull to the damaged section. William examined the outside of the ship as he went, noting the gray-brown hue it possessed in the light of the nearby gas giant, which was itself reflected from the local star. Hull panels stretched out before him, attached to each other through unknown means. He expected rivets and welding as was the practice on Lexin, but he saw none. I’ll ask Fred later how these work. I bet if anyone around here knows, it’d be him. That guy’s a living knowledge mine.

			They crept most of the way along the ship’s length until they came to some clearly warped and punctured areas. William positioned himself over one of the damaged panels and Serim approached with a repair kit. Adhering it magnetically to the hull, just like their boots, Serim unlatched the kit and pulled out a couple of tools, placing them in William’s hands. He then retrieved a sheet of light gray material which somewhat resembled the ship’s hull panels, but smaller and with no obvious wear or damage. He held it up then looked to William. “Use the first tool to prime the damaged areas, then I’ll place the patch and you can use the second tool—the sealer.”

			Examining the holes, William followed Serim’s instructions and in a couple of minutes they had a cluster of punctures patched. He was glad to see none of the breaches had gone all the way through. We’d be in real trouble if they had. He had no idea how long such a seemingly flimsy repair would hold—to him, it looked comically inadequate. “How do you know how to do this?” he asked.

			Serim cocked his head toward the repair kit. “Instructions are printed inside. Totality probably send slaves out here to do this most of the time, just so they don’t have to risk themselves.”

			William figured it made sense. After patching a few more holes, they went to work on the larger areas that were simply warped but not punctured. “Just use the sealer on these,” Serim urged. All three of them had such a tool so they could make quick work of the long string of bent, dented, and twisted panels that stretched along a sizable portion of the hull. The sealer superheated whatever material it was aimed at, and could supply fresh sealing compound on top of it. A skilled welder could use the two to create an extremely strong bond. With the work well in hand, William decided to break up the silence with some conversation.

			“I’ve been with this little uprising since it started but I spent a lot of that time in a medical bed, so I haven’t had a chance to get to know most of you. You in particular, Meren.”

			“Not much to know,” the big man sighed. “I grew up under the Totality. I don’t know anything else. The rest of my mining unit sometimes talked about their old homes and I thought they were crazy. As I got older, I realized more and more what the Totality had denied me. When Sasha’s revolt came, I couldn’t think of anything to do but join.”

			“What happened to your parents?” Serim inquired.

			“I never knew them. One of my unit mates told me I’d been born at one of the other mining facilities on Actis. There’s a creche all the infants and young children are sent to. Once you’re old enough to pick up a plasma-blade, you’re sent to the mines. I don’t remember the creche at all, truth be told. That’s how young they send you away.”

			William tried to imagine spending one’s entire life toiling in a Totality mine, knowing nothing else. Even if the Totality weren’t especially abusive—and from what he knew, that depended entirely on the individual overseer—the drudgery, the monotony, and the intensity of the work could surely drive a person mad. “I don’t mean to be indelicate, but how did you people cope with being enslaved?”

			“What choice did we have?” Meren posited. “There was no life outside the mine, as far as I was concerned. I couldn’t do anything except try to be the best miner in my unit. I had more output, cleaner crystals. I won’t lie, the overseer gave me some special treatment because I was his best miner, at least in that unit.”

			That piqued Serim’s interest. “Like what? I never got any special treatment.”

			“He’d have me brought extra food, the good stuff from the kitchen. It’d be sent down to me when everyone else was asleep so nobody would get jealous or try to fight me for it.” Meren laughed as if he remembered something. “A couple times, he mentioned I was so good he’d have to stud me out to the stronger women in the facility, make some better slaves.”

			“That’s kind of gross,” William said, making a disgusted face.

			“Yeah, I suppose it is,” Meren admitted, his laughter dying immediately. “It never happened, as much as he mentioned it. I think he was teasing me.”

			“Probably,” Serim nodded as he finished up another panel, crawling his way to the next. “I wouldn’t read too much into those rewards you got. He may have been grooming you for something, but I doubt it would have been pleasant for you in the end.”

			“He does bring up a good point. How do the Totality keep a steady supply of slaves?” William wondered aloud. “They always seem outnumbered, which is why they need slaves in the first place, isn’t it?”

			“Fred’s told me bits and pieces,” Serim confirmed. “No one ever turns up pregnant, if that’s what you’re asking. Men are given an injection that prevents releasing viable sperm, according to Fred.”

			“We had something like that on Lexin,” William noted. “It was for voluntary contraception, though, not… population control.”

			“Indeed,” Serim said. “As for where children come from in the first place, it’s my understanding that the Totality receive a steady supply of slaves from the Hegemony.”

			That name certainly got William’s attention. “What is the Hegemony? Do you know? I only know the name and that they’re near Totality territory.”

			Serim shook his head. “Fred said they’re just another government. A human one, not Totality. He didn’t seem to think they were worth a damn.”

			“I agree, if they’re in the habit of selling their own people to the Totality.”

			“Scum,” Meren offered his opinion.

			“What about you, Serim? What’s your story?”

			“I’ve been with the Totality for half my life,” he offered. “I can’t say exactly, but it feels like half. I lived on a world outside the Fortress, like Sasha, but it wasn’t her planet. I’ve never known why there are so many inhabited worlds outside the Fortress, for that matter.”

			I have a bit of an idea about that, William thought, recalling the mural in Lexin’s Vault, and the massive exodus of ships to myriad worlds that it illustrated. Strange to imagine that Serim came from one of those little circles so crudely painted on the inside wall of an old, dead ship. “You were saying about your planet?” William urged him to continue.

			“Yes, I apologize for rambling. I grew up in a household that was… inhospitable, to put it kindly. Once I reached the age of majority, I petitioned to free myself from my family’s influence. I spent the better part of a year pleading my case. But I had a job, I’d obtained my own small home, and I was committed to building my own life, away from my family. On my world, children are essentially owned by their parents until they commit to a life partner, and I’d yet to even begin such a process at that time, so pursuing this emancipation by myself was fairly daunting. But I succeeded and I was set free to live my own life, free of the influence of my family. I was owned by none and accountable to none. I believe I owe that entirely to the advocate who represented me—for no fee, I might add—and he laid out the long history of abuses my parents had heaped upon me, and none too subtly implied that leaving me at the whims of my parents would lead me to self-harm, or worse. He may have exaggerated, but he got the job done.”

			“I’m going to guess this happy ending takes a not-so-happy turn, next,” William snorted.

			“Yes, it was quite a shock to wake up to my entire city being rocked by orbital weapons fire. It’s a curious thing, how the Totality precisely target your infrastructure in order to thwart emergency responders. They destroy major roads and bridges, knock out power sources, jam communications frequencies. Military facilities are leveled as soon as they’re identified. It’s an impressive strategy, or would be if it was inflicted on someone who deserved it. Totality were soon in my building, rounding people up. They grabbed me and dragged me onto one of their ships before I knew what was happening. I went to Actis from there. It’s… strange. I think about that world, and imagine going back to it, but I know that the way I knew it no longer exists. I can still see the city, bustling with activity, from the gleaming towers to the filthy slums. I can picture it in my head just like it was, and think about how I could one day go back there, but I know it can’t be like that. Everything I remember was annihilated. Everyone I knew—my family, as much as I despised them, and my friends, as much as I miss them—they’re all gone. This hunk of metal we stole from the Totality is the closest thing I have to a home now.”

			“And here we are, patching it up like we care about it,” William added.

			“Home is where your friends are,” Meren suggested. “And I’d like to count both of you among my friends.”

			William smirked. “That’s a little trite, don’t you think?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			The Gift

			Sasha turned and squirmed and flopped around in her cot. It wasn’t a question of comfort—virtually anything was more comfortable than the rockbed she’d spent most of her life sleeping on. She kept thinking about Ian, the one who’d saved her at the cost of his own life. I didn’t even know his name until Meren told me. I should know the names of everyone fighting for me. I’ve been such a fool. I’m asking them to fight for their own freedom, but they’re also fighting for me. They wouldn’t follow just anyone, would they? My word has power—more than I realized.

			She stared up at the ceiling of the former commander’s office, one hand under the back of her head. Angel hadn’t wanted to release her, but Sasha was adamant. “Someone else might need this bed soon and I’m strong enough to get around on my own.” That wasn’t entirely true: Sasha didn’t walk so much as hobble away from the infirmary. A tendon on the back of her right ankle had been grazed by a Totality shot. She knew she was lucky it hadn’t connected more directly, the way one of the projectiles went straight through her helmet and nearly killed her. She thought about the others who’d died, whose names she didn’t even know. They were volunteers, and she’d not had time to learn much about them back on Actis or while on this ship. She had other things on her mind, other priorities. But that’s just an excuse, isn’t it? I have a responsibility I’ve not taken seriously. I have to change that. Not just for Ian, but for all of them. And I need to reward Meren, somehow. He carried me off that battlefield when he could have left me. They could have all left me. He took on that burden without being asked. I need to think a lot more about things like this. The promise of freedom isn’t going to be enough, especially not when the “freedom” I’m able to give them so far consists of being trapped in this old, uncomfortable ship. It’s hot, it smells, and it’s vulnerable. It won’t be able to carry us around forever. We need more ships. More powerful ships. Bigger ones. Ships we can actively use against the Totality. I should talk to Fred. And William. They might have some idea where we could strike.

			As if aware of her thoughts, her door chimed. She didn’t know what the sound was, at first. It was a high-pitched sequence of chirps, loud enough to catapult her from the bed at full attention. She went to the door and pressed the button to slide it open, and there stood Fred. His hands were behind his back and he smiled broadly at her. “Do you have a moment?” he asked.

			She shrugged and turned away, stepping back into the office. “I’m not doing much sleeping.”

			“I am sorry to hear that,” he breathed as the door slid shut behind him. “Perhaps I could prepare you an elixir to help you sleep.”

			“I’ll think about it,” she sighed, sitting on the edge of the cot. She hoped everyone else was sleeping better in the other crew quarters. The commander’s large quarters, she’d had converted to another living area. It fit over a dozen people. She couldn’t imagine being able to accommodate more than one or two more people in this office, and it lacked the facilities of the other quarters, anyway. I can just use the common ones off the command deck.

			“Is something else bothering you?” Fred inquired, noticing she was distracted.

			“Sorry, I was just thinking about everyone else.”

			“When are you not?”

			“Not as much as I should,” she shook her head. “Did you want something? I don’t mean to be short, but I’m not feeling much like company.”

			“I brought you a gift, actually,” he said, rotating his hands around from behind his back, and clasping them together around a thick book.

			Sasha stared at it for a moment, then looked up at him. “What’s this?”

			He leaned forward, handing it across the desk to where she sat. She took it from him and opened it to the middle. “Blank pages,” she observed. “What am I supposed to do with this?” she demanded, impatient, putting her eyes on him again.

			“You should start at the beginning,” he urged with a nod.

			She did so, and saw that the first few pages had writing on them. It was Fred’s penmanship, that much she knew. She started with the first paragraph and read aloud. “On the first day of the New Era, we who have been abducted, subjugated, enslaved, and abused prove that we will submit no longer, toil no more, and never surrender to the whims of the Totality. They who have taken from us will now be denied. The Totality will fall before Human and Avalonian alike, and will finally be called to account for their transgressions. Sasha is our noble Adjudicator, our Leader, our Friend. She is our Star Mother. She is a source of wisdom, of justice, of righteousness. She is the rope that ties us together. She is the Sun that gives us life and the Moon that guides us in the dark.” She stopped and closed the book. Is this really how he sees me? She found herself deeply uncomfortable with the portrayal. Still, she was reluctant to challenge him. She knew it was a gift meant to flatter and soothe her. She also realized what he’d intended in giving it to her.

			“This is a replacement for my childhood chronicle, isn’t it?”

			He nodded. “I know it is not exactly the same, and you may not entirely approve of my style. I simply wanted to give you somewhere to begin. It will be necessary to document our exploits. Even should we fail, our legend must endure. You may not wish to think about such a possibility, but I must.”

			“You mean, because you’ll survive, no matter what,” she said. It wasn’t a question, but a statement of something she’d come to understand for herself only recently.

			“I should have known I could not keep all my secrets from you,” he grinned.

			“I’ve just been thinking about how much you know. You know so much about so many things. You know about the Totality. You know about the Order. You probably know about things I couldn’t even imagine. How else is that possible unless you’re extremely long-lived? Or immortal.”

			“Well, I suppose it is possible I am simply very well-traveled.”

			“Yet you’ve spent the last how many years a Totality slave?” She cocked an eyebrow at the end of her question, daring him to deny it.

			He bowed. “You are correct, of course. I hope my longevity does not present any threat to our friendship.”

			“Only that you’ll outlive it, I guess.”

			“That is the sad fact of my existence,” he agreed.

			“I appreciate the book, though. I appreciate what you’re trying to do with it. I will try to keep it up and write about what we’ve done, and what we have yet to do. You’ll pardon me if I don’t do that tonight?”

			“Of course. Shall I leave you alone for the night?”

			She shook her head. “No. I have a lot on my mind and I think we need to talk about it.”

			He sat down in one of the chairs on the opposite side of the commander’s desk. But it’s my desk now, Sasha reminded herself. My office. My room. This is my home, at least for now, as much as I can have a home at all anymore.

			“I need honesty, Fred. I’m sure you have knowledge you haven’t shared with me.”

			“That much is true,” he admitted.

			“So, tell me. I want to know what you know.”

			He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Sasha, that would take ages, even with only what I am able to remember. I do not recall everything that has ever happened to me, of course. Specific questions would be more fruitful.”

			“Then tell me about the Totality. How do I beat them? What motivates them? Who are they? What are they?”

			“When you were a child on your world, did your people have legends of demons? Supernatural beings that could take possession of a human body and use it for evil ends?”

			She shrugged. “Sure. They were old myths. I don’t think anyone actually believed in anything like that.”

			“They used to be myths, but the Totality made them a reality. It is what they do: they seize human bodies and use them.”

			“Use them for what? That’s what I don’t understand.”

			“For the Totality, mere existence is enough. Imagine you had a mind, a consciousness, but no vessel in which to experience reality. A disembodied soul with no potential, no form. And then, in a moment of fortune, you find yourself within a living, breathing body. You have power now. You can influence a universe around you. It becomes a desperate thing, and you would do anything to keep it.”

			“And that’s what the Totality do? They fight and kill and enslave just so they can keep their bodies?”

			“Indeed. You can imagine that, when this began, all other humans saw was that their friends and loved ones took on completely different personalities. And some of them began to exhibit impossible abilities.”

			“You mean Totality ‘magic,’” she said derisively.

			“I would not sound so skeptical. It is magic as much as anything can be. It is part of who they are. Not all Totality have significant magical abilities, but many do. I think people are often put off by the term, as if it implies virtually any ‘impossible’ action. It is a more limited and precise thing than that. Some can summon fire. Some can shake the ground. Some can penetrate your thoughts. An individual Totality’s magic is usually narrowly defined. A dedicated fellow can achieve profound mastery of his magical gifts. Those who care little for such abilities may never progress beyond parlor tricks. There is only one Totality known to have full control over all magical domains.”

			“Cylence,” Sasha guessed.

			Fred nodded in deference. “He was the first Totality, or so he says.”

			That provoked a question Sasha couldn’t ignore. “Have you met him? Seen him in person?”

			“We have had dealings,” Fred said cryptically. “They were not pleasant. He is the living incarnation of all the cruelty and indifference the Totality exhibit. There are none more suited to lead them. I am certain of that.”

			“But what is he leading? What do they do? Is forcing people to do their manual labor all they care about?”

			Fred sighed and thought for a moment. “You are likely comparing the Totality to the culture of your world, yes?”

			“Right. I was just a child when the Totality came, but I remember enough. We had art. We had entertainment. People took pleasure in things. I can remember my father being happy, and also when he was sad. My father would tell me about the city and all the wonders there. I never got to see them myself but I believed him. I don’t see anything like that from the Totality. All I see is cruelty and malice.”

			“I cannot argue with that assessment,” he agreed. “The Totality represent less a culture and more… a collective parasite upon the living beings of the universe. They cannot exist without us, and so to ensure themselves they must control us. They have fought long and hard for what they have and they will not easily give it up.”

			“Where does the Order fit into this? They’re enemies of the Totality, right? I’ve gathered that much.”

			“The less you think about the Order, the better,” he urged. “They are enemies of the Totality, but they are not our friends. I’ve not dealt with the Order in a very long time. That said, I have seen no indications that they are any more favorable now than they were when I interacted with them face-to-face.”

			“You’re being evasive again,” she warned him. “I want the truth, Fred.”

			She looked into his eyes and saw that it pained him to dig into those memories, and perhaps to shatter whatever illusions she might have had of these potential allies. But I need to know, she told herself. If they can’t be trusted, I have to know that, and why. “The truth is, while the Order are fully human, they are almost the mirror image of the Totality. In spending ages fighting the demons, the Order became demonic in their own way. They are obsessed with security. The measures they employ to ensure no Totality infiltration are, in a word, draconian. As their name implies, order is their highest calling—at any cost.”

			Sasha found the prospect disturbing. Would we be trading one form of slavery for another? “And you didn’t want to tell me this because of William’s uniform, and where he said he came from?”

			“That, and after what you said about Demeter, I feared you might not trust any of us. I can assure you, though, that William has no fealty to the Order, nor any association with them.”

			“How can you be so sure?” Her voice rose in anger for the next question. “And how could you let Demeter run free if you knew he was part of the Order??”

			“I did not know that,” he promised, leaning back in his chair almost defensively. “I took him at his word, just as you did. As far as William goes, that is a very long story, and one I am not able to share at this point.”

			She scowled. “Didn’t we just talk about you not keeping secrets from me, and telling me what you know? I’m asking you a direct question. How do you know William can be trusted?”

			He put his hands on the desk, bending forward, not breaking his eyes away from hers. “Sasha, there are things that I cannot tell you, and I promise it is with good reason. I am not saying I will never tell you, only that I cannot tell you now. The moment I am able to disclose what I know, I will share with you immediately.”

			She hated fighting with Fred about anything, but especially hated when he kept things from her allegedly for her own benefit. She valued his knowledge—needed it, in fact. His mentoring had quite probably saved her life as a child, or at least her sanity. She knew to the core of her being that he was not her enemy, and yet in this moment she couldn’t be entirely convinced that he was her friend, either, not if he was willing to conceal vital information from her. It was somewhat intriguing when they were slaves on Actis, one of those rare sources of amusement, almost like a game. What secrets can Fred cryptically allude to today? But now, it had become a matter of survival. If he had details about William that were relevant to their present and future, how could Fred keep them to himself? How can I trust him if he won’t tell me the truth?

			And so, she said the only thing she thought was left to say. “I think you should go.”

			The old troll did so, without a word of protest.

			She stared down at the heavy, thickly-bound book Fred had given her just minutes before. She briefly considered tearing it apart, but that was the anger talking. This is no time for self-pity or undirected anger, she reminded herself, reaching for the new chronicle. Fred had set the tone with the opening entries, but she by no means had to follow it. She opened to a new page, picked up a pen from the desk, and began to write.

			His name was Ian. He saved my life. Others gave their lives to save us all, and to help us fight. They shall not be forgotten.

			She decided she would have to obtain all of their names from anyone who knew them. Meren probably knows. William might, too. She then realized another name she could enter, and felt a momentary pang of hesitation. Does he really belong here, given how I felt about him? Is that even a valid question to ask? He died down there, didn’t he? This is the least he deserves.

			She spelled out Demeter’s name on the page.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Lightning in a Bottle

			Sasha called a meeting. She waited in her office/bedroom at the end of the electronic table facing her desk, arms folded and waiting for everyone else to arrive. Janus came first, offering what she considered a fake smile. “What have you been keeping yourself busy with?” she wondered.

			He shuffled over to one of the corners of the table opposite her and shrugged. “Whatever needs doing. I’ve prepared meals off and on. Washed clothes. This ship’s laundry system is unpleasant to work with. Perhaps we can acquire an upgrade somewhere.”

			“We have other priorities besides better laundry facilities,” she chided. “Do you have anything useful to report?”

			“I… not at this time, my lady.”

			“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. “Just use my name.”

			He bobbed his head deferentially.

			I shouldn’t be so short with him, she thought. He was only answering my question. “I’m sorry,” she breathed. “Bad mood.”

			“I can tell,” he responded matter-of-factly.

			Sasha sighed. “You didn’t do anything wrong just now. So, I apologize.”

			“Apology accepted,” he agreed. “Do you have any orders for me?”

			“Not until everyone else gets here.”

			Meren filed in next, followed by a woman who seemed to be accompanying him. Her golden hair could pass for white in the right light, a color Sasha had scarcely seen in her life. Even in the relatively dim light of the office, it seemed impossibly brilliant. Sasha hadn’t familiarized herself with everyone on the ship yet, an oversight she knew she needed to rectify. I’ve just been so busy with other things. And after the operation on that moon, I haven’t been eager to spend time with other people. But I do need to get to know everyone, don’t I? I can’t hide in here all the time.

			Sasha looked at the woman who’d come in with Meren. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” Sasha said. “I’m Sasha, as you probably know.”

			The woman smiled. “My name is Duna. Meren invited me. We were unit-mates on Actis.”

			“These are open meetings, so anyone who wants to attend is invited,” Sasha said in as warm a tone as she could manage.

			William showed up moments later with two other men Sasha remembered from the raid on the Totality depot. “Sasha, I believe you’ve met Roth and Markos.”

			She tilted her head toward them in greeting, not letting on that she hadn’t retained their names. “Of course. It was an honor having both of you by my side on that moon.”

			“The honor was ours,” Roth replied with a shiny grin.

			Sasha looked up at the clock on the wall, seeing that it was several minutes past the time she’d designated for the meeting. “Has anyone seen Serim or Angel? I’d normally expect them to attend a meeting like this.”

			“I passed Serim. He was on his way to see her,” William said. “That was a little while ago. Maybe they got involved in something else.”

			She groaned internally. “If they have better things to do than come to a strategy meeting, that’s their concern,” she sighed. “Now, I know some of you rather well but certainly not all of you, so you may not be familiar with how I like to run these gatherings. Don’t be shy. All ideas are welcome, even if we don’t ultimately use them. This uprising only works if we cooperate. I don’t know everything. I don’t know how to do everything. You all bring your own skills and experience. That’s what I need. So, does anyone have anything to ask or comment on before I proceed?”

			William lifted his hand. “Where’s Fred? Shouldn’t he be here?”

			“He’s not needed for this meeting,” Sasha said, trying not to frown visibly. She hardly wanted word to get around that she wasn’t keen to trust Fred at the moment. It would only undermine their faith in me, and I know enough to see how important that is. “Does anyone else have anything to say?”

			Silence.

			She proceeded, tapping the small panel of buttons on the edge of the table and bringing up a map of the local region. “So far, we’ve managed to evade the Totality since our raid on the weapons depot. As you all know, that raid was very costly. The ship took damage, much of which has been repaired, but we suffered serious human losses that, to be honest, will be much harder to replace. I’ve also been told that some of our food rations have spoiled due to a failed heat dispersal unit, so we need to find a new food source soon. The situation is not critical yet, but it soon will be if we don’t take action. The good news is that we are well-armed and our water supplies are abundant. We also have plenty of fuel, enough that we shouldn’t have to raid a ship or fueling station for months. But we need food and we need personnel. I am open to suggestions on either issue.”

			“Could we go back to Actis?” Duna offered. “We know for certain that they have slaves at the other mining outposts.”

			“I wouldn’t recommend that,” William countered. “It’s almost a guarantee that the Totality have figured out what happened. They’ll have strengthened security all over Actis by now. If we go back, we’ll be an easy target.”

			“Do you have a better idea?” Sasha asked.

			“Based on how things went down with the depot raid, I think it’s obvious that frontal assaults are doomed. Let’s be honest, here. Few among us are trained in combat or proficient with weapons. Having a glut of Totality weaponry only gives us an edge in firepower, not tactics or battlefield readiness.” He looked around the table. “That’s not to offend any of you, I’m just stating the truth. Almost everyone on this ship spent most or all of their lives under Totality slavery, right? You weren’t trained to hold or fire weapons, conditioned to function well in combat, or think tactically in a high-pressure situation.” He put his eyes on Meren. “You did a great job down there. Your friend Ian did, too, even if he didn’t make it back. He made sure the mission succeeded. The same goes for Demeter, if I understand the situation correctly. But we lost most of our fighting force down there and there’s no way we should waste what little we have left on more futile raids.”

			Sasha stared at him impatiently. “I hope you’re coming to a point, William.”

			“I’m getting there. I think what we need is not another tactical victory, but a strategic one. We don’t have enough people to hurt the Totality in a war of attrition. That’s a fact. But we’re smart. We’re agile. We’re resourceful. We have one ship, and the Totality don’t know where we are. They don’t know how many of us there are, whether we have one ship or three, or where to find us. Those are advantages. Now, as I said, we’re never going to win this in a stand-up fight. So…”

			He drew his finger along the table, plotting a route from their current location to the circle in the center. “…we should hit the heart of the Totality.”

			“The Dominix?” Sasha balked. “Have you lost your mind??”

			William shrugged. “It’s the last thing they’d expect. We all know that the Totality have fortified every outpost they can, thanks to their ongoing conflict with the Order. That’s part of what burned us on the depot raid. They had much stronger forces than we’d anticipated.”

			“So? Doesn’t that mean we’re just going to get crushed?” Sasha countered.

			“No. This is a guess, mind you, but I think it’s a reasonable one. In order to defend the rest of the Fortress, the Totality have made the Dominix vulnerable. Maybe ‘vulnerable’ is too strong a word, but I’m saying they’ve probably pulled troops from there to build up their defenses elsewhere. That means it’s going to be an easier target now than it ever was before.”

			“But still impenetrable,” Janus said skeptically. “From what I’ve seen of it in the ship’s database, the Dominix Totality Centrality is a massive complex. A space station nearly the size of a planet.”

			William grinned. “Do you think the Totality can defend something the size of a planet? Be realistic.”

			“He has a point,” Meren concurred.

			“There have to be patrols, blind spots, weaknesses we can exploit,” William speculated. “They can’t cover the entire thing at all times. And once we’re inside, we’re a real threat.”

			“Wouldn’t they have monitoring equipment like they used on Actis?” Duna wondered.

			“Probably much better equipment,” Roth surmised, squinting at the screen. “They’ll know where we are in an instant.”

			William shook his head. “I don’t think that’s insurmountable. Fred’s shown himself to be very adept with Totality systems—any system he encounters, really. What do you think, Sasha?”

			“It’s worth trying,” she said quietly. “Fred may resist the idea because he’ll find it crazy.”

			“Being ‘crazy’ is why it will work,” William insisted.

			Sasha glanced around the room. Everyone seemed intrigued by William’s idea, and she had to admit it offered them more than a little hope. The sheer boldness of striking the heart of the Totality may have lifted their spirits, which they needed after suffering such losses. But these people are my responsibility, not his. I have to make the decision. “William, I very much appreciate your input, and will discuss your proposal with Fred. In the meantime, I suggest you work on pl—”

			The door to her office opened abruptly and another woman stepped inside. It was the elder woman who’d once occupied one of the beds in their infirmary. Wenda, Sasha recalled. Her name is Wenda. Wenda looked terrified.

			“What is it?” Sasha’s tone was concerned as she approached the woman.

			“It’s Serim,” Wenda panted, clearly out of breath. “He’s…”

			Wenda didn’t need to finish the sentence for Sasha to know what she meant.

			Sasha dashed past her and then took on as swift a pace as was possible in such tight surroundings, rushing across the rear of the command deck, ignoring the starscape outside the expansive front windows, nearly jumping all the way to bottom of the cramped shaft that led to the cargo deck. Through the door and a quick veer to the left brought her to the infirmary to a scene for which her imagination hadn’t prepared her.

			Serim was on the floor, dead as Wenda had implied, but it was hardly a peaceful death. His face was twisted, tongue hanging out of his mouth, eyes bulging, and a massive slash across his windpipe, from which blood had poured plentifully until it covered the metallic floor all around him, tarnishing the dull bluish surface a rusty brown. At the far end of the room, near one of the free-standing curtains that had been set up for privacy, two men held Angel down on a bed. The woman thrashed against them, screaming incoherently, hands balled up into bloody fists, her visage distorted like Serim’s, only in the pain of life rather than death.

			Sasha knelt next to his body, looking him over as if she still needed to absorb the reality of it. She remembered Tau’s slow decline back on Actis, the way he went from injured to sick and sicker to sicker, the inevitable and lethal deterioration that, as she witnessed it, allowed her to pull herself away from him. He’d been her friend, but by the end he no longer resembled that person—he’d become something else, a stranger, and so not as much a source of pain when he finally died, because the man on the bed hadn’t been Tau, but an imposter who merely looked the part. The real Tau had died in that crystal fire, the moment his arm caught ablaze. That was the last time she’d truly seen him.

			This was not like that at all. Serim had been her friend, too, and he was her friend until just a few minutes ago. During the meeting she was angry that he and Angel hadn’t bothered to show up, and now she felt pangs of guilt that suggested she somehow knew in advance that he was about to die. That was irrational and she knew as much, but it didn’t alleviate the guilt. All sound faded from awareness, a defensive biological reaction as adrenaline rushed through her veins and arteries and dilated them to reduce the pressure, and all she could hear was a high-pitched whine in her brain, like its own internal distress signal, and no one could hear it but her.

			She turned her eyes up toward Angel, whom the two men had managed to subdue—her thrashing about had diminished to the point where they didn’t have to use much force to keep her in place. Sasha stood up and approached, taking a position at the foot of the bed, crossing her arms. “I want an explanation,” she hissed through her teeth.

			“He tried to touch me,” Angel rasped in a voice that didn’t sound at all like the person Sasha knew. She jerked her arms against the men restraining her in a futile token of resistance.

			“That’s all? I thought you two were… together,” Sasha euphemized. “Don’t you normally touch each other?”

			She stared at Sasha with fearsome eyes. Despite her apprehended position, she seemed to feel she held the advantage. “I have no idea who the fuck he was. Or you. You have to let me out of here!”

			“The only place you could go ‘out’ to is vacuum,” Sasha said plainly. Her tone became more menacing when she said, “I’m leaning very much toward that option right now, too. You’d better explain. Now.“

			“I have nothing to explain. I defended myself. I don’t know who any of you people are.”

			Sasha could only think of one explanation for Angel’s abrupt personality shift and memory loss. But that’s not possible, is it? “What is your name?”

			“What’s yours?” she shot back instantly.

			Sasha leaned forward. “I’m Sasha. The man you killed, in case you’re wondering, was called Serim. Does his name mean anything to you? Does mine?”

			Angel rolled her eyes. “Why would they? I just got here. I already said I don’t know you. It’ll be better for all of you if you just let me go. Give me a ship. Drop me off on a planet. I don’t care. Just get me out. I don’t want to be around you. You stink.”

			Sasha was already frowning, but she found a way to frown even more. This can’t be right. She couldn’t believe what was staring her in the face. Everything she knew about the Totality told her this wasn’t possible. This wasn’t how things worked. This wasn’t what Fred told her.

			But Fred’s lied to me. He’s kept things from me. Did he hide this, too? Or did he lie?

			The troll arrived moments later, no doubt attracted by the same commotion that had already drawn a small crowd—possibly every person on the ship. He pushed through the huddle and came up alongside Sasha. “What is happening here?”

			“You tell me,” Sasha reflected, nodding toward Angel. “She murdered Serim and seems to be out of her mind.”

			Fred squinted at Angel, scrutinizing, his eyes moving up and down her form, and Sasha watched, wondering what his thought process was. Is he coming up with another lie? Deciding what else he should keep from me?

			“Stop staring at me, freak,” Angel spat at him. It was a literal spit: droplets of saliva traveled well enough through the air that Sasha felt them on her cheek.

			Casually, she wiped them away with her hand. “You see what I mean?”

			Fred nodded. “This should not be possible. It is unheard of.” Despite his pronouncement, he didn’t sound terribly alarmed.

			“Something you’ve never heard of? That’s not comforting,” Sasha darkly joked.

			“Whom do you work for? Who sent you?” Fred demanded in a stern voice, one Sasha had rarely ever heard him use except when he was ordering members of their mining unit around for their own safety. He was normally right to do so, as far as Sasha was concerned.

			Whatever had taken control of Angel showed no interest in cooperation. “I don’t have to answer you. I don’t answer to anyone.”

			“You will answer to Cylence,” Fred threatened.

			Angel shrugged. “I don’t know who that is.”

			Fred took Sasha by the arm, pulled her aside and away from Angel. Their faces came close together and Fred spoke softly. “If she is Totality, it must be her first time. She knows nothing.”

			“How do you know she’s not lying?”

			“I cannot be certain, it is merely my intuition. You saw her eyes. Her face. You heard how she talks. That person is not Angel. No one is that skilled a performer. Certainly not Angel. We have known her for how many years?”

			“You’re right. She’s never been anything but kind and gentle. I doubt she’d pick up a weapon even if the Totality boarded us.”

			“And here she has slashed Serim’s throat. I see no other possible explanation.”

			“Then what do we do?” Sasha was afraid to pose the question. She knew of only one “cure” for the Totality.

			“I assume you do not want to kill her.”

			She grimaced. “Good assumption, Fred. What are our options?”

			“It is said that there are ways to drive a Totality out of a person. It is difficult and not guaranteed, but it has been done.”

			“I hope you know more about this than simple rumors.”

			He sighed. “Not enough to reliably perform it, I fear.”

			“Then, what? I’m not handing her over to the rest of the Totality.”

			He shook his head. “I would not suggest that. But there is one place we could go.”

			She stared into his eyes, full of anything but patience. “Keep going.”

			“I have…” She watched his face as he searched for the best way to explain himself. She knew that meant he was going to lie, or dissemble, or obscure, or otherwise serve himself first. “I have friends on a planet not on any official Totality map.”

			“But it’s within the Fortress?”

			“Yes. If I am not mistaken, we can reach it in a few days.”

			“Then that’s where we’ll go. You’re sure these people can help us?”

			“No. However, they represent our best chance to save Angel from whatever is inside her.”

			Sasha felt her anger growing. Questions started to bubble up from within, questions that continued to chip away at her trust in him. That trust seemed to disintegrate with each word he spoke, as desperately as she needed his help. “Who are they, Fred? You make them sound like potential allies, yet you never bothered to mention them before.”

			“It is complicated.”

			“Everything’s fucking ‘complicated’ with you!” She failed to control her volume that time, and became keenly aware that everyone was watching them, unable to hear most of their words but clearly leaning in with the hopes of finding out what their leaders were planning. She clenched her fists, took a deep breath, then unclenched as she let it out. She turned to the crowd. “I need to consult with Fred in private.” Then, to the men restraining Angel: “Keep her there. Don’t let her up for a second. Even if she seems to go back to normal, don’t trust her. Strap her to the bed if you have to.”

			On her way out, she passed Janus. Stopping next to him, she tilted her head toward the body still lying on the floor behind them. “I want you to take care of his body.” He made a disgusted face, and Sasha summoned up enough willpower to avoid punching it. “It’s not a suggestion,” she added, then left with Fred.

			Sasha and the troll returned to her combined office and quarters, and once the door was shut and locked behind her, she unlocked her own voice. She came at Fred like an out-of-control ship falling from orbit, and whether an intentional strategy or not, the idea was to scare him enough to give up whatever he was hiding from her. “I want a fucking explanation, Fred! Who are they? Who are these allies you’ve hidden from us? And why do you think they can help?”

			He held up his hands in a defensive posture, which almost made Sasha laugh, and maybe would have if she weren’t already so pissed at him. The very idea of her relatively slight frame getting into a physical altercation with the man-and-a-half-tall creature was nothing less than the punchline to a bad joke.

			“You are not going to settle for a simple ‘trust me’ on this one, are you?” he sighed.

			“Absolutely not,” she articulated with almost enough friction on the consonants to crack her teeth.

			He leaned back against the edge of her desk, casting his eyes at the floor. “They are Totality, Sasha. Before you attack me for saying that, let me finish. They are unlike the other Totality. They are not warlike, for one. They do not enslave. They do not kill. They are pacifists. Their very existence caused a fracture among the Totality ages ago, and being exiled to this one planet was the resolution to a conflict that might have destroyed them all.”

			“Seems a shame that didn’t happen,” Sasha snorted. “So, what, you think we can trust them?”

			“I was there when it transpired,” he said, his eyes glazed over in reminiscence. “It began when some of them started to question what they were doing. The fighting, the killing. The enslavement. An existence made up of nothing but conflict. Their leader posed the question: if all we wish is to exist, but our existence is nothing but slaughter and suffering, what is the purpose? He argued that it would be better if they didn’t exist at all.”

			“Can’t Totality leave the bodies they take anytime they want?”

			“Generally, yes.”

			“Then why didn’t he? Set an example. Sounds like a hypocrite to me.”

			“He wanted to convince others, which he did. In fact, many of them departed their bodies, back to whatever realm the Totality originate from. Cylence then killed the bodies they once occupied. He was not willing to let such a movement spread.”

			“But it spread anyway?”

			“Oh, yes. It’s impossible to say how many went for the idea, exactly, but it was enough that Cylence performed mass executions on a daily basis to make his point. Arkady—their leader—finally surrendered. Because this was ultimately a philosophical battle over whether they should exist and the manner of that existence, Cylence offered Arkady and his kind exile, but only if they agreed to be permanently bound to their host bodies.”

			“Why would he take a deal like that?” Sasha scoffed. “Seems like it’d be against his principles.”

			“Cylence was going to kill every last one of Arkady’s followers, Totality or not. Arkady simply wanted to stop the bloodshed, which agreeing to Cylence’s terms allowed. They were sent to a remote world that the Totality had no use for. I had sided with Arkady, of course—anything that would eliminate the Totality from our universe is something I favor—and so I was enslaved for my part in spreading his message. I served on many worlds before coming to Actis.”

			“And you think Arkady’s people are still on this planet? And you know where it is?”

			“I do,” he concurred. “If anyone can save Angel, it would be them.”

			“You’d better be right,” Sasha said. Her subsequent thought, she kept to herself. If you’re wrong, those Totality—and Angel—will pay the price.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Closed Spaces

			Sasha debated herself for some time over how best to handle her next move. Going to the planet Fred mentioned was not a question in her mind. Even if these “peaceful” Totality couldn’t save Angel, she had to try. Her more mercenary side saw as a bonus that she would have a planet of Totality to wipe out if they failed to demonstrate their usefulness. As Fred had told her before, all Totality were parasites on human bodies. What person negotiates with a parasite? Sasha didn’t much care if these Totality had somehow made peace with themselves. Did they make peace with the bodies they stole? I doubt it. And that’s the only consent I’m interested in hearing about. Unless they were invited willingly into those bodies, they are ill-gotten and they deserve to be forcibly removed by any means necessary.

			She reached for an analogy, imagined some kind of infectious worm that burrowed its way into a victim’s brain, wrapped tendrils around the spinal cord and mimicked the poor individual’s nervous system. Personality center? Eaten away, replaced by the whims of the worm. The person is dead, but the body remains animate, controlled only by the worm. Suppose the worm, in concert with the remains of the victim’s brain and body, behaves with a reasonable approximation of humanity. She had to ask herself: is such a creature human any longer? She came to the decision that it was not, and that putting the parasite to death was the only merciful option. The Totality were themselves just like the worm, even if they did not manifest physically. They had the same effect on the individual they compromised. And, again, she determined: There is no negotiation with parasites.

			She knew she had to announce the course change to the rest of the uprising sooner rather than later. Word had likely gotten around that their next move was to breach the Dominix Totality Centrality, so a sudden change in plans was sure to provoke questions and arouse suspicion. Everyone knew about the incident with Angel—they’d all seen Serim’s body, witnessed Angel’s deranged ravings—so Sasha had to proffer some explanation for that. I can’t tell them we’re going to a Totality planet, though. I want to give these creatures a chance to help us. There are those among us who wouldn’t allow even that much. We could have a bloodbath on our hands right at the start. She was loathe to promise publicly to kill the Totality, either. Fred would never go along with such a plan, and dammit, she still needed him. She hated how much she needed him—his knowledge, his wisdom, his expertise in seemingly limitless subject areas. He’d spent his unfathomably long life accumulating information and that was what she needed from him now, and surely would for some time to come. She remained quite angry with him for his endless dodges and deceptions, but she had to admit he shared what he knew with her once it became relevant to their situation. He could have told me there was no option but to kill Angel, and I would have done it. I wouldn’t have liked it one bit, but I wouldn’t have hesitated. She’d be dead right now. Throat slit, shoved out an airlock, I wouldn’t have cared, as long as the threat was gone. He gave me some hope that she can be saved, and I don’t want to think he would do that as part of some cynical manipulation. Fred is many things, but cynical? I’ve never known him to be that.

			So, she came up with an alternative explanation. Since only she and Fred knew about the Totality planet, she would present it to the rest of the ship like so: Fred had suggested a planet whose residents had knowledge of how to remove a Totality spirit from an unwilling human host, without mentioning that these people actually were Totality themselves. Given that they needed to replenish their food supplies as it was, a lush world with edible vegetation would suit their needs perfectly, as well. Both problems could be resolved at once, which made a strong case for conservation of time, fuel, and manpower. She and Fred would take Angel off the ship themselves and seek help from these supposed Totality, and if that didn’t work out she would resolve the situation, one way or another. Everyone else could remain aboard, or perhaps be sent foraging in a direction that would not run them afoul of the Totality on the planet. Such a plan came with risks, but so did everything. She found these risks acceptable enough, and in discussing them with Fred, he agreed to their necessary but minor deception.

			The rest of the uprising took the news in stride. The promise of new food sources raised their spirits somewhat. Meren smiled more, and Janus waxed poetic: “If I can find something oily enough, I can fry seasoned vegetables for us that’ll be unlike anything you’ve ever tasted.” The cooking oil available on the ship was entirely synthetic and devoid of flavor, and while Sasha rarely considered herself enamored with Janus or his particular skills, if he could turn some new ingredients into palate-pleasing dishes instead of the tasteless, formless rations they were living on, she’d be sure to write some kind words about him in the new Chronicle.

			On the topic of feeding, keeping Angel alive and coherent for the few days it took to make the journey proved challenging. After Angel managed to bite four different people who tried to force-feed her, Sasha and Fred took on the responsibility themselves. Fred’s large frame and musculature gave him a decisive advantage. With her arms and legs securely strapped down, Fred was free to hold Angel’s mouth open, and he threatened to tear her jaw off if she tried to bite him. Whatever else the entity possessing Angel’s body might have been, it was not suicidal nor too foolish to see that Fred could make good on such a threat. She did not know that Fred would almost certainly never do such a thing. She relaxed her mouth and let Sasha feed her spoonfuls of yellow paste, a fruit-based puree that went down sweet and didn’t have the most unwelcome texture, either. She was kept hydrated by way of intravenous fluids, so with the nutrition angle covered, Sasha didn’t have to worry about Angel’s body wasting away to nothing in the interim.

			Bodily functions provided their own trials, in part due to the Angel-entity’s innate intransigence, but also because it had no conception of such functions in the first place. It shrieked about “disgusting excretions” for a while before Fred figured out what she was referring to, his sense of smell not what it used to be. A crate of Totality uniforms served as fodder for diapers, which could be washed in the ship’s laundry system and take on the same stale scent as everything else that went through the laundry, but at least they wound up clean. The process of explaining the mechanics of the situation to the being within Angel proved much more onerous than the practical solution.

			“I will not bow to your commands!” it declared when Sasha broached the idea of the makeshift diapers.

			“If you don’t, you’ll get to sit in your own shit,” Sasha put bluntly. “If you think the way the rest of us smell is offensive, wait until you’re smelling a week’s worth of yourself. And that fruit sauce we feed you goes through quickly, if my own experience tells me anything.”

			“Disgusting,” she turned up her nose. “I don’t want the gray monster watching me,” she said, glowering at Fred. “Make him leave. You can stay and do what must be done,” she told Sasha.

			This is not a time to cater to a prisoner, Sasha thought. She may look like my friend, but she isn’t any longer. This is a stranger—a dangerous stranger. She took a commanding tone: “Stand up, shut up, and do as you are told.”

			The Angel-entity obeyed with considerable reluctance, but she did obey. Sasha assisted Fred in the process as a small gesture of humanity toward the entity, but that was the most she was willing to offer.

			When the task was finished, Fred pinned everything together with industrial-strength clips meant to hold sheets of hull in place while they were shaped to the contours of the ship’s exterior. Sasha hoped they would be sufficient to keep Angel’s diaper from falling off unbidden. That problem solved, she was able to turn her attention to other matters.

			Fred followed her back to her office and she knew something had to be on his mind. He wouldn’t risk annoying her for no reason, and he had to be aware of how aggravated she’d become with him of late. “I have a favor to ask,” he said, once they were out of earshot of everyone else.

			“I assumed that already,” she sighed, looking through papers on her desk. How did I end up with this much clutter already? Some of them were complaints written up by the ship’s residents who could write. Some were in languages she didn’t know whatsoever and would have to find someone to translate. She meant to find the paper she’d written on Arkady and his followers. She intended to ask their leader some questions—whoever that might be. Giving up on the desk, she turned around to face the troll and folded her arms. “Well, go ahead.”

			“I would like to take William with us when we leave the ship to find Arkady’s people.”

			She stared at him, waiting for the rest.

			“I believe there is something unique about him. He may be able to offer us insights into these people that we would not have otherwise.”

			As cryptic as ever, she thought. “I know you have a soft spot for him. You have since you introduced us on Actis. I do not know why, exactly. I can’t say I like it. He’s shown himself to be competent. Reliable. He’ll throw himself into battle no matter the risk. I appreciate that, to a point. He’s a good soldier. But I don’t trust him. Not completely.”

			“You don’t even trust me at the moment,” Fred reminded her.

			“I’m well aware,” she said dismissively. “I’m going to need something better than your gut feeling on this one, Fred. Or are you ready to tell me everything you know?”

			“It is not the time,” he deflected. “Look at it this way. There is no harm in him accompanying us. He will keep what we see and do in strict confidence. I will make certain of that. The rest of the ship will never find out who we met on the planet. If you need an explanation to placate the others, William’s skills in scouting large areas can be cited.”

			“What if someone else has those skills and wants to come?”

			“William has already volunteered, so there is no need for further assistance.”

			“Has he?”

			“No, but that is the reasoning we can offer,” Fred bowed.

			He’s trying to get back on my good side, she noticed. Am I being too hard on him? “Fine, he can come. But make it clear to him that he does nothing without my approval. This is my mission. Angel’s my responsibility. And this is all secret. I can’t have the rest of the ship knowing we’re consorting with Totality, of all ‘people.’”

			“I will make certain he understands,” he promised.

			With that, he dismissed himself, leaving Sasha to her notes and complaints. There are so many ways this could go wrong, she told herself. It would really be something if we were snuffed out on some planet in the middle of nowhere that has nothing to do with Cylence or beating the Totality. Just let me get that far. Let me get face-to-face with Cylence. Win or lose, I could die satisfied that I got to spit in the face of that monster.

			The day of planetfall came sooner than Sasha expected. She was in the midst of recalculating how long they could stretch their food stores, since despite efforts to fairly ration their foodstuffs, quantities still came up missing. At current rates of depletion, she figured they’d be out of food in several days if she didn’t take more aggressive measures to secure their supplies.

			So, Fred had to come to her office to notify her that they’d arrived at the planet. It had no name as far as the Totality were concerned—Fred had manually entered its approximate location in the navigation computer. She had a feeling he’d done the math in his head, as he did most things. The command deck was kept clear except for William, who’d already been informed of his role in their excursion. Sasha didn’t want any surprises about the planet getting out to the rest of the ship, lest the whole plan blow up in her face.

			She came out to the command area to see the planet through the forward windows. Fred had brought them into a close enough orbit that it nearly filled the sky. She saw continents covered with green vegetation, deep blue oceans, wispy white clouds, and the occasional patch of desert or mountains. Fred rattled off some vital statistics about the planet, that it was unusually old for this part of space and had undergone so many tectonic shifts that the surface had very nearly leveled out. In half a billion years or so, the unassuming star around which it orbited would undergo an expansive burst and swallow the planet whole, an eventuality for which the Totality on the planet probably didn’t have a contingency. Sasha couldn’t conceive of half a billion years to begin with. Such an enormous length of time defied comprehension. I wonder what Fred will be like that far into the future. Does his body change at all? Would he even understand the life forms around him anymore? Could they understand him? She didn’t imagine humans or anything similar would still be around.

			“How are we going to find these individuals?” she asked, peering over Fred’s shoulder. The troll was clearly running scans of the planet’s surface.

			“I am looking for signs of settlement. That will tell us where they are.”

			“Assuming they are still here.”

			“If they are not here anymore, then they are dead. If they did not die out on their own, Cylence would have taken care of it, one way or another.”

			“I’m still surprised he allowed dissidents to live at all,” she scoffed. “Doesn’t seem the type.”

			Fred cocked his head slightly, never taking his eyes from the screen. “Cylence is a megalomaniac in the truest sense, but he’s not a fool. His empire was tearing itself apart. That one act of mercy put it back together.”

			“A shame he didn’t stick to his principles,” she smirked. “They could’ve wiped themselves out.”

			“Indeed. That would have saved us some trouble,” he agreed. “Ah,” he inhaled, tapping his finger on the screen. “Right here. It is not a large settlement but there definitely is one. Vegetation arranged in geometric patterns, structures that do not match the surrounding landscape.”

			“Is there a clearing nearby?”

			“Several kilometers south. We shall have to do some walking.”

			“My legs work,” she snorted.

			William must have caught her remark. He approached and stood to Fred’s left, opposite Sasha. “As long as you won’t be walking too quickly, I’ll be fine.”

			She sometimes forgot William’s injuries on Actis. His recovery proceeded, but the pace was not remarkable. Every day returned a little more mobility. In a few months, he might be back to normal. But we don’t have months. “We’ll be as accommodating as possible,” she promised. “I assumed we could strap Angel down to a cargo mover to make transporting her easier. I wouldn’t object to you riding one, as well.”

			William nodded. “I’d be fine with that. Don’t you have to push those?”

			“I can push two, myself,” Fred suggested. “Might as well put this body to use.”

			With their respective duties agreed upon, they began their descent to the planet below. The forested area in which their quarries resided was thick with vegetation. Sasha imagined it must contain a wealth of edible plants, and possibly small animals. Fred noted berry bushes and other possible sources of food in the clearing. They’d managed to gather several volunteers to help forage while the four of them were away trying to save Angel’s life. Sasha began to feel confident in their plan. They’d arrived without incident, and as the ship set down upon the soft grass, she felt as if things might work out. She needed them to.

			In the main cargo bay, Sasha laid out everyone’s instructions one more time before they disembarked. “Fred, William, Angel, and myself will be heading north, where Fred believes some edible herbs grow. He’s detected a lot of promising vegetation to the west, so that’s where the rest of you should go. Both teams have timers that will signal half a day before our scheduled departure. Fred’s programmed them to also point the way back to the ship.” Sasha looked at the one on her wrist, a simple circle with a clear lens over a black backing, ready to start counting down. A red arrow pointed ahead of her, indicating the fore section of the ship, where the tracking beacon was located. “We’ve handed out the voice links we have, but they may not function well over distance. If you’re worried about being out of touch, just come back to the ship. Don’t do anything foolish. If it looks edible, use your portable testing kit to determine if it is. It’ll detect any pathogens or poisons that might be harmful to humans. This should go without saying, but don’t bring back things we can’t eat. Any questions?”

			There were none.

			She turned to William, who stood on one of the cargo movers, and Angel, who sat on another, her arms and legs strapped to piping that had been hastily welded to the surfaces of the cargo mover with hull repair tools. She looked unhappy about her predicament but did not, as yet, offer protest. Soon, Sasha thought. The moment she sees an opening to escape, I have no doubt she’ll try.

			She lowered the ramp from the rear of the ship and Fred started pushing the cargo movers down, one with each hand. He grunted under his breath from the exertion. Sasha followed, then turned to watch Meren lead the other team down. With Demeter and Serim dead and Angel incapacitated, Janus was the only member of their original mining unit left behind. Loathe as she was to put him in charge, there was no one else she yet trusted enough to manage the ship. As a precaution, she carried the ship’s launch fob in her pocket, without which the ship couldn’t take off. Traditionally, the fob was carried by the ship’s commander whenever he disembarked at port—so Fred had informed her—and she saw no problem with following that tradition. She trusted that, should she come to an untimely fate, Fred would return to the cargo ship and see everyone else to safety. If Fred doesn’t find a way to make it out, everyone else is doomed, anyway.

			She felt naked as they moved through the forest, unarmed. Fred had insisted upon that. “These people are pacifists,” he’d told her. “If we show up with weapons, they will never trust us. We must make a show of good faith.” Sasha had only agreed under duress. After losing Tau, Serim, Demeter, Ian, and so many others, she hated the idea of sacrificing one more person. So, she went along with his forceful suggestion, despite how she detested it. She wanted to come up with a pithy threat against Fred should his “show of good faith” get her killed, but that was the whole problem: she could die, and he couldn’t. There was no real way to punish him, unless people meant something to him, and she could never be certain of that. Are mortal lives worth anything to a creature with eternal life? Is the life of a fly worth anything to a human? She found herself wishing she could go back to ignorance, back to the mines, when Fred was her confidante and mentor, the man who’d shielded and shaped her from childhood, who stood in as a surrogate father in an environment that would’ve been content to devour her whole. She went back and forth in her mind as to whether she was being reasonable. Despite their recent difficulties, he’d almost always done nothing but help and heal her, so unless he’d made a very lengthy game out of showing her kindness with the end goal being some elaborate betrayal, she decided she was seriously overthinking the matter. He has his secrets, but then everyone does, don’t they? Just because I wouldn’t tell him everything about my former life doesn’t mean I hate him or want to deprive him, does it? Maybe his secrets mean something like that to him. Maybe they’re too painful to share and his way of expressing that is impossible for me to relate to. Seems plausible, at least for a creature that can’t die. I don’t even know how old he is. Probably older than I could imagine.

			They dodged trees and jutting roots, kicking dirt and mud and sticky fungi from their boots. On a few occasions, William got off the cargo mover to walk because he found the ride too bumpy. Fred had an easier time pushing one loaded cart and one heavy one, so he didn’t mind the change. Angel stared coldly into the distance, as if she was no longer there. Sasha engaged her every so often to make sure the presence hadn’t simply departed.

			“I don’t know what you think you’re going to do to me, but it won’t work,” the possessed woman promised.

			“We’ll see about that,” was all Sasha had to say about it.

			She brushed her fingertips over each of the trees they moved past, uncertain if she wanted to let the open space into her head. Childhood was only distant memories now. Running through her father’s fields existed more as an impression than something real that she experienced. The bulk of her reality was confined to that mine on Actis, cramped and hot and dusty and sweaty and repetitive. She could run down the horizontal shafts there, but she knew it wasn’t the same. Nor was the moon that held the depot they raided. There, she wore a pressure suit, and a barren, nondescript surface didn’t offer the same feel as an honest planet filled with life. The trees went on for as far as she could see and in her mind she imagined they kept going forever. She could walk and walk and walk and never reach the end, only more and different trees. She thought about just staying here, whether they found the Totality or not. What if I gave the launch fob to Fred and told him to go? I could disappear into the woods and never bother with any of this again. I wonder if William would understand. I wonder if his world has places like this. I know mine did, and I miss them. I can’t remember them properly anymore, but I miss them. This feels like coming home, she finally realized. She imagined walking just a little farther and coming to another clearing and seeing her father’s house, the one where she grew up, where the fat man from the city came around every month asking for his due, working the farm once her father’s age and toil had riddled him with arthritis, keeping it going for him, for her mother that she couldn’t remember, and because that land was theirs and they’d made it their home and no one was going to take it away. Not the fat man from the city, not the Totality, not the Order, no one. She would come out of the forest and he’d be standing there as if nothing had ever happened, as if the Totality never came that night and razed her planet to the ground, never captured her and tore away her identity, never scarred her with their sign of ownership, never sent her into the mines to die anonymous and denied of dignity.

			Instead, she was there with her father, and he smiled at her and told her he was proud.

			Reality offered her a much less comforting view on the world. They were stopped abruptly by several bodies moving swiftly to surround them, unclothed, skin dusted with dirt and bits of plant debris, some with mud caked on their faces so she could most easily notice their eyes—fierce, white eyes with irises that, no matter their color, seemed somehow brighter than they should have been—and lips arranged in straight lines that betrayed no emotion except suspicion.

			One of them—a woman who looked somewhat younger than Sasha—stepped forward with her hands in a defensive posture, muscles taut and eyes fixed directly on her. She stared straight into Sasha’s eyes, as if sizing her up, and when she spoke, she made a statement Sasha could only think of as laughably obvious.

			“You’re not supposed to be here.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			The Other Totality

			Technically speaking, it was an ambush. The people that surrounded them didn’t appear armed, but Sasha wasn’t going to take the chance that they had weapons of a sort she couldn’t see. I’ve seen what Totality can do.

			“Explain yourselves,” the woman standing closest to Sasha demanded, eyes cold and fierce.

			“We came here looking for Arkady’s people. The Totality who broke away from Cylence. Is that you?”

			“Maybe,” the woman said, cocking an eyebrow. “What do you want?”

			“We need help.” Sasha motioned toward the cargo mover to which Angel was restrained. “Our friend’s been taken over by a Totality… being. We’re hoping you can help us.”

			“What would we help you do?”

			Sasha thought it should have been obvious. She searched for a good euphemism. “Make it leave?”

			The woman laughed. “Good luck. No one’s ever come to us with a problem like that before.”

			“No one ever comes to us at all,” one of the men chuckled behind her.

			“True.” She put her eyes on Fred and squinted. “You’re a weird one. What are you?”

			“A troll,” Fred said, his tone of voice almost proud.

			“Weird. You smell old.”

			Sasha wondered if that was meant literally.

			“I am not in the springtime of my life, that much is certain,” he agreed.

			“The what-time?” she giggled. “Weird. You’re all definitely weird.” She stepped over toward William and gave him a good up-and-down with her eyes. “You’re weird, too. Arkady will be interested.”

			William smirked. “What does that mean?”

			“Well,” Fred began, “It sounds as though Arkady is still alive. In which case, he can vouch for us.”

			The woman turned to him again. “Oh? You know him?”

			“Yes,” Fred acknowledged. “Personally. We were friends.”

			“Just when I thought this place was getting boring,” the woman laughed. “Arkady’s old friends show up! Sure, let’s get you back to the village.” She started off in another direction and, with the rest of her crew continuing to form a circle around Sasha, William, Fred, and Angel, the three humans and the troll had no choice but to follow her lead. Sasha looked at the device strapped to her wrist. They weren’t going north anymore—it was an easterly direction now. That didn’t seem right.

			“This isn’t the way to the settlement,” Sasha announced.

			“You hear that?” the woman in the lead taunted, not breaking her pace or turning around. “Human girl thinks we don’t know where we live.”

			“You think we’d leave our homes out in the open like that?” another mocked. “We’re not stupid. Arkady’s told us all about Cylence. One day, he’s probably going to come here in force and wipe us out. Surprised he hasn’t tried already, except he might know it’s harder than it would seem.”

			“Decoys,” the lead woman explained. “We live over this way, where you can’t pick us up from orbit.”

			“Right, should we let them walk freely?” one of them wondered.

			The leader stopped and sighed, then spun around. “Fine. Cover their eyes.”

			“With what?” a red-headed girl giggled.

			“I don’t know! Tear off pieces of their clothes.” She moved her eyes along Sasha’s body. “You’re all wearing way too much for this planet as it is.”

			Sasha held out her arms as one of them forcefully ripped her sleeves, fashioning the remnants into blindfolds.

			Sasha didn’t resist as the fabric was tied around her eyes, blocking out her vision. She was then led to the same cargo mover that held William, and the two of them were made to sit side-by-side. Fred, she assumed, was crammed onto the one with Angel, somehow. When the cargo movers again came to motion, they accelerated so gently Sasha thought it impossible that a person was pushing them. She strongly suspected they were using their Totality magic—whatever it was—to move them along.

			If any changes in direction came, they were so subtle she couldn’t sense them. They could have gone anywhere. She paid attention to the sounds of the forest, but they didn’t vary much: the crunching of sticks and leaves, the strange calls of different animals, the rustling of the breeze. Eventually, a voice came through her earpiece. “This is Meren, checking in. How’s your team doing?”

			Dammit, not now, she thought.

			She felt the cargo mover come to a stop, followed by a lot of footsteps moving closer. Fingers touched her ear, then reached in and snatched the earpiece. “Nice bit of technology,” the woman in charge said. “We’ll have to shut that off for now,” she sighed.

			“If we don’t check in with our ship, they’ll come looking for us,” Sasha pointed out. “You’ll have more intruders on your hands.”

			Reluctantly, their captor handed back the communicator. She put a stern gaze on Sasha. “Check in, but make it quick. If you do anything suspicious—warn them, talk in code, anything that I don’t like—you’ll die right here.”

			Sasha nodded and accepted those terms. She activated the earpiece. “Everything’s fine here, Meren. Just busy gathering plants. We’ll check in again later.” She pulled the earpiece out and handed it back to the other woman. The homing device on her wrist was seized, as well.

			They proceeded again.

			After Sasha lost track of time, she began to hear falling water, and the sound of it echoed in a way that a forest canopy was incapable of producing. It reverberated as if in a hollow space. Caves? she guessed. The bits of light that crept in from the bottom of her blindfold, where it didn’t quite rest flush against her face, grew darker and darker, which helped confirm her suspicions. Soon, it was deep black, and not long after she again detected the cargo mover coming to a halt.

			“We’re here,” it was announced.

			The blindfolds were removed and they were permitted to stand and look around. Sasha found herself impressed by the sights before her. She’d been correct about the caves, but only to a point. They were in a deep ravine, narrow at the top, that gradually widened as it got deeper. She saw structures carved into the stone walls, lights flickering through excavated windows. Water poured in from above, landing in a black pool far below. The width of the chasm was crossed by several bridges made of hewn rope and planks of wood. Sasha imagined that the woman was right: detecting activity down here would’ve been difficult or impossible from an orbital vantage point. Nothing artificial was visible from above. She started to count and quickly determined there must have been dozens if not hundreds of houses carved into the sides of the ravine, stretching far into the distance. She suspected it all went on for several kilometers, and if tunnels had been dug out perpendicular to the ravine itself, there was no telling the extent of their quasi-underground city. When she turned to look behind them, she saw they’d entered by way of another tunnel, probably via a cave that looked completely natural and unassuming from the entrance.

			Wooden posts with more rope served as a railing around the ledge in front of them, and to pass beyond that would take one straight down into the black waters below. Maybe there are fish down there, she speculated to herself. Maybe that’s part of what they eat. She wanted to learn more about them, despite herself, and despite her feelings toward the Totality in general. These people had been rude to her, but not unkind thus far—not brutal and inhumane, as she expected from Totality.

			They were left under guard for a time as the lead woman and a few others broke off to presumably speak with Arkady or whoever acted in his stead at the moment. “Nice place,” William commented, taking it all in. “Clean air, clean water. Not sure I’d like living underground, but the rest is nice enough.”

			“You could never convince me to live underground again,” Sasha said bitterly. She appreciated the beams of sunlight that shone down from above the ravine, but she couldn’t shake the idea that a Totality overlord lurked nearby to punish her for slacking off.

			Fred offered no thoughts on the locale, himself. Sasha watched him stare thoughtfully down the ravine, as if he hoped to see to the other end of it.

			Their lead captor returned shortly with another fellow, a man of generous size and a wide gait, hairy from head to toe, with brown locks flowing from the top of his head tied back into several long strands. His face wore a dark beard that he obviously didn’t let grow wild—it was trimmed enough that its maintenance was evident to Sasha. His nose was wide and flat, his eyes white and round, and his broad smile made Sasha feel strangely at ease. He wasn’t her friend. She had no reason to believe he would be. Ultimately, she planned to destroy this place, if she got the opportunity. And yet, seeing this man approach lowered her defenses. She struggled to find an explanation.

			“Fred!” he roared in a less friendly tone than Sasha would have expected. He slowly wrapped his arms around the old troll and patted him hard on the back. Sasha sensed something forced, even comical about it, once she realized that this man wasn’t much taller than her, and she wasn’t exactly a towering figure, herself. What he lacked in height he made up for in girth, though, so she was left with the mental image of this short man’s body virtually swallowing up Fred’s lower half. He then pulled back and gave a courteous bow, still giving Fred a curiously skeptical eye.

			“It has been a long time,” Fred said, offering a genial smile in return, after they’d separated.

			“I never expected to see you again,” he said. His body jolting as if in realization, he moved toward Sasha. “Greetings! I’m Arkady.” He put his arms out, ready to embrace her as he had Fred.

			She shook her head in the negative, raising her hands slightly in case he didn’t get the hint. “It’s nice to meet you but you don’t need to hug me,” she deferred. In truth, she was more than a little bothered by his nudity, or at least the prospect of this fat, naked man pressing his body against hers. His presence was disarming but not that much so.

			He frowned at the rejection but quickly shrugged it off. “As you wish. No one is coerced around here.” He stared at her forehead momentarily, scrutinizing. “A slave, I see. I didn’t expect to see any more of you make it here.”

			“Any more?“ she emphasized, eyes wider. “There are others?”

			“Well, not since we first came,” he clarified. “I didn’t think more would ever come.” He looked to the woman who’d led them here. “You could have told me they were slaves, Elena! You should have been kinder to them. Treated them like common rabble, didn’t you?”

			“I was as gracious as trespassers warrant,” she protested, then stuck out her tongue in defiance.

			Arkady rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Children. This is what I get for letting children lead patrols. I apologize if she handled you roughly.”

			“She was fine,” Sasha said honestly. “As Totality go, she’s already shown herself to be less terrible than all the other ones I’ve met.”

			He nodded as if in understanding. “Cylence’s brood are a cruel lot, aren’t they? But that’s not why you’ve come here, is it?” He stepped toward Angel and knelt next to her. “You came about this one.” He gazed into her eyes, moving his head slowly around hers, like a planet orbiting a sun. “Yes, I see. Tell me your name, child.”

			She spat in his face.

			“You’re not the first person she’s done that to,” William noted. “She already killed a man, too.”

			Arkady wiped the saliva from his face with one hand, then dragged it along the dirt to “clean” it. “That was unnecessary,” he said softly. “I can help you.”

			“You can let me go,” Angel countered.

			“And where would you go?”

			“Anywhere.”

			“But you’re an infant at this stage. You don’t know who you are, what you are. What you can do. What you could be. I sense that much. You’re lashing out because you’re frightened, and angry that you don’t understand what’s happening to you. But I’ve been like you. I remember when I came into this body, terrified and confused. It was a much smaller body then,” he chuckled, “but it’s mine nonetheless. Or as much mine as it could ever be,” he then admitted.

			Sasha hoped to confront him about that at some point, after he’d done what they came here for. The more I can learn about them, the better. Maybe he can tell me something that will help us beat Cylence and the rest of the Totality. “We want to know if you can get the Totality out of her,” Sasha said bluntly.

			From his crouched position, he turned and looked up at her, his face not hiding disappointment. “Nothing is that simple,” he warned. “And in this case, less simple than usual.”

			“Because she’s a woman?” Sasha guessed.

			“Indeed. She was an, ah, ‘normal’ human before? She wasn’t born this way?”

			“Born this way?” What does that mean?? “Yes, she was as normal as any of us. She just went crazy. Killed her lover and started ranting and trying to escape from us.”

			“Hmm,” he vibrated. “I’ll need some time with her. Let’s get her unstrapped from this thing. There’s no need for restraints here.”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” William protested. “Like Sasha said, she did kill someone, and she’d probably do it again.”

			Elena helped unfasten the straps that held Angel to the cargo mover, letting the woman stand up. Angel spun, arms bent, looking for an exit, and the moment she started to dart away, her body froze in place. Panic crossed her face and she made pained noises.

			Sasha wasn’t sure what was happening. “What’s wrong with her?”

			“As I said,” Arkady began, “The restraints are unnecessary.” He moved to position himself in front of Angel and spoke to her. “Now, if you’ll accompany me to my chamber, we have some things to discuss.” To the rest: “You are free to enjoy our hospitality for as long as you’re here. The dinner horn will sound soon. Elena can show you to the dining hall at that time. I hope to see you then,” he finished with a smile, then led Angel by the arm into one of the openings in the ravine walls that, Sasha assumed, led into Arkady’s own residence.

			Sasha noticed Elena rolling her eyes at being made responsible for this band of interlopers. She strolled toward the railing that overlooked the great pool down below and leaned on one of the posts as William was doing.

			“You have to admit, it seems nice and peaceful here,” William said, clearly awed by his surroundings.

			Sasha tried to be positive, at least for his sake. “It has its charms,” she admitted. She looked over at Fred. “Is Arkady much different from how you remember?”

			He shrugged. “Everyone changes. He was certainly thinner before. However, he has not aged at all. What I noticed most is how calm he is. He used to be quite agitated and fretful.”

			“Fighting other Totality will do that,” Elena said scornfully.

			“Were you there during the schism?” Fred asked her.

			She shook her head. “No, I was born here. He tells us all the story when we’re children, though, so we never forget.”

			“About that,” William continued, staring down at the dark water for a moment before turning his body and eyes in Elena’s direction again. “How does this whole ‘having children’ thing work for you? I thought you were all Totality here.”

			“Originally, there were Totality and some slaves,” Fred corrected. “I had assumed all the slaves would’ve died by now. Obviously, this would mean a very lonely existence for the Totality here.”

			“Arkady didn’t let that happen,” Elena explained. “He and the other Totality had children with some of the former slaves.” Her emphasis on the word “former” was obviously intended to do away with any questions of consent, but Sasha didn’t so easily accept that. “That’s why you see people of all ages here.”

			That much was true. Sasha noted young children, adolescents, nascent adults, more established ones, middle-aged people, and even a few elderly. She wondered which were Totality and which weren’t, and whether such a distinction even mattered in this situation. She had to ask. “What’s the point of Totality having children in the first place? It’s an entity occupying another person’s body. Why would a Totality ever consider that his child?”

			“That’s a question better left for Arkady,” Elena said, frowning. “He loves talking about things like that.”

			“Oh, that should be fun,” William quipped.

			So, Sasha saved her questions for after the blaring of the dinner horn, which came soon after. It had a low tone that vibrated every stony surface within their ravine village. Sasha imagined that made it useful for attracting people who might not so much hear it as feel it in the floor and walls.

			Elena led Fred, Sasha, and William down a corridor to their right. The way was lit by occasional glows emanating from evenly-spaced recesses on either side of the wall. Sasha peeked into one of them and realized it was some kind of stone. It gave off a blue-green haze that at least made it possible to see, even if it didn’t light things up enough to be sure who was in front of you. After a dozen or so of these lights, the hallway cut left and opened up into a large, hollow chamber with a high ceiling. Suspended by ropes were three chandeliers, each lit not by candles but by more of those same rocks. I wonder where they come from and why they glow.

			Below the chandeliers sat a long wooden table, unmistakably carved by hand from local timber, held upright by posts worked to resemble tree trunks and surface roots—or were they actually tree trunks and roots?—positioned along the centerline of the table just far enough apart to keep it stable with the minimum number of supports. Similarly hand-whittled chairs surrounded the table, no less than forty of them. Sasha saw that no chairs were placed exactly at the ends of the table. For one thing, it was too wide, shaped with just enough of an oval that the idea of one person occupying the short nub would be a ludicrous waste of space. Instead, the ends were big enough for three seats each. While Sasha assumed that Arkady always took up one of those chairs, it wouldn’t have surprised her if he chose a different one every night. He seems like that kind of creature.

			She took a seat on one of the long sides, with William slotting himself in to her right and Fred completing the flank. She wished they wouldn’t crowd her but it seemed petty to argue, especially in front of Elena, whom Sasha didn’t think liked them very much. I wouldn’t like having a bunch of Totality come to my house for dinner, either. If I had one.

			Other people started to file in, and there was nothing consistent about their ages or appearance. A parade of ages, skin tones, and body shapes flowed through the room, their every hair, pimple, wrinkle, and fold visible. Though she was fully clothed, it was Sasha who felt naked in their presence. She wondered how they came to have such a custom. She whispered to Fred, “Were they always like this?”

			“You mean the nudity?” he sought to clarify.

			“Yeah.”

			He turned up a corner of his lip, eyes transfixed on the human mosaic milling about the table. “No. He always hated the Totality uniforms, but I did not think he would become a nudist. He has become somewhat… stranger since I knew him.”

			That must be an understatement. She watched as food began to fill the table, finally realizing that all the movement of the people who’d entered wasn’t just for show. Clay bowls and plates slid in a choreographed fashion toward the center of the table, and Sasha stood up slightly and leaned over in an attempt to see just what their food consisted of. She didn’t know what the items were, exactly, only that they were colorful, floral, and glistening with moisture. Some had steam rising from them, evidence of recent cooking, and others items were provided in the raw. Plate after plate after bowl after bowl landed on the table, brought by adults and children alike, all of whom smiled and danced their way around the room as if this was the highlight of their day. Maybe it is. Meal time must be a lot more enjoyable if this food tastes as good as it looks. She thought about the reclaimed protein meal the Totality fed them on Actis, its range of flavors being “bland” to “awful” and always coming in the same texture, that vaguely liquid consistency with just enough semi-solid chunks in it to suggest it was intended as food and not a drink, a psychological trick to make one feel full after so many spoonsful.

			Arkady and Angel came in at some point, and Sasha failed to notice until the two of them sat directly across from her. She could barely see them over the piles of food, but she imagined that problem would soon solve itself. Arkady raised an arm in her direction. “Don’t hesitate to dig in!” he urged.

			She looked down the table to her left, then right. No one else was eating yet. “Are you sure you want us to start?”

			“You’re our guests. It’s tradition,” he assured her, smiling expectantly.

			“There’s no such tradition,” Elena muttered just loud enough for Sasha to hear her from across the table.

			Arkady sighed. “If I say it’s tradition, then it is! Let the woman eat.”

			A spark of self-preservation hit Sasha then, and it made her hesitate. What if it’s…

			“…poisoned?” Arkady finished her thought aloud. “If I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t have to do anything so indirect. But if it’s peace of mind you want, allow me to provide it.” He reached over and grabbed something roughly spherical from one of the bowls, an item that was red with green spots or the other way around—it was hard to tell. Arkady bit into it with a loud crunch, and his chewing wasn’t all that quiet. The fleshy-looking inside was pink and, based on Arkady’s expression, Sasha imagined it was delicious. “Even if I did have something poisoned, can you imagine how much it would take to make all this food lethal to you?” He tapped the side of his head. “Think it through.”

			She felt foolish for her paranoia, but these were Totality, after all—at least some of them were. Still, Arkady was right. He could’ve killed her in myriad other ways by now, and he hadn’t. She went for one of the bowls, not the closest one to her, but a few places away. These things were round, orange-colored slices with a hole in the middle. She hooked her finger through a hole and snagged one, bringing it to her lips. Sweet juices already dripped from it, going down her chin before she’d managed to take a bite. When she did, she thought her mouth was going to explode from the sudden salivary reaction it provoked. Her cheeks hurt from the intense, abrupt sweetness, and a tart aftertaste made the whole experience more complicated than she anticipated. She lost herself in the sensations for a moment before realizing there were a good forty or fifty people watching her right then. She immediately stiffened and reconstituted her composure, eating the slice of fruit with a sort of detached satisfaction, though deep down she was thinking about how she’d like to eat these for the rest of her life.

			Everyone else quickly joined in the feast, eating with their hands, reaching across the table and grabbing whatever they wanted, spitting seeds onto the table or floor (whichever they preferred), juices dripping wherever they may, wiped onto hands and arms. She noticed some people kissing and becoming vigorously physical with one another, and she felt a pang of offense. She wasn’t certain why, at first, but began to suspect it was jealousy at having been denied such luxuries while enslaved by the Totality. But that’s no reason to be resentful toward any of these creatures, is it?

			Once the pile of food had diminished somewhat and Sasha and Arkady could see each other adequately, he spoke up. “Elena tells me you have some questions.”

			She nodded. “There might be a lot of them.”

			He grinned. “I have the time. Would you like me to pluck them from your busy mind?”

			Right. That thing he did before. “No, I’d appreciate it if you stayed out of my head. How do you even do that?”

			“How do you blink? How do you breathe? How do you know the way to shape your mouth and vibrate your vocal cords and position your tongue to speak the words you wish to utter? Part of it is natural aptitude. The other part is learning, practice, and training until no deliberate thought is required. The things you say to yourself buzz through my mind like insects and I can’t help but hear them.”

			Terror. How much has he heard? She didn’t think at all about how she was debating whether to kill them. She thought very hard about not thinking of that. She also thought very hard about how in the fuck did Fred not tell me Arkady is a mind-reader?

			Arkady answered. “He didn’t know. I didn’t know, at the time. I only understood after a great deal of confusion and exploration. And, in case you are still worried about your safety, let me stress again that I will not harm you.”

			She didn’t know how he could be aware of her thoughts yet feel no animosity. She was afraid to mention it aloud. She decided to move on to other questions and hope they’d both forget. “You have children here. Elena said something about you Totality having kids with your own slaves?”

			“They weren’t our slaves,” he said, his tone slightly less genial. “They had previously been enslaved by the Totality, but we freed them and took them as our wards. Cylence intended them to appease us, to serve us. Instead, we told them they could do as they wished. They decided to accompany us here.”

			“And you’ve had children with them,” she added.

			“Indeed. I promise you it’s no different from how the rest of you humans do it. In terms of the physical acts involved, that is.”

			That got William’s attention. “Is some part of it different, then?”

			Arkady took a deep breath, releasing it slowly and audibly. “I’m uncertain if you could understand, with what little you know of us.”

			“We’re willing to listen,” Sasha promised, almost as a challenge.

			“What do you truly know about the Totality?” he posed to her.

			You can easily poke around in my mind to figure that out, can’t you? Or do you just want to make a show in front of the rest of your people? “You take human bodies. You steal them. You suppress or destroy or eliminate the person already inhabiting that body. And then you go around destroying our homes and enslaving us. Is that close enough?” She saw little reason to hide how she really felt, given Arkady’s ability to sense it already.

			“From a certain point of view,” he acknowledged. “But we all have our own perspectives, don’t we?”

			“If you mean that you don’t think you’re doing anything wrong, I suppose I can believe that,” she granted.

			“Here you’ve said ‘wrong.’ That is a subjective concept, isn’t it?”

			Not a semantic game. I hate those. “I think reasonable people would agree that mass murder and slavery are wrong, don’t you?”

			“And what is the expulsion of Totality from every human body but a genocide? What is our complete deference to the will of humans but slavery?”

			That’s nonsense. “They’re our bodies. You have no right to take them. Right now, what are you doing? You’re holding on to a body that once belonged to someone else. How do you feel about the person whose mind you’ve destroyed? How do you think he feels about what you’ve done?”

			“Well, his name is Franz, and he’s made his peace with the situation. I didn’t come into his body intentionally, you know. None of us do. One moment, we are nothingness, and the next, we awaken in a physical form that feels both familiar and alien, and sense at the periphery of consciousness some other presence trying to scratch its way in. I eventually made friends with that presence. Franz lived with the woman he loved and their daughter in a small flat in a place once called Germany. He served drinks at a tavern, enjoyed making charcoal drawings, and was an avid swimmer. He loved his life up until the Cataclysm.”

			“The Cataclysm?” She wasn’t about to let a reference like that go unexplored.

			“Many things happened during the Cataclysm, and no one is entirely sure why. The most relevant to this discussion is that the Cataclysm was the genesis of the Totality. Before that, none of us had ever taken human form. Cylence was the first. I was not quite the second, but very close.” She thought he sounded almost boastful about that.

			“And Franz is just fine with you using his body all this time? I find that hard to believe.”

			“I am in no way trying to generalize what it is like for all Totality. Others likely oppress and crush their host personalities. I am only saying that I have come to an agreement with mine, and I’ve always encouraged my comrades to do the same. Franz’s family didn’t survive the Cataclysm and, when I entered his body, he was despondent and considering suicide. The world was in turmoil and he’d lost everything that mattered to him. What I have done for him is cordon off part of the mind we share as his personal playground. He can do anything he wants there, and he’s built a life he enjoys again. He’s built numerous lives, in fact. Any time he wants, he can start over with something else—a new family, a new home, a new world, a new set of possibilities and opportunities. It is my way of sharing immortality with him.”

			“So, you do live forever, somehow.” Is that how it works for Fred, too?

			Arkady turned up an eyebrow, most likely at Sasha’s previous thought, but did not comment on it. “That’s one aspect we know less about than we’d like. A human body, when occupied by one of our kind, stops aging. We can be killed, of course, but we will not die of old age or sickness. The union of human and Totality prevents this, somehow.”

			“But he’ll still never get to experience life—real life—again. You’ve taken that away. You’re saying that an eternity of fantasy is at least as good as a mortal life in reality. What gives you the right to make that decision? What gives you the right to even force that choice on him?”

			Arkady tried to turn the question around. “What gives you the right to exist? What gives any life the right to exist? Life itself makes irrevocable changes to the universe around it. It is iterative feedback against the laws of thermodynamics. There is no life that does not come at the expense of other life, or matter and energy. Other lives are snuffed out, other pieces of the universe are changed forever. That’s what it means to be alive. Every breath you take contributes to the eventual heat death of the universe. Every life hastens the final extinguishment of all that is. How do you justify that?”

			“That’s not a fair question,” she protested. “I didn’t choose to be born, and I shouldn’t have to choose suicide to be within your boundaries of justice, or whatever you’re trying to set here.”

			William took that moment to involve himself in the discussion again. “I agree with Sasha. You’re playing word games over whether it’s okay for you to take someone’s body from them. I don’t have to take anyone else’s body in order to live. Neither does Sasha. But you do. In order to exist, you have to occupy the body of a living, breathing person who already exists. It’s fundamentally different.”

			“You say it is fundamentally different, but life is life,” Arkady claimed. He snatched a slice of purple fruit from the table before him and held it up for them to see. “This is alive. Right now, chemical processes are transpiring within this fruit which we call life. When I chew and swallow it, everything we associate with life in this piece of matter will be gone. It will be inert. Nothing but water, nutrients, and waste products. Everything you’ve eaten here represents the taking of other lives. If you consider consciousness your dividing line between ethical killing and unethical killing, is that not arbitrary? You identify beings that experience consciousness in a manner you can relate to as worthy of self-determination and survival, which conveniently places you above all other life forms. I am challenging that assumption.”

			“But your challenge is convenient for you,” Sasha pointed out. “If all life is the same, and all life depends on the destruction of other life, then you can say that your existence is actually a kind of mercy, because you aren’t ‘killing’ Franz, you’re just suppressing him.”

			He smiled at her as if very, very pleased by her connection of the dots. “I believe you understand, then.”

			Sasha, though, didn’t smile. Quite the opposite. “I understand your perspective. I don’t agree with it.”

			“Well, consider this. Long before complex life existed on Earth—the homeworld of all humans—there was only life made of single cells. Individual cells can be very good at what they do, but only that limited repertoire. Imagine, if you will, two ancient bacteria. One is very good at using oxygen to extract energy from sugar, but is extremely fragile. It dies easily in anything but the most ideal environment. Another bacterium is a poor oxygen processor but quite hardy. It can live almost anywhere. Its metabolism is slow and inefficient, but it is a good survivor. Imagine these two bacteria meet, and the latter engulfs the former. Perhaps the one doing the engulfing fancies itself a meal, and expects to digest the other cell it has absorbed. Instead, however, it discovers that any sugars it consumes now break down much more efficiently—a gift of the smaller bacterium. They develop a symbiotic relationship. They are better off together than apart. This fusion happens hundreds, thousands, millions of times, and becomes inextricably linked with the fates of both bacterial strains. They each evolve to better suit the other, and in time they cannot survive apart. Thus we have the foundation of all animal cells: the eukaryote, peppered with mitochondria who vaguely resemble their ancient ancestors. Could either have known that their chance encounter would change the course of evolution? Certainly not. And yet, without this fateful accident, none of us would be here.”

			“That’s a terrible analogy,” Sasha scoffed. “I didn’t even understand half of that. You’re just trying to confuse me.”

			“I apologize that your education has been so neglected.”

			She sensed he was sincere, yet she felt too angry not to snap back at him. “You can thank your Totality brethren for annihilating my planet and enslaving me. They didn’t see much use in educating me beyond how to work a plasma-blade.”

			Everyone else around the table had been observing their conversation intently, and Sasha knew she likely didn’t come off well to them. She was hostile and combative when Arkady used a soft voice and a patient demeanor. She disliked that kind of manipulation—the way he could invoke pacifying tones while uttering the language of mass murder and human misery. Fred talked like Arkady was different but he’s not. He’ll justify anything he has to in order to survive. He makes it sound fair and ethical and kind and just but it’s none of those things. It’s self-serving. It’s always self-serving.

			Arkady sighed, no doubt monitoring her internal monologue, as much as she hated him doing that. “I am very sorry that our discussion has caused you so much angst.”

			There was that sincerity again. It infuriated her. She couldn’t read his mind and know if he really meant it. Maybe he’s just a great liar. Fred said he was able to convince a lot of Totality to join him. That’s probably how he did it. And there’s whatever he’s doing to control Angel. It must be connected.

			“For what it’s worth,” he continued, “I appreciate the strength of your convictions. We may never see eye-to-eye but I respect you.”

			She bristled. The last thing in the entire universe I want is the respect of a Totality.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			Electronic Mazes

			Devon had already wasted two days. Well, not “wasted,” exactly, but he’d spent a good portion of his work day at SINAI Systems combing through documents on the company intranet while trying not to look too suspicious about it. It didn’t help that he didn’t know what he was searching for, only that it would have to be something out of the ordinary—something he didn’t know SINAI was into, or something that they shouldn’t be into.

			His scans turned up plenty of documentation: project specifications, estimates, work orders, invoices, programming references, and other miscellany. None of it gave him what he needed, or what he assumed the man with all the stories about werewolves and fantasy dimensions was looking for. It frustrated him. He was normally very good at his job. He could code his away around damn near anything, no matter how short the deadline. He got a rush from it, too, that sense of accomplishment, especially when he did something his bosses or coworkers assumed was impossible or at least very unlikely. He’d knock it out in no time flat, and it’d be good stuff. He didn’t consider himself a rock star, as the best of the best might, but he knew he was pretty good.

			This? This, he wasn’t good at.

			His lucky break came on Wednesday morning, when a new project was assigned to him. Management wanted to shave off a few nanoseconds in the corporate messaging system so they could use it as a selling point to other companies. In order to work on this, Devon needed data—lots of data. SINAI, of course, had plenty to play with: most traffic on the ‘net passed through a piece of SINAI hardware somewhere along the way. He didn’t need all that, though. He just needed what was passed around internally. In particular, he hoped he could get his hands on corporate-level communications. Those were normally off-limits for a plebe like him, but he had a feeling he could sweet talk his way into some of it.

			What the man said before was right: getting hold of a C-level executive for SINAI was like looking for a good meal at Denny’s. Secretaries, on the other hand, were easier to reach. He remembered Irene Wexler, who sat next to him a few times in that Mythologies of the Ancient World course during their college days. He also remembered they never spoke much. There was brief, awkward flirting, and he was reasonably certain they’d shared notes a time or two. But it was a hook, and that was all he needed. Irene Wexler was the CTO’s personal assistant.

			He picked up his headset and tapped the spot on his screen that initiated the call.

			“Brown’s office,” she stated, almost with a sigh.

			“Hey, Irene. This is Devon Engels. Remember me?”

			Her tone of voice immediately improved. “Devon! Hi. How’ve you been? Aren’t you over in R&D? Do they ever let you guys out into the sun?”

			“Oh, very funny. Look, I’ve got this new project I need to do, and I gotta have some test data for it. I have access to most things around here, like communications records. But I need to eke out a few more nanoseconds in the messaging protocol, especially high-priority messages. I didn’t want to bother Mr. Brown about it personally, you know? So, I’m asking you. Would you be able to give me permissions on his internal messaging archive? I just need to be able to make a copy so I can test it using his credentials. Internal data is fine—I don’t need anything from his personal account.”

			She paused for a moment, probably absorbing his request. “Sure, I think I can do that. Do you have a project number for this, in case he asks? I mean, he never does, but I just know the one time I don’t ask for it, he’s going to come over and be like, ‘Irene! Why was someone else in my messages?’ and I’ll have to fumble for an explanation because, you know me, I can’t remember anything if I haven’t put it down somewhere.”

			I didn’t know that, but that’s good to know. “It’s project number 885917.”

			“Okay, give me a few minutes. You should get a message when it’s unlocked and available to you. Let me know when you’re done so I can lock it up again. Don’t want to leave this open any longer than we have to, right?”

			“Good idea,” he agreed. All I need is a copy, anyway. If I need to get in there again, hopefully Irene will oblige me. “Hey, one more question, if you have a minute.”

			“I’m not going anywhere.” He imagined her smiling on the other end. Why didn’t I talk to her more back then? Oh well.

			“You ever see Mr. Brown in person? Has he ever come talked to you, or taken you to lunch, or anything?”

			“Of course. I see him a couple times a week.”

			That was too fast. I wonder… “Think about it a little more. Do you have conversations, face-to-face? Have you sat down and talked to him about anything, ever? What does he look like? And I don’t mean the picture of him they put on the break room walls.”

			It took her longer to answer this time. “You know, now that I think about it, I don’t think we’ve ever had a face-to-face conversation. I’ve seen him walk past me into his office, I’m pretty sure, but I can’t remember what he looks like other than his black suit and thinning white hair. I’m not even sure about that.”

			“But he calls you?”

			“Sure, when he wants his messages or to send me out to do something.”

			“Is there anything unusual about his voice?”

			“Devon, what is this about? You’re being weird.”

			He let off an awkward chuckle. “You’re right, I am being weird. I’m just messing with you, to be honest. But let me know about that file, okay?”

			“I will. Thanks for calling! You should call more often,” she suggested.

			Yeah, assuming I’m even alive next week. “I’ll do that.” He ended the communication and waited nervously, thinking of all the things that could go wrong. What if Mr. Brown really is some kind of weird creature and he already knows what I’m up to? I could be dead before I hit the floor. I’d never know what hit me. Who knows what he’s capable of? Ugh, I’m going to die, aren’t I? Killed by some freak from another world, or whatever.

			The worrying was for nothing, though, as he got a message from Irene a few minutes later. Inside was a reference to Mr. Brown’s message archive. He opened it up, pulled down a copy to his workstation, and made certain to push another to his portable drive—one of those fingernail-sized chips that could hold massive amounts of data. He figured he could pore over it with more privacy at home, and if something happened and he wasn’t allowed to return to the office (a good possibility if Mr. Brown figured out what he’d done), at least he’d be able to continue digging for that strange man. Devon felt more than a little weird—guilty?—about stealing an executive’s data, even if he had a modestly plausible justification for it. If he presses me on it, I’m going to have a hard time lying, he knew. He wished Irene worked for one of the other executives rather than the CTO. He imagined Mr. Brown was a fairly technical individual, and at a minimum Devon might get chewed out for taking such a brute force approach to his project. He envisioned Brown calling him and berating him. “What are we paying you for, grunt work? We’re paying you to optimize our algorithms so we’re the best—the fastest—in the business! You shouldn’t need huge volumes of my company communications for that! Pathetic. What makes you think you deserve to work at SINAI if this is all you’re capable of?” It was the kind of talk he’d read about people getting at other companies when they drew too much attention to themselves, CEOs who became famous for firing people after a chance encounter in the elevator, or the parking lot, because he or she didn’t like how you dressed, or smelled, or looked at them, or what tone of voice you used—maybe too deferential, or not deferential enough, and you never knew which one it was supposed until it was too late.

			Devon was hyperventilating by now, driving himself to hypertensive paranoia over the stolen-but-not-really message archives. He sent a message back to Irene that he was done copying, then set about scanning his bounty. He decided to look for anything talking about “special projects,” as he’d done fruitlessly against the more public records. He surmised that anything “special” wouldn’t be available to everyone else, but surely the C-level folks would speak freely to one another about such things.

			He watched the minutes tick by on his computer display as the scan sifted through years and years of Mr. Brown’s messages—the man had been at SINAI since something like the mid 2050s—and suddenly, a bunch of listings popped up. The scan was ongoing but it had found enough to report back to Devon. He peeked at the records, one by one. The first ones were quite old and not particularly relevant, projects that had been kept secret while being debated in the boardroom before being laid out more formally and assigned. Those projects had long since been developed and released. He poked at dozens of results like this, and soon it was hundreds, but the closer he got to the present, the more he saw vague messages about a “new project, top priority” and offhand references to something called “Mu.” Impatiently, he jumped to the top of the list—the most recent findings—and saw Mr. Brown asking Ms. Clarke, the head of their Seattle office, for “an update on Mu.” He tapped his fingers on the desk, hoping Ms. Clarke’s response would pop up in short order.

			He could hear his heartbeat in his ears as he opened the latest message from her, a response to Mr. Brown.

			Felix,

			I don’t need you hounding me about Mu every other

			week. I have a million things going on. You seem

			to think this is progressing much faster than it

			is. It’s delicate work. Very slow, very

			meticulous, very expensive. You want it sooner?

			Give me more money or more people. Preferably

			both.

			Here’s your status: ETA 60 more days for a live

			test. Software is nearly developed and hardware is

			functioning, if sometimes erratically. The company

			should have sprung for better equipment if they

			wanted this to work well right away. This is what

			happens when you try to do world-class work with

			bargain-basement tools.

			I have my doubts about the live test. But, we’ll

			have to see what happens with what we’ve got.

			Don’t bother asking for an accelerated timeline. I

			know you and the Chicago boys want this thing

			yesterday, but it’s not happening. The estimate

			stands, and I will point out it’s still two months

			less than what I gave you at the start.

			By the way, please fire whoever you assigned to

			procure the live test vessel. I’m not convinced

			this thing is seaworthy but I’m being told it can

			be made ready in time. You can look forward to

			budget overruns for that. There’s no point arguing

			with those unless you want Mu at the bottom of the

			ocean, in which case I’d be happy to see you

			follow it, along with my career.

			This little escapade had better work, or we’ll

			have wasted several years’ worth of R&D budget on

			a fantasy.

			But you already know that.

			Best,

			Julia Clarke, Director of Special Projects

			(Seattle)

			Devon wasn’t sure what he’d just read, but clearly Ms. Clarke was not in a good mood about it. That only intrigued him more. It also gave him something to search for, going forward. He decided he’d mark that correspondence for later review and get back to work, as much as he wanted to keep digging around in Mr. Brown’s files. He still had real work to do.

			Meghan already had dinner ready by the time he got home that evening. To be fair, it was Thai food she’d ordered—neither of them were especially good cooks, but they enjoyed trying different cuisines together. Thai remained one of their favorites, even if Devon himself didn’t care for anything that spicy. He never understood how Meghan could ask for her chicken rama “as spicy as possible” and not have her eyes water and her nose run while eating it. She smiled the whole time and gave off quiet moans of enjoyment that he sometimes envied. “You really enjoy that, don’t you?” he teased.

			“It’s so good, Devon. I wish you liked your food spicy. Even if it’s just pad Thai.”

			It was true, he always liked his as mild as he could get it. A dash of black pepper would get him sneezing, and if he detected any cayenne, he’d likely not even try it. Still, they enjoyed their dinner together, sitting across from one another at their little dining table, eating out of brown, biodegradable containers. The packaging alone added several dollars to the price, Devon knew, because anything needlessly disposable had a federally-imposed levy on it. He’d read about what was once called the “disposable society,” in which people got new cars every couple years, relied on dishes and utensils made of plastic, paper, and something called Styrofoam. All that waste built up, and perhaps more importantly, the energy involved in manufacturing and recycling it was substantial, and saving energy had become a civic responsibility over the past several decades. The planet used to be cooler, he learned in primary school, until centuries of unlocking prehistoric carbon dioxide changed the balance of the atmosphere and ran the planet a bit hotter. It still snowed in Chicago, obviously—even global climate change couldn’t kill the Lake Effect—but he understood that deserts had grown and gotten hotter, water supplies in marginal environments dried up, and there was plenty of starvation and misery out there that the world slowly grappled with. Water was strictly rationed in the southwestern United States after many decades of waste, and while artificial rivers were dug out both to put legions of unemployed people to work as well as restore lost water supplies, it ultimately didn’t do a lot of good since a river is only as good as the runoff that falls into its drainage basin. There simply wasn’t much of that anymore, with precipitation numbers down in most areas, a long negative trend that no one knew the end of.

			Sometimes Devon thought too much and too long about things like this and it depressed him. The world always had so many problems, and every one that was solved seemed to spawn three more. He was fortunate to work in a high-demand industry—so was Meghan, for that matter. If you were good with computing technology, you had bright prospects. Likewise if you could deal with the fast pace and high stakes of medicine. Education used to be one of those growth fields, too, but budget disparities had divided educators into two categories: the comfortable, content beneficiaries of wealthy regions, and the larger horde of teachers relegated to poorer areas, forced to contend with anemic budgets and unruly children. Getting one of those good jobs was as much luck as skill. On the other hand, legal fields continued to boom, as the seemingly endless parade of technological advancement opened up ever more opportunities for crime as well as litigation.

			Devon rarely paid much attention to any of that, but he understood that prisons used to be places where criminals were housed in sprawling facilities filled with barred cages, with violence, drug abuse, and even administrative corruption running rampant. The system became more civilized during his childhood, with powerful psychoactive drugs used to suppress criminal and antisocial impulses, implantable under the skin to deliver continuous doses over periods of many years so there was no risk of some lunatic going off his meds and slaughtering a nursing home full of helpless grandmothers. Once subdued and medicated, the criminals were housed in abandoned communities which they were charged with renovating and maintaining. Declining populations in many areas left vast numbers of homes—entire communities—empty and disused. State governments found they could save money and even raise property values by turning those abandoned communities into temporary prisons. Once a dilapidated town had been brought back up to spec, the state would begin selling the properties and hope to attract young, educated buyers. Many of them came in from places like China, India, the Middle East, and along the Mediterranean. The government didn’t care where they came from, as long as their money was good, and most money was better than American dollars anymore. That was part of why international travel never appealed much to Devon, though he figured even if he had the time and money, there wasn’t a lot out there that truly intrigued him. He preferred to spend his time buried in the guts of a network than poking around old buildings in Europe or Russia or something.

			Meghan had been talking about something for several minutes, and he only realized this when she asked him what he thought. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t paying attention,” he admitted. “What were you asking me about?”

			She sighed and used her fork to stir her chicken around in its spicy peanut sauce, looking down at it. “It doesn’t matter. I have to get to work in about an hour, so I guess I should take a shower soon.”

			“When will you be home?”

			“Late. Well, early? I’ll probably be off at five or six, so you’ll see me before you go to work.”

			He nodded and smiled. “We could have breakfast together.”

			She didn’t smile so much, and he couldn’t blame her. I’m being a complete heel. “I’m really sorry, Meghan,” he said with his shoulders drooping. “I’ve been busy and I have a lot on my mind. It has nothing to do with you. Things just haven’t been right since the accident.”

			“I thought that’s what you had the counselor and pills for?”

			“I stopped taking the pills. And I’m too busy to see my counselor this week.” He didn’t feel comfortable telling her why, of course.

			She gave him a disapproving stare. “Dev, I love you, but you can’t do this. Not to me. Not to yourself. You need help. You seem a little better—you aren’t freaking me out like you were—but you’re sitting here telling me things still aren’t right and yet you won’t take your meds or see your counselor? Did she tell you you could take this week off?”

			“It’s not like I asked. I just canceled this week’s session.”

			“But you didn’t ask me. You made these decisions without consulting me. Am I not important enough to bother talking to?”

			He could sense this exchange developing into an argument, and that would surely impact his ability to concentrate later. I need to get down into Mr. Brown’s files after Meghan goes to work. I’m not going to be able to pay attention if I’m all upset about a fight with her. I can’t deal with this right now. “Look, honey, I promise I just need this week, okay? I have a big new project at work and I’m trying to do that without being fogged by the tranquilizers. I’ll start everything up against next week. Does that satisfy you?”

			Her expression told him it didn’t, not entirely, but she was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. “Fine. For now. But if you start acting strangely next week, we might have to talk about you going inpatient for a while.”

			He found that threat horrifying, and no doubt she intended it that way. What will that guy do to me if I get carted off to the hospital? He’ll think I’m telling them everything and then he’ll have to kill me, or wipe my memory, or who knows what. I can’t mess around past this week. I just can’t. “Okay, it’s a deal,” he agreed. If I screw this up, I’ll have a lot more to worry about than Meghan being pissed at me.

			She finished her food, got up, and kissed him on the cheek as she went by, dragging her hand along his shoulder and upper back. She threw her packaging into the recycling bin and said, “I need to get ready for work. Don’t stay up too late working, got it? Sleep deprivation is bad for your brain, and you need to rest yours as much as you can.”

			“I know, I know,” he mumbled.

			He put the rest of his food away and, once Meghan had left for work, he settled down with the computer in the corner of their living room and started going through those files again. He knew what to look for this time, at least, but everything he found about Project Mu only led him to more questions. After spending hours examining Mr. Brown’s communiques, he didn’t know much more than he’d learned earlier in the day.

			The time slipped past him unnoticed, until he felt a hand on his shoulder. That almost made him fall backwards in his desk chair. He spun and needed a moment for his eyes to adjust—he’d never bothered to turn any other lights on, and it was dark except for the computer display.

			It was the man who’d confronted him at work and set him about this whole business in the first place. “How the hell did you get in here?” Devon blurted.

			“That seems like a silly question to me. I wanted to check on your progress.”

			“It hasn’t been a week yet,” Devon pointed out.

			“I know how long it’s been. What have you found?”

			“A lot, and somehow not much,” he smirked.

			The man peeked over his shoulder. “Project Mu, eh? What is it?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine. All I can tell you is that it’s based out of the Seattle office, it’s a project involving both software and hardware—which could mean anything, really—and there is a ship, for some reason.”

			“A ship?”

			“You know. A boat. I’m reasonably confident it’s a boat. Director Clarke talked about Mu ending up on the bottom of the ocean, and I don’t think she was being metaphorical.”

			“Interesting. I want copies of the relevant files, and anything else you find. You have no indication that this project is underway in the Chicago office?”

			“No, from what I can tell, it’s all happening in Seattle. The CTO is keeping a close eye on it from here but it seems to be one of his top concerns, and I can tell you it’s not something that’s been mentioned to the rest of the company. They’re keeping it quiet, even though it’s costing a lot of money and is clearly very important to the executives.”

			“Then I think you know what you have to do next.”

			Devon suspected. He didn’t want it to be true, though. “What’s that?” he asked, afraid of the answer.

			“You need to find a way into SINAI’s Seattle office. Transfer your position there. Break in if you have to. But I suspect Project Mu is the smoking gun I’ve been looking for, so that’s where you—and I—need to be.”

			All Devon could think about was how much he wished he’d never gotten into that fucking car accident, or maybe that he’d never worked for SINAI in the first place, and then none of this would be happening and he could go back to his oblivious life with Meghan and do something boring for a living and die an old man without knowing about SINAI or Avalonians or Project Mu or anything like that. He’d have given anything to just make all of that go away.

			Instead, he would have to go away. Meghan’s never going to be okay with this. Not in a million years.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			Building Blocks

			William had trouble sleeping after dreaming about Devon again. He wondered, once more, where it was going—why he kept having these visions of another person in another place and time. He knew, of course, that Devon was still alive in the here and now, somehow different yet recognizable as the person from his dreams. If only he’d stuck around long enough for me to ask him what I need to know. He assumed Devon had his reasons or, if he didn’t, William was going to be really pissed.

			Arkady’s hospitality didn’t make William entirely comfortable, either. He and Sasha shared a small room with hammocks suspended from the ceiling. When accommodations were being made, Arkady asked which of them would be sharing a room, and Sasha opted to share with William, leaving Fred to another chamber by himself. William couldn’t pinpoint what motivated Sasha to such a decision. He imagined something was going on between her and Fred that he didn’t know about.

			As for the hammock, it was a strange thing to sleep on, and not a furnishing William had ever been exposed to in his life on Lexin. The idea of being suspended in the air by a thin agglomeration of fabric and wood fibers made him more than a little leery, yet everyone on this planet seemed to avail themselves of the hammock. After some time settling in and paying attention to the fact that every movement was magnified by the sling’s permissive swaying, he’d been able to sleep. And then the visions with Devon came, he woke up in the dead of night, and couldn’t relax again.

			Carefully and painfully rolling himself out of the hammock and planting his feet on the floor, he crept past Sasha. He didn’t creep quietly enough. She opened an eye and whispered his name, which stopped him immediately. “Where are you going?”

			“For a walk. Weird dreams. Can’t sleep.”

			“Mind if I come with you?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t think I could stop you.”

			He did his best not to laugh as he watched Sasha extricate herself from the unfamiliar sleeping device, almost getting her whole body wrapped up in it before she managed to escape. He knew he couldn’t have looked any less silly for his own efforts. They walked out of the room, illuminated by those blue-green stones, and onto the railed walkway that clung to the sides of the ravine. William dragged his hand along the sanded and polished wood of the rail, his eyes cast down at the darkness beyond, where he knew there was water but couldn’t see it.

			“What did you think of all that tonight?” he asked, making conversation.

			“Probably the same as you,” she deflected. “I’m not going to accept any of his excuses for what they do.”

			“Me neither. I think it’s like you said: he’s trying to justify their unethical behavior through a bunch of twisted logic. I knew guys on Lexin like that. They may have been smarter than me but I know right from wrong and I don’t think I’m that easy to fool.”

			They took slow steps together, Sasha’s strides longer than his owing to her shorter legs. Still, she had no trouble keeping up, as far as William could tell. She peered over the rail, too. “Do you miss Lexin?”

			That brought him to a stop while he thought about it. “I’m not sure. I miss the familiarity, I suppose. It’s strange to be out here with people I don’t know well, facing enemies I know so little about. And it’s been hard, obviously.” He didn’t mention the pain every step of their walk caused him, the legacy of his injuries on Actis. He did his best not to think about how each impact of his foot against the ground sent a shock of agony up his leg, through his spine, and into his head. Pinched nerves, Angel had told him. She acknowledged that surgery could fix the problem but she lacked the tools and expertise. And now she’s not even herself anymore, so who knows if we’ll ever have the chance. He turned away rather than let Sasha see him wince from a particularly painful step, and talked about Lexin some more. “It was such a dreary place, most of the time. Ruled by people you probably wouldn’t trust to sweep your kitchen, but who were born into the right family or had advantages in some other way. They got away with murder—literally, murder—and it was supposed to be my job to bring people like that to justice, but I wasn’t allowed. They were wealthy and powerful and, for the most part, they paid my salary. You don’t bite the hand that feeds you, right?”

			Sasha shook her head. “Sounds like an awful place. How did it get to be that bad?”

			“I don’t know. I can’t say I was ever a good student of history. If Zotz was here, he could tell you. He knows all about things like that. Or he did.”

			“He was one of your friends?”

			“Yeah. Got blown up along with the ship I was on. Linda and Andrew and Kina, too. Seems like a lifetime ago, now.”

			“We’ve all lost people close to us,” she reminded him. “So we have to hold closer to the people we have left.”

			That surprised William a little. He didn’t expect her to say something so… sentimental. He knew better than to make a show of it, however. “Well, I’m not that easy to get rid of,” he promised with an arrogant grin. “I still need to track down the Trepsis colonists, and following your group seems like the best means to that end.”

			“I think you’ve paid a higher price than most to be here,” she said. “I know you’re still in pain.”

			“It’s not that bad,” he lied, pausing to lean over the rail. She stepped up alongside him.

			“You don’t have to lie. Angel told me, anyway. How long have you been without medication?”

			The truth was, he stopped taking it once he was able to decide for himself to do so. He assumed others would need it more and didn’t feel right keeping it for himself. The consequence, however, was that he simply couldn’t move like he used to.

			Sasha didn’t shy away from pointing it out. “I’ve seen how you walk. You try to hide the limp now, like everything is back to normal, but you aren’t. I’m not going to leave you behind just because you can’t march with the troops, William.”

			“That’s reassuring,” he smirked. “You really don’t need to worry about me.”

			She rolled her eyes. “That’s exactly what people who need worrying about always say. I just don’t want you to make a bad decision because you’re too distracted by pain. I know we still have some pain reducers on the ship. When we get back, I want you to start taking them.”

			“Is that an order?” The question was only half-serious.

			So was her response. “Do I need to make it one?”

			“No, Star Mother,” he said with a mocking tone.

			He swore he could hear her gritting her teeth. “Has that gotten around?”

			“Fred’s mentioned it a couple times. I don’t think anyone else takes it seriously.”

			“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t help spread it.”

			He genuinely felt some remorse over saying it. I didn’t realize she disliked it that much. “I won’t mention it again,” he vowed, more softly.

			“Don’t take it personally. I just don’t want people attaching labels to me like that. There’s something Fred assigns to it. I can’t quite find the words. It makes me very uneasy.”

			“Religious fervor?” William guessed.

			“Is that what it’s called? I don’t know. There’s this look in his eyes when he talks about me, and what we’re doing, as if he imagines the entire movement will rise or fall by my desires. I don’t want that to be true.”

			“No?”

			“Of course not. It has to be bigger than me, otherwise it’s hopeless. The Totality are too numerous and too powerful. I can’t beat them single-handedly, and anyone who thinks that’s a possibility is delusional.”

			“But movements need a figurehead,” William pointed out. “That seems unavoidable. On Lexin, political parties tend to organize around charismatic leaders. Seems to be human nature. We follow people who say the right things and make us feel a certain way.”

			“I don’t know the first thing about inspiring people’s feelings,” she admitted. “That’s obvious, isn’t it? I mean, have you seen me give a speech?” she chuckled, leaning her back against the rail. “It’s hideous. Fred coaches me but I have no idea what I’m doing. Put a rifle in my hand and throw me onto a battlefield. I’m okay with that. I know what’s happening there. I shoot them or they shoot me. Either way, it’s decisive. You know the price of mistakes, and you know what victory gets you. But with all this leadership business, I don’t know what’s going on. I don’t know what will make people follow me, or not. I don’t know what they want. I assume they want to be free, but what are they willing to do for it? So many have died for that already. How many more can I ask?”

			“No wonder you have trouble sleeping,” was all William could offer. “Definitely a responsibility I wouldn’t want.”

			“Don’t think I was offering,” she snapped.

			“A midnight strategy session?” a new voice intruded. It was Arkady, who approached out of the darkness so abruptly it would have been frightening had it been anyone else. With Arkady, though, William just found it mildly puzzling.

			“We couldn’t sleep,” William said, peering at the black lake again.

			“Perhaps you’d like to accompany me to my chamber, then? We could continue our discussion from before, or talk about something else.”

			William shrugged. “Sure. I don’t think I’ll be getting any more sleep tonight.”

			Sasha agreed to come just for the sake of not making a fuss, William assumed.

			Arkady led them down the walkway to one of the alcoves that looked like all the others, only this one was his. He tapped the rocks embedded in the wall so they glowed brighter, letting them see each other more easily. He drew a curtain over the doorway so they could have a modicum of privacy, but William figured anyone who walked by would be able to hear what was said. Given how everyone here walks around naked, real privacy must be almost unheard of.

			Taking a look around, William vocalized the first thing he noticed. “This looks just like the other rooms.”

			“Indeed,” the man said. “I am their leader by consensus, not decree. I’m not entitled to anything beyond what everyone else has.”

			“That’s egalitarian of you,” William commented, uncertain whether he necessarily approved. Something didn’t sit well with him, the idea of everyone being exactly equal, as if they all had identical talents and capabilities. If no one can be better than anyone else, what’s the point in striving for anything?

			“That rather misses the point,” Arkady responded aloud. “But that isn’t why I brought you here.”

			Sasha folded her arms. “Then why did you bring us here? Have you made progress with Angel? Where is she right now?”

			“She is currently being looked after by Elena, who is more than capable. If by ‘progress’ you mean removing the Totality entity from her body, then no. Such a thing cannot be done by force. I have tried to convince the being to leave, but it is frightened about what will happen to it.”

			“That’s not our concern,” Sasha said coldly. “It was Angel’s body first.”

			“I don’t believe rehashing our earlier debate will accomplish anything. I said we could continue it, not repeat ourselves. The fact is, once a body has been occupied by one of my kind, it cannot be removed forcibly without killing the host.”

			“Sounds like a nasty parasite,” William observed.

			“If you are accustomed to referring to thinking, feeling, intelligent creatures in such a way, I suppose,” Arkady retorted.

			William didn’t take to Arkady’s attempt at shaming him. “If you can’t do anything for Angel, what can you do for us?”

			“What do you want me to do for you? I can offer you our hospitality for as long as you’d like. No doubt you are tired of traveling through the stars on your decrepit transport ship. The rest of your people would be welcome here, provided they are peaceable and respectful.”

			“I don’t plan on telling them anything about you,” Sasha declared. “I didn’t think they would be understanding of the fact that, frankly, we’re dealing with our mortal enemies here. I only agreed to come here to help Angel, and now you’re telling me you can’t.”

			“I can help her, just not in the way you think. It might be best for her to remain here, with us.”

			William bristled at such a suggestion. “Is that how you operate? Someone gets infected with a Totality thing, they come to you, and you keep them? Is that how you grow your numbers?”

			Arkady scowled at the insinuation of subterfuge or manipulation. “I do no such thing. You are the first visitors we’ve had. Our world is known to be off-limits to the rest of the Totality, and yours is the first slave revolt I’ve ever heard of meeting any success. We grow our numbers just as I said—we have children.”

			“And are those children human?” William pressed.

			“They’re as human as I am,” Arkady countered. “Which is to say, they are imbued with something more than human-ness, but not quite the same as Totality-ness.”

			William rolled his eyes. “Would it kill you to give a straight answer?”

			“That’s as direct an answer as I could likely give you. We have children just as other humans do, and those children possess some measure of the abilities of their parents. It’s unclear precisely how that works, but it does.”

			The concept particularly disgusted William. He didn’t want to think about Arkady down here with his comrades, making more and more Totality the “human” way. “What about women? Until this whole mess with Angel happened, I thought Totality couldn’t inhabit women at all. But, obviously, about half your colony is female.”

			“We were offered slaves, remember? And we freed them and invited them to join us. We cooperated, lived together, ate together, suffered together, fell in love together, made families together. I am sorry to say that all of the non-Totality humans who lived with us perished long ago, but their progeny live on. Can you see no beauty in that? Totality and human, coexisting, surviving together, creating generation after generation of something new?”

			“Sounds like some kind of abomination to me,” William recoiled. “I guess your children don’t live forever like you do?”

			“No, they age normally. That was an unpleasant discovery, but one we’ve learned to live with.”

			“Interesting choice of words,” Sasha noted, sounding unimpressed.

			William gave her a coy smirk. Seems we’re thinking the same way about all this nonsense.

			Returning to William’s earlier concern, Arkady elucidated that he had no explanation. “As regards your friend, I cannot tell you how one of us came to inhabit her body. For reasons we’ve never quite understood, it is highly unusual—virtually impossible—for a woman to host one of our kind. I could not begin to guess at the cause.”

			That only confirmed for William that they were wasting their time. “If you can’t or won’t help Angel, then I don’t think we have any more reason to stay. We’ll head back in the morning, if it’s all the same to you.”

			“And take Angel with us,” Sasha added. “We’ll figure something out ourselves.”

			Arkady sighed, pacing through his room, his feet pushing around tiny stones. “Do what you must. I wish you would reconsider.”

			“Elena also took some items from us,” Sasha mentioned. “I would like to have them back. Earpiece communicators and wristbands to lead us back to our ship.”

			He nodded, stepping over to a wooden trunk near the back of his room. He opened it, bent over, and William heard him rummaging around inside. He pulled out a cloth sack and tossed it to Sasha, who caught it by making a basket with her arms and bending her knees slightly. With the bag in hand, she took a skeptical glance inside and accounted for the equipment. “Looks like it’s all here.”

			“Of course. We are not thieves.”

			Sasha didn’t offer a response, but looked at William. “I’m ready to go back to our room if you are.”

			“Sure,” William shrugged. “I don’t think any more talking is going to help.”

			As William turned to leave, Arkady stepped closer and took him by the arm. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to speak with you for a moment, in private.”

			William saw the look on Sasha’s face and understood her apprehension. Why would Arkady want to talk to me alone? What could he have to say that Sasha can’t hear? There’s only one way to find out, right? “If you insist,” William agreed.

			“That’s fine,” Sasha said, using a tone meant to indicate she was unbothered but which only betrayed her anxiety. “I’ll check in with Meren and Janus and see if everyone is OK—if anyone is awake, that is—and make sure our ship is still intact.”

			“As a word of caution, don’t eat the purple berries,” Arkady advised.

			She said nothing as she pushed the curtain aside with her free hand and left, taking the sack of technological supplies with her.

			Arkady came closer to William and spoke quietly. “There is something different about you, William. I sense it.”

			Not wanting to guess or give away more information than he had to, William played the unknowing innocent. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

			Arkady looked him in the eye. “You’re like us. I can feel your presence the same way I can feel that of our children. You are something more than human.”

			Is this some kind of trick to turn me against Sasha? What’s he trying to accomplish here?

			“There’s no trick here, William,” Arkady said, reminding William that he could hear thoughts. “Have you ever manifested an ability humans would consider… unusual?”

			William shook his head. “Not that I can think of. I’ve had some weird things happen in my life, but so have most people. Nothing that would make me think I’m like you, though.”

			He knew Arkady sensed no deception there. “I believe you. I believe that you are unaware of your true nature. Perhaps you are unready for its full glory. Perhaps you’ve buried it somewhere deep, somewhere you can’t even remember it anymore.”

			“How will I know? I’ll start hearing people’s thoughts or something?” William still wasn’t ready to buy into Arkady’s pitch.

			Arkady shrugged. “There are many abilities out there. There are the Movers, whom you’ve encountered. The ones who can shake the ground and bend objects to their will. Elena and her scouts are Shadows. As you might imagine, they can move undetected anywhere they please. Those who can read thoughts, like myself, are called Scanners. There are the Fabulists, who can convince anyone of anything, no matter how outlandish; the Burners, who can provoke flames in any object; Siphons, who may draw energy from anything—or anyone—around them; and there are many others. Many of us have developed more than one proficiency, as you have likely witnessed in my ability to control Angel. What each of us is capable of may vary, but training, study, and focus can unlock much more than our most obvious powers. The same is true of our children who, while not ageless, are otherwise blessed with the full potential of the Totality.”

			“Well, that’s fine,” William said dismissively. “Good information to have. It just doesn’t seem directly relevant to me.”

			Arkady stared into his eyes more fiercely now. “Perhaps it will, one day. One day, you may see the clouds gather, and feel the forces within rising to the surface. When that happens, give yourself to the storm.”

			William forced himself away from the man’s penetrating gaze, moving toward the exit. “Thanks for the advice. I’ll take care of myself any way I have to.” Before he had a chance to move the curtain out of his way, Sasha slammed into him from outside. Both of them hit the ground, and Sasha’s earpiece rattled as it tumbled past Arkady’s feet.

			“William!” she gasped, out of breath. “We have to get back to the ship!”

			Still dazed, he put his hands on her shoulders, trying to get her to hold still for a moment. “Sasha! Just slow down and explain. What’s going on? What’s wrong with the ship?”

			She stared at him with eyes glazed over in terror. “Totality! They’re all over the ship!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Mix and Match

			Sasha said the words as if uttering them would sap them of their power. “Janus is in the middle of a firefight on the ship. He said several people—he doesn’t know how many—started going crazy just as Angel did. They raided the weapons and started tearing the ship apart. I can’t raise Meren’s team, either.”

			William looked at her like he didn’t believe her. “Are you sure Janus was telling the truth? I thought you didn’t trust him.”

			“I’ve never heard him sound so terrified, William. I don’t think he’s that good a liar.”

			One by one, they scrambled to their feet. Sasha knocked the dust from her ragged Totality uniform. She reached down and helped William up, too. “Go get Fred,” she told him. Her voice was not commanding just then, more desperate. She didn’t know what was happening on her ship, exactly, and there was no way she could get back quickly enough. Unless…

			“Arkady,” she said with a snap, looking at him. “Is there any way you can get us to our ship quickly? We have to assess the situation there. We might need your help, too.”

			“We won’t raise arms against our own kind,” he protested, taking a step back, which made Sasha think he was truly afraid she’d hurt him.

			What kind of person does he think I am? Someone who was thinking about killing him and all his people quite recently, I suppose. “Then can you get us to our ship??” she reiterated.

			“Elena can guide you. She’ll give you the quickest route through the tunnels and the forest,” he promised. “But if the Totality have taken your ship—”

			Whatever he said after that was lost in the intense, thunderous boom of something striking the ground above them. Everything shook violently, and the walls of Arkady’s chamber crumbled. Dust and grit fell into Sasha’s eyes, stinging them. She stumbled out of his room, feeling at the cracking, disintegrating walls with her hands. Did they already get control of the ship? Are they bombing us now? A wise tactician would have remembered, in that moment, the full armaments of their cargo transport. Only in Sasha’s best moments did she consider herself a wise tactician, and this was not one of them. Instead of careful contemplation, she felt her way blindly from Arkady’s room, fighting against the dust and debris that occluded all light sources, and moved her hands at a level where she was reasonably certain she’d come across the rail before going over the edge into the cold, dark waters at the base of the ravine.

			Her hands soon found the wooden railing, so she stopped long enough to wipe the debris from her eyes. She blinked and squinted, taking a look around. Thundering bass rocked the ground around them every few seconds, making the whole settlement tremble again and again. Memories of the Totality bombing her homeworld rushed back, and the image of her father being shot in the back as he tried to crawl away demanded her attention. Not now. I’m not going to end up like that, she swore to herself. People of all ages rushed around her, aimless and confused. She didn’t know what to tell them—she didn’t know anything. William bumped into her, and Fred crashed into him, sending the three of them to the ground again.

			“Fred!” Sasha shouted, squirming out from under them and regaining her upright posture. “Everything’s falling apart here. Janus says Totality have taken the ship. They took most people on the ship. I don’t know how.”

			“That should not be possible,” he shook his head. “They cannot take bodies that quickly. It is much more… random,” he said, sounding as though he truly believed it.

			“Well, something is happening!” she shouted. She glanced around, trying to find anyone else she recognized. She saw Elena approaching.

			The woman stopped in front of them, looking unbothered by the chaos swirling around them. “Arkady tells me I’m to get you safely to your ship.”

			Sasha took a peek behind Elena and noticed who wasn’t there. “Where’s Angel? We’re taking her with us.”

			“I sent her ahead. She’s in the tunnels. Let’s hope they don’t collapse before we get through.”

			“You sent her by herself?” Sasha couldn’t believe it.

			Elena scowled. “I doubt she wants to stay here, now. If she knows what’s good for her, she’ll keep moving. We’ll catch up to her.”

			Sasha was not at all confident about that. What if she panics and tries to run? But there were more pressing concerns at that moment.

			Arkady rushed over to them. Sasha could see the terror in his eyes—wide open and white, eyelids caked with dirt, breath heaving. “It’s Cylence,” he said so softly she had to strain to hear him.

			In fact, she was so sure she’d misheard she made him repeat it.

			“Cylence!” he shouted, this time. “He’s here!”

			How can you tell? she wanted to ask, but that didn’t matter. It only mattered that the enemy she sought was now within reach. Even if this whole place collapses into the river that runs beneath it, I can’t miss an opportunity to kill him. “We have to get out of here! We have to get to Cylence!” she declared.

			“He’ll come to us,” Arkady vowed. “He wouldn’t have come here otherwise.”

			“Isn’t he the one bombing us?!” William yelled over the shattering noise of another volley.

			Arkady nodded. “It’s to flush us out. If he’d wanted to collapse this whole ravine, he would have done it by now. He’s trying to shake it apart so we have no choice but to flee to the surface.”

			I think it’s working. I don’t want to be stuck down here. “Come on,” Sasha said, turning to William and Fred. She started to leave, then Arkady snagged her by the arm.

			“Wait!” he cried. “Please. You can’t leave us here. You can leave me, but not the others. There are children here. Innocents. You must take them with you.” He looked to Elena. “Gather everyone you can. I want all of you to go with Sasha.”

			She hated the idea, yet she was repulsed by the thought of leaving all of them here to die, at Cylence’s mercy. Knowing how the Totality treat their slaves, how must they treat traitors? Cylence can’t be happy with them if he’s here, now, dropping bombs on their home. Or maybe he lured Cylence here himself, and this is all a ruse to get us out in the open so he can kill us once and for all. I wouldn’t put it past Arkady.

			“Stop this!” he shouted so close to her face she could feel droplets of saliva scatter over her face. “I have not betrayed you to Cylence! Don’t you understand? He knows you’re here! He knows we’ve tried to help you. I can sense it. He’s angry. Vengeful. He will take great pleasure in making us suffer for this.” He let go of her and turned away, darting off in another direction, muttering. “I should have known better,” was the last thing she heard before the rumbling of the ravine swallowed the rest of his words.

			While she and Arkady spoke, Elena gathered as many people as she could. A group of them were already filing out of the ravine through the same tunnels Sasha had been led down in the first place, or so she assumed, considering she’d been blindfolded at the time. “Isn’t there an emergency exit?” Sasha asked above the din.

			“There was,” Elena nodded. “We already checked. It’s been caved in. This is the only way out.”

			But that means Cylence knows exactly where we’ll emerge, Sasha thought grimly.

			Tossing the launch fob to Fred, implicitly understanding that his immortality made him the best option for getting everyone out, she then ordered him and William to track with the rest of the group—Arkady’s people, once exiles, now about to be refugees. She opted to bring up the rear. The chaos had abated somewhat, turning into a more subdued if somewhat raucous rabble. She heard crying and wailing, some shouts of anger, people yelling at each other. She imagined blame being passed around, surely some of it heaped upon her and the other interlopers. But we’re their only way off the planet and they know it. Assuming Cylence hasn’t destroyed our ship, or that it isn’t overrun with Totality by the time we get back. There were so many variables to account for and yet there was no choice in terms of what they did next. She imagined they could try to flee into the woods, hide away from Cylence’s soldiers and scanners, simply wait until they lost interest and went home. She suspected Cylence wasn’t so easily discouraged. And what about our ship? Maybe his vessels won’t notice a single, solitary craft fleeing the planet—or maybe they already found and obliterated it, and all we’re doing is fleeing right into the line of fire. There was no way to know.

			Before entering the tunnel, she took one last look at the ravine she’d entered just the day before, the shards of sunlight peeking in from above, made all the more visible by cascades of dust. Then, a high-pitched scream in the distance grew louder, its volume and tone increasing rapidly, and though Sasha couldn’t have guessed exactly what it was or why it sounded that way, she instinctively knew it was a harbinger of death, and her last thoughts were of how rude she’d been to Arkady, and how she shouldn’t have been so hard on Fred, and that trusting William hadn’t turned out to be such a bad idea after all. She closed her eyes and braced herself, arms across her face, anticipating nothingness, but something else happened instead.

			The ground beneath her feet blew apart and fell away, and she was in free fall. Her limbs came away from her face and she saw the ravine for a few seconds before she hit the water with an impressive splash. She coughed and gagged, thrashing with her arms and legs, instinct taking over while confusion addled her higher functions. Her ears filled with a constant scream that, after a few moments, she realized wasn’t truly there. The sound of the explosion, it occurred to her. She couldn’t hear anything else at that moment, and she decided that was a mercy. She didn’t see anyone else fall next to her, but it was also quite dark down here. Her feet bumped against rocks that moved around easily, no doubt pieces of the ledge she’d been standing on moments before. From her vantage point, she couldn’t tell just how much of the settlement had been destroyed by that projectile, or how many people were hit. She was only grateful there was no subsequent rain of body parts around her, at least for a few moments, then she felt desperately alone.

			Am I going to die down here, forgotten in a black pool at the bottom of a ravine in a forest on a planet in the middle of nowhere?

			She moved her feet and arms in a slow but steady rhythm as she learned what worked best to keep her afloat while conserving energy. She shivered constantly, which made her limbs jerk and interfered with the swimming, but she made do. She recalled spending time in a nearby lake as a child, and she wasn’t much better in the water now, after so many years in Totality captivity. It was enough just to keep her head above water, using her legs to push the water beneath her. She bobbed up and down in a way she might have found funny under better circumstances. She soon concluded that, after the last blast, the bombardment had stopped. She couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing, yet.

			Then, she saw a large shadow pass overhead, flying above the ravine. It was loud enough she could hear it over the persistent ringing in her ears. Its shape didn’t match the cargo ship, so it had to be the enemy. Just wait for them to go away. I can find a tunnel down here and swim my way out, or maybe climb up and find some other exit. Just go away. There’s no one down here.

			Her mental protests had no effect on the ship. A snakelike protrusion popped out of the bottom as it stopped to hover over the ravine, slithering down between the now wider edges. It disappeared from moment to moment as it danced through the waterfalls on either side, the flows that fed the pool down here and kept it from becoming stagnant. Before she could react, it came at her from the side and coiled around her, quickly snatching her out of the water and lifting her up into the air. As cold as the water was, being removed from it felt even colder now. She had to close her eyes as she went higher, her stomach lurching and spinning from the notion of being so high up, suspended only by a thin, metallic cable wrapped around her waist. She made angry, futile jerks against the hoist as it gingerly lifted her through an opening.

			Up, up, and up, through a set of bay doors that opened downward, brought her into the much warmer interior of the ship, then shut before setting her down on the floor. She tried to move but her body, still wracked by the cold, refused to comply.

			A man she knew but did not recognize approached, kneeling next to her. He was short and a little chubby, but with sinewy musculature well-defined on his arms. Dark hair encircled the top of his head rather than covering it, and he stared at her, observing so intently she almost felt his gaze as a physical presence. His head darted one way and then the other, taking in her shivering form, and once again she felt naked in an unfamiliar presence.

			His thick lips emitted a voice that was smoother than she would have expected, and a strange curiosity—even kindness—emanated from his blue-green eyes, which were sunken into sockets with fatigue and weariness.

			“Hello, Sasha,” he purred. “Do you understand who I am and where you are?”

			She barely managed to croak out, “Cylence.”

			The smile that crossed his face exposed a set of gleaming white teeth that, for a moment, she imagined as sharp fangs, ready to sink into her flesh and begin whatever tortuous punishment was in store for she who dared to defy the Totality.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			The Refuge

			William had a hard time keeping up as he moved alongside the living stream of human bodies that, as a whole, followed Elena’s lead. Angel was somewhere up ahead, William assumed, perhaps with Elena by now. With the line of people stretching out behind him, he imagined Sasha was somewhere at the back, and he would speak with her once they got back to the ship—if there was a ship to get back to.

			He didn’t bother asking how much farther they had to go, doing his best to push through the pain that darted through his back every time he took a step. With this pace, Sasha’s going to catch up to me before long. He watched Arkady’s people move past him, some of them crying. Many of them carried a few possessions: books, cloth sacks, bags strapped over their shoulders, jars of food and water, whatever they were able to grab in the few moments they had to prepare their escape. Trying to get a rough count, calling back to the occasions when he was engaged in riot control on Lexin, he came up with a guess of about eight hundred. Considering the size of the ship, he knew it would be a tight fit, to say the least. Utilizing only the crew quarters, everyone was already packed in. He knew that adding this number to it would require reorganizing the expansive cargo area. What little privacy anyone on the ship enjoyed before was soon to be gone, and no doubt the ship’s facilities would quickly become overwhelmed. These exiles—now refugees—would not be able to stay long. I haven’t even thought about food and water yet. There’s no way we have enough—no way Meren’s team gathered enough, if they even made it back—to sustain these people for more than a few days.

			They’d come to this planet to get help for Angel, and instead became responsible for a mass of people who were something akin to Totality. William still wasn’t sure exactly what they were. Some were likely actual Totality, but he concluded, based on what Arkady had told him, that the vast majority were the naturally-born descendants of Totality-inhabited humans and their former slaves. What that meant, he still didn’t really know, thanks to Arkady’s vague explanations and incoherent extemporizing. There’s also what he said to me when we were alone. I don’t know what his goal was there—to gain my loyalty, somehow, or something else—but it didn’t work. It didn’t save him from Cylence. Then again, we aren’t safe yet, either.

			The screech of engines tearing through the atmosphere passed overhead, and he saw the shadows. There were at least eight. William imagined whatever fleet Cylence had brought to this planet was substantial enough to discourage any serious thought of resistance. But we never know what’s good for us, do we? Surrender wasn’t an option—not for William. If they were lucky, they would remain hidden under the forest canopy, any ship’s scanners confused by all the foliage. So William hoped, anyway. He didn’t know what sorts of surveillance technology the Totality had on their ships. He couldn’t conceive of Cylence traveling in anything but the most exquisite entourage, though—top-tier technology and accommodations all the way around. The leader of the Totality couldn’t have it any other way, could he? William tried to conjure an image of the man that Fred and Sasha had spoken of. He envisioned someone large, fearsome, and martial. A militaristic demeanor. Shaved bald, or hair cropped very close to the scalp. A perpetual scowl, or maybe a detached smirk. The creature responsible for so much brutality could only have a cruel sense of humor, and no regard for the people he kills and enslaves. All William knew was, he wanted to be face-to-face with that monster, make him accountable for his crimes—the destruction of Trepsis and the enslavement of her colonists, and all the other worlds destroyed and enslaved simply for the convenience of the Totality. He didn’t accept Arkady’s explanation that all this was somehow justified as a response to war with the Order. He could accept that he might not approve of the Order’s methods—it wasn’t as if he often approved of how the Militiamen did things on Lexin, nor how the Lexinian Authority conducted its affairs—but he couldn’t see himself siding with Arkady against other humans, much less taking Cylence’s position on anything. We’re human, and they’re not. That’s about as simple as it gets, isn’t it? But then Arkady had to make everything… complicated.

			Those complications walked beside him, still looking confused and afraid. He didn’t know what to tell them. If it wasn’t for the fact that he suspected they’d all be killed if the other Totality got to them, he’d have been content to leave the lot behind. They weren’t supposed to be the uprising’s problem. Besides that, he couldn’t avoid the irony in a group of rebellious humans being tasked with protecting a splinter group of Totality refugees. If anything, the situation should have been the other way around. Damn Fred for suggesting we make the trip here in the first place. We’re going to be so much worse off. I don’t envy Sasha the decisions she’ll have to make. He was willing, of course, to assist her any way he could. She seemed to value his input, and his outside perspective let him see things differently from her and the other former slaves. The big exception was Fred, who always seemed to have his own agenda in mind, and every so often made Sasha out to be some sort of religious figure. William began to realize just how uncomfortable that made Sasha, and it didn’t exactly sit well with him, either. Fred acts like he’s always here to help us, but maybe he isn’t. What if he’s only helping us incidentally, in order to serve some other purpose? And if that purpose comes into conflict with our needs, what will he do? What will he choose? Again, another decision he was glad would ultimately be Sasha’s.

			The woods finally opened up into a clearing and William recognized it as being close to where they’d landed the ship. As they approached, he noticed that the rear loading ramp was already down. It wasn’t supposed to be.

			Fred appeared next to him, having observed the same peculiarity. “What do you think it means?” William asked.

			“Given what Janus said, it could mean anything. The ship might be empty. Or we could be walking into an ambush.”

			And we’re completely unarmed, William thought. He knew someone was going to have to venture inside and assess the situation aboard the ship. He would have volunteered Fred for that job, since Sasha had told him—and Fred had implied a time or two—that the old troll was effectively immortal. Let him take the shots, rather than the rest of us.

			Fred ended up volunteering, regardless. “I will go on inside and report back. Everyone stay here,” he announced before walking up the ramp. William and the refugees made a semicircle around the outside of the ship, standing far enough back that anyone who wanted to fire from the ramp would have to take careful aim, and presumably everyone would scatter in a hurry. William took slow steps around the perimeter of the group, looking for Sasha. He couldn’t find her, which worried him since she usually took the lead. He just wanted to make certain she was okay. He hadn’t seen her since they entered the tunnels, and the constant rumbling and shaking had made him anxious that the tunnels would collapse on them. There was no collapse that he knew of, and no one had mentioned any of their people being left behind. He just wished he could see her and know beyond any doubt.

			Fred emerged from the long ramp a few minutes later with a grim look on his face. “Everyone can board. Children may wish to cover their eyes, or have a parent cover them.”

			William didn’t need Fred to spell it out. The crisis is over, but it must be a bloodbath in there. Without waiting for everyone else, he went first. Not far inside the ramp, he already saw bodies splayed out on the floor in pools of blood, twisted expressions on their faces. He recognized most of them—it was hard not to, given their dwindling numbers of late—and it pained him to see so many young people who’d just managed to gain their freedom brutally cut down for no real reason.

			He caught up with Fred in order to get other details. “Where’s Janus? Who’s in charge here? What happened, exactly?”

			Fred shook his head. “Janus and a couple of others survived. They took shelter in Sasha’s office and fired through her door. There was a shootout in the main cargo bay. You saw the bodies. Duna is working with Janus to determine the damage.”

			Meren’s unit-mate, he remembered, placing her face from the meeting that had taken place only a few days before. That might as well have been another lifetime ago, now. “What about Meren’s team?”

			“You’ll have to ask Janus,” Fred sighed. “I need to work on settling these people in.”

			William nodded and walked past the troll, leaving him to his work. He moved to stand next to the doorway that led to the command deck access shaft, watching Arkady’s people file into the ship with whatever they’d managed to bring. He stared for a while, hoping to spot Sasha among their number and see her walking toward him, intent on returning to her office, talk to Janus, get Meren on a communications frequency and find out what happened to them, start sorting all this out. He waited a long time: the hundreds of refugees boarded the ship and Fred brought up the ramp. William briefly wondered why Cylence’s ships hadn’t simply obliterated the cargo vessel while it was on the ground. It was possible they hadn’t noticed it—all the main systems were powered down while it was landed—but that explanation didn’t comfort William as much as he wanted it to.

			Giving up on Sasha’s arrival, he ascended to the command deck and went to Sasha’s dual-purpose office-quarters. The door didn’t open by itself like it usually did. William had to jam his fingers through some new holes in it and pull it to the side until the opening was big enough for him to slip through. Inside, he found Janus and Duna sitting on the floor. The former was rocking himself, staring at his knees. Duna rubbed his back and her lips were moving, probably saying something comforting to him.

			William didn’t have time for anyone to be coddled. “I need a status report,” he announced.

			Duna stood up obediently and stepped over some debris—William recognized it as the strategic console they’d gathered around before, now a broken shamble—and stood before him. “Janus comes and goes. You should have seen him when we were being overrun. He kept pulling the trigger and screaming. When they stopped coming, he kept shooting. I had to take his rifle away. He just wasn’t made for combat.”

			William followed up with the obvious. “And you were?”

			She shrugged. “I handle it better, I think? Janus was a bureaucrat, wasn’t he?”

			“Or a governor, depending on what you believe,” William added. “Has anyone started assessing damage?”

			“No, I’ve been trying to bring Janus around.”

			“Do we even know how many people on the ship survived?”

			“Janus and I are the only ones I know about for sure.”

			“Then we need to figure out if anyone else lived, hidden away in a compartment or something. There might even be Totality stowing themselves to attack later. I wouldn’t put anything past them.”

			She nodded. “That’s a good point.”

			“Have you heard from Meren’s team?”

			Duna suddenly looked very concerned. “Not for a while. I thought they were in communication with Sasha’s team. Your group.”

			“Arkady’s people took our equipment away,” William said, not thinking about what was coming out of his mouth.

			“Arkady’s what?“ The voices and milling about that William could hear must have suddenly made sense to Duna, who’d been too focused on speaking with William. Too late, he realized his mistake. Fuck. We weren’t supposed to tell anyone about that.

			He shuffled along to reach Duna, who’d already slid down the access shaft to check out the main cargo bay. William felt like he’d spent this whole day trying to catch up with other people, as if the universe now moved too quickly for him. He eventually made it to Duna, who stood at the edge of the bay looking some combination of aghast and confused.

			“Who are all these people?” she wondered breathlessly, eyes moving over the mass of individuals who now inhabited the large bay.

			“That’s a long story,” William admitted. “I’ll have to explain later. Or Sasha will.”

			“Where is she?” Duna wondered. “I haven’t seen her since you got back. Shouldn’t she have come to her office?”

			“That’s what I would have expected. I haven’t seen her, either.” He wasn’t ready to face the idea that she hadn’t made it, that she was killed or abducted somewhere along the way. Just getting everyone into the tunnels was pure madness, and if anyone had been left behind or slain, he had no way of knowing. Arkady’s settlement was small, relatively speaking, but not so small everyone could be guaranteed to know everyone else. If they were dozens, maybe. Hundreds? They could have lost several people and I’d have to find the right person to ask. Then, he spotted Elena, and realized there was probably no one better suited to help him.

			He started toward her almost in a sprint, which his body immediately punished him for. He winced and doubled over, coming to a sudden halt, then shuffled the rest of the way to Elena. “Hey,” he groaned, kneeling next to her, since she was looking over a little boy who must have been hit by some falling rocks, given the scrapes and scratches on his face and shoulders.

			“I’m busy,” she dismissed, avoiding eye contact, turning the child around so she could fully examine him.

			When that didn’t send him away, she gave in and looked at him. “I’m going to be busy for a while. I have a lot of people to look after. Shouldn’t you be taking us away from here?”

			He nodded. “That’s the plan. But I wanted to know if you’ve seen Sasha.”

			“Not since we left,” she said simply. “It’s likely she didn’t make it. There are a number of people unaccounted for. I gathered up as many as I could but some homes had already collapsed by the time we started evacuating. I’ve not seen Arkady, either. I can only assume he stayed.”

			William frowned at the dispassionate way she related all this. At least Arkady had some compassion. “Thanks for your help,” he said in a way she could not have mistaken as genuine, then he stood up and strolled off. His eyes caught Fred rushing into the shaft to the command deck, so he followed. He found the troll taking the ship’s controls and William felt a telltale vibration that told him Fred was powering up the engines.

			“We’re leaving?” William guessed.

			“Is there some reason we should stay?” Fred retorted, stepping over to another console and tapping various controls, his eyes fixed on the instrumentation.

			“Meren’s team? And Elena just told me some people are unaccounted for. No one’s seen Sasha, either. I don’t think we should just leave people behind.”

			Fred stopped what he was doing to pay attention to William. “Either the Totality have not noticed us or they do not consider us worth bothering with. If they realize who we have with us, however, they may quickly change their minds. If we happen to notice Meren’s team, or Sasha, or anyone else still on the surface, we will find a way to get them back. For now, though, we must leave. I can guide us out on a trajectory that should give us minimal exposure to Totality scanners. They may detect our departure, but if they have not come after us yet, they must not want us.”

			“Or they want Arkady more,” William surmised.

			Fred didn’t seem so certain. “Cylence could have come for Arkady any time he wanted. Why now?” He paused, then aborted whatever answer William might have given. “We don’t have time to speculate,” he concluded, going back to the ship’s preflight procedure. “If you want to be helpful, run through the secondary systems check.”

			William vaguely remembered having done that before, and took up one of the consoles on the other side of the command deck, near the rear corner. It was rote, dull work, but the ship wouldn’t come off the ground if it wasn’t done. Secondary life support? Check. Backup thrusters? Ready. Astrometric navigation? Functioning. He ticked off the list, which essentially involved tapping a button to initiate the next step in the sequence, wait for it to finish, then do the same for the next. He understood the need for a person to physically do this: if anything was wrong, someone would be immediately aware of it. More than that, it was a matter of accountability. An automated system might throw around a message that could be easily ignored. A system that required manual intervention, however, meant someone had to physically observe the process, and so there would be someone to blame if it failed to be done, or was done improperly, not that William knew how this could be done “improperly.” As far as he could tell, each system succeeded or failed, and failures didn’t let one proceed to the next step. As he neared the bottom of the list, a “cargo management check” did not signal a success, but a warning. He was able to continue the process, but he had to investigate the warning. The message it produced was simple: “Significant quantities of unsecured cargo detected in main bay. Secure cargo or serious damage to ship and/or cargo may result.”

			He felt like laughing at the ship’s assessment. The “cargo” it referred to, of course, was the hundreds of humans crammed into the main cargo bay. He wondered if this particular check was disabled on slave transports. The Totality probably don’t “secure” all the slaves before taking off, do they?

			With the checks complete, they were soon off the ground and rocketing through the lower atmosphere of what they would have, up to now, called “Arkady’s Planet.” Now that Arkady was either dead or no longer on it—they couldn’t be sure which—William found himself at a loss for how to refer to it. Given its status as the secret exile of the splinter Totality, it had no official name in the Totality charts. Fred checked that at least three times to be sure. There was a numeric identifier for it, as there was for every astronomical body in the Totality database, but no useful information was attached to it in the case of this planet.

			William used the ship’s scanners to look for any survivors on the planet’s surface as they flew above it. He didn’t want to bother Fred’s piloting by asking for permission, so he said nothing. Unfortunately, scans showed nothing in or around the clearing, and readings from beneath the forest canopy were completely unreliable. It could be telling me there’s one or a thousand people down there and I can’t make any sense of it. Still, he didn’t give up until they ascended to orbit, at which point the scanners weren’t sensitive enough to detect anything so specific as individual humans crawling along the surface. According to the scanners, a fleet of Totality ships hovered a bit beyond their line-of-sight, some of them moving into orbit and others descending to the surface. In space, such things were much easier to detect at a significant distance, and William knew that by detecting them, their cargo ship was also not invisible. He watched their movements, waiting to see if any broke away to give chase. Fred guided the ship farther away from the planet, away from its star, past a few clouds of gas and dust, and still none of them bothered to pursue. William was thankful, but also perplexed. The why of it nagged at him. Why would they let us go? Do they consider us that insignificant? Fred’s right. They could have come for Arkady at any time. They had us, right there. Why would they let us go? Have they really examined us as a threat and determined that we just aren’t worth worrying about? William found the prospect insulting. He tried to consider it an opportunity. We’ll show them who’s insignificant. But it does no good to get ahead of myself. Who’s going to help us now? I wouldn’t expect Arkady’s people—Elena’s people now?—to help us fight the Totality. Arkady was quite firm that they’re all pacifists and abhor violence. Cylence destroyed their home, but is that enough to make them vengeful? How deep does their ethos go? Questions to which he’d have to find the answers, later.

			He barely noticed Janus stepping out of Sasha’s office, appearing dazed and disoriented. Janus stepped onto the command deck and stopped a bit short of William. “What’s going on? Where is everyone?”

			“I think you should go rest in your quarters,” William urged. “Duna told me you held off a bunch of Totality. You did a good job. Just go rest,” he repeated.

			Janus scoffed and looked to Fred instead. “Fred?”

			From William’s vantage point, Fred appeared busy plotting their course and monitoring for Totality ships. He was almost afraid to ask where they were going. Fred refused to argue with William. “You should do as he says. Go rest.”

			Dejected, Janus did as he was told. That surprised William, who expected Janus to be more argumentative. He must really be traumatized. I hate to be short with him but I don’t have time to play therapist right now. There are hundreds of people down in that cargo bay that we need to figure out what to do with. “What are we going to do with all those people?” he asked, going straight to the core of the issue.

			“Find them a new home?” Fred suggested. “Ask them to fight with us? Use them to bargain with the Totality?”

			“I hope that last idea wasn’t serious,” William scolded. “I’m not exactly in love with these people but they don’t deserve to be turned over to Cylence. I can only imagine what he’d do with them now.”

			“Likely less than he would do with us.”

			“I’m not so sure about that right now. You saw what happened back there. They just let us go. It’s not possible that they didn’t see us. We were right there, plain to see. You can’t mask the exhaust trail of a ship like this. We might as well have been blaring sirens and shooting off fireworks on our way out of the atmosphere.”

			“I should remind you that vacuum is soundless,” Fred smirked. “In any case, they have elected not to pursue us, and I am content not to question the ‘wisdom’ of Totality who choose to spare our lives.”

			“Hey, it’s not like I’m sitting here wishing they’d blown us up!”

			“Once we run out of food or water, you might consider such a prospect merciful,” Fred opined.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			Prototypes

			Sasha couldn’t recall much of what happened immediately after being brought aboard Cylence’s ship. In fact, it took her several moments once she awakened again to realize where, exactly, she was. She found herself in a small, square room, with a dim red light seeping in from the ceiling, enough to barely make out her surroundings but not much else. She discerned a seam on the wall farthest from her and determined that to be the door, but it had no obvious mechanism from her side. She knew a prison cell when she saw one.

			She’d been lying on her side, body sore and slow to respond, and she realized she was no longer wet and shivering. Running her hands along her clothing, it became clear that she’d been changed out of her soaked, torn clothes and put into something more familiar: one of the dull, thin, gray garments that hung loosely off of all Totality slaves, because the comfort of their slaves was the last thing the Totality thought about. She felt sick to her stomach at the idea of Totality stripping her unconscious body, leering at her, staring in judgment, then roughly yanking these pathetic excuses for clothing over her skin. She wondered if Cylence had given the order personally. He wants to remind me who’s in charge. That’s all it is. If he wanted to kill me, he would have. Then, her mind started to wander to various possible fates. Surely, Cylence didn’t want to keep her around for something more pleasant than death. I rebelled against him. Killed his kind. He must have something much worse in mind for me, she concluded anxiously. But she was on a ship destined to put her in the company of ever more Totality, with no weapons, no allies, and no means of escape. Any thought of getting away would have to wait, at least until she arrived at her eventual destination.

			She tried to conceive of what Cylence might consider fitting punishment. Just making me a slave again? Is that too easy? Or would he expect that to crush me on its own?

			She was jarred into a sitting position with the sudden clanging and rattling of her door. It swung outward and someone strode in. Light filled her cell from the hallway, and then the cell’s own lights activated, blinding her such that she held an arm over her face and could only make out a silhouette. She soon recognized Cylence, with his chubby face and disconcerting smile. Curiously, he wore a casual robe, which didn’t strike her as especially intimidating. The ends of the sleeves flared around his wrists, leaving openings large enough to fly a cargo ship through. Contrasting stripes of blue, green, red, and yellow ran the length of the garment. She guessed that the flamboyant colors were some kind of boast, and such casual wear in her presence was a taunt. As he approached, she slid back against the wall, staring up at him.

			He knelt in front of her, still grinning that strange grin. “Good afternoon, Sasha.”

			She wasn’t even prepared to believe he was being honest about the time of day. She remained as silent as the undisturbed stones at the bottom of the mines on Actis.

			“Conversations are more stimulating when at least two parties engage,” he sighed. “But, if you have no wish to talk, I cannot compel you.” He casually checked his fingernails, as if expecting to find debris under them from a long day of manual labor. What would you even know about that? came her angry thoughts.

			“We’re on our way back to the Dominix Totality Centrality, or ‘the Dominix,’ as I’ve always preferred. Do you think it’s too elaborate a name?” he asked, and she knew he was only pretending to care about her opinion. “I thought of it quite early, when we first found this place. The Fortress, that is. Did you know we didn’t build it? We came across it during the Exodus, after the forces of Earth gathered to push us out, and drove us all the way to the Great Tunnel. We’d only scouted that before, but we were cornered and short on options, so through we went, with our sad little fleet. A few more years of wandering and we came to the Fortress—the vast sphere. At the center, as you have probably realized, is that massive complex I call the Dominix. Arkady thought my name for it was too much of a muchness, as he put it. He is an artless fool, in my view.”

			He kept rambling like that for some time, with Sasha drifting in and out, uncertain if he would ever impart strategically valuable information, or simply babble for the duration of their journey. She made a mental joke to herself that maybe this was his preferred method of torture: blathering at his captives until they beg him to shut up, only he never would.

			She decided to interrupt his memoir with a pointed question. “Did you kill everyone else?”

			He stopped mid-sentence and looked at her again, his face showing something she took for amusement. “No. There should have been very few casualties among the Delphi.”

			“The what?” That was definitely a new term.

			“Oh, I suppose Arkady stopped using that name? Shame. I told you he was artless. He must have gone soft in his old age, too. His people called themselves the Delphi, after Arkady’s obsessive study of some dead Earth culture. He said that because our kind could not reproduce as humans do—so he believed at the time—it would instead require a group of Totality to serve as the ‘womb of thought’ for our future.”

			“But they can reproduce like the rest of us,” Sasha noted flatly.

			“Yes, so we learned! Not a practice I have broadly approved of, mind you. It is harshly punished everywhere else among the Totality. Only Arkady and his freaks have been permitted their perversions, away from the sight of decent folk.” His tone suggested that he wasn’t altogether serious, and Sasha didn’t know if this was his way of toying with her, or if it was meant to serve a real purpose in their communication.

			She tried to bring him back to her original question. “You let everyone else go?”

			“’Let’ is a strong word,” he evaded. “It’s more useful for me to know where your little insurgency goes and what they do, rather than kill them outright.”

			So, they escaped. That must mean at least some of Arkady’s people escaped with them. Or he’s lying. How can I be sure? “If you just wanted to follow us, why capture me?”

			Cylence glanced up, scratching his chin, an exaggerated expression of his own ponderance. “Hmm. Why would I want the leader of a slave uprising? It’s difficult to imagine.”

			“Right,” she sighed, any hope that he didn’t know who she was finally dashed.

			“Well, don’t fret just yet. It will be a long time before I publicly execute you. I must savor this victory for all it’s worth, you know. It’s not every day I manage to take someone so daring and dangerous back to the Dominix as a trophy to my own magnificence.”

			This guy’s in love with himself, she thought with annoyance. “Whatever it is you want, I’m not going to help you.”

			“People always say that, but you’d be surprised how rarely they follow through,” he contemplated aloud, still behaving as though he wasn’t speaking directly to her, but to some invisible audience. “This is why I won’t say exactly what it is I want. Or, I could tell you what I want, but it would be a lie to deceive you into giving me what I actually want. All I need do is avoid telling you the one thing—or two things, or three things, or however many—that I want, and you will inevitably stumble across one of them and I will be very pleased with myself.”

			“Having me here doesn’t please you enough?” she goaded.

			That comment caught him off-guard. She saw it in his eyes. He was thinking over not just what she said, but how she said it. Good. Go ahead and think I’m trying to seduce you. Think whatever you want. I’ll open your throat the second I get my hands on something sharp.

			“I know enough about you to distrust you,” he said. “That is, apart from the obvious. Naturally, I couldn’t trust a slave who got the idea in her head that she could violently agitate against us. But beyond that, there is malice in your heart and hatred in your soul. These are spiritual poisons, and they lead you down the darkest of paths,” he warned. “I should know. I only barely returned from that journey myself.”

			“I don’t need to hear your fucking redemption story,” she spat. Once again, she was at a loss as to his motives. He really must be amusing himself. There’s no way to beat him at this game. Anything I say, he’ll turn into a joke, or a riddle, or use it to jump into a bizarre personal anecdote. He’s trying to exhaust me so I’ll let down my guard and tell him whatever it is he wants to know. She grew silent again.

			“It’s no matter if you don’t want to talk to me, Sasha. I am perfectly capable of entertaining myself,” he promised. Reaching into a pocket, he withdrew a small rectangular device with a series of buttons and dials on it. It looked crude to Sasha, not quite as slick as most Totality control panels and interfaces. She tried to hide her sense of intrigue, but her face betrayed her. “You’re curious, aren’t you? You don’t have to ask. I can tell you exactly what it does. To be honest, this is only a remote control, as I’m not comfortable showing you the device itself just yet. Back on Arkady’s world, you received word from your ship that it had been overrun by Totality, yes?”

			She said nothing.

			“It’s fine, it’s fine. We were listening, you know. We heard everything.” He tapped the side of the remote with his index finger, looking smug. “It’s a prototype. You may not know this, but we cannot simply pop into any body we want, anywhere, at any time. It is a random process, one which is not well-understood even among our top scientists. What they have been able to determine—quite recently, as a matter of fact—is that the main impediment to controlling our comings and goings is a dimensional barrier. What’s on the other side of the barrier remains, admittedly, something of a mystery to us. What we do know is that ‘we’—whatever part of ourselves exists beyond this universe—originate there. This device, which is a prototype at the moment, allows me to weaken that barrier temporarily in a large but still localized area. Using it on your ship seemed like an intriguing field test, an opportunity we couldn’t pass up. I’m happy to report that it was a stunning success. Based on communications from your ship, it was quite a massacre. I pity the poor Totality who emerged into new bodies, confused and angry, but they did their duty well. I’m sure they will soon inhabit new bodies, in any event. So, thank you for your cooperation.”

			The explanation helped put her at ease if only because she finally had one. She now knew that what happened on their ship wasn’t chance, but deliberate—and an experiment, at that. So, this can’t happen everywhere or at any time, only where he has that device. I know what I’ll be destroying the first chance I get.

			“I can see how busily you’re thinking,” he smiled crookedly. “Yes, it would be wonderful if you could smash my lovely machine to bits, wouldn’t it? But that wouldn’t help you. This is a prototype, but a fully-documented one. I could have another produced in a week, and in that time I suspect my engineers will have improved it by at least twenty percent, in either range or power—perhaps both! It is the march of progress, Sasha. And you seem like a clever woman, clever enough to know the endgame here.”

			She didn’t think she had to be all that smart to figure out where this experimentation was going. Bigger, more powerful, more effective. Maybe he thinks he can destroy this “barrier” entirely, and then there will be nothing stopping the Totality, anywhere. Something else occurred to her, as well: Is that how Angel’s body was taken? An earlier “experiment”? But we shouldn’t have been anywhere near this ship or that device at the time. That can’t be the explanation, can it?

			“I do wish you’d share your thoughts. I cannot pluck them from your mind the way Arkady can. Shall I bring him to join us?”

			Sasha’s eyes widened. Is he joking? Does he really have Arkady here?

			“I’m not lying, Sasha. He’s in the next cell. I would happily add him to our discussion. It will no doubt be very stimulating,” he said in that slimy way he said everything.

			He raised his hand slightly. The snap of his thumb and middle finger summoned two guards and Arkady, who was being carried almost as much as he was doing any walking on his own. Cylence moved aside to make room for the bigger man. If the cell felt uncomfortably small with Sasha and Cylence in it, the addition of Arkady and a couple of guards made it positively cramped. The first thing Sasha noticed was that he was clad in slavewear like her. His lugubrious demeanor spoke of a man defeated, a man who’d known freedom for a long time and had it suddenly snatched away, and still found himself stunned by the experience. Sasha imagined it was much worse for him than for her, to have enjoyed living his own life for so long, only to have it taken with no warning. She wasn’t sure she’d yet gotten used to the idea of being free, of having moments to herself, of being able to make her own choices. She certainly valued the idea of it, as frightening as it sometimes was have to make her own decisions, but where she previously insisted to herself that she would rather die than be under the power of the Totality again, she now felt as though slipping back into that life wouldn’t be so bad.

			She immediately became disgusted with herself for even entertaining the thought. People didn’t fight and die so I could just give up now. As long as I’m alive, I can always fight.

			“Thank you for joining us,” Cylence beamed, giving Arkady a firm slap on the upper back. “Sasha and I were just having a discussion about the future of the Totality. I explained the fascinating new device we’ve developed, one which will do away with all of our shortcomings and allow us to overtake all humans, everywhere, in time. It’s a glorious moment in our history, and I’d like you both to witness it.”

			“I wish you’d just kill me,” Arkady said, slightly above a whisper.

			“That’s no way to talk,” Cylence scolded him, wearing a frown. “I wanted to take a moment to appreciate the symmetry here.” He gestured to Arkady. “I am here with my old nemesis on one side.” Then, to Sasha: “And my new nemesis on the other. And I stand victorious over both. This is the kind of balance I always like to have.”

			“The balance where you get what you want?” Arkady snarled. “How many more people are you going to kill? Have you already slaughtered my family?”

			Cylence made a point of rolling his eyes. “Oh, Arkady, you’re so dramatic and sentimental. No, I didn’t kill them. But they aren’t your ‘family.’ Totality don’t have family, do we? Family is the sort of thing I regard as a weakness. Attachment to other people is an unpleasant burden, I’ve always thought.” He looked at Sasha. “Did you participate in any gift-giving rituals as a child? Aren’t those the most absurd things you’ve ever seen? Someone gives you a trinket, you’re expected to give one to them at the same time, or a later date, depending on the customs of the particular occasion.” He threw up his hands. “What’s the point? You could have each obtained something you wanted yourselves, and spared each other the risk of a gift that the recipient didn’t like or want. It’s so inefficient,” he finished, shaking his head.

			“Cy, I think you talk more than I do,” Arkady commented, his eyes still on the floor.

			Cylence’s displeased expression intensified. “I still hate it when you call me that. Shall I start calling you ‘Ark’?”

			“You could, but it doesn’t irritate me the way ‘Cy’ does you.”

			Cylence turned his attention to Sasha again, gesturing to Arkady. “Do you see why I can’t stand to have him around? He lives to goad me. He was so proud of himself when he nearly split my empire in half over his ridiculous pacifist movement. I should have had him killed back then, but I thought, ‘no, it’s good to be merciful, to show that I can be kind and use equitable judgment instead of ruthless vengeance.’ This is the thanks I get. I come across him actively collaborating with murderous upstarts, of all things. Can you imagine the hypocrisy? The self-styled peacemaker, the man who places nonviolence above all else, consorting with the likes of you. Is it comedy, tragedy, or farce? I suppose you received no training in classical drama before you were taken, did you? It’s a shame. There’s little reason to educate you slaves, of course. It would be a waste of resources unless you’re already well-educated. We have a hard enough time cultivating the brilliance of our own kind to bother with mere humans.”

			“He can do this for hours,” Arkady nodded.

			“He really is trying to drive me crazy with it, isn’t he?” Sasha asked, talking right past Cylence.

			The Totality leader snapped scathing glances at both of them. “I’ll have you both know I am renowned for my conversational skills. Every time Implacable Khazour pays a visit, we entertain one another for days with stories and rhetoric. He’s smart, for a mere human.”

			“You always did overestimate your own intelligence,” Arkady taunted.

			“I don’t believe I should take seriously the accusations of someone so easily apprehended,” Cylence fired back. “That goes for both of you. I control everything within the Fortress. I command all the Totality. What do either of you have to put up against that? Disorganized bands of ruffians?”

			“At least my people listen to me without the threat of violence,” Arkady said.

			“Oh, yes. Arkady, the great consensus-builder,” Cylence sneered. “It’s easy to pretend you know anything about leadership when you’re only responsible for a few hundred people who’ve been subsumed into your cult of personality, isn’t it? Try managing hundreds of millions spread across dozens of parsecs. And then we have Sasha here, who must have never given any thought to what would happen if and when she was victorious. What do you think would happen after you deposed me?” he asked her.

			She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter, since we’d be free of you and your kind. We’d figure it out.”

			“People always think they can improvise solutions to the most complex, difficult problems. It’s nonsense, of course. Do you know what leadership is, Sasha? It’s not standing at the front of a crowd and declaring yourself its master. It’s not giving flowery speeches and signing laws and treaties. It’s vision. If you cannot see into next month, near year, next millennium, then you have no business leading anyone. You need not be able to predict all contingencies, but you do need to acknowledge the complexity of the universe around you, and plan your course through it to the best of your ability. People’s lives depend on it. And you must be prepared to decide, swiftly, confidently, irrevocably.”

			Sasha’s attention wandered, and Cylence must have noticed, given where he took his discourse next. “You know, Sasha, word of your rebellion on Actis traveled quickly. I understand two ships left the planet, and you parted ways. The other ship made planetfall on another world in a nearby star system. One of our breadbasket planets, as I like to say. It fed a lot of people. Their abrupt arrival caused unfathomable chaos. The Totality staff assumed it was an unscheduled supply delivery. They never saw the assault coming. Fools. Half their number were annihilated before they could mount a counteroffensive. The slaves, of course, immediately took note. Unlike on Actis, they work outside, in the open, so they thought they could organize and join in the attack. They took up their farming implements and used them as weapons. By the time our reinforcements arrived, the agricultural operations in that area could only be described as a disaster. Slaves from the planet and from the ship had escaped and scattered. I had no doubt they were attempting to spread their discontent to the rest of the planet, and then beyond. I could not allow this. I gave the order personally: no one would be permitted to leave the surface of that planet alive. I stationed vessels in orbit with enough coverage to prevent anything from leaving, then began the orbital bombardment. I’m afraid I don’t have exact figures, but the most recent population counts put the slave numbers at somewhere around a quarter million. I ordered the bombardment and blockade to continue until we were certain no one was left alive on the surface. A harsh measure—excessive, even—but effective.”

			Internally, Sasha was aghast at the casual way Cylence related a tale of mass murder. She thought of how even Arkady took the time to intellectualize it, to find a justification for Totality actions that made them seem not irredeemably heinous. Cylence offered no such excuses or compunction. He put it simply: “Your cause is like a disease, and like any disease, you don’t cure it in half-measures. You take the full course.”

			It wasn’t lost on Sasha how he used a metaphor there, the way Arkady did back on his planet. Is this how all Totality speak, using one thing in place of another, as if it makes a stone into a mud puddle or a human being into an insect?

			Cylence still wasn’t finished. “I want you to take a moment to contemplate the effects of what I had to do there, to contain your plague of disobedience. As I said, that world provided food for many other planets. Much of that food became the protein meal you and your fellow slaves subsist upon. What do you think becomes of them, now? They still must eat, and yet I do not have enough food for them, because of the course of action you thrust upon me. Likewise, culling such a large number of slaves compelled me to reach out to Implacable Khazour and increase the inbound slave quota. It’s in transactions like these that I become most acutely aware of the benefits of autocracy, and the drawbacks of other political forms. When I wish to extract a punishment, I can do so without veto, without reprimand, without satisfying a fickle constituency. Those who object do so at their own peril. Khazour, on the other hand, must placate his bickering nobles as they work to raise a levy of human flesh that doesn’t noticeably reduce their own luxury. I’ve learned that, most of the time, this means the peasants who work the land must produce greater yields while receiving a smaller cut of the harvest. Do they like it? Surely not. But they comply, because the local Lord of the land has the same power over his domain that I have over mine: to raise your voice in complaint is to beg the whip, and to raise your hand in revolt is to court death.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			Follow the Leader

			William spent most of his life wishing he was in charge, that he had control over his life, over the world around him. As a child, he felt that powerlessness acutely when his father abruptly disappeared, then again when his mother did the same, and once more when his sister took a stray bullet as she slept. He’d joined the Militiamen precisely because he despised that lack of control, only to find his life was not his own there, either. He still had to do as he was told, to carry out orders he didn’t agree with, to act against his principles in the name of law and order. He told himself it was because his lot was to obey. He didn’t have the information his superiors did. He didn’t know the big picture, the overall strategy. This, he used to rationalize actions that he knew were wrong.

			At times, he tried to make amends. He saved lives when he could. Those whose injuries and deaths he saw as most acutely unjust, he worked to correct. But Erzan was not a city of justice, no matter how much one man wished it were so. Once he was sent to Trepsis, he thought it represented an opportunity to do things his way, to take a lawless place and make it a haven. Instead, he was blackmailed for a past mistake—the accidental death of a man who William believed deserved something far worse. More than that, Trepsis was already a hopeless mess, riddled with corruption and criminality, and terrorist behavior that, if he didn’t agree with in terms of methodology, he certainly understood in terms of motivating principles. Of course, the Totality took them—all the people on Trepsis—and so his opportunity for leadership was unceremoniously thwarted.

			Aboard Transcendence of Light, with Zotz and Linda and Kinda and Andrew, he once again thought he might have the chance to prove his mettle, but Zotz insisted on consensus, on democracy. Those times when William did make decisions on his own, like Golden, they turned out terribly and others paid the price. It was, after all, his insistence on pursuing the Totality into the Fortress that led to betrayal, the loss of the ship, and William’s exile into loneliness. Only some helpful information left in the ferry ship’s computer by Zotz led William to Actis, and he saw yet another chance for himself to take control and do something meaningful. But the slaves there were hardly prepared to accept an outsider as their leader, and he knew better than to ask. It was Sasha’s organization—he was only there to support it. He didn’t mind that so much, at first. He needed allies. If he was ever going to find the Trepsis colonists, he had to have help. He was content to wait until Sasha was ready, since he certainly had no idea where the Totality had dumped his charges.

			Soon, though, things spun out of control. Capturing the cargo train was only a victory in the sense that they survived it and got off the planet. The losses taken in the process made it look more like a disaster. The same held for the raid on the Totality weapons depot. And now, at the moment when William found himself thrust into the leadership role rather than clamoring for it, he was left in charge of hundreds of Totality refugees aboard a battered cargo ship with dwindling food and water. These were not the circumstances under which he expected to be in command, but with Sasha’s apparent capture or death at the hands of the Totality, none were better suited to lead. William thought Fred was the natural choice, but the troll disagreed. “These people may not be strictly human, but they are more human than I, and would likely respond best to another human telling them what to do.” In truth, it wasn’t quite so simple. Elena immediately declared herself as the responsible party for Arkady’s refugees, which William found fair enough, but he didn’t know what it would mean for their future direction. The only full humans left on the ship—those who survived the Totality “outbreak” on Arkady’s planet—were Janus, Duna, Katerine, and William himself. He remembered when their uprising had numbered in the hundreds, and now it had come to this.

			The first couple of days were tense. Elena represented the other Totality in decisions. “Stubborn” immediately became William’s go-to description of her. When he told her how much everyone’s food ration would be for the day, she insisted it was too small. When William instituted a curfew so people would sleep more and put less strain on the ship’s life support system, Elena accused him of cruelty. William once cracked a joke that they were fortunate Arkady’s people didn’t wear clothing, or they would quickly wear out the ship’s laundry facilities, and Elena called him an insensitive bigot. None of this would have been so bad if not for the abuse he received from the other side, as well.

			Janus made clear his distrust of the Totality now on the ship. “They’ll kill us the first chance they get,” he believed, adding that William would be wise to open the cargo bay and vent every last one of them into space. William never claimed to like these people but, as he put it to Janus, “I draw the line at mass murder.”

			Duna may have been more eager to be rid of the Totality in their midst than Janus. William once caught her tampering with the environmental controls to the main cargo bay. Had she known what she was doing, she would have successfully cut off their flow of oxygen and suffocated them. Fortunately for everyone else, she botched the job and only set off an alarm. When William caught her fleeing the scene, he saw no choice but to confine her to one of the individual quarters on the ship. Fred was put in charge of monitoring her. “I don’t need someone trying to massacre these people every time I turn my back,” William grumbled. “I get that they may hate the Totality, but these Totality never did anything to them, and we’re not killing anybody.”

			William kept waiting for a solution to come along. Their food situation was resolved, if only briefly, by the discovery of an asteroid field in a young star system. Inside the nooks and crevices the ship’s scanners detected faint sources of heat, which turned out to be an edible, fuzzy substance not unlike a fungus. Ample quantities of it were spread throughout the field, enough that they could fill the ship’s large refrigeration unit and not come close to exhausting it. The extraction process, of course, was wholly manual, with people donning extravehicular suits and scooping the stuff into containers. Teams were sent two at a time, one made up of William and Janus, and the other made up of two or three Totality. Elena went on a couple runs herself, and brought Angel with her each time. William kept meaning to talk to Angel, to find out how she was feeling—or rather, how the entity inside her felt. But he never knew how to approach her, to greet this stranger that he’d gladly cast from her body. So, he simply didn’t, only observing from a distance as she laughed and chatted with Elena and the other Totality, and the reality sank in that this was truly a different person, and the old Angel was unlikely to ever return. He came to a point where he no longer held it against the thing inside her—the entity that had not chosen this, and had no way to make the choice to leave. To him, she became one of them, one of the hundreds of Totality now occupying the ship.

			It took days to completely fill the refrigeration unit with the fungus, which varied in shades of blue and green and felt akin to eating a clump of wet hair when it was in one’s mouth. Rich in both protein and calories, it served as enough of a staple that the ship’s waste reclamation system could be dialed down to focus on recovering vitamins and minerals that the fungus lacked, and re-dispense them into convenient capsules. Fred determined that their full load of fungus, if properly conserved, could last them weeks. “Long enough to determine and carry out our next moves, whatever those may be,” the troll said.

			What those next moves consisted of remained on William’s mind for quite some time. While he had initially resisted the idea, after the fungus extraction operation he finally gave in to occupying Sasha’s office. Fred helped him clean up the debris and made it look livable again, now with a little more room thanks to the center console having been destroyed. William slept on the cot where Sasha had previously laid her head. It felt strange to take her place that way, to simply slot himself into her position and act as though he was her. He wasn’t, not in any way he thought mattered. Whatever complaints he had about his own life, he’d never been enslaved. His own distaste for the lack of control he felt over his life, he knew, paled in comparison to the agency Sasha was denied for so long. They did not always agree, which was to be expected. Still, he had a difficult time imagining someone he respected more. She’d never been trained for this sort of life—in fact, he was sure she’d never even wanted it—but when the need came, she stepped up and took control. She made the decisions and she lived with the consequences.

			William wrote, too, in the new chronicle that Fred had started and Sasha had continued. His writing was not as poetic as Fred’s nor as contemplative as Sasha’s. He found himself surprised at the thoughts she shared there, in the several pages she’d written since Fred first turned it over to her. Though it began with a brief list of those who’d died while fighting in her rebellion, it quickly turned to her inward thoughts, to recollections of her childhood, wistful memories of life with her father, and brief outbursts of rage against the Totality, and Cylence in particular.

			Just as he was about to finish outlining their current predicament, Elena came into the office with the confident strides he’d already come to expect from her, even if he couldn’t get used to the casual nudity. He tried to keep his eyes focused on hers.

			“Is there something I can do for you?” he asked, closing the chronicle and putting it back on the desk, setting the pen down next to it.

			She folded her arms. “One of our Seers provided me some information that might be of interest to you. She claims that Sasha is being held in the Totality headquarters—the Dominix Totality Centrality.”

			William, not terribly familiar with Totality Seers, was uncertain how skeptical he should be. “Do you believe her?”

			“Even if I do, what does it matter? We can’t attack the Dominix.”

			“That was Sasha’s plan, before we detoured to your planet because of Angel.”

			“Then she was a fool,” Elena declared coldly. “They call the Totality Fortress a fortress, but to assault the Dominix truly is suicide. Our best course of action is to find another habitable planet, out of the way, with enough life on it to sustain us for the rest of our days. We stand no chance of survival out here, jumping from star system to star system in search of food, risking encounters with Totality fleets. Anything bigger than a scout ship would make short work of us. Do you want to die?”

			“Not anytime soon, no. But I can’t just leave Sasha to Cylence. Why did you even tell me what your Seer said if you didn’t want to act on it?”

			“I wanted to be fair to you. Arkady was not a man who kept secrets, and I try to follow his example. If we are to trust one another, there must be honesty. But I’m sure you realize that my responsibility to these people is paramount. It would be senseless to risk all of us one for one person.”

			William knew she was right. “What if we found a planet for you and set you up there? I could leave with anyone who wants to go with me, and go after Sasha myself. Maybe it’s suicidal, maybe not, but then I wouldn’t be risking the rest of you.”

			Elena offered the slightest hint of a smile, the first one he thought he’d seen from her. “You’re a curious man, William. Does she mean that much to you?”

			William smirked. “I don’t know what you’re suggesting. We’re in this uprising business together. She’s been our leader. The least we owe her is to try to get her back, don’t you think?”

			“I think she would understand if you didn’t risk it. Isn’t your survival more important than any one person? Wouldn’t she want you to spread your revolt to other worlds?”

			“I don’t know.” That was a lie. He knew she would have preferred the movement survive than have William risk everything to save her. But he couldn’t let it go, not with the prospect that she was still alive. She’s led this thing from the beginning. I could never replace her. “I just have to try.”

			“I suppose I admire your persistence, even if it’s bound to get you killed. Obviously, I can’t stop you from doing whatever you’d like once we’ve been resettled. In fact, I might be inclined to join you once I’m certain my people are safe.”

			That piqued William’s interest like little else could have. “Really? I thought your people were pacifists?”

			“Arkady is—was?—a pacifist. The rest of us have our own feelings on the matter. Violence was unheard of on our world. There was no crime. Even so, when you arrived on our world and we surrounded you, you must have known we were prepared to kill you. That’s always been a requirement for my scouting teams. Should our enemies arrive to harm us, we must be prepared to strike first, without mercy. Arkady understood this as a necessary evil even if he was unwilling to raise arms himself.”

			“That seems a bit cowardly,” William accused, although he knew it was unfair to speak that way of Arkady when the man wasn’t there to defend himself.

			“No one was forced to do this,” Elena reminded him. “It was our choice.”

			“And you don’t have any problems fighting your own kind? Other Totality?”

			She shocked him with the way she laughed out loud, as if what he’d asked was unimaginably bizarre. “Are you serious? Cylence’s cronies aren’t ‘my own kind.’ Not at all. For one, we aren’t created the same way. I was born Totality, remember? Even those who weren’t—the Totality who had been with Arkady from the start—don’t feel any special attachment to those led by Cylence. Entirely different cultures, and no love lost between them, as far as I am aware.”

			William grinned, enjoying the melting of her icy attitude. He wondered if this was what she was normally like, when she wasn’t charged with patrolling for outsiders or monitoring someone like Angel. Where is she? he asked himself, once again aware that he didn’t know her status in any tangible way. He finally put the question to Elena.

			“I couldn’t tell you exactly where she is,” Elena admitted. “She has been spending much of her time with Nuesh, who has worked to introduce her to the nuances of Totality life. Nuesh is one of Arkady’s original rebels, you see. He is a highly adept Burner. We don’t yet know what Angel is. In fact, we’re only calling her ‘Angel’ because she has yet to settle on a new name.”

			William didn’t know how easily he would adjust to Angel having a new name. Probably as “easily” as I’ve adjusted to her being a completely different person. “When we have some time—and who knows when that will be—I’d love to sit down with her and get to know the new person in there,” he said as if it was something he was expected to say, and not entirely certain that he meant it. Angel had been there for him, after all, saving his life on Actis and looking after him during his convalescence. They shared jokes, personal stories, and the intimacy of being under her direct, tender care when he couldn’t care for himself. He feared that getting to know the being inhabiting her body represented a betrayal of some kind, and perhaps that’s what had put him off. But if this is who she is now, what else can I do? Just pretend she doesn’t exist? The thought was tempting.

			He was about to ask Elena to give Angel his regards when the lights in the office dimmed and an alarm sounded. It was the signal for general quarters. William knew it couldn’t be good. He immediately excused himself and rushed out to the command deck. Once he arrived, he noticed Elena following him, no doubt curious as to what was happening.

			Janus, Fred, and Duna were already present. Fred had sounded the alarm. “We are surrounded,” he announced worriedly.

			William assumed they’d been located by the Totality, finally, that whatever reprieve they’d enjoyed when fleeing Arkady’s world had since been rescinded—perhaps a capricious Cylence voting for mercy one day and vengeance the next.

			But it was not the Totality. A monotonous voice buzzed through the communications speakers on the consoles. “This is the Order flagship Relentless, to the unknown Totality cargo vessel. You are ordered to depower your engines, disarm your weapons, and prepare to be boarded.”

			William leaned forward, depressing the button on Fred’s console to allow him to respond. Fred moved aside while William spoke. “This isn’t a Totality ship anymore. We’re carrying former slaves. Just let us be on our way and we won’t trouble you further.”

			“Your vessel is to be boarded. You will comply immediately.”

			William released the button and looked to Fred. The troll shook his head. “It is an entire fleet, William. All their weapons are primed and trained on us. There is no hope of escape or a combat victory here.”

			Elena stared at him and he couldn’t help but notice that her face, which had only minutes ago been smiling and laughing, was now creased with desperate worry. He had no idea what Arkady’s people knew of the Order, but if they knew anything at all, it was at least that the two peoples were mortal enemies.

			But what choice do I have?

			William sucked in a deep breath, paused, then depressed the communications button again. “Please, disengage your weapons. We surrender. I repeat: we surrender.”

			Once again, this was not how William expected his command to end.

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Deconstructed

			Sasha did not see Cylence or Arkady again after they left her cell. Arkady reached a point where he refused to say anything more, and Sasha followed his lead. Cylence clearly disapproved, but he could not force them to engage in discussion, so he had Arkady put back in his cell and left Sasha by herself. She found this agreeable—solitude was preferable to interacting with that monstrous creature in the shape of a man. She waited, not knowing what to expect when she arrived at the Dominix. She had no mental image of what its interior would look like, whether cramped or expansive, modern or retro, brightly lit or dank and dim. She did her best not to think of it, and also tried to avoid contemplating what fate Cylence had in store for her. He’d enslaved her once, and perhaps enslaving her again was all he intended—she could endure that. She’d told herself before that she couldn’t, that she would rather die, but now, as the reality began to close in on her, she accepted this destiny. She had survived the slavery of the Totality once. She could survive it once more.

			Absent a clock or calendar or solar cycle, Sasha counted meals to mark the passage of time. It was the protein blocks, the unpalatable nonsense she’d eaten her entire time on Actis, before the revolt. When she took her first bite, she expected the vague comfort of familiarity. It did not come right away, but it did not keep her waiting long, either. She was uncertain how to feel about that—whether evoking anything other than disgust was a betrayal of all she’d worked for. She reminded herself that others were still out there. Fred and William and the others on the ship, they have to have made it off of Arkady’s planet. Cylence said they did, assuming I could believe a single word out of his mouth. Arkady’s people, too. On my ship. Maybe it’s better that I’m not there. How could I handle a ship full of Totality? She hated herself for asking the question, and hated herself more for not knowing the answer. None of this had turned out as she’d planned. She envisioned a revolution spreading like fire from planet to planet, the Totality falling everywhere she went, slaves rising up and taking their lives into their own hands, some for the very first time. In her mind, it was a beautiful image, the black stain of Totality oppression cleansed by the passionate flames of freedom—a freedom she was once again denied. And if Cylence had killed everyone from the other cargo ship as he said, and nearly everyone on her ship had died as a result of his peculiar “weapon,” what did that leave but a handful of humans fighting a lost cause, saddled with hundreds of quasi-Totality refugees? She could not have imagined a more alien scenario, and she felt her own failure too keenly. What I wanted was so romantic, but so impossible. It was always impossible, wasn’t it? Just a dream I wished would come true. Now, I’m coming to the Dominix, closer to the heart of the Totality than ever—and if I only had a knife, I could cut it out for good. She fantasized about that, too, seeing Cylence as the beating heart of the Totality, and to pierce him would be to sap the vitality of all his people. She thought about what he’d said, the merits of despotism, and why it appealed to him. Unspoken was its greatest failing: that to hinge an entire civilization on the personality and whims of one individual was to forge a massive chain with a glaring, all-too-obvious weakness. If Cylence dies, the Totality fall, she believed, and it pained her to think that he was so close and yet out of her reach. He’d been right there in the cell with her, and she’d wanted to lunge at him, to strangle him, to bash his head against the metallic floor until his brains were pulp and his blood flowed out like black ichor in the dim red light. She knew that was a dream, too. He’d have never let her get so close, and perhaps he might have killed her for trying—how much did he value his prize, really? Not over his own safety, she was sure.

			By the counting of meals, it was five days from her capture to her arrival at the Dominix. The ship began a series of disconcerting shudders and lurches that signaled docking maneuvers. Soon, her cell door opened and dispassionate, uniformed guards roughly led her out. Looking around as she went, she did not see Arkady. Whatever Cylence intended for her, she expected something worse was to come for Arkady. How do you torture an immortal? she wondered. Of course, Arkady wasn’t immortal in the same way as Fred. Totality could be killed, even if they would otherwise live forever. Fred had assured her he could not. As the guards took her through the ship with their hands firmly gripping her biceps, she thought about, of all things, those discussions she had with Fred about the different natures of their lives. It occurred to her that the deepest crime of slavery was not the denial of dignity, nor the labor induced on pain of torture, but the theft of one’s limited time. Every moment spent in bondage was a moment not spent free. This made her ask, then, if Fred’s enslavement meant anything at all. What is temporary slavery to someone who will live forever? Just another curious episode on his life? Whatever happens, he will survive. There’s always the possibility of something more agreeable or more interesting. But we don’t have that. We only have this finite amount of time, and then we’re dead. And that’s what the Totality take from us. Suddenly, it made more sense to her why Fred seemed so rarely bothered by anything. His support of her revolt was, perhaps, merely academic—something interesting and different for him to do, and not a cause he cared about in any direct way beyond generally favoring principles of freedom over enslavement. Not too far from that was the question of whether he cared about her—or anyone—at all.

			Her mind swirled in such thoughts as the guards handed her over to the staff of the Dominix. Everything was bright and shiny, slick and angular, the interior aesthetic one of cream walls and ceilings with light blue trim and floors. Far from the dirty facilities on Actis, everything here was spotless. If slaves brought to the Dominix tracked in dirt, someone or something must have made short work of it.

			She was stripped of her Totality rags, which didn’t bother her so much with the way they hung so loosely from her body. Then, she was passed on to a couple more men. One of them stood behind her and held her arms immobile across her spine. The other held a blade in his hand, and her heart began to palpitate as she thought Cylence had lied and simply intended to have her killed right here, stabbed through the heart or throat slit or some other quick, vicious death. Instead, he grasped her hair by handfuls and worked the knife back and forth across it until it cut free, falling to the floor. She’d been pleased to let it grow after the revolt on Actis, one of her quieter rebellions against the stringent dehumanization strategies employed by her captors, and they would take that from her, too. Once the bulk had gone, a handheld razor took the rest, leaving her head entirely bald. He did not stop there, sliding the razor along any part of her skin that boasted obvious outgrowths of hair. This he did with a disturbing lack of emotion, as if he’d done it hundreds of times before. They weren’t people to him, she knew—how else could he look at her and not see the fear in her eyes, or the silent pleading that he stop, that he leave her with a little patch somewhere, anywhere at all? As he took the final few stragglers down near her ankles, she felt naked in a way she’d never thought possible, stripped of herself in a fashion she couldn’t quite articulate. Before she had time to puzzle over it much, she was passed along yet again. This time, three men took her and led her silently through several corridors and around a few corners. All the hallways looked the same, and the markings next to each door she saw were illegible to her, possibly some written Totality dialect that wasn’t used as far afield as Actis, or maybe used only here so that anyone who tried to escape wouldn’t be able to figure out a viable route. It all looked the same, which was why she was surprised at reaching Cylence’s throne room.

			The very concept of a “throne room” was foreign to her, something completely outside her experience. She could internalize the notion of one man ruling over so many, but how that manifested in the customs and appointments of that man remained unimaginable until she saw this room. She entered at the far end, noticing immediately how long it was, with a ceiling so high it would take ten men standing on each other’s shoulders to just barely touch it. A deep purple carpet, wide enough for three or four people, led from the entrance to a large sculpture at the far end. They walked toward it, and as she drew closer, she realized it wasn’t a sculpture, but an elaborate chair. Cast in a gleaming, platinum-gold metal with colorful, ornate cushions resting on it, it sat atop a set of curved, tapering stairs. The dais was large enough for much more than the big chair, and to the left of it was a squat, dull gray box made of narrow vertical bars. Cylence was nowhere to be seen, but the men led her up the stairs nonetheless. As they drew near the throne and veered toward the box, she realized their intentions and tried to plant her feet, jerking her arms away from them. They only gripped tighter and tighter, enough that it hurt substantially and she felt what would later be bruises. They shoved her feet-first and naked into the box, then quickly affixed the solid top, closing several latches which didn’t offer even the slightest give when she pounded her fists against the lid.

			“Don’t bother with that,” one of them said. “You’ll never get out.”

			They left her there in the cage as they casually strolled away, following the purple carpet to the other end of the throne room. Shutting off the lights on their way out, she was alone in the darkness. She found that she could crouch and she could lay down on her side if she balled herself up, but sitting normally or standing were completely out of the question. The cage’s design forced her to contort her body in some manner or another. This is how Cylence thinks he’s going to break me?

			She awoke later when the lights came up and found she’d fallen asleep with her body bent, head nestled between her knees. The slightest bit of hair growth on top of her head chafed against her legs as she moved to reorient herself. She crouched in a way that required her to nearly stand on her tiptoes, holding onto the bars of the cage for balance. She squinted, eyes still acclimating to the brightness, trying to see if anyone was there. She soon recognized Cylence’s approach, with his flowing robes and arrogant posture.

			In the stunning lights of the throne room, his skin was so pale it looked downright sickly. She considered the possibility that he suffered some kind of nutritional or vitamin deficiency. Whatever else her life as a slave had given her, it was a solid grasp of human nutrition—knowing how to stretch what was given, and to detect dangerous deficiencies before they became life-threatening. But there’s no one to force Cylence to take care of himself, is there? She smiled at the thought of him dropping dead one day from lacking some essential nutrient. She didn’t know if such a thing was possible for the virtually immortal Totality, if they could still die from such a disease, or if they lingered perpetually in such a state. She decided she liked the idea of eternal suffering more than a simple death. It’s the least he deserves for what he’s done.

			Before passing her, he knelt on the dais in front of her cage, lowering his head so he could see her face-to-face. “How are you enjoying your new existence?” he inquired with a smile she soon recognized to be as false as everything else about him.

			She said nothing, knowing there was no answer that would not please him. To spit in his face would tell him he’d hurt her. To admit that she felt dehumanized would only validate what he’d done. To betray any emotion at all would put the success to his deeds. So she sat and stared, emotionless, at his vile face, the sunken eyes and obvious lips, a slight purple hue to them against his pale visage. She swore she could see the blood vessels just underneath the skin, blue and violet pulses racing at the edge of visibility right below the surface.

			He frowned once he realized no response would be forthcoming. “Have it your way,” he sighed, putting himself upright again. He moved to his throne and sat, sliding his hands idly along the arms of the thing. She saw how it nearly swallowed him, so absurdly large and imposing. She assumed it was intended to frighten any enemies who sought an audience with him here. I wonder what enemies he even has that he would bother to bring here. He can’t be worried about rebel slaves, can he? He wouldn’t let us come to him this way, I’m sure. There was the “Implacable Khazour” he’d mentioned. That was the only person who occurred to Sasha just then. The idea of Cylence respecting anyone intrigued her, and if nothing else, he hinted at a peculiar respect for this “Khazour” fellow. She wasn’t sure if that meant she wanted to meet him or not. Anyone who can get Cylence’s attention like that can either be a great ally, or a terrible enemy. Would I even get a choice in the matter?

			Cylence sighed again, flexing his hands and staring at his fingernails as each of his fingers stretched out as far as it could from its neighbor. He spoke without making eye contact. “If you aren’t going to entertain me, I might as well have you spaced.”

			“I can’t exactly sing and dance from in here,” she mocked.

			“So? Tell me a story.”

			“I don’t feel like it.”

			“Oh, you must have at least one good story to tell. That’s my rule,” he said, turning to dangle his legs over the arm of the throne so he could look at her more easily without getting up. “Everyone has at least one story that’s unlike anyone else’s. I’ve made a habit of collecting them, myself. I don’t like to execute anyone without learning their story, if I can help it. So, what’s yours? Where are you from? What is your world like?”

			She spoke as flatly as she could manage. “I’m from a planet you wouldn’t remember. You killed or enslaved everyone there. It’s a devastated ruin now.”

			“I wanted an interesting story, not the same one I could get from anyone else.” He leaned forward, grinning. “You stirred up a rebellion. Not many can say that. Fewer can say they sparked one that managed to move from its original planet. I couldn’t tell you how many uprisings I’ve had put down over the years. Only a handful ever spread to other worlds. It’s a shame I don’t see fit to put those tales to paper, as it were. I don’t want legends spreading around of even modestly successful rebellions, as you might imagine. Not something I want to encourage. Yours was fairly impressive, for what it was, and I would be interested in hearing how you did it.”

			She shrugged.

			“You are a disobedient pet,” he scorned with an annoyed face. “Fine, I will use you for my amusement in ways you can’t refuse to cooperate with.” He clapped his hands together to summon guards, whom he directed to pick up her cage. They roughly jostled her about as they began to take her from the throne room.

			She didn’t know what Cylence meant, exactly, nor was she eager to find out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Board Games

			William waited tensely for a response from the Order flagship. Based on what he’d heard of them, he would have considered the Order as nominal allies. Since encountering them, however, they’d only demanded immediate acquiescence. He couldn’t imagine what they wanted with the pathetic Totality cargo ship or its mass of huddled refugees. He hoped they just wanted to confirm that he and his charges posed them no threat, and would be content to let the lot of them go on their way.

			“You will immediately transmit your navigational logs to us,” the voice from the Order ship instructed. “You will also provide a full crew and cargo manifest. A troopship is being dispatched presently to board your vessel and assess these data.”

			“I can send you the logs,” William said, gesturing to Fred to send them across. “But we don’t have a crew or cargo manifest. This ship is full of refugees. We came from a slave uprising on Actis.” He wasn’t keen to mention that only a handful of the people on the ship were technically former slaves from Actis, and the rest were Totality of one kind or another.

			Elena eyed him anxiously, which he did not fail to notice. Having made it so clear to him that she did not eschew violence the way Arkady did, it was a very real concern that she might turn violent when faced with an imminent threat. It wasn’t as though he could have blamed her—few could be expected to walk calmly to their own demise—so he hoped he would be able to defuse the situation with the Order, before things came to violence.

			“In the absence of appropriate manifests,” the Order voice droned, “You will assist the boarding party with a manual inventory.”

			What could we possibly have that they would want? “We’re not in much of a position to refuse,” William acknowledged, then released the transmit button.

			“Are you out of your mind?” Elena hissed the second communications were shut off. “What do you think they’re going to do with us? The Order hate us. More than any group of people in the known universe, they are our most mortal enemies. Arkady was very clear about that. He may have been willing to live in peace with them, but it goes both ways. The Order have never shown our kind mercy. Arkady talked about the original war between the Totality and the Order, how the Order would obliterate ships full of us without a second thought. We fought defensively all the way to the Fortress, where Cylence and Arkady and their forces were finally able to make a stand and drive off the Order, if only temporarily. That is our history, William. They would annihilate us, given the chance.”

			“I’m not going to let them do that,” William promised. “I’m going to assume they won’t willfully slaughter fellow humans. Do you have any reason to believe they would?”

			“Arkady never mentioned anything like that, no. He suggested the Order went out of their way to stop Totality slavery and liberate any slaves they found.”

			“That’s a good thing for us, then. If we stand with you, they can’t so easily kill you.”

			“They’ll try to find a way,” Elena said in a quieter tone, but didn’t argue the point further.

			William then went about the work of preparing the ship for “visitors.” He ordered Fred, Duna, Janus, and Elena to do what they could to manage the refugees in the main cargo bay. “Get the young children out of there. Take them up to the quarters. I believe Katerine is up there, sleeping. Wake her and charge her with looking after the kids. If things turn ugly, I don’t want children in the line of fire.”

			“A shrewd strategy would be to push them to the fore to greet the Order soldiers,” Fred suggested.

			William did his best not to explode at the troll for such an idea. “I’ll pretend you didn’t seriously advise me to use children as human shields.”

			Fred pressed on. “Put your sentimentality aside for the moment and think rationally. I know the Order better than you. They are not cold-blooded killers. They will not slaughter helpless children.”

			“Even if I’m willing to take your word on that, I’m not going to risk them.”

			“You are already risking everyone,” Fred pointed out. “The Order could destroy this ship and kill all of you, if they so desired.”

			William remained adamant, perhaps unreasonably so, but he couldn’t shake his memories of the gangs of Erzan who did the same thing. He recalled gang leaders even putting their own children in harm’s way to avoid being taken in by the Militiamen. That’s a line I won’t cross, William decided.

			Moving past Fred, he and the others entered the main cargo bay and started dividing the refugees into more manageable groups, moving them off to the sides of the bay, advising parents to keep their children near the back, and making adequate room for the boarding party. Elena put their minds at ease as best she could, addressing all of them. “We will try to get this over with as quickly as we can, and hope that no one is harmed. I ask that everyone remain calm. Your children will be protected in the upper levels of the ship. There isn’t room for everyone else—we’ll all stay down here, and we’ll show these people they have nothing to fear from us.”

			William didn’t have to see the fear and anxiety on their faces to know it was there. Some of these people probably have firsthand knowledge of the Order, from the original conflict. I wish we had time to identify them and get them out of the way, but I don’t want anyone to feel singled out. That’ll only make things more volatile. We’ll just keep everyone to the back and present ourselves—Fred, Elena, Janus, Duna, and me—as their representatives. If the Order want to negotiate, it’ll be with us.

			With the refugees concentrated toward the front of the bay, away from the access doors, the five envoys waited nervously for the telltale metallic clangs of another ship docking, and the louder banging and hissing of various locks and atmospheric pressure controls being engaged. The sounds came after what felt to William like hours, then one of the access doors swung open and several individuals in what he recognized as Order uniforms emerged, single-file.

			The intruders immediately formed a semicircle and approached William and the rest of his team. They didn’t look conspicuously armed, though they were clearly loaded up with equipment he didn’t recognize. Gloves partially covered their hands, and tubes running from them snaked around their arms and came together on their upper backs. Similar adornments crossed their faces, and he thought he spotted small, oscillating lights near their eyes. He suspected they wore some kind of monitoring equipment.

			One of the troops stepped forward, making clear that he was in charge. “Who is in command of this vessel?” The words sounded more like a demand than a question, and William was ashamed to realize he felt himself shrinking in the presence of this large, commanding, fearsome figure.

			Still, he didn’t back away. “I am,” he said, not with the forcefulness he intended, but loudly enough to be heard. “I am,” he repeated, just in case.

			The man fixed his gaze on William, as if to reduce him further with only a stare. He stepped slowly, methodically toward William, never getting too close. It was meant to intimidate, and William couldn’t argue that it didn’t work.

			The commanding officer nodded and spoke. “Yes, Admiral.” At first, William thought the man might have been referring to him with the wrong name or title, then he noticed the piece of kit wired around the man’s ear. Two-way communications.

			“I’d like to speak with whoever is in charge on the other end,” William said. His tone was careful—not aggressive, not meek.

			“You’ll have that opportunity soon,” the commander promised. “I assume these people are your command staff.” He moved his eyes over each one. “Names and ranks.”

			“We don’t have ranks,” William protested. He gestured to them, one by one. “Janus, Duna, Fred, Elena. I’m William.”

			“Understood, Admiral,” the man said through his communications equipment. “Yes, he says he’s in command. No one’s made any hostile moves.” He turned to William and spoke directly: “Sir, are you under any duress at the moment?”

			William smirked. “Only from you people. Were you looking for some other answer?”

			The man shook his head and raised a hand to his ear, touching the equipment encircling it with two fingers, and rotating his head slightly. “As you wish, sir,” he said, acknowledging whatever he’d been told.

			William couldn’t guess at what was said. Was he just ordered to kill all of us? Search the ship? What’s happening?

			The explanation was given: “We’ll need to test your command staff for bioagents, then everyone else on board. The process only takes a moment. It requires brief physical contact. Giving me your hand for a moment will do.”

			William couldn’t see any problem with that, so he gave the go-ahead. The Order soldier started at the end of the line, with Janus. Janus offered up a hand, the man closed a few of his own fingers around it, waited a few seconds, then released. “Clear,” he said with a nod.

			Next was Fred. The procedure went just as smoothly with him, as well. William was fascinated by how efficiently the Order could apparently detect dangerous biological agents with only a touch. His mind wandered around the many possibilities of such advanced technology—what it might be capable of, and what it signaled about the overall capabilities of the Order. It fascinated him, but also served as a dangerous distraction. He did not anticipate what happened next.

			It would be weeks before William could reliably piece together exactly what transpired in those moments, so quickly they unfolded. Tentatively, Elena raised her hand as she was next in line. The squad commander took it in his own, seemingly unfazed by her nakedness, waited the requisite few seconds, then reacted in a way William did not expect. Rather than signal that she was clear, he jumped back, raised the palms of his hands to face her, and shouted, “Totality!” This provoked an immediate reaction from the rest of his troops, who took a similar stance. It only took them a fraction of a second, and Duna’s reaction took only a fraction longer—far too brief for William to be fully cognizant of what was happening in the moment.

			Immediately, the hands of the soldiers glowed a brilliant blue. Duna reached around to her lower back, drew a hand weapon, aimed it right at the commanding officer’s face, and fired. The blue light from his hands burst forth as a force wave even as the bolts from Duna’s gun penetrated his skull. The wave of energy, redirected by Duna’s attack, flew right above Elena’s head, then blasted a hole in the ceiling of the cargo bay. Later, William would recall the screams of children, but he was forced to acknowledge that the volume of energy discharges probably made hearing the children on the upper deck impossible, and so he likely imagined it.

			Before William could consciously register what was happening, Elena had already dived at the leader’s knees, knocking him to the floor even though Duna’s shots had almost certainly killed him. Fred shoved Duna to the side, wrestling her for the weapon. More blue waves sprouted from the hands of the remaining Order troops, and William instinctively threw himself down as he sensed their approach. Even if the screams of the children couldn’t have been heard, the wailing of the rest of the Totality on the ship was real enough, as they had nowhere to go with the approach of coruscating sapphire waves. Their bodies disintegrated as they were struck, which William still did not realize right away, with the sudden and intense chaos. He rolled onto his back, already in throbbing pain from having forced himself to the floor so violently, and saw Janus similarly preserving his bodily safety by remaining low and out of the way. Fred had become a particular target now that he held Duna’s weapon. Though he did not fire it, the Order troops focused their energies on him, and their eyes went wide as they saw their blue onslaught disappear into him with no effect at all. They had surely expected to see him vanish, to see his skin glow white hot for an instant, dissolve into a brief, blackened ghost, then evaporate into nothingness, as happened with the rest. Fred’s lack of utter destruction gave them pause, and they held their fire long enough for William to say something.

			“Stop this!” he cried. “Just stop! We fucking surrendered!”

			They said nothing, keeping their hands raised toward Fred, who had long since dropped Duna’s weapon. William grimly observed that Duna had not survived unscathed, herself: her head was missing, her body crumpled in an unnatural position next to Fred. Elena and Janus remained intact, for the moment. The Totality crushed against the walls of the bay moaned and sobbed, huddling and terrified at what they had just witnessed and endured. William assumed that not all who were struck had died—if Duna was any indication, some may have lost limbs or suffered egregious wounds without yet perishing. If any of them are going to survive at all, I have to put an end to this. “We’ll do whatever you want, just stop attacking!” he declared, in case they hadn’t heard him the first time.

			“Shut up,” one of the soldiers—a woman—said. “We’re getting new orders. I’m being told to put them on audible.” Slowly, she moved one of her hands to manipulate her earpiece, then trained it on Fred again. “You’re broadcast now, Admiral,” she announced.

			“Thank you,” a female voice echoed from the soldier’s suit. “William?” she called. “Can you hear me?”

			The voice was something impossible. So impossible, William refused to even entertain the notion. She’s dead. You’re imagining things. “I’m here. Who are you… Admiral?”

			“It’s me, William,” she said in a way that begged him to deny it. “Eleanor Pearson. Your mother.”

			“You’re not my mother. She died years ago,” he responded quite bitterly. This must be the Order trying to manipulate me. Looks like Fred was right when he warned me about them. If this is what they have to offer, they’re no allies of ours.

			“William, you have to listen to me. I came a long way to find you. All the way from Earth, in fact. This was all a mistake. I had to make sure you were safe. Are these Totality holding you prisoner?”

			“No. They’re under my protection. Is that why you had your people attack? You thought they were holding me?” A long pause told him she was gauging the veracity of what he said. If you are my mother, you have to know I’m not lying.

			“We’ll put that aside for now. Are you injured? Sick? Do you need anything?” The concern in her voice was unmistakable. He couldn’t let himself believe she was who she claimed. He wasn’t sure he could believe it even if she appeared before him, in the flesh.

			“You don’t need to worry about me. It’s not like you’ve been around for most of my life. What do you want? Why are you here? Why did you board this ship?”

			“I told you, I had to be sure you were safe and not being forced to lie for your captors.” She paused again. “It’s… William, I’m sorry. It was a misunderstanding.”

			“Fuck your ‘misunderstanding,’” he growled, finally getting back to his feet. “You killed people! You want to be helpful? Send medical teams! Send a repair crew! You want to prove you’re my mother, that you give a shit about me? Help these people!”

			Again, he had to wait while she contemplated his demands. The silence told him she must have been consulting with her staff, perhaps making certain she had the crew and the supplies to help. He assumed they would have plenty of personnel and materials for his needs, so he had to wonder if some of the considerations were political, instead. Is she going to get in trouble for helping Totality? If the Order hate them as much as they seem to, that’s not an unrealistic concern. But that’s the choice she’ll have to make.

			“I agree to your terms, but on one condition,” she replied.

			William sighed. “What is it?”

			“You have to come aboard my ship, the Relentless. I must see you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			Routines

			Sasha soon came to understand Cylence’s intentions, at least in part. He wanted her constantly unaware of what would happen next, to fret over whether her life would end at any moment. She had no doubt that he meant to stoke such fear when he had his guards carry her out of his throne room in her cage, only to take her to a room behind it that served as Cylence’s private office. She was left there for a while with no lights, no sound, no interaction at all. She did not recognize it as Cylence’s office until he came in some time later and checked for something among his papers, accidentally forgetting to turn out the light as he departed. She found it quaint that he actually used paper, but whatever amusement she drew from it was soured by the assumption that Cylence only did it as a pretense, because the tangibility of paper carried more significance than ephemeral words and images on a screen. What bits of his documents she could see from the corner where her cage sat spoke of resource management, including fragments about Totality-held slaves. She was of two minds about such information: to know the full scope of the Totality slaving operation would give her the best means of combating it, but it would also mean that she knew the extent of its horror. Without that, she could fool herself into believing they only kept a relatively small number of slaves, that no great mass of humanity was held under the Totality yoke. It was a lie, and yet without hard numbers to prove otherwise, she could allow herself to entertain the possibilities.

			She thought of these things instead of dwelling on her predicament, since to do the latter would only lead to despair, and she never found desperation a useful mindset. This situation is bad, but I’ve been in bad situations before and come out intact. Cylence must have some use for me, and I can find a way to use that to my advantage. Ultimately, she believed him when he said she was there for his entertainment. She was his prize—the leader of a slave revolt, brought low and made his plaything. Her purpose was to amuse, but also to serve as a symbol for any who might attempt what she had. He must have considered treating her this way—stripped, shaved, caged—a more effective deterrent than a mere corpse. A corpse, after all, was no longer human, just an empty shell, a mimicry of what had once been alive. But a living, breathing human, captured and humiliated, breathing, still with eyes full of awareness, but laid bare for all to see—she couldn’t deny the psychological power of that.

			So, she was not surprised when Cylence finally had her brought out of his office and into the throne room once again. She was given a cup of water and a small plate of food, both of which she consumed too quickly to notice whether they tasted like anything at all. She despised being reliant on her captors in such a way, but survival was survival. She didn’t care to imagine what response Cylence might have had to a hunger strike, if it threatened the well-being of his prize.

			The guards placed her off to the side of the throne and slightly forward, as they had last time. This allowed anyone who approached to take notice of her before they addressed Cylence. She asked herself how much thought Cylence put into things like this. He must spend a lot of time thinking about how to maximize the propaganda value of someone like me. Isn’t that funny? Back on his ship, Cylence told me about the advantages of absolute power—not having to answer to anyone, doing everything his own way. But he must care what people think of him, too, or he wouldn’t put any effort into displaying me. He could just have me taken off to the side and shot, my body thrown out an airlock or something, and that’s the end of the revolt. But he didn’t do that. He wants people to fear him—including his own kind, maybe. And he wants to remind them why they should fear him. It could be someone else in this cage next time.

			She almost didn’t notice Cylence taking up his throne as the first visitor of the day approached. It was an elder gentleman with long, silver-white hair and an ample beard to match, shuffling slowly along the plush, purple carpet that led to the foot of the dais. He wore a light gray uniform, similar to what the Totality sported, but clearly distinct. A bright red stripe ran down the shoulders to the wrists, and that was visible from a decent distance. It wasn’t an outfit she’d seen before.

			“Begging your pardon, Your Magnificence,” the man groveled. “I come with your weekly report.” He didn’t even look at Sasha.

			Cylence slouched in his chair, appearing quite bored. He waved his hand in an exaggerated circle. “Get on with it, Zotz. How progresses Project Mu?”

			“The data you brought back from the field test has been invaluable. We’ve confirmed that the dimensional barrier weakens over an extremely large area when quintessence is energized at the appropriate levels. We have been experimenting with varying those levels to find the optimum, as well as devising a general formula for the diminishment of the barrier over distance. It appears to function rather like gravity, reducing via an inverse square relationship, but over a much larger radius than gravity can be felt.”

			“I don’t need the math lesson, old man. What’s the effective distance?”

			“With the current device configuration, the barrier is weakened enough to permit unfettered Totality passage over a radius of roughly two parsecs. As I said, we are still refining the formula based on the field test data.”

			Sasha listened intently to what the old man said. She wasn’t sure she understood all of it, but she did her best to piece it together. If that man is saying what I think he’s saying, the device Cylence tested on Arkady’s planet—the one that infested the people on the ship with Totality—is being refined and works over a long distance. Another test must be how a Totality came to occupy Angel, if Totality can’t normally inhabit women. I still wish I had a good explanation for that quirk.

			“How soon will you be prepared for a new field test with finalized, or close to finalized, parameters?”

			“A few more weeks, I believe,” Zotz bowed.

			Cylence flexed his hand, spreading out his fingers, then making fists, as if to intimidate the old man—or Sasha. “Fine. What about using the Source, as we discussed before? A complete erasure of the barrier. My other scientists have told me it’s possible.”

			“’Possible’ suggests a quicker path to practical application than is currently realistic. The issue is not one of energy or even technology, but the sheer danger involved. The Source draws on something akin to quintessence but distinctly not quintessence, and while we have managed to harness very small quantities of quintessence for these field tests, even those remain extremely fraught. I hope I need not remind you how you began this course of research, by examining the aftermath of another quintessence accident.”

			Cylence rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, that poor solar system, with all the dead people. They did that to themselves. All you and yours did was complete the destruction by way of your carelessness, is that not right?”

			“You are correct,” Zotz admitted. “All the more reason that we should tread carefully now.”

			“You always wish to ‘tread carefully,’ Zotz!” Cylence scolded, now leaning forward menacingly instead of slouching. “If I listened to you, we wouldn’t have even done the field test. You’ve warned and complained and cautioned all the way through this. I placed you in charge of this project because of your deep and vast knowledge in these areas. You are a wise man of many talents, but you are overly apprehensive. Sometimes I wonder if you are deliberately attempting to delay me, as if you hold out hope someone will come for you. But no one is coming, Zotz. No one even knows you’re here—certainly no one on your pathetic backwater of a homeworld. The Order have made no mention of you, and I’m certain they would have if they cared at all for your whereabouts. I monitor their communications quite thoroughly. Now, I want you to get back to work. I want a feasibility analysis of using the Source for a complete dimensional break by the end of the week. Do you hear me? Five days. No more. I want the report on my desk, with all the necessary details. I intend to perform a preliminary test in the next few weeks—don’t even try to argue with me. Do you understand, or shall I seek your immediate replacement?”

			“Your orders are understood,” Zotz said quietly.

			“What was that?” Cylence snarled.

			“I understand,“ Zotz repeated, loud enough to hear this time.

			“Good.” Cylence leaned back in his throne again. “Now, have you had a peek at my latest acquisition? This is Sasha. Come on up, take a closer look.”

			Zotz finally looked at her. His eyes met hers for an instant, then he returned his gaze back to Cylence. “I can see her just fine from here, Your Magnificence.”

			Sasha winced at the emphasis he put on “Magnificence.” Based on their interaction, she didn’t assume Zotz to be any great friend of Cylence’s. Perhaps not a slave, as such, but clearly pressed into the service of the Totality against his will. She wondered how he’d come to be in this situation, and what Cylence meant about his homeworld. Then, it struck her that she may have heard the name before. “Zotz” wasn’t one of those names one encountered every day, after all, and she tried to remember who’d mentioned the name. Was it William? That would make sense, wouldn’t it? William said he had some companions on a ship that was destroyed, when he was sent off by himself. Maybe he was wrong, and there were survivors, or at least the one. If I could just get him alone and ask if knows William, maybe he would help me.

			“You are a tedious old man,” Cylence scoffed. “Fine, begone with you. Back to your work. I’ll show my prize to someone more appreciative.”

			Cylence next took the report of a man named Martan, who he explained to Sasha was his “Grand Vizier.” Since Sasha seemed unimpressed by the title, Cylence elaborated: “It’s an ancient title. Martan here manages the day-to-day affairs of the Totality, apart from whatever projects I am overseeing personally. He has served me well for many years. Haven’t you, Martan?”

			The man was tall, narrow-framed, with a sharp jaw and cheekbones, light bronze skin, and a head shaved so closely it practically gleamed in the bright lights that shone down from the top of the throne room. He wore a tight-fitting purple garment that left his neck, head, and hands bare and his feet were in the same gray boots that the rest of the Totality wore. Sasha assumed that his uniform was meant to match the carpet, signaling the fact that he represented Cylence’s power.

			“Yes, Your Magnificence,” Martan bowed. “Shall I proceed with my daily report?”

			Cylence gestured for him to continue. “Go on, then.”

			Martan did not read from any handheld notes or electronic device. His hands were clasped behind his back and, to Sasha’s surprise, he recited his entire report from memory. “We’ve continued to monitor the movements of the Order fleet as best we can, per your instructions. We confronted them once at Hestia, and again at Melus. They broke ranks and retreated with only a few parting shots. We lost track of them in the Imett Cluster. As you are aware, our scanning technology cannot penetrate the stellar nursery, and to pursue the fleet within would risk an ambush for which we would be ill-prepared.”

			Cylence nodded. “Position vessels such that, whenever they emerge from the Cluster, they will not go unnoticed.”

			“We have already done this with the number of ships you agreed to make available for this mission, Your Magnificence. But the Imett Cluster is large and we would require double the contingent to make an effective snare.”

			Cylence narrowed his eyes, his expression one of irritation. “Then put them on random patrols so the Order can’t easily predict where they could make their exit. I shouldn’t have to tell you how to do your job, Martan.”

			“Even with such a strategy, there is a moderate likelihood that they will evade detection. We simply do not have the vessels on hand.”

			“I’ve already assigned you as many ships as I can spare. Khazour is watching us closely—you know that. The fleets I had you send on maneuvers near the Hegemony are there for good reason. Khazour knows of the rebellion and he knows of the Order incursion. If he believes our position is weakened, he will not feel it necessary to uphold our agreements.”

			Martan bowed in acknowledgment. “As you say, Your Magnificence. We will do the best we can with the resources available. Would you approve my redeployment of one quarter of the fleet to defend the Centrality, should the Order break free?”

			Cylence shrugged. “Fine. We can’t have the Dominix completely defenseless, can we? Have you seen any indications of additional Order ships?”

			Martan shook his head. “None whatsoever. It appears to be only a single fleet. While we cannot account for the entire number due their use of nullspace masking, they have at least one dreadnaught, three destroyers, and five frigates, with various smaller support vessels. It is a formidable contingent and looks to represent a current level of Order technology.”

			“So, they may be a challenge to subdue. We’ve endured worse,” Cylence noted.

			“Indeed,” Martan agreed. “What of Khazour? Since you mentioned him, I’m afraid I must bring up the fact that he has sent additional communiques to us. He is pleading that he needs more time to supply us with more slaves from the outlying worlds. The core worlds, he claims, are already depleted of spare labor.”

			“Is that so?” Cylence glanced to Sasha. “Do you see what I mean, Sasha? Khazour thinks he sees an opening, an excuse to abrogate our long-standing contract. It is written entirely in the letter of Hegemony law—as his predecessors demanded—that we can request additional slave shipments under so-called ‘exigent circumstances.’ Now, I would think a slave revolt combined with an Order offensive would qualify, but he wishes to play games with me. He fails to realize that I have already put down your little revolt, and while I would hesitate to label the Order fleet as nonthreatening, a force that size would only be capable of harassment, not devastation or conquest. Khazour would euthanize a patient suffering a mild insect bite. He is a gutless idiot.”

			“Your Magnificence, I would hesitate to characterize Aman Khazour as lacking in fortitude or courage. He has crushed rebellions of his own with extreme prejudice, and he was educated in the same grand tradition as his father, whom you knew and respected.”

			Cylence laughed. “Kellen Khazour knew and loved the thrill of combat. He was a man who tasted blood in his mouth and felt the bodies of his enemies become lifeless in his hands. His passing was a true shame, a loss to us all. The Order have no doubt felt emboldened since his feckless whelp took the reins of power. All Aman Khazour is skilled at is sending others to die on his behalf. All I desire from him is that he uphold our contract and increase the slave shipments, as stipulated given our circumstances. If he will not do this, I will ensure he regrets it.”

			Martan stood quietly, unmoved by Cylence’s bluster. Sasha found that curious. Cylence must make speeches like this a lot. I wonder what Martan really thinks of his leader.

			“Is there a particular punishment you wish to suggest?” Martan inquired.

			“Yes. What was the planet involved in that civil war several years back? There was the girl, the one who tried to challenge Kellen for his title.”

			“Analise Achim,” Martan recalled from memory. “The planet was Mercer. It is not far from the boundaries of the Fortress.”

			Cylence snapped his fingers. “That’s the one.”

			“Mercer has been in trusteeship since Achim’s death,” Martan noted. “Carey Vendor, her one-time paramour, now manages the planet in her stead.”

			“I don’t care about the vagaries of Hegemony succession,” Cylence chided. “Do we have any numbers on their population? How many lowborn?”

			“At least fifty thousand, according to the last census,” Martan said.

			How does he know all this? Sasha couldn’t help wondering.

			“I want half of them,” Cylence said simply. “Tell Khazour he has a month to produce 25,000 lowborn from Mercer and deliver them to me. He shouldn’t care about the fates of people whose countess or baroness or whatever absurd title she held tried to make war against his father. He should be happy to be rid of them. Send the demand, and remind him of his obligations.”

			“It will be done, Your Magnificence,” Martan said. “Will there be anything else?”

			“Yes. Bring me the Chronicle,” he said with a sneer, leaning forward in his throne.

			“Sir, I do not believe that a wise idea, given your current company.”

			“Are you arguing with me?” Cylence barked, incredulous. “Do as I told you! It’s in my office.”

			Sasha knew Cylence could have gotten it himself, but making Martan scurry must have been one of his petty exercises of power. Has Martan ever thought about killing his master? Is he Totality, himself? He must be. I can’t imagine Cylence would entrust a mere human to run things for him.

			Martan soon returned with a thick book whose bindings had clearly deteriorated somewhat with time. The cover had the texture of animal hide, brown and worn, and the book as a whole looked heavy and a bit challenging to carry and manipulate, as books went. Emerging from behind the dais, he ascended the steps and handed the book to his master, then returned to the floor. He stared up at Cylence, apparently waiting for further orders.

			“You can go,” Cylence waved him off. “I’ll return the book when I’m finished.”

			“What do you intend, Your Magnif—”

			Cylence cut him off, no longer willing to entertain his questioning. “I told you to go!” his voice boomed, echoing through the throne room with such volume that Sasha winced. She could scarcely believe his voice was the result of purely human capabilities. She thought it likely that this was some peculiar Totality ability she’d not experienced before.

			Martan hurried away, and once he was gone, Cylence approached with the book in hand. He knelt next to Sasha’s cage and presented it to her, facing the cover toward her. “Do you recognize this?”

			She didn’t believe she did, at first. Fixing her eyes on it for several seconds, she came to realize it looked very much like the new Chronicle Fred had given her, in which he’d first described her as the Star Mother, and wherein she began enumerating those who died in her name. It was the same, but somehow not the same: this one looked older, very worn, the pages clearly wrinkled and tinted with the passage of time. She said nothing, and did her best not to indicate anything specific to Cylence, either.

			“It’s okay to tell me you recognize it,” he grinned. He opened it to a random page and again faced it so she could see. She saw her own handwriting there, but they were things she had not written—events that had not transpired.

			“What is this?” she asked, almost with a gasp.

			“A good question,” he nodded, quickly slamming the book shut and blasting a puff of musty air into her face. He carried the tome back to his throne and sat down, then turned through some of the pages again. “It’s your Chronicle, of course. Things you’ve done. Things you’ve yet to do. Your expression was the confirmation I needed that it wasn’t some simple forgery.”

			“I didn’t say anything about it,” she protested. “I didn’t write any of that,” she said truthfully.

			“Oh, I know. You haven’t written it yet. But do you know what fascinates me? What is written in the early parts hews very closely to actual events, and yet this book has been in my possession for many years. It foretold your rebellion on Actis. It discussed your attack on the weapons depot—a daring effort, I must admit, and entirely too costly for you, if we’re to make an objective military analysis of it. What I find even more curious are the events that don’t match. There were more ships in this book, a group of five that successfully left Actis, and they stayed together. But, as you and I have discussed, only two made it off of Actis, and you parted ways immediately. Of course, there is also nothing here about you becoming my prisoner. What am I to make of it? I certainly have my ideas.”

			“Oh?” she cooed, hoping his excitement would get the better of him and he would tell her too much.

			He beamed, gleefully turning the pages. “You’d love that, wouldn’t you? For me to share every detail I’ve learned, every piece of the future I hold in my hands, right here. I will tell you this: I acquired the book from a source I consider highly trustworthy, insofar as I do not imagine he would have fabricated something of this nature. And I believe he brought it with him from another time and place—from a world like ours, but not ours, and carried through space and time until it came to be in my possession. But my knowledge of events changes them, does it not? After all, you are here with me, whereas before you were not. What impact does that have on the future, now? Who can say? It’s like a map that I can read, but cannot follow unless I intend to redraw it. And redraw it, I shall.”

			She shuddered at the ominous way he said it. “What do you mean? What are you going to ‘redraw’?”

			He laughed, standing up from his throne again, resting the book on his seat. He came closer with every word, until he knelt in front of her again. “You don’t understand at all, do you? Your rebellion only happened because I allowed it. You were able to attack that depot because I allowed it. You only made it to Arkady’s world because I allowed it. I captured you because I knew where you would be, and when. Your every move was preordained by you—not the Sasha kneeling before me, but a version of you nonetheless—and yes, it foretells other things. There is mention of a great fall, of the Totality brought low and defeated. I have already taken the first steps to thwarting those events, and I can remain one step ahead of any who would challenge me, as a result. And even if you do somehow defeat me, do you realize what you leave in my place? Do you think the Totality are the gravest threat in this universe? Child, you have no idea. The Hegemony? The Order? They’re nothing in the face of the darkest possibilities of existence. You don’t know until you’ve stared into its eyes, and seen the face of pure destruction, felt its breath on you, felt its rage and hatred for all that is, was, and ever will be. To destroy me is to destroy yourself. I can say this, and I know you will not believe it, because I have said it to you before, and you struck me down without a thought.”

			Sasha thought he was raving like a madman. She had no interest in trying to comprehend the nonsense he vomited. Where she expected he would give away specifics that could possibly help her, instead he spoke in hypotheticals, in portents and prophecies—and she did not believe in the latter.

			“It’s fine for you to think me insane,” he whispered, leaning in closer, almost to where she could reach his face with her hands. “We’ll all wish we were simply mad if you do what you intend to do. Kill me, Star Mother. Kill me, if you can, and embrace the unraveling of everything you’ll ever know.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			Family Legacy

			Before agreeing to leave the cargo ship, William insisted upon investigating the welfare of the children on the upper level. He found them frightened but otherwise in good condition, being comforted by Katerine. Some had taken minor cuts and bruises, but Katerine assured him that none had been vaporized by the Order energy beam which had blown a hole in the floor. Evidently, the weapon that so effectively disintegrated skin and bone was much less proficient at obliterating the skeletal materials of a Totality transport ship. He was relieved by that, and also that Katerine seemed well-equipped to look after the little ones despite their very recent acquaintance. He was reminded of the times he had to meet with children while a Militiaman, to interview them when they were traumatized, inform them of some terrible disaster—likely a gang-related killing—that had befallen their parents, or some other tragic circumstance that had made him come to dread interacting with kids at all. The good fortune of this situation, at least, put his mind a bit more at ease. Satisfied that the children were in good hands, he left everyone with their orders—mostly, to take no action until they heard from him again, and certainly to do nothing that would antagonize the Order. He had no way to enforce them, of course, and could rely only on their mutual trust, which he had to assume in good faith rather than know with certainty.

			He placed Fred in overall command, advising him to set to work patching the hole in the upper quarters as soon as possible, and to maintain calm on the ship. “If the Order try to board this ship again without approval, I want you to blow it up,” William told him in a grim tone. “Whether I’m a hostage or not, they will never take the rest of us alive.” Unspoken, though, was Fred’s own immortality, and William tried not to let himself be distracted too much by thoughts of Fred floating aimlessly through the void, condemned to drift eternally in nothingness, perhaps landing on a planet or moon someday, or falling into the gravity well of a star. He had the curious mental image of Fred plunging into the chromosphere of a star and finding himself pulled into the impossibly hot center, trapped there for all time, a living corpse with a sun as his coffin.

			He thought Elena must have found him crazy with the odd look on his face as he approached her, his mind finally putting aside the nonsense about Fred. “I assume you heard what I told Fred. The Order will not get their hands on you or your people. I’m leaving you in charge of all of them.”

			“Forget that,” Elena said. “They just slaughtered several of my kin. What are you going to do about that?”

			William sighed, wishing he had a good answer. “I don’t know yet. I’ll figure something out.”

			This was still on his mind as the ship which delivered the Order troops unmoored from the cargo vessel and made its journey to the Relentless. William noticed the interior was much like the ferry ship he’d once possessed, but certainly newer, in better shape, and with superior technology. From his vantage point on a bench in the rear section of the ship, he could see one of the pilots in the front manipulate the controls, and the interface looked much more responsive and detailed. I probably could have flown better against the Totality on Actis with that kind of interface, he lamented. No point worrying about it now, I suppose. Via the front window, he saw an object grow larger in the distance. As it drew closer, he made out a shape reminiscent of Transcendence of Light, and felt a pang of regret for that, as well. Like Transcendence, it resembled a cylinder laid on its side, flattened, swept back, and curved into something sleek and mean.

			With it taking up more and more of his view, he began to make out other details—snakelike protrusions that emerged from one part of the ship and curved their way to other parts. Lights adorned those tubes and William wondered their purpose, if they were related to weaponry or defense or scientific study or something he couldn’t even conceive.

			No one on the ferry ship said anything as they neared the Relentless, apart from one of the pilots chattering back and forth with the traffic control officer, exchanging jargon that William hardly understood.

			He worked to divert himself, to think about what he would demand as compensation for the senseless killing of Elena’s people, or what would happen if Fred did self-destruct the ship with everyone aboard. What he did not want to think about was his mother. He vacillated between anger, desperation, and a muted joy. It was the sort of occasion he never believed would come—a reunion with a living member of his family. He had no recollections of his grandparents, nor any aunts or uncles, vaguely aware that his mother had some falling out with her relations as a result of marrying his father, whom he did not remember at all. And once his father had vanished—suicide, the rumors went—it was clearly not enough to heal the rift between them. When he was left alone to look after Josie, he had no idea how to contact any other surviving relatives, no way to be sure they even knew he and his sister existed. And then he lost her, too, and that comprised the source of his greatest anger. If their mother had been present, maybe Josie wouldn’t have died. She was their mother—she would have known what to do. William did not, and when that early morning raid took her life in a twisted act of fate, there was nothing for William to do but resign to the reality that he was alone in the world. Even his relationship with Linda never seemed to adequately quell that feeling, and now, as he neared an encounter with someone he had been certain was dead, he chastised himself for feeling anger above all else.

			He did his best to contain it, affecting a cool demeanor to the extent he was capable. Once the ferry ship entered Relentless‘ massive bay and landed, the troops exited first, forming two lines so William would have to walk between rows them of them on his way out. At the end of these rows waited a woman both familiar and strange. What was once shimmering, light-brown hair had turned gray and silver. Her youthful, smiling face had long since given way to many wrinkles and a permanent scowl etched into what used to be dimples. Her body remained trim, hugged by a light blue uniform outlined in gold and with a treasury of medals affixed over her right breast. Her stance was not natural, but militarized: formal, precise. He knew her face, but he did not know this person who presented herself as his mother.

			He stopped a few meters short of her and nodded.

			“Welcome aboard,” she said, offering him a salute not entirely dissimilar from the one Militiamen used on Lexin.

			He ignored her gesture. “Mother,” he said formally. “Mom” just didn’t seem appropriate, under the circumstances.

			“Admiral,” another voice corrected, stepping out from behind the line of soldiers. Unexpectedly, this one was not a stranger. William took a step back when he connected the face and voice to his memory.

			“Demeter?!” he blurted. “What the fuck are you doing here?” It came out with much more hostility than he truly meant. Already off his guard due to his mother’s presence, the abrupt appearance of another person he assumed to be dead broke down any pretense of self-control.

			“William, please,” his mother said calmly. “I can explain everything in due course.” She traced her eyes over his body, and he wondered what she searched for. “Are you well? You look like you’re in pain.”

			“I am in pain, thank you,” he said coldly. “Not that this whole mess has helped.”

			“I will see to it that our ship’s doctor offers you whatever care you need,” she promised. “But first, please accompany me to my cabin.” She turned in a mechanical fashion and began to walk away. Soldiers flanked her and William followed, quite aware that Demeter was right behind him. Making sure I don’t stray from the group, no doubt.

			The cavernous bay put to shame Transcendence‘s offering, which William couldn’t help admiring as he traversed the interior. The entourage soon reached a doorway which led to a corridor, and that one led to another, which came to an elevator. The styling of the ship’s innards were not entirely alien, given his past experiences. Relentless was, after all, called the flagship, and William knew it made no sense to put on anything but the best display possible for such a vessel. Silently, they rode the elevator to another level, where William was led through a few more walkways and finally to a set of doors, which slid open at his mother’s approach. She gestured for him to enter first, and he warily obliged.

			She came in after him, and once the door closed, the two of them were alone. William barely noticed his surroundings, now acutely aware that it was just the two of them, preparing to do combat of one sort or another, his nerves on edge.

			“I know you’re angry,” she began, not shying from his gaze. “And I know you’ve been through a lot. I know I should have been there. I know you have questions. I can spare a little time to answer some of them, but you must know that there are greater priorities involved here, and time is of the essence. Now, I suppose you’d like some answers.”

			“Yeah. Let’s start with, where have you been all this time? Running around with the Order? Why?“

			“It wasn’t my choice,” she claimed. “The day I went missing—the day you and Josie must have assumed I simply abandoned you—I was abducted by the Order. They had questions about your father. They interrogated me, and they were none too kind about it. When they were done, and satisfied that I had answered all I could, they were unwilling to return me to Lexin—to you. Instead, they took me to Earth.”

			“So, it exists,” William said. “Zotz wasn’t full of myths.”

			“No, he wasn’t. It’s a very real place. Perhaps not quite the kind of place the legends might make it out to be, but it is all too real.”

			“Josie died, Mother. You weren’t there. Did you even know?”

			“William, call me ‘Eleanor.’ No one’s ever called me ‘Mother.’”

			“I’ll call you what I like,” he snapped. “How dare you try to tell me how I should respond to you. You don’t have the right.”

			Eleanor sighed, taking a few steps around the desk next to them, gliding her hand over the surface. “You’re right. I can’t tell you not to be angry. I’d be just as upset in your position. But there’s much more at stake here.”

			“Like what?”

			She turned to face him again. “William, I breached the Totality Fortress with this small but formidable fleet for one purpose: to bring down the Totality. That’s my official authorization. That’s my mandate. In reality, I came here to find you. It’s not that I don’t wish to defeat the Totality, but you are, in all honesty, more important. You’re my son—my only blood. Even so, I cannot neglect my duty. We can strike at the heart of the Totality here, and we must.”

			“What about Demeter? Why is he here? Why isn’t he dead?” William already had some thoughts on that, but he wanted to hear them directly from his mother.

			“You’ve probably guessed by now that he was planted to watch you on Trepsis, and again on Actis. In fact, he wasn’t the only one. I was able to spare a few resources here and there to keep an eye on you, and ensure you were safe, but also that you drew closer to me and my activities here.”

			She must mean Zotz, and who knows who else. How many people did she have spying on me all those years? “Why didn’t you just come to me directly? Why all the subterfuge?”

			“That’s… complicated,“ she evaded, averting her eyes from his. “I had good reasons. Without getting into too many of the details, let’s just say there are people to whom I answer that have very grave concerns about you.”

			That piqued William’s interest immediately. “Concerns? Who am I to any of them? I’m nobody.”

			Eleanor smirked. “That’s precisely why they worry. You’re an unknown variable in their careful calculations. When we came across your ship, I wasn’t even sure you were aboard. I knew about the revolt, of course, and we detected a sizable Totality fleet moving through the region, and that’s where we caught your trail. Extrapolating your likely course and overtaking you was a small matter, but when we saw that the number of life signs on your ship was well above any that could have come from Actis, I had to make certain you were safe and acting of your own free will.”

			“And then one of your thugs started shooting.”

			“No, one of your people started shooting. She overreacted. I saw the video feed myself. That bloodbath would not have occurred if she hadn’t been armed.”

			“She only killed one person, and he was directly threatening us. Your troops killed dozens of innocent people who hadn’t done anything.”

			“Enough,” she with sufficient force to push the issue aside. “You have my apologies and my regrets. I can’t do anything more about that. We need to discuss the next steps.”

			“What next steps? I would be content if you just sent us on our way. We need to get Sasha back.”

			“Yes, we know Cylence took her. That was an unexpected development. You could never retrieve her yourself, though.”

			“Then what are you suggesting?”

			“Cooperation. Work with us. Help us defeat the Totality, help us with some of our other objectives, and we’ll help you get Sasha back.”

			William knew there had to be a catch. She wouldn’t be offering this if she didn’t have some way to force me. This whole effort has been about cornering me into going along with whatever she wants. “And what if I don’t find that a good bargain? What if I don’t like what you want me to do?”

			“I’m afraid the solution to that is all too simple.” She stared at him sternly, articulated her words with the utmost clarity: “We will execute everyone aboard your ship. Those Totality will all die.”

			Would she really? William had a difficult time believing it. He understood that his mother wouldn’t be completely unchanged by whatever her experiences had been, but he couldn’t fathom that she would unilaterally kill hundreds of innocent people as punishment for his lack of cooperation. “How can you even say that?” he had to ask.

			She stared at him fiercely. “William, their lives are already forfeit. My standing orders are to kill any and all Totality I encounter. Those people on your ship. How many are Totality?”

			“I don’t know, since your people killed a bunch of them,” he sharply reminded her. “Hundreds.”

			“And their prescribed fate is to perish along with the rest of their kind. I have the power to grant them clemency, but it does not come for free.”

			“What else, then? I help you beat the Totality, and then what?”

			“We’ll talk about that later,” she promised.

			“No, we’ll talk about it now. Because I’m not going to make some vague agreement here that you can then twist and turn to suit your needs later. I lived and worked in Erzan my whole life. I know how people are. They’ll try to get away with anything they can. If I don’t get specifics from you now, you’ll make up whatever you need to later.”

			“I can’t give you all the specifics because, right now, there aren’t any. I am anticipating a situation that does not yet exist.”

			“And that is..?”

			She turned away from him long enough to manipulate the control panel on her desk. A three-dimensional representation of the galaxy abruptly appeared, rotating and hovering over its surface. A massive, black sphere obscured much of it, enclosing a substantial part of the galactic disc. The hologram zoomed in on this area, then brightened a nearby collection of stars. Labels appeared below those stars, though the names meant nothing to William. “This is Hegemony territory,” Eleanor explained. “It adjoins the Totality Fortress. Ever since the Totality took root here, the Hegemony have offered an uneasy buffer between us and our enemy. Officially, we are not at war with the Hegemony. We have a long-standing truce that has been in force for many generations.”

			“And that’s about to change?” William guessed.

			“If we successfully defeat the Totality, then yes. The balance of power will have shifted, and the status quo will not survive. You see, William, I have to think about much more than what happens tomorrow, or next week. I have to consider how my actions will reverberate years, decades, or centuries into the future. When you asked why I couldn’t simply come retrieve you from Lexin, that is the best explanation I can offer you. In the short term, it would have made me happy. We could have been reunited, mother and son. A family. But I have greater responsibilities, choices that will endure long after you and I are dead. I cannot behave selfishly now, nor could I then. The only way I can even justify this detour to find you is because of your proximity to the Dominix, and because you will help me.”

			“I am going to point out again that I haven’t agreed to that.”

			“Then you would doom us all for nothing.”

			“Then convince me. You’re talking about what comes next. Tell me. Make me understand. Give me a reason to help you, other than threats.”

			“The Hegemony send their own people to the Totality as slaves, William.”

			“I know. I’ve heard about that.”

			“But I don’t believe you understand the extent. It isn’t a few outlying worlds. Their social structure is predicated on this system. It cannot survive without it. You see, the Hegemony is led by the descendants of Earth’s wealthiest and most resourceful inhabitants. After the Cataclysm befell Earth, they gathered together whatever they could to build a fleet of ships to flee the planet. They gained the help of a multitude of others by promising to take them along. People volunteered to help design and build their ships, extract the resources for them, organize the evacuation. Millions of people, William. Many died in the process, all for the hope of escape. When these people of means finally escaped, taking their indentured laborers with them, they created a new social order. The leadership were those with wealth. They are ‘of the blood,’ as they like to say. The rest, all those volunteers? They became, in effect, owned by these masters. When the fleet made planetfall and began setting up the Hegemony proper, this distinction was never allowed to subside. In fact, it was reinforced and intensified. If you were not of the blood, your life would never be your own. You were bonded to whatever world your lord settled on. You would work the land, tailor clothing, mold cookware, build weaponry—whatever your master demanded of you. And if you refused, well, it was all too easy to deliver you to the Totality. The arrangement was informal, at first. Ships full of noncompliant lowborn would be abandoned in areas of known Totality activity. The Totality were, at first, confused by this. Soon, they realized these were deliberate offerings. Cylence eventually made overtures to the Hegemony leadership and asked for a more formal arrangement, codified by treaty, to keep the Fortress steadily supplied with slaves. This is how the two powers have functioned for centuries now. Lowborn endure their servitude in no small part because they know they could be ‘gifted’ to the Totality instead, who will treat them far, far worse. Those who are of the blood fear nothing. They protect one another, when they aren’t fighting amongst themselves, but most of the conflict merely involves political posturing and economic subterfuge. Actual warfare between them is virtually unheard of. It is an impressively peaceful system, if one is willing to overlook the cost in ancillary cruelty.”

			“And you expect that to fall apart once the Totality are defeated,” William continued.

			She nodded. “Of course. Their safety valve will be gone. The common folk will have nothing to fear, because the worst fate available to them will be erased. More than that, we will have a Fortress full of humans no longer under Totality control. There is every reason to believe they will flee the Fortress for whatever worlds look most appealing and can be reached directly—those would be the Hegemony planets.”

			“Isn’t that a good thing? It doesn’t sound like you care for the Hegemony system at all. Wouldn’t a flood of refugees overwhelm them and collapse their way of life? How is that a negative for you?”

			“It isn’t, not by itself. But what’s next? There is an ancient proverb that nature abhors a vacuum. Defeating the Totality will create one, and the freed slaves will surely rush to fill it. But if it triggers a collapse in the Hegemony—and I have good reason to believe it will—the freed people will fill that, as well. You do not know the Order as I do, William. These are strong people. But they fear change, and they fear instability. If I cannot find a way to leave this region stable in the aftermath of a Totality defeat, I may have no control over the Order’s response. I command but one fleet—the Order has many more. The President may choose to take this region by force, and people will resist. I have no doubt that they will resist, and desperately so. It will be horrific. More may die after the Totality defeat than ever died under them.”

			He had to admit her scenario was convincing, assuming she knew how to defeat the Totality in the first place. That was his next question: “How are you going to bring down Cylence, then?”

			She changed the holographic map to bring its viewpoint inside the Fortress, and to the center. A narrow, lengthy spoke ran from one end to the other, with a bulge in the middle. This bulge grew as the hologram zoomed in closer and closer, and took on the form of something more recognizable as a massive space station. It didn’t look much like the more modest stations Lexin fielded, but William could imagine its nature nonetheless. “That’s the Dominix, right?”

			“Yes. The Totality headquarters, and Cylence’s sanctum. If we can kill or capture him, we can bring the Totality low.”

			“But he’s one man. That’s surely not enough, is it?”

			Eleanor shook her head. “You’re right. It isn’t. I have an inside man.”

			William cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

			“You know him. It’s Zotz,” she grinned in a mischievous way that instantly brought to mind the times she pranked him when he was a child.

			“You’re not serious.”

			“Oh, I am deadly serious. It’s the old Sage. I told you I had other people watching you, didn’t I? Where do you think he got Transcendence of Light?”

			“Well, I guess that makes sense,” William sighed. “You still went to a lot of trouble to hide the truth from me.”

			“I wasn’t hiding it so much as avoiding a confusing explanation. Would you have listened to Zotz if he’d told you he—a stranger—was tasked with bringing you to your long-lost mother, who commanded a fleet from Earth? You’d think him insane.”

			William couldn’t help laughing. “You’re right about that. I was pretty sure he was crazy in the first place. That wouldn’t have helped convince me otherwise.”

			As his mother continued to explain more about her plans for taking down the Totality, another thought crept into his mind, unbidden: What about Trepsis? He didn’t want to jump to conclusions right away, but in thinking about what she’d told him so far, he had to know, and take the risk that she might lie to his face and he wouldn’t know. Having been separated for so many years, he couldn’t predict if he would be able to tell her lies from truth—he still had to make the attempt. “What about Trepsis, Mother?”

			She paused mid-sentence, losing the course of her thoughts. “Excuse me?”

			“Trepsis. That’s what started all this, for me. Zotz took me, and Linda, and Andrew aboard Transcendence, away from Trepsis. We came back and it was destroyed. Everyone was gone. You gave him that ship. You, I assume, told him to take me on that ‘joyride.’ Did you have something to do with Trepsis, too?” His fists balled up in anger, awaiting the provocation of her response. He wasn’t sure he would actually hit her, but depending on what she told him, he might really, really want to.

			The way her expression changed, she didn’t have to say anything for him to know the answer. His worries that she might try to lie her way around it evaporated. She couldn’t keep that kind of truth from him, not when asked directly. “I did. I gave the order. I carried out the evacuation. I had it made to look like a Totality operation. Other Totality ships were active in nearby star systems, which gave Zotz enough evidence to put you on that trail instead. That’s what you wanted to know, isn’t it?”

			William needed several moments to collect himself, to process what she’d told him. He thought he was ready to hear it, that his entire reason for heading for the Totality Fortress in the first place was a ruse, a fabrication. But to hear it, to have the words come from his mother’s own mouth, not blunted, undiminished, direct and forthright, his mental state veered into something far beyond anger, far beyond rage, somewhere on the other side of the universe even from despair. It was as if, immediately after discovering most of his life had been a lie, that this whole other world had existed alongside it the whole time, unbeknownst to him, right at the moment in which he became aware of this and began to construct a new reality, he had the entirety bombed into oblivion, to leave him with nothing, not a sense of up and down, right and wrong, or even life and death. He was sure of one and only one thing: being reunited with his mother had firmly rooted its place as the worst moment of his life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			Echoes and Reverberations

			Sasha and Cylence struggled for dominance in their own curious ways as the days passed. It did not unfold as Sasha expected, nor did she imagine Cylence found the sequence of events altogether predictable. He would make an attempt to intimidate or degrade her, and she would respond with some form of hostility or defiance. She did not doubt that those general contours were a foregone conclusion based on their respective roles. The surprise was in the specifics.

			One day, Cylence reminded her that everything she’d ever accomplished was because he’d allowed it. He once again pulled out the Chronicle—the weathered, apparently completed version, the authenticity of which she still doubted—and elaborated upon her uprising on Actis, how he waited patiently for it to occur, and how he monitored the movements of her ship and her people until the time was opportune to capture her. He seemed particularly proud of the fact that he took her prisoner, since it was not something her alleged account recorded.

			She refused to entertain him by discussing the matter. While he gloated about his own cleverness and ingenuity, she simply stared at him, stone-faced. Finally, he asked, “What do you have to say for yourself? What do you think of your so-called accomplishments now? How does it feel to know everything you have done is because I permitted it?”

			At that, she finally spoke. “Are you permitting me to do this, too?” She then proceeded to grip the bars on the front of her cage, pull herself up into a squatting position, and urinated on the floor of her prison. The yellow liquid pooled in the center and surrounded her feet, and she tried not to be bothered by either the sensation or the knowledge of what it was. She reminded herself she’d been much filthier in the past on Actis, when lengthy punishment periods would deny the slaves access to showers and clean clothing. This is no different, except this time I’m the one controlling it.

			She could tell by the fury in his brown and yellow eyes that he wanted to strike her. His skin did not pulsate in such a way as to indicate she’d raised his blood pressure—it was possible the Totality did not experience that sort of physical reaction to stress—but she knew he was angry. She wanted him to hit her, to prove that he couldn’t control her except in the crudest manner possible. She did not know much of creature, but she knew his ego rested in no small part on the illusion of civility. In a way, his culture was built on that: physical labor was for the slaves, after all, and the Totality did all the managing and supervising. The violence they inflicted was precise and dispassionate, meant to correct, not to punish, or so she was sure they believed.

			She pushed her face forward, putting it in easy reach of the Totality’s hands, waiting for a slap, or a punch. Instead, his expression softened and he returned to that self-satisfied grin he always brandished in her presence. “You are welcome to sit in your own filth,” he said cheerfully. “I would have gladly summoned a guard to escort you to the facilities, like usual, but if you wish to befoul your accommodations, who am I to stop you? This is the sort of vile behavior I’d expect of your typical slave. I had foolishly thought you might be of a superior grade. Clearly, I erred. It truly must have been my beneficence that allowed you to rise so far, because it is inconceivable that someone so base and intractable could ever command a following of any size.” He turned from her gaze and marched out of his throne room without another word.

			She sat for some time in her own urine, and soon began to wonder just how long he would allow it. The smell was not exactly subtle, and she imagined he wouldn’t tolerate her stinking up his throne room indefinitely. She was right: hours later, guards appeared and carefully lifted her cage, being sure not to spill any of her waste over the raised rim of the cage floor. They brought her, cage and all, to one of the maintenance bays for small spacecraft. Gingerly placing her prison in the center of said bay, the guards wordlessly unwound a couple of white hoses from spindles on the wall, turned them on her, and opened the valves. Powerful bursts of water pummeled her body as well as every corner of the cage, the yellow fluid that covered the bottom now diluted and dispersed into spray, mist, and a narrow river of bubbling fluid sliding down into a central drain. The water’s frigid temperature shocked her body, making her jump around inside the cage. She banged her head and most of her joints against the confines as she tried to get out of the way of the streams, to no avail.

			After the guards were satisfied they’d cleaned up her mess, they walked back over to her miniature prison, gripped the edges of the roof, and tilted the whole thing forward at an angle, dumping out the water that had formed a substantial pool in the bottom. When only a few inconsequential drops were left, they released their hold and let the enclosure slam back onto the grouted floor, which rattled her teeth and bounced her briefly around the interior. Again, without saying anything to her, they lifted the cage and brought it back to the throne room. It was nearly dry by the time they returned the mobile prison to its previous pedestal, but Sasha still shivered and dripped. She hated how they didn’t acknowledge her, how they didn’t give her even the most basic human treatment. She realized that bothered her more than Cylence’s taunts and ravings. When Cylence engaged with her, he at least treated her as a thinking, feeling being. But the guards never did. They must think of me like some kind of animal, not aware of anything, no memories, no sense of self. She thought about Actis, and how she might have preferred how things were done there, with impersonal, distant observation. She was also among other humans, which surely counted for a lot. Here, she was alone, with only Cylence and his relentless, expansive ego to contend with.

			She remained in the throne room for a while longer—a few hours—before a different set of guards came back and moved her again. She predicted that she was going back to Cylence’s office, and on that count, she was correct. They put her in the corner which had become “hers,” to the extent anything in this place was. They shut the lights out as they left, and she found herself alone again.

			Sometime later, in the complete darkness, she fell asleep. She startled awake when the lights came on, but remained groggy for a few seconds. She saw an old man darting around the office in a frenzied manner. He did not seem to notice her presence, or at least not the fact that he woke her up. “What are you doing?” she inquired, more of an announcement to get his attention than anything else.

			He jumped and made a strange, almost strangled noise, then shifted on his feet so he could see whoever had called out to him. “Oh, it’s you,” he sighed. “Be quiet. You will attract unwanted attention.”

			“I think you’ve already done that,” she snorted. “You’re Zotz, aren’t you?”

			“I see you pay attention when I give my reports to Cylence,” he said, avoiding her gaze and shuffling through the papers on Cylence’s multiple desks and tables. “I wasn’t certain you could even understand what we said.”

			“You’re friends with William Pearson,” she offered, hoping that would spark his interest.

			The effect was immediate: he stopped digging through Cylence’s effects and made eye contact with her. “Did Cylence put you up to this? He’s going to have you report to him, isn’t he? I knew I was right to be suspicious.” She saw him reach for something on Cylence’s desk. She couldn’t see what, exactly, as it was obscured behind a mountain of documents, but the way his arm twitched told her it was heavy. Probably blunt, too.

			“What are you going to do, bludgeon me to death in my cage? That will definitely be suspicious,” she scoffed. “Cylence didn’t put me up to anything. I hate that smug pile of Totality shit. If you’ll just listen to me, I can tell you how I know William. He helped me stage a slave revolt on Actis. We’ve made quite a bit of trouble for the Totality. Why do you think Cylence has me here, instead of dead or shoved in a mine somewhere? He isn’t the type to keep pets, is he?”

			“Not in my experience,” Zotz said, twisting his lengthy beard between his fingers. “But how shall I guarantee that you won’t tell him I was here? I should have known he didn’t keep you in the throne room at night. I should have checked. But I’m running out of time,” he muttered, trailing off and looking somewhere past Sasha.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but if you help me, I’ll help you.”

			“How could you possibly help me? You’re in a cage, for one. Cylence would notice your absence almost instantly. Secondly, I doubt you know the first thing about harnessing quintessence.”

			Quintessence? “You’re right. I don’t. I do know something about killing Totality, though.”

			“I’d like to accomplish my task with as little direct bloodshed as possible,” he said, shaking his head. “I am pleased to hear that William survived our previous encounter with the Totality, and I am very sorry for your predicament, but I have greater concerns right now.”

			“What are you looking for?”

			“I don’t know,” he sighed, moving almost everything on the desks around. “You wouldn’t understand.”

			“Maybe I wouldn’t. But maybe I would. How did you get in here?” Sasha wondered. “Doesn’t he have anyone watching you? Aren’t you a slave, too?”

			“As far as my masters believe, I am asleep in my room. All their sensors indicate as much. I subverted the security systems in the living quarters to allow me free passage and no surveillance. But I don’t have long. They’ll make rounds sooner or later and notice I’m not in my bed.”

			“It sounds like you need allies.”

			“I have an ally, as useless as he is,” Zotz sighed. “His answer to everything is to blow it up. He’d have blown up the research lab by now if I wasn’t always talking him out of it. The idiot would see us all killed just to satisfy his sense of ethics.”

			Sasha allowed herself a small smile. “Sounds like someone I might get along with.”

			“That’s quite possible. I am hesitant to give you the opportunity, however.”

			“Look, you just said you know how to get around Cylence’s security systems. Can’t you do that here? He doesn’t come around until the morning. That must be several hours from now. I could be anywhere in the Centrality by then—or even outside of it, if you let me go now. You can come with me.”

			“It took me far too long to compromise those particular security measures. The throne room and this office have their own protocols. I don’t have the time to learn and exploit them, I’m afraid. I got as far as unlocking the rear entrance to this section. If Cylence has any monitors attached to your cage or your person, he would know if anyone tampered with them.”

			“There’s nothing on my person,” Sasha groused, gesturing to her nude body.

			“Could be a chip planted under your skin. Those are rudimentary,” Zotz shrugged. “Might have been put in while you were asleep. It’s impossible to say without the right equipment—which I don’t have here.”

			Sasha exhaled sharply. “You can’t even tell me what you’re looking for, or what you’re trying to do—or not do. Get me out of here, put a weapon in my hand, I’ll do anything you need done, especially if it involves killing Cylence.”

			Zotz gave up on his search and put his attention on Sasha again. “You truly wish to know what it is Cylence has tasked me with?”

			“I can’t screw up his plans if I don’t know what they are, can I?” she quipped.

			“I don’t see how telling you will help me.”

			“Not telling me means I’ll just tell him you were here and tried to set me free, but I wisely chose to stay put and report you. I’d probably be rewarded, and it would gall and confuse Cylence. There’s no downside for me,” she pointed out.

			She watched him ponder what she said for a moment, and apparently came to agree. “Fine. I mentioned quintessence before. Are you aware of it?”

			She shook her head. “Educate me.”

			“It’s the very substance of the universe. It’s beyond what you see, and even what is too small to see. If you can imagine that the universe is a sort of gigantic capsule, the interior of which contains all that is, and the exterior of which is a great, infinite emptiness, quintessence is what composes the walls of the capsule itself. It cannot be directly observed or detected, but if you can harness its power, you can manipulate the very power of nature. It is exceedingly dangerous. I once witnessed an entire solar system destroyed by a small amount of uncontrolled quintessence.”

			“I don’t need much of an imagination to see what Cylence would want with something so powerful.”

			“Ironically, he doesn’t want it for an offensive weapon. You must remember, the Totality are nothing without human bodies to inhabit. Annihilating large numbers of humans is not generally in Cylence’s interests. What he does want is to make it easier for his kind to invade human bodies.”

			“And the quintessence lets him do that, somehow?”

			“So it would seem. He recently field tested a prototype device that expands the effective range of his power. Have you ever wondered how Totality come to inhabit human bodies? It is through proximity to Cylence himself. No one understands why. I’m convinced even he doesn’t know. But the closer a typical human comes to Cylence, the more likely it is they will be possessed by a Totality entity. Cylence cannot directly cause this himself—at least not with ease—but it happens nonetheless.”

			I thought Fred said it was random? Did he not know, or was he lying? “I saw a woman be taken over by a Totality and we were nowhere near Cylence,” Sasha offered as a counterpoint.

			“That would have been from another of our tests. I am sorry about your friend, as well. I assume she is still under Totality control?”

			“As far as I know. But I don’t want to talk about her right now. Keep going.”

			Zotz nodded. “Very well. As I was saying, there are two devices. One is the mobile device which Cylence recently took to another world and tested, with great success. The other is a larger, immovable version, located here and tied to the Source. I believe you heard us discuss it.”

			“I did. What is it?”

			“I don’t know. It’s held in a chamber and kept from view. All I know is that it emits an incredible amount of energy.”

			“Enough to break down the ‘capsule’?” Sasha guessed.

			“That’s what Cylence believes, and what our calculations indicated is possible. I assume you have deduced what that would mean.”

			“Totality everywhere,” she uttered grimly. “You’re not going to let that happen, are you?”

			Zotz leaned against Cylence’s desk, folding his arms. “I may not be able to prevent it on my own. Cylence has employed a sizable number of scientists and technicians on this project. He placed me in a supervisory position due to my advanced knowledge in these areas, but I don’t have as much control as you might think. The notes and specifications are backed up and duplicated in numerous systems, some of them located outside the Centrality. Even if I could destroy the entire lab facility here, Cylence could have it rebuilt somewhere else relatively quickly. What I must really take away from him is the Source. Without that, he has nothing.”

			“Then let me out and I’ll take care of it,” Sasha promised. I have no idea if I could make good on such a vow, but even making the attempt has to be better than this.

			Zotz laughed heartily. “You are a spirited young woman, I will grant you that. The Source is so well-protected as to be effectively inaccessible.”

			“What if someone threw some quintessence at it? You said that stuff is so dangerous. Wouldn’t it eat right through whatever security measures Cylence has in place?”

			“And probably vaporize the rest of the Centrality in the process,” Zotz snorted. “It would certainly be a bold maneuver, however suicidal.”

			Sasha shrugged. “Maybe you can come up with a way to do it that won’t kill us all.”

			“I appreciate that you would place so much faith in me, considering we just met,” the old man chuckled, stepping away from the desk. “No, I think the best course of action at this point is to wait for outside assistance to arrive. I will stall as best I can for the next few days and hope there will be an intervention before Cylence loses his patience with me.”

			Sasha’s interest mounted in a hurry. What does he mean? “Outside assistance? What are you talking about? Are you in contact with other rebels or something?”

			“Not rebels, exactly. Have you ever heard of the Order?”

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			Relocation Package

			Devon stared blankly at his monitor, unwilling to accept the words displayed.

			REQUEST FOR TRANSFER: DENIED

			DENIAL REASON: NOT CRITICAL TO BUSINESS GOALS

			He needed to be in Seattle. He had no other choice. That man—the strange man who said so many strange things—would kill Meghan, and probably kill Devon himself, if he didn’t do as he was told.

			She’ll never understand why I have to leave, but it’s better than being dead.

			His handler—that’s how Devon began to think of him—this man sees it as his job to order me around and control me—checked up on him at least once a day. Sometimes a note would be left under the lid of his mailbox at home, or placed in the top drawer in his office, or he would stop to pick up a soda from the convenience store, and when his eyes glanced at the digitally-displayed receipt on his personal media device, he’d swear he saw the words “YOU MUST GO TO SEATTLE,” except when he glanced again the text was gone. Was it really there, or not? Did it even matter? He sometimes couldn’t tell if he was receiving real messages from this man, or reading too much into innocuous, everyday occurrences, or simply hallucinating. Meghan had already been so patient with his erratic behavior, he couldn’t imagine bringing any of this up to her. She already thinks I’m losing touch with reality. This would only confirm it for her. She’d have me taken away, probably thrown into a hospital, and then he would easily find me, inject me with something—who even knows what—and that would be the end of it. I’d die and nobody cares when crazy people die. Is it possible I am crazy? What if this guy doesn’t even exist and I’m making it all up because I can’t cope with my memory loss from the accident? But being able to think this surely means I’m not crazy, doesn’t it? Or is that just another layer to the illness? Why am I going around and around in my head like this? I know what I have to do. I know where I need to be.

			He crafted the story such that Meghan would not be concerned too quickly. “I’m heading to a conference at the Seattle office,” he explained. “There will also be some training. There’s a new development platform coming down the pike and they want us all to be well-versed in it so we can use it for our next gen products. The higher-ups see it as a good opportunity to get everyone together and celebrate the company’s successes over the past year, too.”

			She looked up from her PMD, on which he saw she was reading something about China—”Dozens of Revolutionaries Killed in Clashes”—and shrugged. “That’s fine,” she said, but he didn’t hear her, not really. Instead, he thought about China, and what that story must have been about, and how he’d not heard one inkling about any kind of “revolutionaries” in China recently. Have I been out of touch that long? It was true, he’d paid almost no attention to current events lately. It had been weeks since he’d bothered to so much as scan the headlines. “Dev?” he finally realized she was saying, over and over.

			He blinked and shook his head. “Sorry. What did you say?”

			She sighed, bit her lip (and probably her tongue), and repeated herself. “I said it’s fine. Do what you have to do. How long will you be gone?”

			“Two, three weeks. They said we’ll play it by ear. There may be some reorganization involved and they might keep me a little longer if they want to transition me to a new product or something. I’ll need additional training. You know how it is.”

			“Not really,” she said, “But I’m sure you’ll do a great job with whatever they give you.” The way she said it made him feel like someone was crushing his heart in their fist. There was no interest behind her tone, and the way she looked at him told him she was completely exhausted with his behavior. When I come back from this—if I come back from this—I bet she won’t even be here. He expected the thought to terrify him, but he mostly felt relief. If she left, she’d no longer be threatened. Whatever dark forces swirled around and engulfed him would spare her if she was no longer part of his life. To that extent, he felt a sense of loss. He didn’t want her to go, but he no longer knew how to keep her, either. He’d become some kind of alien, some cruel masquerade of a human being, ever since that damnable accident. When those people took my memory, they took something else along with it. Something I can’t even describe. My sanity? It’s more than that. It’s like they stole my sense of balance. Not the physical sense, but the sense that makes me feel like a balanced person—an appropriate mixture of emotions and drives and thoughts, and they fucked up the solution and now I’m this volatile, walking disaster. Meghan doesn’t need that. Nobody needs that. All I’m good for is this stupid fucking “mission” I’m being sent on, where I have no idea what I’m doing and will probably get myself killed, or at least locked up as some kind of lunatic. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on with you?” Meghan asked with the tilt of her head.

			Devon couldn’t read her tone that time. Did she really care, or was she only asking because she thought she had to? He just smiled. “What do you mean? Nothing’s going on.”

			“You’ve been staring right through me for five minutes,” she noted. Her voice began calmly, with hints of anger bubbling up as she went. “But it’s fine. Everything’s fine, isn’t it? You say it’s fine, so it has to be fine. I don’t know who you are anymore, but it’s fine. You won’t talk to me, but it’s fine. It’s obvious to me that you still aren’t getting the help you need, but it’s fine, your job needs you a thousand miles away to work on God knows what. They can’t spare Devon Engels so he can get himself right, but it’s fine. It’s all fine, isn’t it?” By the time she finished, her face was red and she was clutching her PMD so tightly Devon was sure he’d hear it crack and splinter any second.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he lied. “But I need to start packing.”

			Which he did. He didn’t know how much to pack, exactly—how long am I going to be in Seattle, anyway?—so he threw a week’s worth of clothes into a suitcase and figured he’d do laundry if the need arose, he’d be back before it came to that, or he wouldn’t be back at all. The latter possibility didn’t scare him as much as he expected. He thought very little about his exchange with Meghan in the living room, where she’d all but told him to get out of the house and get out of her life. If I have nothing to come back to, it doesn’t matter if I come back at all, does it?

			He wished he could have told her. He wished he could have told anyone. But the mysterious man was clear, and Devon was inclined to believe him. “I can get to anyone, at any time, any way I choose. I got to you, didn’t I?” Devon couldn’t argue with that. The man had circumvented SINAI’s facility security, knew Devon’s movements, knew details that no one but Devon himself should have possessed. He couldn’t take the risk that the man wasn’t bluffing.

			Devon’s PMD awoke him early the next morning with its gently-escalating alarm. It began with a quiet set of chimes, gradually growing louder and more dissonant the longer he ignored it. It had become quite obnoxious by the time he finally silenced the thing. He sat up on the sofa and massaged his eyes with one hand before picking up the PMD to confirm his flight information. He nodded as he saw everything had been prepared for him. In three hours, he would be on his way to Seattle, to whatever awaited him there. He’d been given the address of a cafe not far from the SINAI office in Seattle, no doubt his immediate destination after arriving to receive further instructions and information.

			Flying was nothing new to him, and he barely paid attention as he checked his bag, droned through his answers to the security questionnaire, and strolled to the appropriate gate. Soon, he was aboard a jumbo jet, eyes fixed on the view out the window, taking in the lights of the city as he left it behind. He remembered flying with Meghan—they’d taken a couple vacations abroad in their time together, during those scant periods when they could both get some time off. The first time, they went to Seoul, as Devon always had a fascination with enormous, high-tech cities, and they didn’t get much bigger or more technological than Seoul. It had expanded massively after reunification, when hordes of northerners flocked to the city for opportunity and prosperity. Great expenditures were made building the city up and out even more than in the past, and this transformation was more or less complete by the time Devon and Meghan walked the city’s streets. Devon found it fortunate that the city did such a good job of lighting itself, since in many areas the buildings were so tall, so tightly clustered, they virtually blotted out the sun. It was like a perpetual twilight. He found it at least a little bit romantic, but Meghan disagreed. She got to pick their next vacation, which was to the Maldives. Somewhat like Seoul, the islands’ cities had grown up, as well, but out of geological necessity rather than population pressure: the islands were being engulfed by rising sea levels. Streets were replaced with canals, and favorable comparisons to Venice were made. Devon had to admit it was prettier, at least.

			The memories depressed him now, as he imagined he’d never have any more with Meghan—or at all. He used to enjoy riding on planes, chatting with whoever sat nearby, relaxing with the gentle whir of the engines. Now, he couldn’t wait for the flight to be over, so he could get to whatever came next. In fact, he wanted everything to be over, to be at the end of whatever this chapter of his life entailed, even if it was his last. He was tired of feeling like a crazy person, of being unable to tell anyone what was happening to him, of having no one believe him, and of being alone. Most of all, he was tired of being tired. His sleep was restless and far from adequate, either because he kept tossing on the living room sofa or because too many things preoccupied his mind—probably both.

			But in time, the plane touched down in the cool, wet city, and he gathered up his belongings, claimed his suitcase, and took a taxi to the little coffee house designated for him. No one gave him a second look, not with his grim demeanor and disheveled appearance. His presence went nearly unnoticed as he sat outside at a round table beneath a yellow, red, and white umbrella. He waved off a barista who came by to ask his order. He didn’t know if that meant she’d be back, or if he’d scared her off for good. It turned out not to matter, as his “friend” arrived before long. The man pulled up a chair, sat in it sideways, and draped his left arm over the back. “I’m glad to see you made it.”

			“I don’t need a friendly greeting. I just need to know what I’m here for.”

			“We’ve already discussed that. You must learn more about Project Mu. Files, schematics, whatever you can find.”

			“I already told you they denied my transfer. How am I supposed to get in? They aren’t expecting me.”

			The man nodded. “I’ve already devised a cover story for you. In fact, I went to the trouble of making it more than a cover. SINAI is experiencing some intermittent network failures today. You’ve been sent from the satellite office across town to take a look. I’ve prepared a security credential for you. All you need to do is act the part and find what I need.”

			Devon leaned his elbows on the table, staring at him. “If you can do all that, why can’t you just do this yourself?”

			He shook his head. “I can’t risk being compromised in such a way. There’s information I have that your bosses would love to get their hands on, believe me. I can’t allow that. You, on the other hand—no offense—know next to nothing. Besides that, if you’re caught, it’s likely you’d merely be fired. A far worse fate would be in store for me.”

			Devon had to laugh at the use of “merely.” Do I even care if I get fired anymore? I’ve lost everything else. Who gives a fuck about my job at this point? Might as well go all-in. “Fine, I’ll do it. But when it’s over, you have to level with me. I want to know everything about what you do, why you want this information—all of it. No more half-truths, no more bullshit. I’m tired of being your lapdog. I’m losing almost everything I care about for this, and you’re going to give me some fucking closure.”

			“Once you’ve done what you came here to do, I won’t have any need to be so secretive,” the man assured him. “Do your job, and I’ll tell you what you want to know. Remember, though, I need specifics: what is Project Mu? Where is it being carried out? When? By whom? I need the critical details so I can observe it firsthand, and intervene if necessary.”

			“Do you think it will be necessary?” Devon had to ask.

			The man held Devon’s gaze as he spoke. “I have no doubt.”

			Reluctantly, Devon left his luggage with his handler after changing in the cafe’s restroom. He put on one of his dark blue suits, something nice and professional which would hopefully attract few curious questions. The man fed the proper security data into Devon’s PMD and sent him on his way to SINAI’s downtown office. Devon had to whistle as he stepped out and saw the menagerie of glass and steel. It looked almost like a spider growing out of the heart of the city, sleek, shiny legs extending overhead. He couldn’t imagine how much it must have cost to build something so extravagant—it was nothing like the Chicago office, which had a much more utilitarian character. Devon wondered if it was meant to evoke imagery of SINAI’s technology creeping into all corners of the world’s networks. If that was the intention, they succeeded almost too well, he thought. He stood there, just staring for a couple minutes, before he remembered why he was there. Carrying a small toolkit in one hand and his PMD in the other, he approached the front doors of the elaborate structure, which slid out of his way as he came near. He strolled up to the circular front desk, where several individuals sat answering calls and speaking with other visitors. A lot of people moved about the cavernous lobby, which made him nervous. What if someone here knows my face?

			He stepped up to the round desk, standing in front of a woman who didn’t look too busy. “Welcome to SINAI Headquarters. How may I help you?” she beamed up at him.

			“I was sent from across town to investigate your technical issues,” he said, handing over his PMD which had a false name and security code displayed on it.

			She looked it over and, to his relief, didn’t find anything amiss. “This all looks to be in order. Do you know your way around?”

			“Yeah,” he lied. He’d been too stressed out by the thought of coming here to do something simple or obvious like study a building schematic. He imagined he wouldn’t have retained any of it, anyway, given how complicated the building looked. “Would you mind loading a floor plan onto my PMD just to be on the safe side, though?” he asked sheepishly.

			She didn’t seem the least bit bothered. Rather, she appeared quite happy to help. “Of course! I can do that.” It took her only a moment, and then there was an interactive diagram of the whole building on his portable device. He did everything he could not to breathe an obvious sigh of relief, holding it in until he’d walked away from the desk. He knew his face must have turned quite red by now, and he just hoped everyone was too busy to notice.

			He walked over to a corner, away from all the hustle and bustle, so he could concentrate on the diagram. Spinning it around and zooming with the motions of his fingers, he tried to determine where the most sensitive records might be kept. He assumed they would be kept off the network, perhaps only as hard copies, behind multiple security measures. He hoped his credentials would be enough to get him close. I’ll just have to have a little faith that he’s not deliberately trying to get me killed.

			With some examination, he determined that the top five floors of the building were for administration and executive management. Offices of SINAI’s top people were arranged in a spiral on those levels, with a central elevator shaft providing access. Just below those was a floor marked “CENTRAL RECORDS.” Devon couldn’t tell from the diagram if those records took up the entire floor in a single room, or if the floor plan for that level was kept secret, and he wasn’t sure which would be the better option for his situation.

			I’ll just have to see for myself, he knew, strolling past the reception area to a bank of elevators. Stepping inside one that had three men and a woman in it, all attired in suits, he tried to look nonchalant as he leaned forward to press the number 20, which signified Central Records. It lit only momentarily. He noticed other buttons were lit: 15, 22, 23. Why won’t this one come on?

			One of the men—a gray-haired fellow with sagging jowls and a slight smile—appeared to capture Devon’s immediate predicament. “You trying to get to 20, son?”

			“Uh, yes, sir,” he nodded.

			“Central Records? You need a special fob for that,” he calmly explained.

			Devon pulled up the security information his handler had put on his PMD, turned, and showed the man. “Is this not enough to let me in?”

			The man leaned forward, squinting at the screen for a moment, then straightened his back. He shook his head. “No, son, I mean a physical key. That floor’s locked up tight. What business do you have there?”

			“I’m here to fix the network issues you’ve been having.”

			“We’re having network issues?” he blinked, turning his generous frame slightly from side to side. “I just got back from lunch so I’m afraid I don’t know anything about that.”

			“It’s been going on all day,” the woman chimed in with a sigh. Looking at Devon, she wondered, “Why do you need to get into Central Records, though? It’s not part of the network.”

			“No, but some of the network equipment runs through that level,” Devon stated confidently. “I’ve checked some of the other floors and not found the problem yet. I need to be thorough.”

			The third person on the elevator—the other man—finally spoke up. “I thought the problem was outside our network. We’re having trouble getting data in and out. Inside the building, I thought everything was fine?”

			“Well, these problems can be very sporadic and hard to track down,” Devon dissembled. “You might think the issue is on the outward-facing hardware but it could be an internal routing defect. Networking is funny that way.”

			“I’m not stupid,” the man scoffed. “I know more than a little about this stuff.”

			“I didn’t say you didn’t,” Devon said, holding up his hands apologetically. “Look, I just need to get to that floor. If I can’t, that’s fine. I’ll try to track this down elsewhere.” I definitely don’t want anyone going out of their way to get me in. The more people who become aware of my presence here, the more likely I am to get caught. “I appreciate all of you trying to help me. I’ll just get off on 19 and go from there,” he said, pushing in the proper button.

			The man who’d spoken last exited onto floor 15, giving Devon a suspicious eye as he walked by. Devon didn’t glance back at the other two once he departed on the 19th floor. According to the diagram, 19 was for customer support as well as the location of several large meeting rooms. He saw and heard dozens of representatives chattering away on their phones, helping customers with whatever problems the automated troubleshooting systems couldn’t solve. He knew SINAI went out of their way to keep customers from getting to an actual, breathing human when they called. This floor, then, was for the truly clever ones who managed to get through, like a rat finding the cheese at the end of a maze. On the other hand, speaking to a person reading from a script who may not know anything outside of that was probably less enjoyable than eating a cheese wedge.

			The workers on this floor took no notice of Devon’s presence, for which he was grateful. He walked past row after row of identical workstations. The workers in this area were not dressed in suits but uniforms: polo shirts emblazoned with the company logo, dark pants, and black loafers. He was thankful that he never had to dress so precisely at the Chicago office—a function of his position and salary, he knew. These people are probably paid next to nothing, and totally replaceable. I’m at least a little harder to replace, aren’t I? He supposed he wouldn’t be around to find out.

			He stole off to a quiet corner again—this time, a part of the wall that was recessed between a couple of elevators in a different area of the floor—and pulled out his PMD, further studying the diagram. Let’s see. Elevators are out for getting to the 20th floor. Stairs are for emergency access only—they’ve got alarms tied to their doors. His eyes moved to the ceiling. Air ducts are too small to fit me. It’s never like in movies or games, is it? He sighed to himself. If I can’t use the ducts or stairs then I don’t have any other choice, do I? I have to find a way to use the elevator. That man said you need a physical key fob. I don’t have a good way to bypass something like that. But the elevator probably has an emergency hatch on top. Would that work? Pull the emergency stopper on this floor after the doors close, climb on top of the elevator, find a way to get the door open on 20? He decided it was worth a try.

			As he moved toward one of the elevators, the doors slid open and the man who’d given him the suspicious look earlier stepped out, staring him right in the face. “You. What are you doing?” The man glanced up and down Devon’s form. “Is this how you fix a broken network? Standing around?”

			“No. I’m on my way to another floor,” Devon said. That much was true.

			“I suggest you hurry up. A lot of people can’t get their work done because of this.” He waved his arm in the direction of the dozens of customer service reps. “See all these people? A lot busier than usual. The call queue is saturated. Customers on hold for over an hour. We’re going to lose business. Get a move on! I don’t care who you are, just fix it.“ He stared at Devon, waiting for him to do something.

			Great. How am I supposed to work with this asshole watching me? He went for the elevator and decided to send it up to the 21st floor. He was unable to keep the doors shut once there, and five more people piled into the cell-like elevator. Devon started to sweat. This is never going to work. Moving himself toward the back, he simply rode the contraption up and down for a while, as people got on and off, waiting for it to eventually empty. After a good fifteen minutes or so, he found himself alone as the elevator emptied onto the 14th floor. He pressed the button for 21, finally, and kept his index and ring fingers hooked around the emergency stop plunger, prepared to pull it as soon as he was just past the 19th floor.

			Yanking it toward him worked like a charm: the elevator stopped immediately. But then, the doors slid open again. There’s just no way around that, is there? Must be a safety feature. He pushed the plunger back in, hoping no alarms were tripped by his actions. He rode up to 21, took on a few more passengers, went all the way back down to ground level, then up and down to various different floors, and thought for a while about what he could do next.

			I’m trying to make this too easy, he realized. Sometimes problems are hard, and the only solution is the hard way. Consulting his PMD again, he looked to find a floor that didn’t appear to serve an obvious purpose. He could safely stop the elevator there, and it wouldn’t matter that the doors were open. Then I can climb my way up to 20, I hope. He did not look forward to such a trek.

			Once he determined the 8th floor was his best candidate—marked unassumingly as “MAINTENANCE”—he lifted his head to see that guy staring right at him again. It came to his attention that he was once more on 19. “Excuse me,” the man said, his lips moving in an exaggerated fashion as if to express his irritation. “What the fuck have you been doing in this elevator all this time? I’ve had it with you. I’m going to call your manager. Or, better yet, I’m going to call security.“

			As the doors slid shut, Devon saw the man reach for the security call button.

			“Wait!” Devon called out. “Look, I’ve been working on this issue for a while. I’m pretty sure the problem is on the 20th floor. I’ve eliminated everything else. But there’s so much red tape involved in getting access to that floor, we’re going to be down all day if I go through the proper channels. You could take care of it, right?” Devon waited hopefully for an affirmative answer.

			“The 20th floor?” the man echoed skeptically. “Only one reason you’d want access to that.” He went for the security call button again. With that, Devon only had time to consider his immediate survival. And so, with a swift shove of his hands, he rammed the man’s head into the elevator’s wall panel.

			He expected that to put the guy right out. It didn’t—it only dazed him. He stood upright, blinking in confusion. “What are you..?” he mumbled. Devon grabbed him by the lapels and swung his adversary around, slamming him into the rear wall of the elevator. Devon let go and watched as the man slumped against it. Devon didn’t pause to think. Savagely, he kicked his foe in the head once, twice, a third time. Then, he stomped two times for good measure. The man twitched but made no noise, and soon enough the twitching stopped, too. Devon couldn’t remember hearing a specific crack or anything to indicate the moment of death. He wasn’t even certain the man was dead—and he was afraid to check. He realized the elevator was still on its way down, and gave the stop plunger a good tug right at the boundary between the 8th and 9th floors. The doors stayed shut. He tore down the ceiling panels and made for the hatch, which fought him for every inch it opened, as if it hadn’t been operated in ages. Soon, out of breath and with quite sore arms, he stood on top of the elevator. Turning his gaze upward, he sighed at the lengthy climb ahead.

			He didn’t know how long it took to climb the emergency access ladder. He tried to focus on counting the floors as he went. He couldn’t guess at how long it would be before someone noticed the elevator had “malfunctioned,” before the man’s body would be discovered, and before he might be found out—or possibly crushed by a re-activated elevator. The latter seemed almost merciful at this point, but he’d come so far, he just had to know what this was all about.

			By the time he reached 20, his entire body was on fire. Every muscle protested his movements, and he ignored them anyway. If he stopped, he would collapse into a pile of goo and never reach the end of this journey. An electronic panel next to the door-controlled access, and that’s where some of his less commonly used skills came in. Like all SINAI devices, the panel had a maintenance mode, and all he had to do was access it via his PMD and tell the doors to open. A few minutes’ worth of work, and he was in.

			There were no lights turned on, and Devon didn’t notice any obvious switches, so he used the flashlight built into his PMD to illuminate his way. With the benefit of some light, the 20th floor turned out to be one large, unpartitioned room, lined with endless rows of filing cabinets. He pulled open one of the drawers on the cabinet closest to him, and saw file folders stuffed with yellowed parchment. Carefully extracting one and examining the contents, there was no mistaking it: they were written in a language not just foreign to him, but surely alien to this world. Its elaborate strokes and swirls resembled nothing he’d ever seen in an Earthly language, and he’d perused a little bit of everything in his time working for SINAI. He put it back, unable to make any sense of the text.

			After a seeming eternity of aimless wandering, he found cabinets marked with (English) letters, and hunted for one with an “M”. That letter took up several, so he headed for the end of that lot, right before where “N” began. Digging through drawer by drawer, he finally came to where “Mu” fell. He found a thick, promising folder, and began to open it—but a noise startled him and he nearly dropped it. Shit. Shit. Shit. Someone’s here.

			He quickly shut off the light on his PMD and heard footsteps approaching. Hunched over, he shuffled away with the folder in hand, hoping to find a nice hiding place to look it over. Footsteps grew closer so he changed direction. Then he heard another set—and another. At least three people were searching for him. He was almost certain he even heard a fourth person walking around nearby. He ducked between cabinets, trying to evade any way he could, but he just couldn’t seem to get far enough away from them, the footsteps growing louder and louder all the time. Somehow, as if by magic, he was stopped dead by four shadowy bodies surrounding him. Abruptly, a bright line shone down on him, hurting his eyes and making him squint and strain, trying to see who’d caught him. He held up his hand, cowering. I was so close. I was so close to knowing.

			“It’s Engels. The troublemaker from Chicago,” one of them muttered.

			“Did we get the authorization?” another wondered.

			“Oh, yes. We’ll add him to the fleshwork,” the third rasped.

			“It’s the only thing for him, really,” the last one said, almost sounding resigned about it.

			Something came at his head, and Devon as he had been was no more.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Ambivalence

			Numb. William was numb when he returned to the cargo ship. Arkady’s people—the Totality that, oddly enough, he felt he could trust more readily than his own mother—were busy patching up the damage the Order troops had wrought through their reckless deception. William, for his part, retreated into the office that was supposed to be his yet he still found haunted by Sasha. Would any of this have happened if you were here? he thought, chastising himself for ending up in this situation in the first place. For the sake of these people, he had to do his mother’s bidding. But it’s really for the sake of my own conscience, isn’t it? I despise the Totality, in general. They’re easy to hate, as a concept. As a formless entity. But as people? There are people right here, on this ship. People who’ve done me no harm, who’ve gone out of their way to be kind to me. My mother will use them as leverage over me, and she knows it will work. I doubt she understands why. Somehow, she caught on to the fact that I care about these people. I don’t know them. Not in any real sense. But they’re people to me, one way or another. I know that much. And now I know the Totality had nothing to do with Trepsis. I’ve been hating the wrong folks all this time. I can blame them for what they did to Transcendence. My mother claimed not to have any information about Linda or Kina—the Totality are responsible for that. Or are they? None of this would have happened without Zotz and my mother scheming together. I wouldn’t be here except for them. I’d still be on Trepsis, doing my job. Ava Rios and I would have come to a decent understanding by now. I’d have that planet running smoothly, especially since I had Andrew in custody. But now? My mother says he’s helping Zotz bring down the Totality from within. Hard to imagine that—him doing anything to help anyone besides himself. Nobody is who I thought they were, apparently. Except Linda, wherever in the whole fucking universe she might be. If she’s even alive.

			William was unprepared for company, staring blankly at the chronicle on his desk, waiting for words to come into his head that felt suitable to write, pen in hand. He hardly cared to dump out his thoughts about his mother, Trepsis, Zotz, or similar. He was deeply discomfited by the notion of putting his tenuous fondness for the Totality on the ship to paper. He feared that would make it real, somehow—a commitment. A promise. He didn’t know what he could promise them, if anything. So, a knock on his open door arrived to force his hand.

			“Angel,” he acknowledged. “Come on in.”

			“It’s Namshi now,” she corrected, with a quiet confidence he would have more readily associated with Angel than whatever inhabited her body now.

			“Namshi,” he echoed. “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the ratty, unsteady chair on the other side of his desk.

			She did so, not shying away from William’s gaze. “I’ve heard that you’re working with the Order.”

			He nodded. “I am.”

			“The Order hate the Totality, don’t they?”

			“I think that’s putting it mildly,” William scoffed. “But yes. The enmity between the Totality and the Order runs deep, and goes back a long, long time.”

			“And I feel like I’m just now being born. I just wanted to tell you… I’m worried? Anxious. Nuesh has been helping me understand who and what I am. And I know the Totality have done terrible things. He explained that to me. I know why you hate us. But I am asking you not to destroy us. Not to destroy me.”

			“I don’t know how much control I have over that,” William admitted, resting his pen on the desk and flexing his hand. “In order to protect everyone on this ship, I have to help the Order take over the Dominix. Decapitate the Totality hierarchy, at least figuratively. Literally, if I have to.”

			“You mean you’re going to kill Cylence.”

			“If it comes to that,” William agreed. “A lot of things are in motion right now. I’m not entirely sure of my role yet. But whatever my mother demands of me, I’ll have no choice but to perform. If I don’t, she’ll kill all of you.”

			“Do you believe she really would?”

			“I don’t know what I believe about her anymore,” William sighed. “I can’t take the chance that she’s not bluffing. Not when all your lives depend on it.”

			Namshi leaned forward and spoke more softly, as if she worried someone might overhear. “Nuesh told me there are… there are rumors going around that the Order have some way to defeat the Totality permanently.”

			William scrunched the corner of his mouth at that notion. He’d heard no such thing. Where is this Nuesh getting his information? As if he’d tell me if I asked. “I’m not aware of anything like that. All I know is that Cylence is working on some really dangerous stuff out here, and we have to stop him while we have the chance. My mother is worried about what he might accomplish otherwise.”

			“But what if Nuesh is right, and the Order know some way to… remove all of us? It might not affect Elena or any of the other exiles, but I’m not one of them. I’m one of the ‘normal’ Totality, as strange as it sounds for me to say it. I’m not bound to my body the way Elena and Nuesh are to theirs. So, if you succeed, you would be killing me, in a way.”

			William didn’t know how to respond. Killing, as an abstract concept, was certainly not foreign to him. Killing in the course of his duties, while not an everyday occurrence, had come to him a few times in his career. There was also Nesto Marks, which he still felt guilty about, despite the man’s death essentially being an accident. But here, he had someone looking him in the eyes, all but begging him not to kill her. What could I even say? He decided not to argue the broader philosophical issue—how could he? He went for the underlying facts instead. “I’ve not heard anything like this, Ang… Namshi. I think Nuesh is telling you stories to scare you. Maybe he likes doing that. When I met with my mother, she was clear that the goal is to capture or kill Cylence. There’s not been any indication that the Order have any kind of plan or capability to permanently destroy the Totality. I don’t even know how that would be accomplished. So, all I can do is tell you I’m not involved with anything like that. You don’t have to fear your own destruction from me—I have no part of it.”

			“But what if it is what your mother is planning? And you’re going to help her. Unwittingly, maybe, but you’ll help her.”

			William inhaled sharply, irritated that she continued to debate him. “What do you want me to say? Is your life worth more than everyone else’s on this ship? And, need I remind you, if you were gone from that body, we’d have Angel back. That doesn’t sound like a terrible bargain to me. And if I refuse to do what needs to be done, my mother will kill everyone here—not just you. How would you make a decision like that, if you were in my place?”

			She paused, chewing her lip in contemplation. “I… don’t know,” she finally said. “I’d find another way.”

			“If you know another way, now would be a great time to tell me. I’m more than happy to consider options here.”

			Unfortunately, she had no such advice. “I’m practically a child,” she reminded him. “I don’t know the universe the way you and the others do. I don’t understand much of anything. I just don’t want to die.”

			“I don’t want to die, either,” William said, trying but failing to hide the flicker of vulnerability that escaped his lips. “But we might all die by the end of this.”

			Namshi stood, taking steps toward the exit. She stopped and lowered her head. “At least you got a chance to live,” she muttered before making her way out. She pushed past Fred, who must have been waiting just outside the office for his turn.

			“I assume you have a plan,” the troll said plainly as he took a seat, not bothering with the formality of waiting for an invitation.

			“Make yourself at home,” William scoffed, leaning back in his seat. “It’s not my plan, but it’s a plan.”

			“Well, what is it?”

			William recounted the preliminary briefing his mother had given him. “The primary target is Cylence himself. Capture or kill. Secondary objective is to take control of the Dominix. If it can’t be subdued, it’ll be destroyed. The nerve center of the Totality is going down, however it needs to be done.”

			Fred didn’t look at all surprised by the plan, though William imagined he was impressed by the sheer ambition. “What is my role?”

			“You’re going to stay here,” William said, getting straight to the point. “I need you to look after these people. Janus and Katerine are the only other regular humans left. I’m not comfortable leaving Janus in charge. Sasha never trusted him, so I’m not sure I should, either. As for Katerine—nothing against her, but I hardly know her at all.”

			“I would like to point out that I am not even the same species as anyone else aboard.”

			“You’re also older, wiser, and more level-headed. You’ll make good decisions. I don’t know Elena well enough to gauge her judgment. Doubts about Janus. Everyone else, who the fuck knows? That leaves you. I don’t have a choice. I can’t have you going in there with me.”

			“So, your mother is sending you, personally? By yourself?”

			“Sort of.” William recalled the details from their discussion. “She said there’s a disused docking bay on one of the Dominix’s lower levels. She’ll insert a strike team there. Me? I’m heading in through some auxiliary access port near the top. She said it has defenses but they have a way to sneak me in undetected. While the Totality believe there’s an assault coming up from the bottom—which there is—I’ll be making my way down to Cylence’s sanctum. Hopefully catch him off-guard.”

			“You’ll never take him alive,” Fred said matter-of-factly. “He’d never allow such an indignity.”

			“His ego can eat shit,” William swore. “If he’d rather die, so be it. I just want to get this over with.”

			“What will happen after?” Fred wondered aloud. “Am I to understand that your mother has blackmailed you into this course of action?”

			“I don’t think it’s technically blackmail to prey on my sense of right and wrong, but I guess you’re right. She’s not going to let any of us go unless I do her bidding now. She certainly has the firepower to back up her threats.”

			“Would she murder her own son?”

			“She made me believe the Totality had abducted an entire colony. I think she’s capable of anything. I just need to know that I can count on you. Whatever happens, you have to get these people to safety. Somewhere in the Fortress, somewhere outside—I don’t care. Just look after them, would you?”

			Fred gave a solemn bob of his head. “I am true to my word, and you have it.”

			“Oh, and you have to promise me Janus will get that haircut. I’m tired of not being able to tell whether he’s got his eyes closed through those ridiculous bangs.”

			Fred grinned. “I shall trim him myself, if need be.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			A Personal Touch

			Steel swung, smacked, and sparked not far from Sasha, who watched Cylence spar with Martan. For a man of his size, Cylence moved with a surprisingly deft grace. His body rotated and curved fluidly, after what Sasha imagined to be many years of practice. She’d seen the swords in his office, and she’d assumed they were all for show, that the Totality despot simply liked to display instruments of death in his private space. She imagined they made him feel powerful, in a way that commanding remote fleets to obliterate rebellious slave populations did not.

			But here, she saw that he truly knew how to use the blades. Martan exhibited some difficulty in keeping up with his master, and Sasha suspected that the Grand Vizier had once been Cylence’s instructor, but over time their roles had shifted so that the student became the master, in more ways than one. Despite herself, she found an almost poetic beauty in how the men moved across the purple carpet, occasional blue and white sparks showering down from where their blades collided. The whole thing looked choreographed to her, giving her the sense of a rehearsed performance that Cylence and Martan were, for whatever reason, putting on for her benefit. She worked to convince herself that this wasn’t true—that Cylence surely didn’t care so much about how he appeared to her, of all people. She couldn’t escape the possibility that he was trying to influence her with it, to some unknown end.

			While the men clashed, she thought over what she and Zotz had discussed before. He informed her about the Order—that shadowy yet ubiquitous organization—and how he’d been working with one of their fleets for months, passing information back and forth, helping to set the stage for a final Order incursion into the Dominix itself. She wanted to believe him. She also wanted to believe something besides the Order was coming to the rescue. Fred had cautioned her about them, and from what she’d heard, she doubted very much her vision of the future would align well with the Order’s priorities. Beyond sharing an enemy, she didn’t anticipate finding a lot of common ground. Zotz assured her the Order would be their salvation. “They’re quite powerful. I’ve been involved with them for some time,” he told her the other night in Cylence’s office. “They have a plan, and because of my assistance, they’ve been able to move up the timeline considerably. The Totality are too close to upsetting the balance of power for the Order to allow it. The time to strike is not in some hypothetical future when the Order have a clear advantage, but now, as the Totality are on the verge of a terrible breakthrough.”

			She knew that he meant whatever project he’d been working on—the quintessence device, the Source, and whatever peculiar way those elements fit together to allow the Totality complete, unrestrained access to every human body in the universe. The prospect terrified her now in a way it hadn’t in the past. Before, she knew it as a distant possibility. An entity could slip into one’s body unbidden, but prior to Angel being taken over, she’d believed no one besides men never fell victim to it. The reasons behind that remained unknown to her, of course, but Angel’s violation left her unsettled, and now she’d learned that the Totality were perilously close to achieving their wildest fantasies, putting the rest of the universe at terrible risk.

			An abrupt, loud clang made her instinctively jump, banging her head against the top of her cage. As she rubbed her head, she saw Cylence kneeling next to her with that obnoxious grin of his. “What has you so distracted? Plotting your escape?”

			“I wouldn’t be much of a rebel if I wasn’t,” she goaded.

			“Careful, now. You wouldn’t want to exhaust my patience, especially with the way you’ve been boring me lately.”

			“I apologize for not being more entertaining,” she quipped.

			He appeared amused by her willfulness. Her sense was that, while his inability to break her used to frustrate him, at this point it had become a source of entertainment. She was a curiosity to him, like a wild animal in a cage: something to be pointed at, laughed at, mocked. This meant that Sasha had to think of other ways to irritate him, lest he believe he’d somehow beaten her after all.

			Before she had a chance to raise his ire with further disobedience, Cylence began to monologue in his self-aggrandizing manner. She tried not to pay much attention, but the musical quality of his voice won her over. He was a monster, but his voice had a way of making her listen.

			“Have you ever killed anyone?” he asked. He continued, not waiting for a response. “Of course you have. You’ve killed many people. You wouldn’t be here otherwise. But have you done it up close? Have you choked the life out of another person? Delivered the killing blow with your own hands, or a weapon acting as an extension of your hands? I can tell by the look on your face that you haven’t. You think I’m mad.” He tilted his head and smiled again, so broadly his eyes narrowed to a squint. “You wouldn’t be too far off the mark to think so. In some ways, I’m a man out of his own time. This universe of spaceships, superluminal travel, beam weapons, zipping from star to star and planet to planet… it’s a bit over the top, don’t you think? I’m not talking about the difficulties of managing a great empire. That’s simple. You command respect, and when it isn’t given, you purchase it with force or favors. True leadership is knowing which to use in any given situation. I’ve bought many favors in my tenure, and rarely regretted it. But the one thing no one can give me—the thing I must take for myself—is that act of killing, up close, face-to-face, as personal as possible. I don’t have to know the poor fool whose throat I’m slicing open. You learn more about a person in the instant of death than you ever could by talking with them. That must sound so very ironic to you, coming from me, of all people, doesn’t it? But it’s true. There’s just something about a blade. It’s not like a rifle or a pistol. Firearms are so impersonal. You pull a trigger and the magic of chemistry or plasma physics does all the work for you. You never feel the bullet or the bolt striking your target. The blood spatters off somewhere else, or the skin singes and you only get to smell it. But a blade? A blade is the amplification of your own force, the physics of your own body. If you don’t have the strength in you, the sword doesn’t just hand it to you. To sever flesh and bone, that’s your own sweat, your own direct effort. You have to feel the blood on your own hand. You have to stare into the face of a man who is dying before your eyes. Will he go out with stoic dignity, not even giving me his last words? Will he curse me like a brute? Will he weep like a child? It’s a different flavor every time. Every one is unique. There always comes that moment, when you realize the eyes staring back at you have become lifeless. People think you can just tell, that there’s somehow this instant at which you know the life has fled, and if you could cleave history into two equal parts—the moment before death, and the moment after—there would be this tiny increment, a sole moment where death finally occurred. But life exits the body in phases. The breath doesn’t follow the blood, and the blood doesn’t follow the brain. When the eyes have gone still, there may still be blood leaking from the body. It’s a messy business. It’s an art. Is it wrong to say killing is an art? Can a man not paint in corpses as on a canvas? And the true beauty is that there are no mistakes. No corrections. An opened throat can’t be closed. A pierced heart can’t be restored. When a head is parted from the neck and rolls on the floor, it’s like a comedy, the way blood spurts out from the neck wound. It’s absurd. It’s the absurdity of all life—the absurdity of humanity. The more I kill you, the more I understand you, and the more I realize there is nothing to understand. You’re all nothing but curiously animate chemicals. Over time, I’ve come to the conclusion that only the Totality are truly alive. That we were denied physical form is an extended cruelty, perhaps a joke played upon us by powers higher than our comprehension. But it is also the crucial difference that sets us apart. Without your bodies, you do not exist. But we—we Totality endure. Is it then not right and proper that we take what we need to experience the full glory of our own existence? And to take it from soulless animals is surely no crime, is it?”

			“Arkady made a similar argument,” Sasha pointed out, finally interrupting him. “You exiled him for disagreeing with you.”

			“I’m well aware of what I did to Arkady,” he frowned. “He and I only disagree on methods, but I say ‘only’ as if to imply that method is irrelevant. Method is, of course, everything. Without method, there is no action. Without action, there is no change. With no change, there is… nothing. The universe can only be judged relative to itself. If it remains static, there is nothing to judge, nothing to consider. Arkady believes that he and his kind can exist alongside humans, with humans akin to pets. My view is quite different. You are dangerous animals who need to be leashed.”

			“Right now, you have me in a cage and yet you always look like you’re afraid of me,” Sasha lied. “Is that how ‘dangerous’ we really are to you?”

			“Don’t flatter yourself,” he growled. “I keep you because you amuse me, and because you make a quaint prize, even if you won’t perform to my whims. But I will warn you once again: my patience is not infinite, and I bore easily. It’s entirely possible that one day I will come here to my throne room, or my office, and my men will have spirited you away and disposed of because I’ve long since lost interest in you as a plaything, and I will scarcely notice your absence. There is no human whose absence I would make particular note of, except perhaps to celebrate the riddance of a pest.”

			“You sure spend a lot of time trying to convince me I don’t matter to you,” she smirked. “It’s not me you have to convince. It’s not like I have any choice in being here.”

			“Ah, but you do,” he wagged his finger, pacing back toward her from beside his throne. “Because you will very soon have to make a choice, and I look forward to seeing whether you make the same choice as in the past, or a different one now.”

			Sasha recoiled as he got closer, pushing herself into the far corner of the cage. “I don’t give a shit about your riddles, Cylence.”

			“It’s a shame you aren’t more intellectually adventurous. It’s very stimulating to the mind, and what’s good for the mind is good for the body. But again, I waste my words on lesser things incapable of coherent thought, don’t I? All I mean to impress upon you is this: the hate you hide behind your eyes for me, the vengeance you wish you had, you’ll have to face it down, or someone you care for very much will pay the price for it. You will have a simple decision to make. Punish me, or save another? What’s worth more to you, Sasha? Vengeance or compassion? Can you at least think dialectically? Is your inadequate lump of neural tissue up to such a meager challenge?

			“Could you force a blade into my body while another lies dying beside you? Is that a price you’d pay? At what cost, revenge?”

			Sasha would’ve given anything just to ram a sword through his mouth right then, if only to make him shut up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			A Top Down Approach

			The auxiliary maintenance port through which William entered the Dominix Totality Centrality was eerily silent, dark, and deserted. Dim status lights kept the dome out of complete blackness. The tiny airlock through which he entered had been manipulated by a couple of Order technicians who knew how to finagle the electronics without alerting the Totality. “An access port like this doesn’t have a lot of security measures,” one of the techs had told him as she worked to disable whatever minimal safeguards were in place. “It’s too small to insert a large force, much less any big equipment. The Centrality is too vast for the Totality to patrol and protect all of it, so they don’t tend to assume anyone would come in through such a tiny access point. You can’t get an army through here, and security on the lower levels should catch any small teams or individuals who make it in.”

			William, on the other hand, was supposed to be smart enough not to get caught. Being a Militiaman required some stealth, of course: pursuing suspects, eavesdropping on vital conversations, things like that. What he’d never done was insert himself into a sprawling military complex in order to carry out a cap-or-kill action. Jobs like that were reserved for the more elite units, not low-rung investigators like himself. Even on Trepsis, he would’ve preferred to send a specialist for this sort of mission. He was certain his mother had access to competent personnel, but preferred to send him out of some sense of… what? She wants to see how much she can control me, maybe. She knows I won’t stand for her outright killing the Totality on the ship, so she’s making me earn that. She’d risk this whole operation blowing up in her face just to prove who is in charge. Then again, maybe she has a contingency plan. That’d be smart. The other team she’s sending in down below. They could do the job if I can’t, right? She’d better hope so—I’m not exactly confident I can pull this off.

			Still, he was relieved that the dome he entered was empty. No one around, no noise. It was the most silence he’d enjoyed in… weeks? Months? If only I could just stick around and bask in it for a while. But he had to move on.

			Slipping out of his skin-hugging extravehicular suit, which he stuffed casually into a corner, he drew the sidearm his mother provided and thought over the mission briefing as he opened the hatch in the middle of the floor and carefully lowered himself to the next level.

			The Order troops who sat in on the briefing were clearly unimpressed by William’s presence. They saw nepotism, pure and simple. Mom’s sending her boy to do the big job because she believes in him. That’s what they’re thinking. They don’t get what kind of game she’s playing. Neither do I, for that matter. He hadn’t paid that much attention as Demeter detailed Team Alpha’s insertion and mission objectives. Demeter rattled off what intelligence information the Order had gathered from Zotz, though Demeter referred to him only as “our confidential informant.”

			“The main complex of the Centrality consists of eighty levels. Cylence’s throne room and office reside on the sixtieth. He is buffered by three levels above and below of military quarters and security control zones. The soldiers inhabiting those levels rarely venture beyond—their duty is to ensure no one gets past them and into Cylence’s sanctum. Cylence himself is believed to have his own quarters on one of these levels. Our source doesn’t know which. Internal schematics obscure this information, for obvious reasons.”

			So, William knew he had that to look forward to: three floors’ worth of Totality soldiers, no doubt the best of the best, trying to take him out, and here he was with no backup at all. He wasn’t an idiot—he was well aware the Totality wouldn’t expect a solitary assassin. Demeter had more on that:

			“The Totality base their defensive posture almost entirely upon the assumption of a direct assault on the Centrality, by the Order. We intend to use this posture against them. Rather than engage in a full assault, we will insert Team Alpha and Team Beta using small, nullspace-masked vessels, wait twenty minutes, then begin skirmishing with the Centrality’s outer defenses. Our failure to bring the full force of our power against them is intended to sow confusion as to our objective. They may be inclined to believe it’s a lone marauding vessel, not a coordinated Order attack. We expect that this will bring a muted response on the part of the Totality, but provide a sufficient distraction for our insertion teams to approach Cylence’s inner sanctum.”

			William didn’t think it was a bad plan. It was a gamble, certainly. But if the Order succeeded in confusing the Totality—something William figured the Order would know better than he how to accomplish—perhaps they had a chance.

			Initially, he was skeptical of the loadout Demeter picked for him. His mother’s Executive Officer claimed she’d approved the package, and that it was “mission appropriate,” but William had significant doubts about undertaking something so dangerous carrying only a sidearm and wearing no protection whatsoever. “Armor would slow you down,” Demeter assured him, “and the RZ-85 is a perfectly deadly weapon in a portable package. Any shot that hits the head or near center mass is a virtually guaranteed kill.” William didn’t care for fuzzy words like “near” and “virtually,” and he’d been given no time to practice with it. The pistol felt light in his hand, even moreso considering the power Demeter promised him it held. William also worried about recoil. “There isn’t any,” Demeter said. Well, that’s something. He wished he had more time to learn the ins and outs of Order tech. Maybe afterward. I wonder if they’d be willing to part with some of this stuff for Lexin’s benefit. If I could even go back. They didn’t let my mother go back, after all. Why am I even thinking about it? I have to survive all this first.

			The upper levels were as Demeter had described them in the briefing: “Largely unmonitored, consisting mainly of provisions storage and mechanical works. Patrols are light and erratic. An attentive infiltrator should be able to avoid them with ease, until the barracks levels are reached.” William, of course, was the “attentive infiltrator.” Occasionally, he heard footsteps, and moved quickly but quietly behind one crate or around a corner, evading the pairs of Totality personnel who wandered past to gather packs of food and other supplies. They came and went every few minutes—usually in pairs, but sometimes alone, and he saw at least one trio. Usually, they were too wrapped up in the task at hand to notice William even if he’d gone out of his way to make noise.

			Four levels down, as he listened to one group of Totality wander away, he heard more footsteps approach. Pressing his back up against the boxes behind him, stacked on shelves that went up to the ceiling, he breathed as slowly as he could manage just in case they might hear him, pistol clutched to his chest and gripped by both hands, ready to lower it and fire if the need arose in an instant. “These are empty,” he heard one mutter.

			“Did you check all of them on the bottom shelf?” the other asked, clearly annoyed.

			That annoyance was returned, multiplied. “Yes. I’m not stupid.”

			“You must be, because you’d already be checking the next shelf up! If you find the dehydrated fruit pouches up there, we’ll have to come back and move everything down a shelf. You know the day shift gets in a huff if the inventory isn’t kept efficient.”

			“I don’t need a fucking lecture.” William heard a lot of rustling around in one or more boxes. “Here. I got the damn pouches. A whole box of them. The kitchen will be happy.”

			“This isn’t even for anyone important. It’s going to the Trust. The boss man is trying to induce them to finish up whatever stupid thing they’re working on.”

			“Buying them off with fruit now? That’s a new low. But it’s not like they do anything but eat, sleep, piss, shit, and fuck. And I thought we were doing something about the fucking.”

			“Yeah, I know what you mean. Martan says the Trust gets upset about having parts cut off and refuse to work if they get threatened with stuff like that.”

			“So what? They’re slaves.”

			“But the kind you can’t replace that easily. So we have to treat them like kids. They do a good job, they get a cookie.”

			“I wish I had a fucking cookie.”

			“Do your job and Cylence might give you one.”

			“I’m the only one even looking around here! You just stand there doing… doing nothing. And I’m doing the work.”

			“Looks to me like you’re just moving your hands around in a box. A slave could do that. You wanna be replaced?”

			“What I’m doing is consolidating three or four boxes here, which would go faster if you’d help but you’re just going to complain about how slow I am because you’re a jerk!”

			William heard one of the boxes shift abruptly, as the Totality who was closest to him yanked it, and then a loud thump as it and a couple other boxes hit the floor.

			“Oh, great. That’s perfect,” the one who’d been complaining moaned. “You see what happens when you don’t help?”

			“I see what happens when you run your mouth instead of doing your job.”

			“Fuck you. I’ve been on shift for ten hours already. I didn’t get a break. The slaves get breaks. Something about how their bodies break down.” William heard the sound of a soft packet slapping the inside of a box with almost every syllable, indicative of the angry Totality cleaning up the mess. “I think they’re making it up. I don’t get tired. I get sick of this, but I don’t get tired. I don’t do that thing where I feel like I’m going to collapse and go unconscious. The slaves do it but I always think it’s some kind of scam, like a performance they all agreed to put on to get out of doing work. I bet if we started zapping them they’d suddenly stop needing so much ‘sleep.’”

			The other one, who hadn’t been helping whatsoever, let out a belly laugh. “Yeah, I’ll send that recommendation down to the behavioral psychology department. I’m sure they’ll love your brilliant insights into slave culture.”

			“What ‘culture’? Cylence said it best: they’re animals. Sometimes I still can’t believe that ‘Trust’ group even exists. None of them are worth it, if you ask me. Don’t we have our own scientists and researchers?”

			“Not enough of them.”

			“We don’t need disgusting human ones to make up for that.”

			“Tell it to personnel.”

			“You know they won’t listen.”

			“I’ve been sick of listening to you for the last five years. Shut it, already.”

			William puffed out an irritated sigh, wondering for how much longer their inane banter could go on. Just get the fuck out of here already! he wanted to scream at them.

			He immediately regretted allowing himself to become distracted once the one who’d been digging through the boxes accidentally knocked several more from the shelf—enough to reveal William’s presence on the other side. It wasn’t until the other Totality called, “Who’s there?” before William fully jolted back to the situation at hand.

			Fuck. Instinctively, he dove and rolled. That proved a fortunate move, as he barely dodged a lick of fire from one of them and a bolt of lightning from the other. He hadn’t expected to encounter such dangerous abilities from men who were relegated to inventory duties, but he supposed there must be underachievers even among the most powerful Totality. The sociology research will have to wait for another time, he thought as he ran behind another set of boxes, which quickly caught fire from another blast. Holding his weapon at the ready, he mentally calculated the positions of the other two with the intention of firing the moment they were in view. Evidently, they had similar designs on William, as he could’ve sworn he smelled his own hair singe when another volley narrowly missed him, coming through the gap in an aisle as he zipped through it.

			It was an enclosed space—not small, but still enclosed. The layout didn’t lend itself very well to hiding. His choices quickly diminishing, he came to the conclusion that to stand and fight would be his only real option for surviving, much less progressing. He paused, then backtracked to one of the aisles the Totality had already immolated, counting on them to assume he would keep running in the same direction and have their attention elsewhere when he struck.

			He caught the enemy off guard with a shot from his pistol, sending one of them tumbling to the ground with the stench of seared flesh. William only had time to see the body briefly twitch before he had to contend with the other—the lightning-thrower. This Totality was faster, certainly a greater challenge than he’d faced before. It occurred to him that his direct engagements with the Totality had thus far been very limited. There were the slavers on Actis, whose superhuman abilities didn’t seem to extend beyond some enhanced strength, speed, and endurance. The earth-shakers at the weapons depot had trashed Sasha’s team quite thoroughly, but William only watched that encounter from afar. Here, he was all but face-to-face with someone who could hurl lightning from his hands. Demeter had mentioned their ilk during the briefing: “Don’t be surprised if you encounter Totality will all sorts of abilities you wouldn’t find in a typical human. Superior strength and agility, energy manipulation, illusion. The key to engaging them is to not. Avoid them entirely, or kill them before they notice you. Odds of survival in a stand-up fight with a Dominix-quality Totality are low.”

			William always appreciated a vote of confidence like that. He appreciated having a full head of hair even more, which dwindled every moment he spent in this room that now smelled of electricity and burnt flesh and hair. How much of said hair was his own, he couldn’t say. He only took comfort in the knowledge that, if it was his skin that had been scorched, he’d be hurting a lot more by now. He was, at least, thankful for the Order physician who put his various infirmities “on hold.” He felt no pain from his back or legs, and could move freely as he had when he was a Militiaman. He wished he had time to enjoy the experience of being fully mobile again, instead of having to defeat a walking thundercloud.

			He collapsed behind another set of shelves, breathing heavily. Whatever the doctor had done to alleviate his pain, it hadn’t done much for his endurance. There was no mistaking it: his muscles had atrophied from lack of use since his injuries on Actis, and he was absolutely paying for it now. He hoped it wouldn’t end up costing him his life.

			He heard the Totality grunt in frustration as the boxes rattled around him but refused to be fully penetrated by the man’s bolts. Is he running out of energy? Is that something they do? I wish Demeter had told me one way or the other. I wish Demeter had told me a lot of things! William decided to take a chance and peeked his head around the corner to his right, and nearly fell over when he saw the Totality was close enough to smell his breath. It became a question of reaction time, and William reacted first. He pulled the trigger on his pistol several times—he lost count—until the man fell, a smoking pile of skin and bones and hair and fabric where once had been something like a man.

			He stood up, dusted himself off, and sighed. Checking the energy reserve on his pistol, he saw he’d depleted more than half already. I can’t afford any more encounters like that. He had to admit, though, that Demeter had been honest about the weapon’s characteristics. It was highly effective, and his wrist didn’t sting from any recoil. After taking the time to stash the corpses in a storage bin, he searched around for a maintenance hatch he could use to escape. Finding none, he turned to the access lift instead. An elevator was hardly the safest proposition for moving about the Centrality undetected, but William found himself short on options. Within the lift itself, he didn’t have any trouble locating a lower hatch. He could climb through that and hold onto whatever was underneath—cabling or scaffolding or whatever else the Totality used to hold these things together.

			Unfortunately, there didn’t turn out to be all that much he could get a grip on. A couple impressions spaced uncomfortably far apart gave him just enough to hold onto, though he retained serious doubts that he could keep his grasp if it moved at all. His next priority became descending the shaft and finding a way out that didn’t involve accessing a main floor. He realized how similar this situation was to Devon’s movement through the elevator shaft at SINAI’s Seattle office. But here I am without a PMD or any technical skills at all. He swung himself over to the shaft walls, and that hurt. The impact hurt, then it hurt again when he slid down a few levels and stopped himself by desperately clutching at anything he could get his hands on, nearly yanking his arm out of socket. A cling and a more distant clang followed by several more pinging sounds informed him that he’d lost his pistol down the shaft that looked bottomless from all the way up here. Fuck. This is a bad day.

			Then, the Centrality began to shake around him, slightly at first. It quickly escalated to more violent trembling, and he became aware that the Order must be attacking. There’s my mother, a little late, as usual. That’ll make this fun.

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			Source Code

			Sasha was rudely awakened by the shuddering of the floor beneath her, a shaking so abrupt it slid her cage noticeably along the slick tile of Cylence’s office. She quickly deduced that the Centrality was under attack, almost surely by the Order. And Zotz isn’t here. Someone needs to let me out. For the first time since her imprisonment, she felt truly helpless. She could resist Cylence’s taunts and capricious punishments—she had some feeling for how far she could push him. But she couldn’t do anything about an outside assault, and if the Order chose to simply blow up the whole complex rather than try to hold it, she’d die just like this, locked in a cage, killed either by incineration or exposure to vacuum. She found neither an attractive prospect.

			Discontent to sit idly by while others decided her fate, she paid attention to the trembling of the room around her, leaning her body this way and that to affect how the cage slid ever so slightly along the floor of Cylence’s office. She didn’t know if she could find a key or some other means of extricating herself, but she knew she had to try. Soon, she had her cage banging against the side of a desk, so forcefully the desk itself moved toward the wall. Once it got there, she kept helping her cage ram more and more into the desk. The bars barely warped—they were much stronger than the desk, which had already deformed considerably under her impacts on one side and the resistance of the wall on the other. This isn’t going to be enough, she decided.

			So, she tried another approach. Grabbing onto the bars behind her, she tried to move in time with the lurching and shaking of the facility around her to flip the cage onto its side, where she might have a better chance of attacking the top. A few minutes of work paid off—at least, she had the cage reoriented so it was lying on its side, at which point she could push against both the top and bottom and try to bust one or the other out. Those bent and warped more readily than the bars which surrounded her, and she found herself wishing she’d tried this sooner.

			She’d built up quite a good dent in the roof of her tiny prison when a harried Zotz burst into the room. “Sasha!” he called.

			“It’s about time!” she yelled. “I was sitting here thinking I was just going to be left to die, or blown up, or something. So, I decided I’d have to get myself out.”

			“Well, I could just leave and let you try to do that,” he shot back.

			She was unamused. “Don’t be a jerk. Get me out of this thing!”

			“I have to find the key,” he announced, shoving things off of Cylence’s desks and ripping out drawers.

			“Are you serious? You don’t have a key for this?”

			“I thought he’d have it somewhere easy to find!”

			“You could have killed one of the guards for it. I know they have keys.”

			“There’s no time for that now.”

			“There’s no time for this,” she retorted. “Look, just help me break the top. I’ve already got it most of the way.”

			He came closer and observed the damage she’d wrought. “Impressive for mere physical force.”

			“Thanks, I’m glad you’re impressed,” she quipped. “How about some help? Get an axe or a sword or something.” She gestured toward the walls, where various bladed implements were hung. “Grab something blunt and start bashing!”

			Zotz took Sasha’s advice. She squeezed herself against the other side of the cage while Zotz swung some kind of warhammer at what he perceived to be the weakest point of the cage: the locking mechanism on one of the top corners. Several good swings paid off, and he had the lid compromised enough that he could pry it wide enough for Sasha to get out.

			“Oh, finally,” she breathed with tremendous relief. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever get out of that alive.”

			Zotz nodded. “I’m happy to be of service. Not to be indelicate, but… we need to clothe you. A naked woman wandering the Centrality is hardly inconspicuous.”

			“Wonderful insight,” she hissed. “I can see why Cylence put you in charge of his special projects.”

			Zotz guided the now freed Sasha out of the office and through the throne room, scouting ahead to make certain they wouldn’t be spotted. Squads of Totality troops rushed past from time to time, forcing Zotz to duck back around the corner, or hide in the nearest wall recess, or take refuge in whatever room was close by. In any event, it soon became clear that the Totality were far more occupied with the external attack and the possibility of being boarded than they were with Zotz’s activities. Zotz, after all, wore the Trust uniform. Sasha assumed the other Totality didn’t see him as a threat, and even if they’d seen her, they might not take notice under the circumstances.

			Nevertheless, she preferred to play it safe, and so did Zotz. When they made it to his quarters, he quickly tossed her one of his uniforms. “Put this on. I apologize if it fits poorly.”

			“A Totality uniform?” she scoffed. “A slave uniform, no less.” But she immediately turned glad to have any clothing at all, after so long in the cage. She quickly wriggled into the clothes Zotz provided, tugging the top down over her head and evening it out over her abdomen, around which it hung loosely past her waist. She yanked up the pants and tucked the excess shirt into them, though they also threatened to slide down her legs.

			Zotz detected her predicament and swiftly pinched some of the waistline and drove a small pin through it to hold the fabric more tightly against her skin. “That should keep them up,” he nodded.

			“Thanks,” she said flatly. “Now, weapons. Do you have any?”

			“No. Cylence allows us considerable latitude, but it doesn’t extend to weaponry.”

			“I knew that. I was wondering if you’d given yourself access to any.”

			“Still, no.”

			Sasha sighed. “How was this supposed to work? The Order come, they attack, then what?”

			The old man didn’t soften the blow. “They take the Dominix by force if they can. Destroy it if they can’t.”

			“Then we need to help them take it, or find a way out before they decide to blow it up, don’t we?”

			“My responsibility is to ensure Cylence doesn’t escape with any materials from my research.”

			“I don’t care what your responsibility is. I do care about anything that hurts Cylence, though. Where is it?”

			“The Source. That is where we should attack. Cutting power to the entire Centrality will make the Order’s job easier.”

			Sasha recalled their earlier conversation. “I thought you said it was almost impossible to get to the Source?”

			“I’ve been working that problem,” Zotz said thoughtfully, twisting the tip of his beard between his fingers. “It should be more possible now.”

			They ducked down a corridor, narrowly dodging a group of Totality. Zotz found them a maintenance passage which offered a good bypass of further patrols, and soon they made it down the several levels they needed. Sasha heard at least one firefight, and that told her for certain that the Order had boarded. That, or they have a slave revolt on their hands. No way to know for sure without getting into the middle of it.

			When they reached the target level, Zotz again opted to go on ahead of Sasha. She didn’t want to stay behind—she didn’t fully trust this man, nor did she believe he would go as far as necessary to beat Cylence. Where are his true loyalties? What if he turns on me when he’s caught? I shouldn’t have let him go alone.

			Nevertheless, he returned in short order. “The Source is under guard,” he frowned. “I attempted to explain that Cylence had sent me to gather some research notes from the lab inside the Source chamber. They told me the Centrality is on lockdown and no one is allowed to enter any secured areas. I wanted to press the issue, but they threatened to shoot me on the spot. That would have been less than ideal.”

			Sasha was unimpressed. “Go back there and tell them you have special orders from Cylence to enter and do your work. They wouldn’t want to upset the boss, would they?”

			Zotz shook his head. “They would never believe such a story.”

			“Let’s try something else. It’s just another hallway, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. Two men guard the entrance to the Source chamber.”

			“Walk past them. Make eye contact. Get their attention, but keep walking.”

			“Why?”

			“Don’t worry about that. I’ll handle the rest.”

			He tugged his beard and Sasha could tell he was anxious. He didn’t seem to trust her judgment. She also didn’t particularly care. If we can shut this thing down or blow it up or whatever we can do to it, and that’ll help put an end to Cylence’s regime, that’s what we’re going to do. She didn’t need to know the details—she suspected Zotz knew enough about the so-called Source to disable or destroy it, and that’s all she cared about.

			Zotz did as he was told, strolling down the corridor as Sasha watched from behind another corner, out of sight. She saw him nod and smile at them, drawing their gaze. His lips moved and the one nearest to her stepped forward, his back partially turned toward her. Zotz slowed down. He had them distracted. Now.

			She forced every quantum of energy in her body into her lungs and legs, getting a running start down the hall, and just as the closer of the two guards started to turn to see what was coming at him, she threw her body into his. Had he not been distracted, he might have kept his footing well enough that she’d have bounced right off, but Zotz’s intervention was crucial: he was off-balance, and he slammed directly into the other guard. Zotz wasted no time moving in and seizing one of their weapons, and Sasha rolled over the one she’d collided with and tried to wrestle him for his own rifle. Due to the Totality lockouts, the weapons were only useful as blunt instruments, but their bulk helped make quick work of their targets. After bludgeoning one of the soldiers senseless, Zotz caught on and handled his foe the same way. Maybe he’s not useless after all.

			He reached out a hand to help her up, which she accepted. “Nice work,” she commented, shaking the excess blood off of her rifle. “How’s it feel to rebel?”

			“I’ve been rebelling,” he reminded her. “Rebels do more than merely kill people.”

			Killing people is the most critical part, she believed, but she doubted Zotz would agree.

			She watched as Zotz went to work on the access panel for the room containing the Source. She could not pretend to understand what he did—he had largely disassembled the thing with his bare hands and a couple of tiny tools, sweat pouring down his face. She decided not to ask what would happen if he made a mistake. And then, when she thought he might never finish, the door gave way to allow them entry. “Nice work,” she said. Zotz returned a humble nod.

			The Source chamber, as Sasha first laid eyes upon it, didn’t overwhelm her with its size or complexity. The room was not small, but it wasn’t that large, either—Cylence’s throne room offered a more imposing space. The chamber was round with a domed ceiling, and in the center stood a blue column of light which pulsated and emitted a low hum. The center of it was so bright she couldn’t stare directly at it. She imagined it was a powerful reactor, and its true workings were buried in the floor or ceiling. Surrounding it were various consoles and instruments, including mechanical arms that she suspected inserted materials into the blue light, for whatever reason.

			“What do we do with all this?” she asked, turning to Zotz.

			“Shut it down,” he said simply, stepping toward one of the consoles.

			She hurried to his side to watch him work. “You have to tell me more than that. How do you do it? How does it work?”

			“How it works, I couldn’t tell you. Hydrogen is gathered outside the Dominix by automated drones, and fed into a reaction system a few levels up. From there, it’s channeled here, and energy is obtained that powers the rest of the Centrality complex. It’s much, much more than could be acquired from the hydrogen itself, even with highly efficient nuclear fusion. There’s simply not enough loose hydrogen in this part of space to account for the energy levels I’ve seen.”

			It now made sense to her why Cylence believed he could harness this energy to break down the barrier that represented the only restraint on Totality activities. There must be unbelievable amounts of energy coming from this. If he could direct it the right way, there’s nothing he couldn’t destroy. But he doesn’t want to turn it on planets or people, he wants to turn it on that ‘dimensional barrier’ he’s so fond of talking about. Let all of his kind through, everywhere, into everyone, all at once. Like breaking down a river dam to release the flood. It would be a nightmare for the rest of us. “How do we shut it down?” she inquired again, anxiety building up as she realized how close they were to a truly decisive move against the Totality.

			The complex around them shuddered as Zotz searched for his answer. “I’ve experimented with shutting off the hydrogen flow. The energy output reduces considerably, but not enough to deactivate the Source itself. It appears to be self-sustaining. Its advantage is that it emits much more energy than it absorbs.”

			“What if you did it the other way around? Instead of trying to starve it, you tried to exhaust it? Can you just… siphon off its energy to go somewhere else? Out into space, even?”

			His expression told her she’d gotten him to think. He stared at the console before him, clutching at the gray whiskers that extended far past his chin. “By nature of how the Source is integrated with the rest of the Dominix, I can potentially affect how energy is distributed all over the facility.”

			“Is that a yes? You think you can do this?”

			“I’ll have to input a new distribution configuration and bypass the usual safety checks. The computer normally wouldn’t allow any kind of overload scenario.”

			“Can you do that?”

			“I can if you’ll be quiet for a moment,” he snapped.

			She bit her lip and watched him work. She didn’t understand anything he was doing with the console. She was about to ask him a question when she noticed, out of the corner of her eye, someone else approaching. “Watch out!” she yelled, putting herself between Zotz and the encroaching threat.

			Zotz laughed and waved his hand, looking quite at ease. “Not to worry, Sasha. This is Andrew. We work together.”

			The other man was chubby with dark, shaggy hair and Sasha now recognized the Trust uniform that matched the old man’s. She came out from her impromptu hiding place and cleared her throat, joining Zotz again. “You could have mentioned him.”

			“I didn’t think he would be joining us.”

			“I can’t let you have all the fun,” Andrew smirked. “I had a feeling you’d try to do something to the Source. As usual, I’m a couple light years ahead of you.”

			“Now’s not the time to brag,” Zotz chastised. “What do you have for us?”

			Andrew held up his hand and Sasha saw a small red device pinched between his thumb and forefinger. “Oh, just a little overload program. That’s what you wanted, right? Burn out everything on this nasty little space station with a bit of malicious code? I find it truly heartwarming, myself.”

			Zotz snatched it from him. “This is serious,” he scolded. “How do I use it?”

			“Just plug it in and run the root program. I made it nice and easy. Next time, you should talk to me first. I could have had this taken care of ten minutes ago. It wasn’t until I felt the Dominix getting beaten up and noticed you weren’t around that I figured you must be down here, tinkering, trying to get an edge on Cylence. I can’t say I blame you for wanting to shut that pompous ass up.”

			“Speaking of people who won’t shut up,” Zotz blurted as he turned his attention back to the Source control console. He did as Andrew instructed, and soon the column of light grew brighter and brighter. The hum, which had before been a low, gentle bass, swiftly increased in intensity and range. Higher pitches accompanied it, and the room shook from a cause that had nothing to do with the Order attack. “I think we should leave,” Zotz suggested.

			In no way did Sasha wish to argue that point. The three of them quickly ran out of the chamber, and from behind them came sounds like lightning striking only meters away, ear-piercing cracks and shrieks, and the floor below them trembled so fitfully Sasha thought it would disintegrate beneath them. The chaos lasted for several more seconds, and more quickly than it began, it was over. Silence came upon them with a startling abruptness, and every light in the corridor went dark. Sasha couldn’t see a thing until Andrew brought out a portable light.

			“I really am a lot better prepared than you, old man,” he teased.

			“We need to get out of here,” Sasha suggested.

			“Before we do, I must satisfy my curiosity,” Zotz admitted. “I must know what the Source was.”

			Andrew left. “I bet you there’s nothing left of it, now. It probably vaporized when we overloaded it.”

			Zotz didn’t listen, but headed away from them, into the darkness. Andrew grumbled and went after him, lighting the way. Sasha followed.

			The Source chamber, or what of it Andrew illuminated, was now littered with debris. None of the consoles or other equipment had been left intact. It didn’t appear to have been caused by explosions so much as errant bolts of energy simply ripping through matter, shredding it to ribbons all over the chamber, which was fortunately well-shielded.

			Zotz came to a circular dimple in the middle of the room where once had stood the great column of light, and knelt next to it. Andrew shone his portable torch right on that spot.

			Andrew squinted and spoke. “Is that…”

			Zotz nodded. “…A tiny person.”

			“With wings?” Sasha said, not at all ready to believe what her eyes saw.

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			Ascending, Descending

			Having lost his weapon down an elevator shaft and overshooting the level he intended to reach thanks to the distracting noises of the Order attack making him lose count, William found himself a few levels below his target. Based on the wall markings, he realized Cylence’s chambers were a few floors up, but he didn’t want to take on the man himself unarmed. Curiously, the floor he’d forced his way into via a couple of access tubes seemed deserted. He assumed that meant this floor wasn’t particularly essential, or perhaps defenses were concentrated somewhere down below in order to offer a protective perimeter for whatever was on this floor. Strangely, all the lights here had shut down for several minutes, before coming back up at a lower level. He didn’t know if the power failure was due to the Order attack or something else.

			He had no time to stand around and try to sort it out, either.

			Skulking through the dimmed silver and white corridors without a single means of defending himself, his heart pounded and his muscles remained ever tense. He was grateful for whatever the doctor on his mother’s ship had given him to quell his pain—he imagined it would be excruciating right now if those signals were getting through to his brain.

			He crept through this apparently empty level of the Centrality, hoping to find a weapons locker or even some personal quarters that someone had carelessly left open, anything that would give him access to weaponry.

			Eventually, he heard voices approach. He rushed to the nearest intersection and ducked around the corner, pressing his back tightly against the wall, hoping they’d go right past him. There was a hint of familiarity in the voices as they drew near, and he risked a peek to confirm his suspicions. Just as quickly, he pulled his head back, disbelieving. Andrew? And Sasha? My mother said Zotz was here, but…

			He stepped out into their path with a wavering smile. They saw him and halted immediately. Moments passed without any words, until Sasha rushed forward and offered a brief embrace. He managed to return it for just an instant before she pulled away, collecting herself. She cleared her throat and spoke, her voice cracking ever so detectably.

			“It’s good to see you again,” she said.

			William thought she looked awful. The Totality uniform was ill-fitting, and a shaved head didn’t suit her, in his opinion. She also seemed emaciated, which was quite something considering the nutritional standards on Actis. Her eyes were sunken into her head and her skin had a pale, ghostly character. “It’s good to see you, too,” he said, hoping his voice didn’t betray his pained response to her appearance.

			Zotz and Andrew, on the other hand, looked fine. In a way, that just made William angry. He’d been through so much, and it appeared as though these two hadn’t suffered at all. “How’ve you been, William?” Zotz inquired in a professional tone that William didn’t much appreciate.

			“Oh, I’ve been fine,” William oozed. “I hear you’ve been spying for my mother this whole time.”

			Zotz exhaled sharply. “How much did she tell you?”

			“More than I wanted to know, frankly. But I’m glad you’re not dead.”

			“Hey, what about me?” Andrew jumped in, waving his hands dramatically.

			“What about you?” William shot back coldly. He gave his attention back to Sasha. “Are you alright? What did they do to you here?”

			She shrugged. “Cylence thought he could break me. He didn’t.”

			That didn’t surprise him one bit. “He should’ve known better than to try.”

			It was then that William noticed something perched on Zotz’s shoulder. Its form was like a tiny human, with transparent, insect-like wings sprouting from its back. “What’s that?” he blurted, pointing.

			“That’s a fine way to greet someone,” the little creature chirped. It leapt off of the Sage’s shoulder and buzzed right into William’s face, close enough that he could make out that this was a small, feminine being with dark hair and a nonplussed expression. “Never seen a faerie before?”

			“As a matter of fact, I have,” he countered, recalling the one he’d nearly ran into on the Verge. “Do you all have bad attitudes?”

			“When you’re this size, you do whatever it takes not to be pushed around. And if you were made into a living powerplant for a couple thousand years, you’d be in a bad mood, too!”

			“What’s this one’s story?” William wondered, glancing at Zotz.

			“Excuse you!” she hissed. “I’m right here. You can address me if you have questions.”

			William took a step back and put up his hands. “Whoa. Sorry. Okay. I’m William. Who are you?”

			“Hyacinth. Not that that would mean anything to you. I don’t even know if there are any more of my kind these days.”

			“There’s at least one more,” William nodded. “I can’t say if there are others.”

			“Well, two’s better than one, I guess,” she sighed. “But how do you know these clowns?”

			“That’s… complicated,” William deflected. “Should we really be standing around talking while the Order are tearing this place up from the outside? I need to find Cylence. But first, I need weapons.”

			“We’ve got that covered,” Andrew beamed, tossing William a pilfered sidearm. “There weren’t a lot of guards on this floor to begin with, and we already cleared them out.”

			“I’m going to assume that’s a euphemism,” William said, examining the pistol Andrew provided him. “How many bodies have you all racked up?”

			“Five,” Zotz sighed. “I didn’t want to have to kill anyone here. These people are not responsible for what the Totality do with their bodies.”

			“There’s not much we can do for them while the Totality are still around,” Sasha argued. “They’re our enemies for as long as the Totality inhabit them.”

			“I can’t argue with that,” William agreed. “So, where’s Cylence? Anybody know?”

			“I have a reasonable guess,” Zotz said, strolling past them to take the lead.

			As they walked, Sasha came up alongside Zotz, and William listened in.

			“Why can’t I understand the little one with the wings? Never heard her language before.”

			The old Sage smiled. “She speaks Avalonian. William, Andrew, and myself have--”

			“I know,” Sasha stopped him. “Your little Order translator things. Would be nice to get my hands on some of those. But I actually need something else. There’s something I want to get from Cylence, if I can.”

			“The Chronicle,” Zotz anticipated. Sasha paused as if she hadn’t expected him to know. Zotz continued: “I’ve tried to take possession of it, myself. He’s rarely spoken of it in my presence, but what details he’s revealed tell me it would be an invaluable resource to us.”

			“But he doesn’t keep it in his office,” Sasha noted.

			“No, he does not. He either keeps it in his own quarters, and those are guarded heavily from all directions, or it is kept in a vault in some part of this facility that I am unaware of.”

			“What’s this Chronicle?” William involved himself. “The one Sasha was writing? That’s back on the ship.”

			Zotz shook his head. “Not exactly, William. It’s a later version of that tome.”

			“A later… version,” William echoed. “That sure clears it up.”

			Their group reached an access shaft that, rather than an elevator, offered only metallic rungs to be climbed either up or down. Zotz started doling out orders. “Sasha, if you wish to find the Chronicle, you should proceed with Andrew. He knows where Cylence’s quarters are.”

			“Sure, stick me with rushing right into the big bad boss man’s cave,” Andrew snorted. “You’ve waited this whole time just to get me killed, haven’t you?”

			“Quiet down,” Zotz scolded. “William, you and I will proceed to the launch bay. That is Cylence’s next logical destination. The portable dimensional erosion device—he calls it the Tunneler—he recently field tested is still aboard one of the ships. I suspect he will attempt to leave with it and use it to maintain whatever advantage he can. We absolutely cannot let him escape, especially not with the Tunneler.”

			William didn’t bother asking what any of that meant. He knew well enough that they were short on time. All he needed to know was: “Which way do we go? Up or down?”

			“Down,” Zotz said simply.

			Hyacinth opted to go down with William and Zotz, hiding in the latter’s collar, though she didn’t say why. William was still puzzled by her unexplained presence, and hoped he would get a chance to learn the whole story later. That means no dying, right?

			Zotz went first, taking the rungs one at a time. William followed suit. He didn’t inquire as to how far it was—he imagined any launch bay would be quite far down, if only to keep the ships away from living areas in the event an engine blew up or something. The station continued to rock and shudder every now and then, evidence of the Order attack, but William wondered how long his mother’s fleet would keep up the pretense. He considered Team Alpha, as well, and whether they were still alive—and where they were, if so. There was a chance he might run into them, after all, and that could make the final encounter with Cylence even more clear-cut, he hoped.

			Floor after floor passed until Zotz, at last, hopped off of the wall-mounted rungs and exited the enclosed shaft. This level was a lot busier: Totality rushed back and forth, some armed, some not. Based on their uniforms and demeanor, William suspected most of them weren’t soldiers but staff of various sorts—people who weren’t here to fight, but didn’t want to die today.

			No one took much notice of them, and William spotted several other people dressed in garb that made them as slaves—either costumes like Zotz’s, or utilitarian strips of fabric that fit poorly, not remotely worthy of clothing that came close to a proper fit. Ships of different shapes and sizes filled the cavernous bay. Most were stationary, but a few were drifting in one direction or another, either docking for resupply or heading down toward what William assumed was the exit port, given that the floor ended some distance ahead of them and was marked by a waist-height wall. His stomach quivered at the thought of what might happen if he inadvertently fell over that fence—was there anything down below to catch errant people? What if maintenance workers fell? Did they just pass through whatever barrier was at the bottom and float right into space, consigned to a death by decompression? Before his mind got too busy with such morbid scenarios, he put his eyes on Zotz’s back and focused on following him. “Which of these ships is it?”

			“I’m looking,” the Sage snapped, impatient. His eyes scanning the fleet that inhabited the launch bay, he soon came to his quarry, and pointed. “That one.”

			It was clear on the other side, all the way up near the top. William had a poor sense of scale but thought it might be a little smaller than the cargo ship he’d been living in. He squinted at the thing, and tried to move his eyes over the maze of ladders and catwalks that led from here to there. It made him a little dizzy.

			“Oh, come on,” he groused. “Really?”

			As they made the arduous climb, William tried to distract himself by appreciating the ships that hung imposingly within the vast bay. He realized this was his first opportunity to see Totality warships in any detail, rather than as scanner images or as brief flashes of overhead menace. He had to admit the Totality had invented for themselves a fearsome aesthetic. Their vessels were elongated, with sharp, curved protrusions serving as weapon hardpoints, jagged edges placed as if to slice through enemy craft—but of course, William knew that was physically impossible. What the Totality may have lacked in technological capability, they made up for in bulk. Each craft that he could clearly identify as a warship was practically covered with weaponry, as if one would have to destroy the whole ship in order to disable its offensive systems. He didn’t know if that was true, but he imagined the psychological factor of thinking it might be true was useful enough. He wondered if the Totality flew these over slave camps, or perhaps paraded them near Order territory to inspire fear. The thought occurred to him that the Totality might well employ them as aerial monsters to terrify slaves who may not be educated enough to realize their manufactured origin. If that’s just what I can think up while I’m climbing, I don’t even want to know what the Totality really do with these things. The conclusion was inescapable, however, that had their cargo ship ever encountered any real resistance from Totality war machines, they’d not have stood a chance. At last, he was grateful for their good fortune.

			Ascending the wobbling, suspended staircases and treacherous catwalks—a quick loss of balance might send one tumbling over—several Totality soldiers squeezed past William and Zotz. They virtually never made eye contact. William was amazed they didn’t seem to notice. You’d think they would see I’m not actually wearing one of their uniforms. It’s similar, but not identical. Zotz and I don’t exactly look like we belong here. Then again, they weren’t attacking anything or anyone, and it was likely they had greater concerns. When William surveyed the bay again, he noticed it looked emptier. Ships were indeed leaving as quickly as they could, though their particular target hadn’t moved. That, he found curious, as well.

			When they finally reached it and stepped inside through an open hatch, Hyacinth popped out of her hiding spot along the interior of Zotz’s collar. She zipped around the room as if to give it a quick scout, then returned. “Looks clear so far,” she reported.

			“Thanks,” William said quietly.

			“This way,” Zotz motioned, leading them around the bend and past a few doors. William assumed the old man knew where he was taking them.

			Before they could get there, however, an obstacle appeared in their way. Or, if not an obstacle, someone William didn’t expect to see here.

			“Fred?”

			The tall, gray-skinned figure nodded.

			“You’re supposed to be on the ship,” William scolded. “Who’s in charge?”

			“That is not the most important issue right now,” the troll countered, stepping side. “I am here to help you.”

			“Help this!” Hyacinth shouted, and with a level of force William never would have expected from her, slammed him straight back into the wall at the end of the corridor. The physics involved told William plenty about the faerie’s capabilities. She could probably tear a hole in this ship if she wanted to. But why is she going after Fred?!

			Zotz and William both moved to stop her. “Hyacinth!” Zotz uttered, his voice a plea. “We don’t have time for this!”

			She was still hovering over the dazed Fred, who was slumped against the wall, rubbing his head. She zipped back onto Zotz’s shoulder. “You’re right. This sack of shit’s gonna live forever. I’ll deal with him later.” Then, to Fred: “Don’t you go anywhere. We have issues to resolve.”

			Zotz and Hyacinth went on by, with William following. He helped the troll stand up, and inquired quietly: “What the fuck was that about?”

			“An old and long story, and some well-deserved vengeance, I am afraid.”

			William just shook his head. “You people and your weird secrets. Come on, let’s get Cylence. That’s some revenge that’ll make us all feel better.”

			Soon, they entered the largest room they’d yet encountered. Consoles lined the walls and a large device commandeered the center of the room. Beams of light poked out of it at seemingly random points and intervals. William didn’t know what it was, only that it must be important. Zotz wasted no time confirming that. “This is the ‘portable’ barrier weakener. It’s already been powered up though not yet activated.”

			“How long can it run?” William wondered.

			“On this ship’s power reserves? Several minutes at full strength. Not enough to pose a major threat, but the technology is the issue. Cylence can’t be allowed to escape with it.”

			“Then let’s smash the fucking thing,” William blurted impatiently, moving for the nearest large, blunt object he could wield against it.

			Zotz grabbed his arm to stop him. “Don’t be a fool. As I said, it’s powered up. That energy has to go somewhere. If you smash it now, the energy will escape into you, and I don’t much want to see your organs decorating this room, or my clothes.”

			“I’m touched by your concern,” William smirked. “What can we do, then?”

			“Die,” a new voice intruded. Before William even had a chance to look for the source, a spray of blood crossed his face, the hand clutching his arm briefly tightened, then released, and something heavy landed on his foot before rolling away. The high-pitched scream of a faerie rang out. William’s confusion lasted a few seconds before dissolving into the reality: Zotz’s head had been severed, and he watched as the old man’s body collapsed backward, crashing loudly into one of the control panels behind them. His own feet shuffled in the reverse, recoiling from the wiry beard hair he felt tickling his legs, through his clothes.

			He could feel nothing else in that moment but stunned horror. He’d only just been reunited with the Sage. He expected their association would continue, one way or another. There was so much that had yet to be explained, so much Zotz needed to answer for, and now it would never happen.

			William hadn’t begun to address the obvious: who’d delivered the killing blow.

			He saw a sneering, balding man in skin-tight garments, flourished by a flowing, purple robe, brandishing a sword that gleamed with reflected light from the ceiling, and glistened with traces of Zotz’s blood. William thought he looked absurd, but the man had an air about him that made William fearful. This wasn’t some ordinary Totality soldier. This was…

			“Cylence,” Fred said, like a curse. “You are a vile, hateful creature. You deserve death.”

			“So do you, ancient troll, but some of us never get what we have coming, eh?” He twirled the sword in a few circles, amusing himself, then turned to William. “The old man was your friend, wasn’t he? I can see it all over your face. His blood, I mean,” he chuckled. “You have no idea how shocked you look right now. I wish I could preserve it. It would make an excellent memento of my first encounter with the Earthblade.”

			The word took William out of his fugue. “Earthblade?”

			“That’s what the Chronicle calls you, eventually. The blade that will split the Earth in two. That sorts the living from the dead, the ignorant from the enlightened, the docile from the active, the good from the evil, the powerful from the desperate. Our fates often dovetail in ways we can’t anticipate. For my part, I like to do as much anticipating as possible. And at this moment, I anticipate you and I are going to have a little fun.”

			Hyacinth hovered right in front of William’s face. Her voice was desperate. “You’ve gotta get out of here. He’ll kill you. You can’t fight him. You have to go!”

			Instead, William remembered the sidearm Andrew gave him. He began to raise it, but Cylence wasn’t having that. “Ah-ah-ah!” the killer scolded. “That’s not a fair fight. Guns vs. swords? Not sporting.” Cylence reached around to his back and drew another blade, identical to the one he’d used to kill Zotz. “Here. Drop the pistol and take this. I promise, if you try to shoot, I’ll only deflect the bolt right into your own forehead. Or perhaps obliterate little Hyacinth with it. I haven’t decided. Fight fair or not at all, Earthblade. Make your choice.”

			Is this guy serious? And some “chance” he gave Zotz, he thought angrily. After wiping Zotz’s blood from his face onto his sleeve, he let the pistol hit the floor and warily approached Cylence, who tossed over the blade before William got too close. He caught it by the hilt and, not knowing the first thing about sword fighting, angled it to protect his face and upper body in case Cylence struck.

			“I hope you’ll make this an interesting spar,” Cylence goaded. “I get so tired of practicing with Martan all the time. I do believe he lets me win. Oh, but don’t worry about your inexperience. You’d be surprised what a little survival instinct can do!”

			William wanted to scream at him to shut up. He wanted to make him shut up. He took a swing at the repulsive creature standing before him. Cylence deflected it with the clang of his own blade. “Pathetic. I saw that coming a light year away. The essence of swordplay is deception, William! I’ve waited a long time for you to come to me. Make it worth my while. Lie to me. Lie to me with your body and your sword. Make me believe it!” He delivered a thrust toward William, who managed to catch it and spin out of the way. William could hardly believe he’d pulled that off spontaneously, but he wasn’t going to waste time being upset about it.

			Instead, he turned to Fred and Hyacinth. “Get that machine offline! You heard what Zotz said! Cylence can’t have it! Or you could help me kill this asshole!”

			“Well, I’m already leaving with the Tunneler,” Cylence pointed out. “We’re on our way out of the Dominix now. Going to rendezvous with some friends from the Hegemony. The Order can have this dump. I’ll make their lives as difficult as possible before I go. I suppose you won’t get to see much of that,” he taunted William, striking again.

			William parried and forced him back. “Hurry up over there!” he yelled before clumsily sending another deflected blow at Cylence. He stared fiercely at Cylence. “If you kill me now, I can’t become this ‘Earthblade’ you speak of, can I?”

			Cylence shrugged, aiming his sword threateningly toward William. “The course of time is a curious thing. Perhaps you must die now so that you might live later. I don’t make the rules, after all. I only read the rules others have written.”

			As the two sparred, William developed the impression that the Totality leader was merely toying with him, which only elevated his anger. He listened to Fred and Hyacinth, whom he hoped were actually doing something about the device.

			“The energy has to go somewhere,” Fred said, echoing Zotz.

			“But that’s a ship,” Hyacinth pointed out.

			“Indeed. And what once occurred by accident, will now be done by choice.”

			William had no idea what that meant, nor did he have time to look with Cylence offering a swipe at his head.

			“You can’t do that!” Hyacinth protested, though William didn’t immediately know if it was to Fred or Cylence.

			“I must!” Fred responded, giving William his answer.

			What are they fighting about? Don’t they know I’m trying to buy them time here! Just shut the stupid thing down!

			William felt himself running out of energy. In truth, he’d been running on will alone for some time. His body simply wasn’t in the shape it used to be, and while he felt himself slowing down, Cylence seemed nowhere near any point of diminishing energy. It was all William could do to deflect and dodge, and forget about offensive maneuvers.

			The critical moment came when William miscalculated an evasion and lost his footing. Cylence attempted to take advantage of the moment of weakness, though only his fist connected with William, rather than sword. William reeled back against a console, and then there was a flash from the direction of Hyacinth and Fred, still toying with the Tunneler.

			Hyacinth screamed again, this time in pain rather than shock, Fred mumbled something William couldn’t hear, and then he felt an odd sensation in his chest, like a pinch, before realizing Cylence had driven his sword right through it. William blinked, then smiled, finding the warm sensation of blood coming out of his chest somehow soothing. He heard Cylence laugh only for a moment, before some kind of scuffle ensued with Fred and possibly the faerie. “That was rather a disappointment,” Cylence sighed. “Perhaps our next encounter will be more engaging. If we have one. I must say, I’ll be sad if not.”

			Unable to respond, William’s face stung as he smacked it on the floor, everything around him receding from perception. It was like drifting off to sleep, and if William was sure of anything, it was that he really needed a good rest.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			Things Unwritten

			Nothing. She found nothing. With Andrew’s help, Sasha tore through Cylence’s personal chambers. The bodies of several guards they’d cut down to get inside remained splayed out just beyond the entrance. No one else ever appeared to challenge them—in fact, the Dominix grew quieter and quieter with time, apart from the occasional rattling the Order attack gave it. Sasha didn’t think that was doing any real damage. If it were, the entire facility should have long since disintegrated under the onslaught.

			That meant the Order were waiting for something else. A signal from Zotz? Or us? By “us,” she only meant Andrew, since she couldn’t imagine anyone among the Order fleet even knew who she was except in some vague hypothetical sense, as “the rebel leader.” Even that title no longer seemed to fit, given her incarceration by Cylence and lack of communication with the people she supposedly led. The rebellion had become William’s, or Fred’s, or even Janus’. But it was no longer hers, and certainly not now, with the Dominix running on emergency power, Totality fleeing, and an Order fleet just outside. So much had changed in so short a time, and all she wanted was that damn book.

			Cylence taunted her with it, teasing knowledge of things to come. She wanted to know them, too. The idea of foreknowledge never engaged her as anything more than an idle fantasy. Even if the ability to move through time existed, to live as a slave was to accept that such things might as well be possible in another universe, for all the plausibility they had in her own life. But Cylence had stood there with a book that looked just like her Chronicle, only very aged, with words written inside that matched her own unique script—a rendition of the tongue most Totality slaves spoke, in the script of her homeworld which she remembered, at least in fragments, from childhood. What she could not distinctly recall, she invented. Those letters, those accents, those flourishes belonged to no one but her. She had to have them—she had to have that gift from her future self, if that was the way of it.

			But it wasn’t here. Every book in Cylence’s chambers had now reached the floor, and none of them were the one she wanted. Desk drawers were pulled out and emptied, ornate furniture de-cushioned, flipped over, turned inside-out, just in case he’d hidden it somewhere because he suspected she would come searching for it.

			Even his bed got this treatment, and in that Sasha found yet another reason to resent him. The bed was large and canopied, more sizable and elegant and comfortable than anything she’d ever encountered. She imagined it could sleep twenty people or more, with enough pillows to stack from floor to ceiling. The surface rolled gently under pressure, and she briefly considered climbing into it, falling asleep, and forgetting about all this. She knew she needed rest. The cage and her captors never let her obtain a good, comfortable night’s sleep. Her back hurt constantly from the hunching and squatting, and she had to believe it would feel amazing to throw herself upon this strangely tangible cloud, close her eyes, and let the pain and misery drain from her body.

			Nothing like that was going to happen.

			“It’s definitely not here,” Andrew sighed, kicking over a pile of books. “The man’s got every book in existence, but not the one you’re talking about. Are you sure it would be here?”

			“Zotz thought it would be. It wasn’t in his office.” Sasha was forced to grapple with two possibilities: Zotz was in error, or he’d lied to her. Neither gave her any confidence or hope.

			“What do you want to do, then? Nothing left to search here.”

			She thought for a moment. She brought to mind her journey to the Dominix, and who’d been captured along with her. “Arkady.” He and Cylence were old friends. What if he knows?

			“Arkady?” Andrew echoed.

			“It’s hard to explain. He was captured when I was. He’s Totality. Sort of. There was a planet of Totality rebels. Cylence showed up and captured him, along with me. It’s where he tested that device of his.”

			Andrew nodded. “I don’t get all the details on things like that, but I have a vague idea who you’re talking about.”

			“Do you know where he would be held?”

			“If he’s still alive, he’d be in the prison ward. Cylence doesn’t keep a lot of people there—he wants his prisoners put to work.”

			“Or put on display,” Sasha pointed out.

			“Right.”

			Andrew led the way to the prison ward, down a few more levels. They now became more acutely aware that the Totality had all but fled. They barely ran into any opposition. Before they reached the ward, she noticed the lights above them gradually growing brighter. She stopped moving. “Wait. What do you think that’s all about?” she asked, pointing up.

			Her companion shrugged. “Power surge? Probably all kinds of grid fluctuations right now. I wouldn’t worry about it. Everything just might go dark.” He patted the emergency light mounted on his rifle. “We’ll be fine.”

			She couldn’t ignore the growing intensity of the lights, though. This doesn’t look like a ‘fluctuation.’ Wouldn’t it go up and down if it was? Something’s happening.

			The brightness continued to escalate until it became unbearable. Sasha squinted, then closed her eyes. Sneaking only momentary peeks, it was almost like staring directly into the nozzle of a plasma-blade, and that was well-known for blinding the careless. Now, a rising, high-pitched whine accompanied the light. “Still think this is just a fluctuation?” Sasha called out over the noise.

			“I don’t know what it is,” Andrew admitted, “But if we’re going to find this guy, we’d better do it fast!”

			With few other options, Andrew proceeded by his sense of direction alone, and Sasha held his hand since they could no longer see or even speak loudly enough to get through anymore. Then, just as suddenly as the whole thing began, the entire Centrality seemed to lurch under them. They both tumbled sideways, landing painfully in awkward positions—and everything went both dark and silent.

			Disoriented, Sasha wasn’t sure of her location or orientation until Andrew flashed his light in her face. “I told you it was nothing,” he said in a way that she took as his poor attempt at humor.

			“I wonder what that was,” she said. “I hope nothing’s happened to Arkady.”

			After checking the manifest display at the guard station, they found him. He turned out to be just fine, albeit annoyed by his detention. He called out to Sasha as she approached his cell. He was contained behind a thick, metallic mesh. Andrew advised him to step back while he blasted the lock open. Arkady emerged with a grateful smile.

			“I didn’t expect you to come to my rescue,” Arkady commented to Sasha.

			“To be honest, I kind of forgot you were here,” she cringed.

			“Well, I assumed Cylence had killed you by now, so I suppose we were both in the wrong,” the man smiled.

			“I’m glad we’re having a nice reunion here,” Andrew interrupted, “But we busted you out for a reason.” He looked to Sasha. “Right?”

			She nodded. “Arkady, do you know anything about a Chronicle? An old book Cylence carried with him?”

			Arkady glanced up, thinking. “Yes, I believe I remember that. What about it?”

			“Do you know where Cylence might keep it?”

			“In his office, if anywhere.”

			Sasha sighed, disappointed. “I already looked there and didn’t find it.”

			“It was waste of time,” Andrew grumbled. “We could’ve been escaping.”

			“I appreciate not being left to die,” Arkady said flatly. “I could certainly try to find us a way out.”

			“No need for that,” Andrew shook his head. “I already know the way.”

			They headed down, following the path Sasha imagined William, Zotz, and Hyacinth had taken earlier. She wondered if they encountered Cylence, and suddenly felt pangs of anxiety and dread. What if they’re dead? She crammed those thoughts down as deeply as she could. Their first priority was now to escape.

			Several floors down, however, they came across a group of Totality milling about, looking confused. They seemed incapable of operating their weapons and couldn’t even figure out the emergency lights mounted on them. They held up their arms to protect their eyes as Andrew flashed his own light across their faces. One of them shouted something that Sasha didn’t understand.

			“What are you all doing here?” Andrew demanded.

			Another unintelligible answer.

			“Aren’t you all Totality?” Sasha pressed.

			More gibberish. Why aren’t they speaking Totality? She saw by Andrew’s expression that he seemed to comprehend them. “Can you understand what they’re saying?”

			Andrew nodded slowly. “Order translation technology. I don’t know what they’re speaking. It’s not the Totality language. I’m not sure they’re all even speaking the same language. But I can communicate with them, so it must be a language the Order is familiar with.”

			“What’s wrong with them?”

			“I don’t know. I have to find out.” Andrew spoke in an alien language, and the men in Totality uniforms answered. This went on for some time before Andrew had any concrete answers for Sasha. “Well, that was interesting.”

			“Don’t keep me waiting,” she groused. “What did they say?”

			“I think the Totality have left their bodies. These are the original minds reasserting themselves.”

			Sasha blinked. “What do you mean? The Totality just left?“

			“I don’t think they left, exactly. I think something drove them out. They’re saying it was very painful and disorienting, but when they woke up they no longer shared their bodies with Totality entities.”

			“That’s incredible,” Arkady said softly. “But it makes me wonder why I wasn’t affected.”

			“Good question,” Sasha agreed. “We’ll have to find out later. Right now, we need to find a way to communicate with the Order, don’t we? Stop the attack?”

			Andrew didn’t get the chance to answer before weapons fire rang out in the distance, somewhere past the group of confused former Totality. Sasha may not have been unable to understand their words, but she easily understood screams. Someone was killing them, and they were defenseless.

			The moment there was a lull in the combat, Sasha called out, “Stop shooting! These people aren’t Totality!”

			Several seconds of anxious silence followed, then a male voice yelled back: “Who is that?”

			“Sasha.”

			“The rebel leader?”

			“That’s right.”

			“I’m going to need a path through this group of… people in Totality uniforms. I need visual confirmation.”

			She turned to Andrew. The two of them had instinctively ducked close to the floor after the shooting started. “Can you tell them that?”

			He nodded and rose slowly. In a calm tone, he asked the terrified survivors to move aside. She could see the fear on their faces as they scrambled to make way. Even though Andrew used a non-threatening tone, she imagined they all believed they’d be killed immediately if they didn’t comply. These people definitely aren’t Totality anymore. They need help and protection.

			Once the crowd parted, Sasha saw a small group of heavily-armed soldiers in Order uniforms. They approached her confidently. The leader didn’t have his weapon at the ready, but the rest did. If Sasha or Andrew made any aggressive moves, they’d be dead before they knew what hit them.

			She stepped forward, pretending she felt confident about her position in this situation. In truth, she was completely at their mercy, and they knew it as well as she did. “Please, don’t hurt these people,” she requested.

			The commanding officer glanced around at the shaking, cowering people who lined the walls. “You’re sure they aren’t Totality?”

			“They aren’t anymore. Look at them. They don’t even speak the Totality language now. Whoever they used to be, that’s who they are now. The Totality left them.”

			“All at once,” Andrew added. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			The officer’s eyes moved in contemplation. Finally, he reached for his earpiece and spoke. “This is Team Alpha to Relentless. I have a large group of individuals in Totality regalia who no longer appear to be under Totality influence. I’ve also made contact with the secondary objective.”

			Sasha blinked. Secondary objective? That’s some way to refer to a person.

			He nodded and Sasha wished she could hear what he was being told.

			“What’s going on out there?” Sasha wondered.

			He held up the palm of his hand as if to silence her. She frowned, not appreciating such a dismissive gesture.

			He eventually spoke. “We’re calling off the attack. It doesn’t appear any Totality leadership remain aboard the Centrality. A Hegemony fleet has moved into the area to support the Totality evacuation. They’re now departing, as well. Seems they have no interest in engaging us, either.”

			“What does that mean?” Andrew asked. “The Totality weren’t beaten so easily, were they?”

			The officer shrugged. “Looks like it.”

			Sasha had a hard time believing it, even after their group had descended to the main ship bay to assess any remaining Totality vessels and greet the Relentless as it docked. The Order ship was massive, taking up nearly the entire bay. In fact, part of its length didn’t fit inside at all, and extended below where Sasha could see. It made her slightly dizzy to look at a ship docked in a vertical orientation that way—she wondered how the gravity worked, how people disembarked without losing their balance and falling over. She imagined there was some transitional area to orient someone leaving the ship to the Centrality’s gravity system. As it was, she couldn’t see anyone exiting the ship from this far away.

			She noticed another vessel enter alongside the Order flagship—a much smaller design, clearly not of Order origin. Squinting at it, she realized it was quite familiar: it was the very ship that had brought her to the Dominix in the first place, or at least one that looked just like it. She firmly gripped the railing that kept her from tumbling into the bottom of the bay and out into space. Why is that ship here?

			She did not have to wait long for an answer. The commanding Order soldier got her attention with a nudge. “I’ve been instructed to send you to the Totality vessel that’s docking right now. You will meet with the Admiral there. Something has happened that you need to see.”

			She hated the idea of a surprise. “What is it?”

			He shrugged. “I’m just passing on my orders. I am required to escort you, as well.”

			She frowned. “There’s no point in me objecting to that, is there?”

			“No,” he confirmed.

			They watched where the Totality vessel docked, on the other side of the bay, not far from the rear section of the Order flagship. Making their way down to where the Order boarding party was set to emerge—at the end of one of the catwalks—she began to feel just how tired she was from the day’s exertion. She’d run out of adrenaline some time ago and wasn’t sure how much longer she could last. She thought about that bed in Cylence’s chambers. I’d give anything to go sleep for a week on that right now. But something’s going on aboard that ship that I’m supposed to see. So, let’s go see it.

			At the entrance she found two Order guards and a woman in a much more elaborate uniform than theirs. Her hair was gray and her mouth was arranged into a permanent frown. “You must be Sasha,” she said flatly.

			Sasha gave a quick nod, noticing a clear resemblance to William. “And you..?”

			“Admiral Eleanor Pearson.”

			His mother, then, she speculated. Isn’t she supposed to be dead?

			“You don’t have to guess, Sasha. I’m William’s mother. Come on,” she said, tilting her head toward the inside of the ship. She went in before Sasha, and the latter followed.

			They cut through a few hallways before coming into a larger room. The smells of it hit Sasha before anything else. The distinct iron scent of blood filled the air, as well other scents she’d have rather forgotten. The pungent stink of death was unmistakable. This place was a tomb.

			She first saw Zotz’s head, then his body, and quickly covered her mouth. Who did this? She moved more quickly once she saw William’s body leaning awkwardly against a console. He was covered in blood, a massive plume extending from the center of his chest, a sword still sticking out of it. She rushed over to him to check for signs of life. She thought she might cry, but either the grisly nature of Zotz’s death had stunned her into numbness, or she simply refused to acknowledge William’s current state. You came here to save me, didn’t you? And this is what you got for it.

			She looked up at Eleanor, who stood very close by, arms crossed, emotionless. “Can you do anything for him?” Sasha asked. “You’re the Order. You have all this technology, don’t you? I realize you probably can’t help Zotz, but… you can do something for William, can’t you?”

			Eleanor closed her eyes and shook her head. “Not for a sword through the chest, dear. Not after so long.”

			Sasha held his wrist, squeezing it. She felt no pulse. He didn’t respond. “Do we know who did this?”

			“Cylence,” a new voice answered. She quickly turned because she recognized it.

			“Fred!” she gasped. “I didn’t know you were here. I thought you’d be on the ship, looking after everyone there.”

			“I was. Now I am here.”

			“Then who’s minding the ship?” Sasha had to inquire. It better not be Janus.

			Fred sighed. “That would be more difficult to answer. The ship is no longer with us.”

			“What the fuck does that mean?” she blurted, rising to her feet.

			She saw the little faerie zip around Fred’s head, darting back and forth and squeaking about something. She wished she could understand that language, whatever it was. She asked Eleanor if she happened to know it.

			“It’s Avalonian. The little creature is angry. She says it’s Fred’s fault the ship is gone.”

			Sasha’s eyes widened. “Is that true, Fred? Did you do something to the ship?”

			“There is nothing else you or anyone could have done. Some things are simply immutable.”

			“Don’t tell me that,” she snarled, stepping closer to him. Then, she turned to Hyacinth. “Someone ask her. What did Fred do?”

			Eleanor offered up the question in Avalonian. Hyacinth replied and Eleanor translated: “Fred took the energy being built up in the Tunneler, siphoned some more from Hyacinth herself, then channeled it through the structure of the Centrality and into the ship. The ship is gone.”

			Sasha glowered at Fred. “So, is all of that true?”

			“It is, but it does not mean what you may think. The ship was not destroyed. No one aboard was harmed. The energy had to go somewhere, and I could either focus it on a single physical target, or let it disperse throughout the universe. You cannot begin to imagine the consequences of the latter. It is precisely what Cylence would have wanted.”

			“Does this have to do with the Totality leaving the bodies they occupied?”

			He nodded. “At least for now, the energy discharge has strengthened the barrier. The Totality were forced back to their own realm.”

			Not all of them, she thought, considering Arkady. “What about Cylence? Did it send him back?”

			“No,” Fred admitted. “While I was addressing this particular issue, he fled. He took an escape craft and, I imagine, ran into the arms of his Hegemony allies.”

			“You mean you let him escape,” she snapped. “How could you do that? How could you do anything but make sure that monster died? Especially after he killed William and Zotz! Didn’t you see that happen, too? Why didn’t you do anything to stop it?!”

			“There are reasons for everything, Sasha, and even if you do not understand them at first, it will all make sense in the fullness of time.”

			“You can shove your ‘we must not question the ways of the universe’ shit right up your ass,” she blurted. “Thanks for nothing. You let them die and you didn’t even stop their killer. What good are you?” She pounded on his chest with both hands. “Tell me, Fred! What good are you?”

			“I am not much good to you at all in this moment,” he acknowledged. “I can only hope that you will someday forgive me.”

			“Fuck you.” I’ll figure out what to do about him later. I can’t deal with this right now. She turned her attention back to Eleanor, though she couldn’t help stealing another glance at William’s lifeless body, no matter how much she’d have liked to avoid it. “So, the Totality are gone, and the Order are here. What happens now?”

			“I believe we were going to leave that up to you,” Eleanor said.

			________________________________________

			That scene rose up again in Sasha’s mind as she watched Earth rotate down below, through the window in her office aboard Retribution. The Order were about to execute William, and while it wasn’t her sole purpose here, she felt obligated to stop it. When she asked herself “why?” the answer didn’t seem so complicated. He’d come for her when Cylence took her prisoner. He could have moved on and abandoned her, but he didn’t. In some sense, he gave his life to save her. She owed him. But everything that had happened between them since complicated matters. She still had a favor to repay, but would he appreciate having it repaid, or care for the manner in which she did it? That, she did not know—and was on the edge of not caring, given everything else she had to contend with these days.

			As she thought it over—just what she would do once she came face-to-face with William again—the door to her office chimed, signaling the presence of a visitor. It was a much gentler sound than the kind the Totality used on their ships. Not a jarring buzz, but a soft tone that politely made itself known, then faded away. “Come in,” she accepted, hearing the door slide open a moment later.

			She didn’t turn to see who it was, identifying her visitor by the sound of their footsteps. She knew who it was immediately. Letting her right hand drop to her side, she held it open, fingers apart. Another set of fingers entwined with them and squeezed her hand.

			She looked to the woman now standing beside her.

			“What brings you up here, Linda?” Sasha asked, pretending she wasn’t glad to see her.

			“Same thing that’s kept you up all night.” She stared out at the planet below. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

			“Beauty can hide so much ugliness,” Sasha countered. “If there’s anything we’ve learned about the Order, it’s that.”

			“I’m way too tired for philosophy,” Linda joked. Her tone then became serious. “Where do you think he is down there?”

			“There are several possible sites. I have people working on narrowing down a location. He’s not my only concern, either.”

			“What if they kill him before you can find him?”

			“I won’t be very happy about it.”

			Linda smirked. “I hope you worded it more strongly in your letter.”

			“You might say that,” Sasha grinned. “But the main thrust was the Avalonians.”

			A few moments of silence passed between them before Linda spoke again. “What are you going to do when you find him?”

			“I don’t know. After all the trouble he’s caused, just keeping him alive might be a struggle on its own.”

			“I’m a little more optimistic about that,” Linda shrugged.

			Sasha gave her hand a firm squeeze, turning her gaze back to the gleaming orb outside. “It’s strange, to think we came all this way, to the birthplace of humanity, only to arrive as enemies. To come in violence. Where does it stop?”

			Both of them held that thought in silence as they beheld the gleaming planet outside. Sasha could’ve sworn that, somewhere along the terminator between day and night, she saw a green shape with an impossibly black slit in it, like a hateful eye staring back at her from some place not entirely of this universe.

		

	
		
			Playing the Hero

			Book 1 of the Natan Fleet Show

			K. E. Ireland

			Chapter 1

			Taking Lisha in hand, Vathion twirled her to face him before dipping her low. Lisha’s long blue hair hung just inches from the floor. He gazed down at her as she slowly closed her eyes and puckered her lips. 

			She had fought him every step of the way to get this, and he was still pissed about being forced to. He had already destroyed one of her other scenes and destroying this one too would bring down the wrath of the entire class that had helped modify the play.

			Deciding that he had waited long enough, Vathion closed in - for the sloppiest kiss on record before abruptly releasing her. Lisha collapsed to the floor in an undignified heap and sat bolt upright, hands balled into fists. Quickly, he swept out his baton and grinned at the audience.

			“Onward mates! For the Empire!”

			The crowd went wild.

			Finally, the curtains closed.

			If he had been given the choice, Vathion would have remained behind stage. If denied that option, he would have picked someone else to be. However, he had been firmly overruled by the female contingent of his class. His own best friend, Mirith, had started it too, which was the real kicker but she knew how to get him to go along with her schemes. Vathion enjoyed acting, but it was mildly insulting to have to play the part of his own father, Ha’Natan, the charming daredevil Hero of Gilonnia.

			The problem was that he hated Natan.

			Well, that wasn’t exactly true. He hated playing Natan.

			Giving that irresistible Natan grin, Vathion offered his hand down to Lisha. She accepted his hand with a dark look as the curtain opened for the bows. Lifting their joined hands as he and Lisha stepped forward, Vathion bowed in unison with his co-star, retreated as the other actors came forward to bow, and finally all of them took a final bow and the curtain closed again. His pinned-on grin fell from his lips. 

			“What was that?” Lisha demanded, jerking her hand loose. She was slender, with fairly large breasts for a Gilon girl, stuffed into a skimpy blue dress that left little to the imagination, her dark blue hair tied in a tail at the back of her head. 

			Shrugging, Vathion said, “Hey, you got the kiss like you wanted, and that drop was in character. Which hurts more, your butt or your pride?” He sheathed his baton in a practiced move as he turned away from her. Giving a nonchalant wave of his hand, Vathion strode off the stage and out into the hall that ran beside the school’s auditorium. Lifting his hands, he began to pull his blue contacts out, putting them away in the case he had snuck into his coat pocket. Natan had blue eyes, not green. They had forced him to paint his Bondstone too, since Natan’s bond, Paymeh, had blue eyes too. All of this had been just so that he would look like the real Ha’Natan. He scratched at the paint on the glassy coin-sized organ in the center of his forehead. 

			:That was pretty funny,: Jathas, Vathion’s Bond, sniggered mentally, :You didn’t do bad with the ad-libs either, they were a lot funnier and more natural than the lines you forgot. Sorry I wasn’t quick enough with them for you.:

			Giving a slight shake of his head, Vathion thought back at his Hyphokos friend, :Not your fault, I can’t rely on you to remember everything for me. Otherwise tests would be a measure of how much you retained rather than how much I did.: 

			Jathas laughed softly. :Okay.:

			The audience filled the hall near the doors to the auditorium, blocking easy exit. Vathion paused as he pondered how he was going to find his mother and get out before Lisha caught up to him; or worse - Paire, her boyfriend. 

			“Vathion,” a voice called out. He looked back to see Paire, the drama teacher’s pet and the one who had been stuck with the unfortunate role of Ma’Gatas, coming up behind him. Paire was nice enough when not provoked, but Vathion was glad that in another week Paire would be graduated and gone. 

			Grinning, he dropped an arm around Vathion’s shoulders, which only he could do, since they were of comparable height; somewhere around five feet and seven inches. “You did a great job!” Paire said with a glint in his eyes. They were cousins on Vathion’s mother’s side, but that didn’t mean they had to like it, or each other. 

			Vathion shook his head slightly. “I think you would have done better,” he said honestly. 

			Paire removed the amber wig and fluffed his sweaty cyan hair, some of it falling into his sleepy ocean blue eyes. The stage makeup, simulating Ma’Gatas scars, gave him a slightly older look for the moment. He picked at it, “This stuff smells terrible,” he muttered, then turned back to the topic at hand. “I just don’t fit the part of Ha’Natan. He’s rather energetic.” He prodded Vathion’s ribs. Vathion squirmed, uncommonly ticklish. “Besides, you look just like him - and do that line so well,” Paire concluded. 

			He rolled his eyes. “You’re a passable look alike too, and senior in the class. I shouldn’t have gotten the role.” 

			“You’ve got the hair, though.”

			Vathion shoved his dark violet hair out of his face. He’d had it cut just before the play into the shaggy, slightly wavy mop that Natan had made quite popular. The twin locks framing his Bondstone were the most annoying part about it. “Quite by accident, I assure you,” he deadpanned.
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			The Natan Fleet Show

			K. E. Ireland

			Playing the Hero

			For thirty years, Gilonnia has been in the grip of a civil war, throwing a once peaceful empire into chaos. Vathion has never known peace and doesn’t expect to see an end to the fighting in his life-time. His entrance into the theater of war comes sooner than expected when his father, the dashing hero of the Empire, Ha’Natan, is assassinated. Pulled from his seemingly ordinary life, Vathion must hide his father’s death, discover the killer, and retain control of his inherited privateer battle ships or risk losing the entire war before he’s even gotten the chance to fight in it. 

			Symbol of Hope

			Having thought the Natan Fleet was out of commission, the Empire’s enemies begin making their move to win, but Vathion is too stubborn to give up and too naive to know when to back down. His mistakes are costly, but when faced with the opportunity to simply quit or get revenge… Vathion chooses to fight and he’s out for blood.

			Phoenix Emperor

			Even when he thought it was over, the nightmare just keeps going. Stripped of his friends and old life and his desire to fade into obscurity denied, Vathion must take over the empire, succeeding where his enemies failed. Drawing on his acting skills, he grips the reins of power with an iron fist and no care as to what he will be remembered for once he’s dead.

			The Natan Fleet Show series is available on Amazon

		

	
		
			Spar

			Randi Perrin

			When trust is lost, the fight is on to win it back.

			Chloe Darue lives in a sleepy, conservative Southern town challenging every norm she can. She’s a triple threat—she can program computers, kick someone’s ass, and she’s confident in her self-image. In fact, she only has two fears: her ex and her family finding out that she’s bi.

			Enter Locke Headley, who is new to town and popping up everywhere she goes. He’s got deep blue eyes, an accent she would willingly drown in, and that amazing package is tied up with a fourth-degree black belt. Swoon.

			She’s single. He’s single. This should be easy, right?

			Not when her trust issues get in the way, particularly when it comes to Locke’s bedroom behaviors. Every time he makes a step forward, she shoves him two steps back. He’s not going to give up or go away. He’s a man who knows what he wants and won’t stop until he gets it.

			Then again, maybe she can use it to her advantage. Anticipating her mother’s impending you’re-almost-thirty-and-not-married-yet conversation, she recruits him to be her fake boyfriend. Problems solved. 

			That’s great until real feelings start getting in the way of the ruse. But can they have anything lasting when it’s built on a foundation of deceit and foolish pride?
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			Touched by Death

			Lilye Kerryna

			Death is usually the end of a story, but for Dinah it is only the beginning.

			When Dinah dies in a car accident, her faith in the Greek gods of myths brings her to the Underworld. She faces judgement and discovers she died before she was fated to, leaving the Judges uncertain and unable to reach a decision. Hades, the God of the Underworld, offers her a chance to impress them and earn a place in the underworld.

			As a romantic, Dinah is drawn to the story of Persephone and Hades and wholeheartedly believes it to be one of true love. When she learns that Persephone is missing she decides she will try her best to find the Goddess, hoping that a mortal’s perspective might be enough to uncover a lead the gods had failed to notice.

			Complications arise as she finds herself falling in love with the missing goddess’ husband. Convinced he still loves Persephone, she struggles to keep her feelings from interfering with her mission. She must also learn the ins and outs of palace life and find allies to aid her – all while coping with the loss of her life and soul-threatening dangers in her path.
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