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Prologue



Time was a funny thing. Wanting more inevitably led to feeling like time was moving too quickly. Wanting time to move quickly led just as invariably to feeling like every hour was a lifetime.

For Maria Kaplan, time was not kind, not since the Eleusis Initiative was disbanded and shut down with no hope of bringing it back. She had returned to her work as a committee member for other Consortium projects and re-opened her psychiatry practice so she was seeing patients again. That was some small consolation for what she lost, at least, since she did enjoy having patients. Projects. Experiments. She wanted more knowledge, and even after what happened to Stephen, she couldn’t change. She wouldn’t change. Especially because those rats ran off with the Twist and effectively halted her chances of getting to Eleusis.

What she hadn’t expected, having been relegated to an essentially civilian life, was to be called into a meeting with the previous directors, Vance and Gehrig. She didn’t know what they had done with themselves after the project was disbanded, though she knew they had remained in high leadership.

Eventually she was going to work her way back through the ranks, it would just take time. Time and patience. One she hated wasting and the other she had very little of since the collapse of her prestige and authority. The rest of the world needed to forget how terribly the Initiative had failed. Once that happened, once they started to forget, Maria’s life would get better.

“Good to see you again, Doctor.” Vance said as he shook her hand, though the hard set of his face sent a different message entirely. “I’m glad to see that you’ve been keeping busy the past…what has it been, fourteen months or so?”

He was standing when she entered the room, but there were two figures seated on the other side of the small conference room. A man and a woman whose faces Maria had seen hundreds of times, but never, ever in person.

“Please allow me,” Vance continued, “to introduce you to Dominic Alpert and his wonderful wife, Sara.”

The Alperts stood at the introduction and moved toward Maria. Their posture and bearing told a psychiatrist of her training everything she would ever need to know about them. Confidence and a lifetime of political work flowed in every gesture and expression, everything about them poised and polished to a high shine. Of course, the Alperts had only been members of the Consortium Board of Directors for most of their lives, following both sets of their parents. Both their mothers had served as Chair at one time, as had both of them, though Dominic had only recently taken that position. Their identity was in their blood as much as in their bearing. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dr. Kaplan.”

“The pleasure is all mine, Mr. Chairman.” Maria said warmly as she shook the man’s hand, and then his wife’s in turn. “Please excuse my surprise, I certainly wasn’t expecting a meeting like this to start out my morning.”

“Ah, the element of surprise. Some weapons of war never lose their efficiency.” Dominic gave her a warm smile and indicated a seat at the table before he and his wife took charge of the proceedings. It was strange to see Vance outranked by anyone, but he and Gehrig seemed content to sit back and merely support the Directors for the time being.

“We’re familiar, as I’m sure you know, with your record of service in the most recent Eleusis Initiative. Like all the survivors of the project, we’ve scrutinized your performance closely and come to some conclusions which will require you to make some drastic changes in your current work. You’re here this morning so that we can discuss those changes and ensure you understand what is expected of you going forward.”

Drastic changes? Again? Maria didn’t like the sound of that, especially following the statement that she’d been scrutinized, though her work could stand up to scrutiny. Her personal life might not stand up so well. “I see.” She said cautiously, though she realized she couldn’t exactly say no to whatever the Board was about to command of her. Ultimately, she wanted to get to Eleusis, just like everyone else. She was capable of kissing anyone’s ass and acting like she enjoyed it to get there.

Maria looked at Mrs. Alpert, but the woman just smiled at her in a knowing way. It unsettled Maria even more, so she turned her attention back to Mr. Alpert. “I’m sure I can serve the Consortium in whatever way you decide is best.”

“We are perfectly confident in that.” Dominic’s lips curved in the same kind of knowing smile, as he watched her for another few moments in relative silence. He seemed to enjoy watching her squirm. Recognizing such pleasures in herself had made it all too easy to recognize them in others.

“There are three items of business that require your attention. Your other research and experiments will need to be placed on hold in favor of these, though of course what you do in your spare time is entirely your business.” The knowing smile hadn’t left his face as he reached out and tapped a command panel on the table between them.

Out of the table rose a small vial she recognized, since it had been locked in her highly-fortified, retina-secured lab just the night before. The reddish liquid inside looked like nothing more than diluted blood, but it was slowly becoming much more than that, with Maria’s constant refinement.

“I believe your notes refer to this one as a Binding agent, though they do not describe any results you’ve found with it from human trials. You’ve been admirably careful about your record-keeping.” He actually smiled at that, and there was no sign of anything but approval from Vance or Gehrig as they glanced at the vial. “On a scale of one to one hundred percent reliability, what kind of results have you obtained with it so far?”

They saw a little more reaction out of her when something that she considered one of her prized projects was somehow in front of her instead of back at her lab. Clearly she was not happy it had been taken and she had no notification or warning about it. Her first reaction was to ask in anger about how they had taken her research, but she managed to control her emotions, her expression and her thoughts before anything came out of her mouth.

“Since the Eleusis Initiative has been disbanded, I haven’t had much opportunity for human trials.” She replied carefully as her eyes flicked from the vial to the Alperts again, though she could tell that they already knew more about it than she wanted them to. “I’ve spent a lot of the fourteen months since the…tragedy. . . developing this further. I’ve removed most of the hallucinogens from the original formula. Initially the purpose was to further the obedience response, by confusing…” She realized he hadn’t actually asked her about her research, just how well it worked, so she cleared her throat and started again. “In my latest trial, it showed an 87.73% reliability.”

They were clearly impressed by that number, and seemed perfectly at ease to listen to whatever else she wanted to tell them about it. “And in order to bring that response to within acceptable reach of full compliance, which I would place at 99.9% for this case, what kind of resources do you think you would require?”

Were they really thinking about backing her research? Giving her access to what she really needed and the answers she really wanted? Animals were one thing. She needed human trials. Human participants. Their brains were different, and she needed to adjust the formula accordingly. “I need research assistants, but only one or two, to analyze trial data. A bigger lab. And most importantly, I need test subjects.”

Dominic expected that, and he nodded with the same satisfied smile on his face. “Would two hundred test subjects be sufficient to make a start, or do you expect a mortality rate during initial trials that would require a larger quantity before you can ensure that the mortality rate declines?”

Two hundred people? They were going to give her two hundred people? And resources? Maria was too stunned to speak immediately, but excitement flooded her thoughts afterward at the very idea. She wanted to reach for her communicator and call…“Two hundred should be enough to begin, yes. I may need to request replacements if there are complications.”

“Of course.” The way he let the sentence trail off, it was unclear what the answer would be right away. “It’s possible from time to time, as your obedience metrics improve, that we may send you subjects for the trials. You should adjust your initial rubrics, however, to show that all the two hundred subjects you will have to begin with are decidedly against any form of obedience. It will be interesting to see the effects of your binding agent on such minds.”

He nodded to Director Vance as he settled back in his chair. “Hugo will be seeing to your accommodations for this particular project and you will be reporting to the board through him. Victoria will coordinate your work on the second initiative,” he grinned as he used the word, “for which we require your services. You may consider this one your means of payment for the resources you require for your work on the binding agent, since we both know that project involves just as much play as work.”

“Second initiative, Sir?” Maria’s tone was careful, since she didn’t know what else the Directors expected from her, but she was already pleased to know that she would get adequate time and resources to work on the binding agent. Even though it wasn’t only her baby. She and Stephen had worked on it together.

“According to our closest estimates, there were 1,324 members of the Eleusis Initiative alive on the station on the day it was destroyed, not including senior staff such as yourselves and others who escaped by way of the Twist. In spite of the many technical glitches we experienced as a result of the rebels’ tampering in the weeks that followed, we estimate that nearly 1,250 of the same managed to escape the station in various spacefaring vessels. Of these, we know of at least 140 who crashed across the world and were discovered, a ship of 37 which attempted to defect back to the Consortium rather than returning to Earth, and four populations of recovered survivors totaling 389 people, many of whom are now dead.”

He didn’t say what they had died of, but it wasn’t hard to guess, since they had been “recovered” by the Consortium.

“This leaves roughly 680 people who returned to Earth and have not yet been recovered, in over a year of searching for them. This is not a number that can be tolerated.”

The man across the table from her didn’t look particularly angry, but his smirk was gone and everything about his posture was still as a stone. He was not the kind of person whose bad side anyone wanted to be on. “You will work with the subjects we send you to glean information about the whereabouts of the surviving rebels, and you will apply your mind and practice to determining where the rest of them would go. All information about current results and work in tracking the rebels will be made available to you. You are to think as they would, so that you can inform the board as to what they would do in any given situation. We want them found and exterminated, along with their stolen equipment, before the next phase of the Eleusis Initiative moves forward.”

Hearing that was also pleasing to Maria, since she had a particular bone to pick with several surviving rebels. She’d know if they were dead. They weren’t.

Her own expression hardened and she gave the room a nod. “I’m sure it’s no surprise to you that I have a personal investment in making sure the rebels are found. Rest assured that I’ll do whatever it takes to get the information.”

“We’re sure you will.” Somehow he managed to make the vote of confidence sound like a threat. “We will be expecting thorough reports of your progress on both fronts. Please understand, the Board is of the mind that progress needs to be made in both these areas quickly, so that when we begin to move into the final phase of operations, everything can be undertaken without concerns of underlying problems. Any final questions?”

Maria nodded as he explained things needed to move quickly, and she shook her head when he asked if she had any further questions. The meeting had been a surprise, certainly, but now she was pleased with the surprise. “No final questions, Sir. Thank you very much for the opportunity. I’ll send reports as progress continues.”

“You will be earning the opportunity, Dr. Kaplan.” He cut off her gratitude quickly. “You have three days to close your practice and your current work, after which you will report to Hugo. He will take you to your new laboratory and see that you have everything you need.” He stood up from the table as his knowing smile returned, and nodded at Vance as he got to his feet. “He’s also got another surprise for you. That other initiative I said we wanted you to work on earlier. I believe that project is prepared just down the hall?”

“Yes, Sir.” That was a first. Maria had never heard Vance call anyone ‘sir,’ but Dominic was the political leader of the known universe, after all. “I’ll take her there to review the case now.”

They were all about filling her plate completely, weren’t they? Maria got up from her chair as soon as the directors did, and she walked behind Vance as she exited the room behind him and Gehrig.

“You two certainly love the element of surprise, don’t you?” Maria looked back at the opaque glass room where the Alperts remained. “Just didn’t want to warn me?” Both Vance and Gehrig were her superiors, but she had been very familiar with them while working with them on the Initiative.

“You don’t deserve warning, Maria.” It was clear that as quiet and obedient as Vance had been with the Alperts, he had lost none of his awareness of his position over Maria. “I advised the Alperts against assigning you to this kind of work, giving you these kinds of resources. You were the primary reason for the failure on Nine, even though it’s never been publicized as such and never will be. You take these experiments of yours too far and end up creating monsters you can’t control.”

“I am the primary reason for failure?” She looked over at Vance with shock and disgust. “You cannot blame solely me for that disaster. You…” She shook her head and let out a laugh. “You know what, it’s not worth fighting with you over what is done. I will be working on this to the best of my ability. That’s all that matters now.”

“Your abilities are best kept in limited contexts. And we will be ensuring your context remains extremely limited.” Vance clearly wasn’t thrilled about the entire meeting, but like everyone else in the world, he did as the Alperts commanded.

“Here is your last project.” He turned a corner and badged them through a door into a medical triage unit, then walked past the attendant nurses at the reception desk without so much as a second glance.

Near the back of the triage center, Vance stopped at a glass wall that divided the hallway from the examination room, where Maria could see someone lying in a bed under a sanitized white blanket.

“It was deemed appropriate, given your new responsibilities, that you also be cleared to care for him personally. You can read his full report yourself at your leisure, but the highlights are simple enough. He was kept in an induced coma for the first eight months of his convalescence, but failed to emerge from it after the medication was removed. During the fits in which he has emerged since, he has been entirely incoherent, though his brain waves in recent weeks are returning to those recorded from him prior to his…incident. All conventional methods have been attempted to bring him back to consciousness, and he is therefore being released to your medical care so that you may attempt whatever unconventional treatments you deem necessary.”

Medical care? Wasn’t she being released from her patients? Maria moved closer to the room and ignored Vance after he said the man would be under her care, since she had to see the man.

What she wasn’t expecting was to see him.

Maria ran the rest of the way into the room and immediately went to the side of the bed and picked up his hand gingerly. “Stephen? You’re alive?” When she heard Vance and Gehrig step up to the doorway, she looked back. “He has been alive all this time and no one told me? He’s my husband!”

“Technically not true.” Vance said from the doorway. “You were married under the protocols of the Initiative, which were declared void by the Initiative bill that passed just prior to the explosion. Therefore you had no rights to information regarding his welfare or condition.” Vance stepped back toward the hallway. “I’ll send you a message with details of your assignment in a few days. Pack what you can fit on a cart. And your ‘husband,’ of course.”

Maria glared at Vance and thought about things she wanted to do to the man, but she instead turned her attention back to Stephen. She moved to sit on the edge of the bed and moved his hand into both of hers, instead of just one. She looked him over carefully, but it was hard, considering the last time she saw him he was unrecognizable. It seemed, however, that he had received the best care and restructuring the Consortium could provide, since other than the scars, his face looked more or less like himself. Even scars could be seen to, eventually.

“Hey, you. I thought you were dead. You shouldn’t keep secrets like that, asshole.”

Vance and Gehrig left her alone, but in the time she spent by his side, there was no sign of activity from him. There were steady numbers from the monitors above his bed and the occasional twitch of his muscles as the sleeves over his arms and legs flexed his muscles for him to keep his body toned and active even in disuse.

“Dr. Kaplan?” A man’s shaky voice came from the doorway, clutching something unseen in one of his hands and looking as though he was about to pass out from stress. He was dressed in a doctor’s coat, but it looked like he had either stolen it as a secondary school prank or he hadn’t been wearing it for very long.

Maria looked over at the shaky voice. She didn’t know what was causing the man to be so nervous, but she didn’t really like the idea that he was nervous in the first place. She also thought it was funny that Vance and Gehrig and everyone else had no problem referring to her by the name she had taken, Dr. Kaplan, but Vance had gone out of his way to say that her marriage was void. It wasn’t void to her. “Yes? Can I help you?”

“I…” He swallowed as if that would help his nervousness, then took a single step inside the room. “I’m Kunal. They told me I was supposed to be one of your…assistants.” He made the word sound like the most terrifying thing in the world, but then he lifted his hands to reveal a tube-like shape.

“I was told to do this.” He lifted the vial in his hand, which had been inserted into a small syringe, and injected the dark red contents efficiently into his own forearm before removing the needle and turning back to face her.

Clearly he hadn’t been given much more by way of instructions as to what to do or what had been in the syringe, since he looked terrified that he had somehow killed himself, visibly shaking as he stood in front of her.

“You should really ask for more information before you do something like that.” Maria said with a shake of the head, but she let go of Stephen’s hand slowly and put it back down on the bed gently. “Even if someone won’t give you more information, at least you asked.” She crossed her arms and got up from the bed to get closer to him, her eyes scanning him up and down as she waited for the chemical agent to take effect. “How do you feel?”

“Fine.” He said quickly, but his mouth kept moving afterward, and he couldn’t take his eyes off Maria no matter how hard he tried. “Really sweaty, a little sick, slight shortness of breath, increased heart rate…possibly attributable to a history of panic attacks beginning in early childhood and increasing in severity until late adolescence…” Once he started, he couldn’t stop answering her question, identifying everything about himself in which he could find any fault in order to try and diagnose his current state. He was a doctor, after all.

Maria got closer to him and put a hand on his shoulder. “I can tell you what’s wrong with you, as long as you stop trying to diagnose yourself.” She waited until he stopped talking, then reached out to grab an unused towel off the table behind him. Maria politely dabbed at the sweat on the man’s forehead.

“You injected yourself with a research project of mine called the Binding Agent. I really should come up with a better name, I’ll have to work on that. I do have a counter-agent, but it’s not nearly as effective as what you just used on yourself. That particular vial, as all the ones I have currently produced, are mixed with a distilled cocktail that greatly enhances suggestibility in very specific ways. It means that you listen to me. You want to listen to me.” She gave him a small, but somewhat pitying smile. “Because your body will find reward in my touch and attention if you do what I say.” Maria showed him by touching his forehead with just her fingertips after she dabbed the sweat away. “Do you understand now?”

Every twitching muscle in Kunal’s body immediately relaxed after the single touch from Maria, but while the relief in his body made its way through his entire frame and into his eyes for a moment, another heartbeat’s comprehension sent his eyes flaring into a deeper panic. All the same, panic or no panic, he did understand. He understood exactly the kind of power the woman had over him with a single application of the drug he’d been given. “Yes, Doctor.” He almost whimpered, since he couldn’t refuse to answer her question. “I understand.”

“That’s good.” She said gently as she touched his forehead one more time. “I have no desire or reason to harm you, so you don’t need to worry. I need your assistance with this drug and to further its development. If you’re dead, you’re no good to me. So don’t die.” She took a few steps back after that. “You have no reason to fear me. I’m not the one who told you to inject yourself, am I? No. We can be friends, Doctor.”

“I…I would…” He stuttered a little without moving from where she had left him, though he had taken half a step forward instinctively to follow the source of his only reason for living. “I’ve read some of the reports from the Eleusis Initiative, Dr. Kaplan. I was given security access to override normal redactions and read experimental logs for the behavioral conditioning that was employed there. I saw some of your experiments, though I haven’t read them all yet. I’m…” He tried to keep from continuing, but it was pointless. “I would like to be your friend. I can’t imagine anything worse than being your enemy.”

That actually made her laugh. “I have enough enemies, Kunal. Most of them are down on Earth.” Maria looked over at Stephen again and back at her new assistant. “We’ll focus on the Earth ones first. The others will come later. Ultimately, we just want to get to Eleusis, don’t we?”

“I want what you want, Doctor.” Kunal said eagerly, the chemicals in his blood reaching their full effect beyond any kind of resistance he could offer. “Anything you want me to do, I’ll do it. Just tell me.”

“Good.” She replied gently before she stared at Stephen a little bit longer. “Right now I want you to stay with Stephen and let me know if anything changes. I need to go back to my unit and pack up to move. But I want to know if there are changes.”

The man rushed to the foot of the bed and whipped out his communicator, ready to monitor everything about the man just because she had told him to, as if it was the thing he had wanted most to do since childhood. His eyes were still panicked and his forehead was covered in fresh sweat, but his eagerness went deeper than he could rationally explain. “Yes, Doctor.”

Maria watched them both carefully for a moment and then turned to walk out. She didn’t have a choice. This was her opportunity, her way to prove herself and to get herself and Stephen back in the right direction. It was her only opportunity to make sure she could have a life on Eleusis. Now she had to make sure her drug was successful and the rebels ended up dead.












One




SPRING

 

“Come on, keep up!” Orion yelled back over his shoulder as he jogged up the path. The mornings were finally bearable under a few layers of clothing, and the last lingering cold of the long winter felt good after making a full circuit of the mountain valley they presently called home. “Or do you want me to just pick you up on my next lap around?”

“Your legs are twice as long as mine!” Anna yelled after Orion, and though it wasn’t untrue, it also wasn’t entirely the reason she wasn’t able to keep up with him. Running for exercise was not one of her favorite activities, even though she was back to decent shape after the birth of her twins. Not to mention that Orion was genetically altered to be far superior to her, and it showed.

She paused as he kept going, but she told herself that she was only planning on pausing for a quick breath. “You are insane! Stop running so fast!”

He eventually relented near the top of the rise, and went backward a few steps, panting heavily, so that he could let her catch up with him. Once she did, he put an arm around her shoulders and walked with her the rest of the way to the overlook. “There’s no way I’m ever getting used to this.” He stood casually behind her, looking over the world below.

Their home was on the eastern edge of the Rocky Mountains, in a hollow a hundred kilometers from the nearest occupied ranch, let alone any kind of civilization. The emptiness of the world never ceased to strike him, the ruins of a city and various highways visible in the distance. The ruins were one of hundreds of ancient pockmarks on the surface of the world. Remnants of a time before humanity had destroyed itself in a violent fit of disease and fear and panic. “There’s too much of it to get used to. At least that’s what I keep telling myself.”

“It’s not nearly as pretty when my ribs are on fire and I’m sweating like a pig.” She teased as she leaned into him heavily so he was supporting her weight, since her legs felt all wobbly. “I’m a girl from the midwest. Things are flat there. We don’t run up mountains for fun.” Anna looked out over the view anyway, and he was right about it being a lot to get used to. It was both beautiful and frightening at the same time, since most of it looked so desolate. “I do hope that one day it will be full of life again. Even if I won’t live long enough to see something like that.”

“Well, if we keep on popping out twins, we could end up repopulating the whole place by ourselves. Enough to fill a high-rise somewhere, anyway.” He nodded toward the horizon where a partly-destroyed skyscraper was visible through the clear morning air. “That one looks pretty good. Bit of a fixer-upper, maybe, but nobody’s perfect.”

Anna let out a whine and shook her head. “No, don’t talk about babies. My uterus doesn’t want to hear anything about babies, I just got my ass back under control.” She turned around in his embrace and leaned against him with her front instead of her back. “Especially don’t wish twins on me again. Other than these milk-enhanced tits, there’s little benefit to popping out multiples at once.”

“Well, you got two over with at once. It’s not like being pregnant was your favorite thing in the world.” He leaned down to kiss her, even though they were both still breathing heavily as they waited for the morning air to cool them off. “And your tits didn’t need any enhancing, but that’s not a complaint.”

Anna smirked and pulled Orion down into another kiss. “I’m glad you have no interest in seeing them altered.” She was still sweaty and panting for breath as she looked backward at the view and then back at Orion. “You know, there are much better ways to work up a sweat. Just sayin’.”

“Whole different kind of cardio. I’m a big fan of that kind too, but unless I’m fucking you up against a wall, it’s not much of a leg workout. Gotta get some distance stamina in there too.” He grinned down at her and slipped his hands under her workout clothes, glad as always to have her back more or less to her pre-pregnancy self. “I also need to just reaffirm once in a while that I can still run faster than you, for those inevitable times when I piss you off.”

“I’m not that violent.” She defended quickly, but she grinned when he slid his hands under her clothes. “I would think your giant legs would ensure you can outrun me easily.” Anna panted as she kissed him again between breaths. “Okay, so, mister giant are you going to carry me all the way home?”

“All the way? I don’t think so.” He relinquished his hold on her, but immediately picked her up by the waist and tossed her over his shoulder, holding onto her with an arm behind her knees as he began to continue down the path off the mountainside. “Part of the way, maybe.”

“My legs thank you, monstrous man.” She groaned in pleasure even though it wasn’t a comfortable position. At least she wasn’t running anymore. “I also have an excellent view of your ass. I love this ass.”

“I’ve tried to take good care of it. Honestly, that part is easier down here than it was upstairs.” It was true enough. One of Orion’s favorite things about living on Earth was how much easier it was to stay in shape, since he didn’t have to worry about changing gravity all the time making life easier on him. He was still nowhere near most of the other rebels who had been born and lived most of their lives on Earth. But he was certainly stronger than he previously had been, as was evidenced by the length of time he was able to carry Anna down the mountainside. “What have you got going on the rest of the day? I know we talked about it last night, but then the grain alcohol kicked in and I honestly don’t remember much after passing out.”

She laughed but she didn’t say anything until he actually put her down. Once he got part of the way down the mountain he needed a break. “I’m going to stay with the kids this morning since I’ve been away the last few mornings. I’m even going to make you a real breakfast and everything like a proper wife.” She smiled as she looked over his sweaty body. God he was hot. “Then I’m going out to help with our house so we can move by the end of this week.”

“You really think we can get in there that fast?” He helped as much as he was able on the construction of their new house, but he was consistently outdone by the rest of those working on it. He had many talents, but it turned out that construction wasn’t one of them.

He had, however, had a major hand in planning out the house’s design, since he did have a mind for efficient use of space. With a community of eight hundred people, space was a prevalent concern, especially since ninety-four of those people had yet to turn a single year old. “I thought we were still waiting on windows for the upper floors?”

“They got in early. Like, two o’clock this morning early. There’s another delivery coming sometime today with more.” She was still grinning, since she was so excited to finally have their own place. More or less. They were going to live in a small house next to Logan and Mercury since they all wanted the kids to be raised together. “I just want to get out of the underground. It’s disgusting and deafeningly quiet. I hate it.”

“For a girl who grew up in the middle of a corn field, you’ve got some pretty low standards for deafeningly quiet.” He had to agree, though, since the underground bothered everyone. When they had first arrived, Gordon (no, Jason, Orion had to remind himself) told them the place was called the Labyrinth, and it had more than earned its name. The extensive underground complex built into the heart of the mountain was a good and secure home, but it continued to give Orion the creeps. “I’m with you, though. It’ll be good to be back up in our own space again. Have a door we can shut and a separate place to keep the kids.”

“It’ll be kinda weird to live next to Logan and Mercury, but I think it’s a good idea. The kids should grow up together. Right now they just cry together, but it will be good.” Right? It was the most civil and mature way to go about things. God, she felt old. “I’m also talking to that dickhead Jason again. I want to go home and see my family. It’s been more than a year. The Consortium has no fucking idea where we are.”

“Every time you do, it’s like he’s got a whole stable of reasons that he keeps picking out at random. But I think Logan’s coming around to your way of thinking.” He and Logan had never been and would never be friends, but they interacted more often than Anna and Mercury did, which was to say they actually spoke to each other by choice from time to time. Orion was one of the drivers and conveyance officers for the rebels, which was a fancy way of saying that he drove trucks and occasionally flew the one and only helicopter they had at their disposal. The job involved taking orders from Logan and occasionally driving the man around, but they managed to establish a more or less professional relationship. “He was talking the other day about starting up more recruiting efforts once the rest of the block housing is built aboveground. We’ll have a lot of space down in the Labyrinth for more people to relocate.”

“I just want to see my family.” All practical reasons aside, once she realized where they were, the need to go home got worse every month that passed. “I want you to meet my family. My dad, if he’s still alive. Not to mention, we need more doctors. Mercury, Barry, and Michael can’t handle our population. Not when living out here is this hazardous. Between injuries and babies, Mercury and Logan hardly see each other. I’m not a fan of the woman, but it’s shit to be overworked like that.”

“You’re right enough about that.” They had tried to train up a number of nurses to assist the doctors in taking care of the population, but it was still a ridiculous amount of work to go around. “White will cave. He has to, with spring coming on. He might have thought this war would be over by now, but at some point, he’s got to just own up to the fact that he hasn’t pulled off his end of the bargain. We need more people, we need more resources, and we’re gonna need a whole lot more of everything to fight this war.” Orion was almost always practical first and feelings second, but he squeezed her hand as they walked. “I also want to meet these siblings of yours. They sound like a lot of fun.”

Anna squeezed his hand back and she looked down at his hand as it engulfed hers. “I’m glad we got some time together this morning.” They were pretty fortunate, they got more control over their time than most. Kids were hard enough, but she and Orion were figuring it out together and he was a great dad. “I’m not a fan of you potentially running into a lot of my exes, but that’s unavoidable.”

“So you’ve told me.” He had always found her accounts of her life down on Earth incredibly entertaining rather than something to judge her by. “I’m not too worried about it. Whoever it is we run into, I’ve had more of you than any of them, and I’m going to have plenty more. Is there a word for the opposite of jealous? That feeling where you feel sorry for some poor bastard who’s never gonna get the chance to fuck the most amazing woman alive ever again?”

“God, you are the best. You sure know how to make a woman feel good when she just ran up a mountain like a loser and had to be carried back down.” Anna pulled Orion into another kiss before she would go any further. When the kiss broke, she pulled back slightly and looked into his eyes. “What if we never make it? What if we never go to Eleusis? Are you going to be happy here?”

He couldn’t give her an answer right away, but as he held onto her hand, she could tell the only reason he was hesitating was because he wanted to make sure he said the right thing rather than speaking without thinking. “If we never make it to Eleusis, it’ll be because we lost, and sooner or later, the Consortium will find us here. So long as we’re on this planet, we’re on borrowed time. I don’t want to just borrow time with you. I want to make it ours. And that means getting somewhere we can have it all to ourselves.”

Anna wasn’t entirely convinced they really had a chance to win. Jason couldn’t crack the Twist, and he wasn’t the only one who had tried. They were all stuck in a limbo, and most of them were wondering how things would end up. Death or Eleusis. “I want that too. I’m just worried that we’ll never get there. We don’t realistically have the people or the resources to fight the Consortium. So we’re sitting ducks.”

“I prefer to think of myself as a sitting leopard. Or maybe a tiger. Something that ought not to be poked with a stick, one way or another.” He kissed her and turned back toward the entrance to the Labyrinth with a sigh, as they passed a few other people out for similar early-morning purposes on their way in. It was just too tempting to find any excuse to get out from the subterranean confines. Any excuse at all. “We’ll get there. It’s just a matter of finding the right way, that’s all.”

Anna still wasn’t entirely convinced but she gave a placating nod anyway. “I’m glad you have more confidence about it than I do.” She held tightly to his hand as the subterranean darkness took them again. “Come on, let’s go rescue our kids from Gwen.”

It was close quarters belowground, but that morning with so many people coming and going to get out for a little while, it was even worse. They squeezed into a small elevator with five other people, and he pulled her in against him in the corner just to touch her scandalously the entire way down the dozens of stories they plunged below the surface. By the time they got down to the level where they lived, they were the only people left on the lift, but that didn’t mean he stopped touching her. “This is our stop.” He glanced at the lift door as if nothing was weird. “Come on, what are you waiting for?”

“I’m waiting for…” Anna was trying to think up an excuse to linger on the elevator so he would keep up the touching. “Um…”

“Naptime. The word you’re looking for is naptime.” He kissed her again but moved away, since they needed to relieve Gwen. The woman was busy and had done them a favor by watching their kids while they went on a run. For the rest, though, their kids had minds very much their own, and their naptime routines were the clock by which the rest of their lives were set.

Anna whimpered when he pulled his hand away and forced herself off the elevator, since they were on a 3-day dry spell. “No fair. You big tease.”

“This elevator can’t handle what I plan to do to you, baby.” He backed away with her hand still in his, as they headed down the stone corridor toward their rooms. “As it is, there will be neighbors complaining. Not that I care, so long as it’s not the kids. Anybody else can bitch and moan as much as they want.”

She didn’t say anything else as they walked the rest of the way, but before they went inside, she stopped him. “Just tell me your plans.” Anna whispered urgently. “Just to tide me over until naptime.”

He stopped with her and leaned down in the low corridor (in which he had to walk partly stooped, at least until they got into their unit) to kiss her neck and whisper against her ear, even though the sound still echoed in the impenetrable silence of the lower corridors.

“This is the first morning I’ve had off to be home with you, and one of the last days we’re going to spend down here belowground. I’m going to set the camera for the kids, then take you into the bathroom and bar the door to soundproof it. The whole damn compound is gonna hear you screaming my name through the pipes and think the place is haunted by the horniest ghost that ever spooked the underground.”

Anna smirked but she shook her head. She definitely wanted to be screaming in the bathroom, but she didn’t want to think about a ghost when she did it. “Alright, alright. Dirty talk doesn’t usually come with horny ghosts. Always with the jokes. Let’s get inside then.”

“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with horny ghosts. Who am I to say they can’t do as they like?” He opened the door and let her inside first, obviously not finding any problem with his plan.

“Everybody still alive in here?” He asked in a gentle voice as soon as he had the door closed. It wasn’t hard to be heard throughout the unit. The place echoed like it had been designed for the acoustics, not to survive a nuclear holocaust.

“Still alive!” Gwen called out from the bathroom where she had both babies in the bathtub at once. “They decided to wear their breakfast food, since they still haven’t really figured out the whole keep-it-in-your-mouth thing.” Gwen was soaked with bath water from the splashing babies, but she didn’t look like she cared. Most of her time was spent watching babies, after all.

There were nearly a hundred babies in the complex and Gwen hopped from one family to another whenever she was needed. She was young, single, and she didn’t need nearly as much sleep as everyone else. She was also building up a reputation for her house calls, but the people involved didn’t usually mention it too much. Not everyone who had children together was happy about the match, after all. The Initiative hadn’t asked for people’s opinions when they got put together for procreative purposes. Gwen had earned a reputation for enjoying some of the discontented men in the companionships.

Gwen barely looked back with her bright blue eyes when Orion approached the bathroom doorway, her sun-kissed blonde hair clinging to her skin from the splashed water. She didn’t want to look away from the tub too long because she didn’t want one of the babies to slip under the water. “Leo hates plums, by the way. He spit it all into my face.”

“Well that was rude.” Orion stayed by the doorway to watch the scene, mostly because the bathroom was only so big and certainly hadn’t been designed with the need to bathe infants in mind. “Not cool, little guy. Appreciate the plums. They don’t make those back where half your genetics come from. Show some respect.”

Leo splashed excitedly at the sight of his father, which only further soaked Gwen sitting on the floor, but she laughed anyway. “Alright. I’ve had enough of this.” She grabbed a towel, picked up Leo, and wrapped him up all while keeping an eye on Lynnette as well. “Come get your son. He should be good and clean by now.”

“Yeah, we’ll see how long that lasts.” Orion said as he took the squirming little boy. He was a blur of constant motion, but Orion managed to wrap him up tightly in the towel to contain him, if only temporarily. Gwen and Anna could hear Orion threatening the little boy all the way down the hall. “Boy, I swear, if you pee on me again, we are not gonna be friends. You understand that? Not friends. Friends don’t pee on friends. It’s just one of those things.”

Both Anna and Gwen laughed as Orion walked away with Leo, and Anna stepped into the bathroom to help Gwen get Lynnette out of the tub next. The girl was more sedated than her brother, though they were equally smiley. Leo already had four teeth and Lynnette barely had two on the bottom.

“Thanks for watching them this morning, Gwen.” Anna took the towel-wrapped baby and tried to dry her off. “I nearly killed myself on that run, but you know. Whatever makes Orion happy.”

“You seem to have that effect on him. Means he spends his time running laps and not running around.” Gwen said with a smile as she got up off the floor and grabbed a spare towel to pat herself dry after being splashed so many times. “Do you need me to hang around? I told Logan and Mercury I’d pop over to their unit as soon as you and Orion got home.”

“No, I think we’ve got it from here. Thanks again, Gwen.” Anna said with a sedated smile, though she was always unsettled by comments Gwen made. Of course she was going to keep her husband happy. She certainly didn’t want a snipe like Gwen to come along and take him. Especially since Gwen was young, fun, spontaneous, and all sorts of bendy Anna wasn’t. “I better check on Orion and Leo before Orion gets peed on. Gwen is leaving, Orion!” Anna yelled out, so he would know what was going on.

“I know, the acoustics told me!” He answered from the other end of the hall, where they could hear Leo laughing in spite of a few frustrated grunts from Orion. “Thanks for watching the rugrats! We’ll make sure they’re more annoying for you next time.”

“I can handle it!” Gwen said with a grin and gave Lynnette a little wave before she headed toward the door. “You know where to find me.” She was looking at Anna but she knew Orion could hear her too. Orion had never once shown her any interest, but she wouldn’t mind tackling a giant if he did. However, she wasn’t one to go around with the happily married. With that, she stepped out and headed through the halls to get to Mercury and Logan’s unit next.

Orion shook his head as Anna walked into the children’s room so they could get the children dressed. Finding baby clothes had been as much of a challenge as everything else living out on the edge of the world, especially since the community needed so many of them, but Leo and Lynnette were among the oldest of the children. They ended up getting most things first and then handing them down to others as they grew out of things. “That woman is trouble, but you have to hand it to her, she found the one gig that nobody in this whole place is gonna turn down. Nobody says no to free babysitting.”

“I don’t think it’s really free. It’s just that neither of us are offering what she wants to get paid.” Anna shook her head and got Lynnette diapered and dressed. Anna was pretty handy with fabrics, so whenever she could get her hands on some, she was capable of making clothes for anyone who needed them. It was a skill that she had needed growing up as the oldest of so many children. “If you ever consider paying her, come find me first. I’ll change your mind.”

“Never once crossed my mind.” He smiled over their kids at her. “Don’t forget, I more than had my fill of the bimbo game way before I even met you. It doesn’t interest me.” He picked Leo up once he was dressed, and went to stand by Anna with his free arm across her chest to hold her back against him while she held Lynnette. “No amount of free babysitting is worth that. And I say that as someone who is very earnestly a fan of free babysitting. Seeing as it gives me more time with you.”

Anna turned her head just enough so she could lead him into another kiss, even with both babies in their arms. “I used to be her. Chasing after everything I could. I don’t want to even think about it, I want you.”

“You’ve got me, wife.” He never shied away from touching her every way he wanted to whenever they actually had some time together, and even with the kids in their arms, that moment was no exception. They’d had some incredible fights over the course of their year on the ground, but life away from the Consortium had given them an opportunity to get to know each other on their own terms. They had been able to develop their relationship in the ways they wanted, not the way they were forced to. Orion wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Hey, hey! Your mother is allowed to bite my ear. You are not, dude. Not okay.” He squirmed to get Leo away from the side of his face, but it only made the little boy laugh.

Anna laughed loudly and gave Orion another kiss before she backed away. “Come on, let’s go get them some toys and I’ll work on breakfast.” Anna was happy with Orion, and she loved seeing him as a wonderful father to their children, but sometimes she wondered if he would ever take anything seriously. Anna wasn’t known for being the most serious person herself, but Orion was always playing things off, and it drove her nuts sometimes. Just like every other couple, they had their ups and downs. They had each other. That was really all that mattered.

A few levels away, Logan and Mercury’s unit was a very different place. It was still fairly early in the morning, but as soon as Gwen was given the go-ahead to enter the unit, she could smell breakfast already come and gone, and she could hear white-noise still roaring in a back room with the children. The front room of the unit served both as an office for Logan and an impromptu examination room for Mercury, and there were none of the children’s toys and general chaos that Anna and Orion’s unit had at all times. For them, their children either went to someone else’s house for daycare or remained back in their bedroom.

“Mercury is finishing up her shower.” Logan said from the desk nearby, where it looked like he was reviewing a series of reports, standing out in sharp, shining contrast to the relative darkness of the rest of the unit. The couple took living underground to heart in the way they kept their unit, ostensibly in the name of conserving energy and maintaining a sedated atmosphere for their children. “There’s leftover biscuits and some eggs if you haven’t already had breakfast. Help yourself.”

“Thanks.” Gwen said with her ever-present smile as she went to get a plate and filled it with the food mentioned. She kept herself busy all the time, so a full meal was a rarity she cherished. “I was too busy battling Anna and Orion’s twins to eat. The closest I got was pureed food that was either spat or thrown at me.” She shrugged, since she wasn’t that bothered by it, but she took her plate and moved to stand by Logan’s desk. “Mind if I ask what you’re working on? You look very focused.”

“I do try to be.” He said without looking away from the screen. “It’s the most recent manifest for the supplies arriving today. I’m checking it against outstanding requests and figuring out how to disappoint the smallest number of people.” He moved a few more items to a new method of organization and sighed. “Then I can have other people do the disappointing and wait for the screaming and whining to start. Sort of like your job, in some ways.”

Gwen laughed at his deadpan joke and nodded as she took a bite. “I guess you have to know who isn’t as affected by disappointment. Some babies will just find another toy and move on, other babies cry for hours.” She looked over the reports briefly as she stood next to him, but then her gaze drifted so that she was looking just at Logan. He was such a gorgeous, strong man, but so…stoic and unreachable. He never looked happy. Was he happy? He and Mercury had a strange dynamic between them that Gwen couldn’t figure out, but neither of them looked very happy most of the time. So few smiles. “I heard Mercury had a long night. Mrs. Graham finally went into labor, huh?”

“After much prodding and a slight assist with medication, yes. She had a little girl about four hours ago.” He still didn’t take his eyes off the screen or his work, in spite of how close she’d gotten with her plate of food. “I’m sure she would appreciate any help you can give her with the newborn, but I would also advise you to wait until Trevor goes to work unloading the inventory later this afternoon. That way Mrs. Graham won’t get any ideas about your motives going there to help.”

“Oh, Trevor and I have never danced the dance. Don’t worry about that.” She teased as she took another bite and kept looking Logan over. If he was going to ignore her, she was going to look. “They were married before they got here. And they weren’t matched. It makes quite a difference, you know. It’s the matched ones who act out more often. Trapped in their choices by babies, as it were.”

“Yes, I’m familiar with your credo.” He said with a glance just barely to the side that nonetheless targeted her without even looking directly at her. “There are more than a few divorces in progress, not that I can even bring myself to call them unfortunate, since they’ve really been just a matter of time. But you have hurried a few of them on. I also understand that no fewer than four of them have also extended marriage proposals to you. I don’t imagine you’re actually going to take any of them up on that offer, are you?”

Gwen smirked. “Four. Yeah, that sounds about right.” She shook her head, even though his glance had been short and he wasn’t looking at her again. “No, I’ve no interest in marriage right now. That would ruin all this fun I’m having.” Gwen didn’t advertise the reason why she wasn’t afraid to hop about so much, since it was technically illegal, but she wasn’t worried about joining the mothers’ club. Not soon, anyway. “And it is so much fun. You don’t look like you have enough fun, Mr. Bickford. You should try to have more.”

“My fun isn’t your concern, Ms. Pierce.” He had established very early on in their working relationship that he was going to keep himself at a distance and expected her to do the same, but that clearly never stopped her from trying. “And if your fun gets to the point where it threatens the peace of the community, it will become my concern. So far you’ve done an admirable job of avoiding that, and even with the divorces currently in progress, I will thank you to continue your discretion.”

He could hear himself when he spoke, hear the man he had become over time living in the mountains and taking care of the people who had somehow become his people. He wasn’t sure exactly how or when it had happened, but ever since they had arrived on Earth, nearly everyone in the community had looked to him for the final word in all things, and it weighed on him heavily as the months went on. “What time is your next engagement?”

“Not until this afternoon.” She took her half-eaten plate and went to get rid of the rest, since his pseudo-threat was a little unsettling. Gwen had absolutely no interest in getting kicked out, especially since she would probably end up dead. She was from the area formerly known as California, so she’d traveled a great distance in her short life. “One-thirty.” She added, since he’d asked for a time.

He nodded approvingly when she actually answered as he had required, but he still wasn’t looking at her. “Mercury will appreciate the chance to catch up on some sleep after last night. I’ll be leaving shortly for the day, so you’ll have the unit to yourself.”

He finished the list he was working on and sent it off, then checked a camera on one side of the room to make sure the twins were still sleeping soundly next to each other in their crib. They weren’t fully sleeping through the night yet, and Logan had been up most of the night with them until they finally gave up the fight.

He got up from his chair and switched off his interface before stalking across the room, still in a loose t-shirt and pajama pants from the night he’d passed with the children. “What do you need from the requisition?” There were advantages to being the babysitter for the leader of the entire community, and Logan made sure to keep them in Gwen’s good graces as much as possible, just for the relief she offered from the children from time to time.

“Chocolate? Is there chocolate this time? And maybe some more fabric? I am hoping to find some blue fabric.” She kept her distance, but she still watched him carefully. “Are you sure that you don’t need some sleep as well?”

“I’m on my way to get some now. You know where the monitor is.” He stopped at the doorway into the hallway that led back to the sleeping chambers, framed by darkness as always, as he considered her request. “The blue fabric I might be able to manage. Leave me some notes as to what you’re hoping for and I’ll get you whatever I can accommodate. I’m not so sure about the chocolate, but I’ll let you know.”

“Thanks. Logan.” Gwen said gently before she grabbed the monitor as he disappeared.

Mercury stepped out of the bathroom quietly once she saw their bedroom was dark after her shower, and she went about getting her clothes quietly, since she didn’t want to wake Logan. She heard Gwen’s voice when the woman arrived, so she knew that the boys were being monitored. Mercury wanted to check on a few patients before getting some sleep, though it felt like she could never get enough rest. Or time. For anyone or anything.

“Come to bed, Mercury.” Logan’s voice came from the bed, when he saw by the dim light that she was heading for her clothes.

Mercury startled a little when she heard Logan’s voice, but then she turned and walked toward the bed. “I thought you were asleep.” She whispered. She always felt like she needed to whisper when their babies were asleep.

“No, I just came back in. I was reviewing tonight’s reported inventory.” He put out a hand to take hers as she got closer, then pulled her in beneath the covers gently before he covered her up with the sheet. It was a far cry from the luxurious room they had shared on Nine, with the entire world shining and spinning just outside their window, smooth sheets and perfect quarters free of a single speck of dust. The underground was well-designed, but the perfect darkness and smallish rooms gave the darkness a sense of overall claustrophobia that only went away under the closer constraints of the sheets over their bodies.

He took some time getting comfortable there with her against him, but eventually came to rest with his head on their pillow and her head on his chest. “Did the shower help?”

“Somewhat. The water turned cold quickly, so it wasn’t as relaxing as I had hoped for.” She admitted honestly but Logan was warm, and her body instantly relaxed against his. He was clothed and she wasn’t, but she didn’t care. Especially when his fingers scraped up and down her back underneath the blankets in a constant caress. “That feels nice.”

At that admission, he kept it up, and pulled the blanket up around her tightly to make sure he kept her warm. “They brought back a few more hot water converters on this trip. I’ve made sure that not all of them are being installed in the surface houses. So maybe there will be some improvements down here with our supply.” The station had allowed for many things to be unlimited, even if other things had been in short supply. It was still an adjustment for both of them, since in his life of privilege he had never particularly wanted for anything that couldn’t be delivered within a few weeks of ordering it. “You’ve had a long night. You need to get some sleep.”

“I haven’t seen you all week.” She mumbled against his skin, since he was definitely helping her relax, and she was starting to get warm. “Living like this is so hard.” Mercury admitted in a vulnerable whisper, since she was a little worried he would turn into her hardened leader and tell her that everyone was dealing with the same problems. She wasn’t looking for privilege, she was just so tired. “I’m trying to help as many people as I can, but it’s…a lot.”

Mercury didn’t want to admit that it was too much, but it was. Admitting that it was too much wouldn’t change the situation, though, so she thought it was pointless to even mention it. “We’re also running low on treatment medication. We need a lab to produce more.” The only way she could prevent everyone from getting sick all over again was to treat. And they were running low on the supply they had stolen before leaving the station.

“The chemist team is working on ways to synthesize what they need, and the import tonight should bring in enough to see us through another few months until they can get up and running.” He said just as quietly. A few people had skipped their treatments, just as Logan himself had a few times, in favor of others who were more likely to need early interventions, but it was just hard. All of it was hard. “They’re confident they’ll be able to start producing from some raw materials soon. And there’s two more nurses already trained in the convoy coming in.” Two more nurses would only help a little, allow those already working to take just a little more time off to rest and recover before getting back to work, but it was something. It was never enough, but it was always something to help them stay more or less on their feet.

“Don’t worry about any of that right now. Just worry about getting some rest. Gwen’s got the boys and she’s not going anywhere until this afternoon. Which means neither are we.”

“I heard her talking a little bit.” Mercury opened her eyes again, but all she was greeted with was darkness. It wasn’t very comforting, but being close to Logan was the comfort she truly needed. “She doesn’t think you’re fun.”

That got a low chuckle from Logan as he moved in to kiss her neck. “Hopefully you disagree.”

“Mmmm. We’ve both been much less fun recently. But she doesn’t know you like I do.” Mercury enjoyed his kisses on her neck, and she moved into his touch eagerly. Most of her pregnancy had been spent recovering from what happened to her at the hands of the Kaplans, but she had managed to slowly work her way out of it with Logan’s attention and help. She was still quieter than before, and definitely more fearful, but she still managed to function as normally as she could under the circumstances. She trusted Logan and a few others. That was all that she needed. “Most people are afraid of you. You’re very serious.”

He ran his hands over her a little more once she moved in against him, and even though she couldn’t see him in the near-pitch-darkness, she knew him well enough after almost a year and a half of sharing his life to know what his expression looked like. “It gets things done. And if it means people don’t like me, I can live with that. So long as things get done.” He said it resignedly, since even after so long, he didn’t like to admit how much he enjoyed the power his position had given him. He tried as hard as he could to remind himself that underneath it all, he was nothing more than a farmer on a power trip. But it had been a long and sustained trip. “The only person here whose opinion I really care about is you.”

“The only person, huh? Well, that gives me a lot of power, doesn’t it?” She teased gently, but she responded to his touches by moving closer to his lips and kissing him gently. Mercury still tasted like minty toothpaste, but she hoped he didn’t mind. “I love you. I don’t get the chance to say that much anymore. We never see each other.”

“No, we really don’t.” He returned the kisses, his hands still wandering over her to take in the feel of her greedily. Time had changed a lot of things about them both and changed a great deal about their relationship, but it hadn’t changed how much he loved her. It had just changed some of the methods of how. “I love you too. And if I manage to pull off the surprise I have in the works, you and I will both get some time away from here pretty soon.”

“Surprise?” She replied curiously, but she didn’t want him to stop touching her. Mercury loved to be desired by Logan, especially because he was so attentive to her needs. When they had a chance to be together, anyway. “I like surprises. But I like having you here more.” She punctuated the statement with another kiss, and her hand slid under his thin shirt so she could touch his skin. “I want to see you more. I miss you.”

He let her touch him however she liked, even though he knew they were both tired after the day and night of running ragged. Still, being away from the kids and having time to themselves was its own kind of very small vacation, and he wanted to enjoy as much of it with his wife as possible while they could.

“I miss you too. Constantly.” He moved to oblige when she pulled his shirt over his head, but his huge hands didn’t leave her body for any longer than they had to. “Did Christoff get the flowers to you yesterday?” Logan hadn’t officially adopted the boy, but he was one of the few orphans that could actually run around for himself, since he’d been a part of the Labyrinth residents before the rest of the fugitives had arrived. He’d gotten the boy his own small unit right across the hall from the one he shared with Mercury, and the boy had been an eager errand-runner and general-purpose spy for Logan ever since. He and Renata had spent quite a lot of time together, and Logan was fairly sure the boy was as much in love with his secretary as he was afraid of Logan himself, but both made for powerful motivators of obedience.

Flowers…Mercury had to think about it for a moment. She remembered seeing Christoff momentarily but she was so busy that she hadn’t paid the boy much mind. “Yes, they were beautiful. I forgot to bring them back with me, though. I may have left them with Mrs. Graham.” Mercury kissed Logan with as much heat as she could muster. “She’ll appreciate them after what she’s gone through.” Yvette Graham had had a troublesome pregnancy with too many instances of early labor, but she’d managed to hold out long enough that the baby was born without complications. Mercury had her worries, but the baby was under Barry’s care now. “Thank you for thinking of me. I wish I had sent you something in return. I think about you all the time.”

“You were busy bringing a new life into the world. I think you’ve got a valid excuse.” He grinned, and kissed her harder, pulling her down against him so that he could wrap his arms around her back. “I think about you constantly. I know I’m not cut out for the baby-bringing business, but I’d love nothing more than to be around you every day.”

Mercury relaxed a lot more when he talked like that and when he wrapped his arms around her securely. She didn’t know why, but she got a little teary when she heard him say it. “I worry a lot. I don’t want to drift apart.”

“We’re up in the mountains. The only things drifting anywhere around here are the clouds, and we’re a ways below them right now.” He moved her onto her back on the bed so his kisses could wander over the rest of her neck and shoulders, though his touches were still slow, enjoying her rather than devouring her. They both lived in a perpetual state of being exhausted, and for a long while, he had been very careful not to push her or ask any more of her than she offered.

His tone turned a little more serious as he leaned down against her, his hands wandering over her within the warmth of the blankets. “I’ve pushed away everyone else in this settlement because I want them to see me as nothing more or less than their governor. But I never want that from you. I don’t want any distance from you at all.”

She placed her hands gently on his face and pulled him in for another kiss before she hooked one of her legs around his waist, just to keep him close. Mercury wanted him close as often as she could, since she needed him just as much as she wanted him. “I don’t want distance from you either. But you don’t need to keep yourself so far away from everyone else. I don’t like them thinking you’re cold and heartless. You’re not. We’re not old people. We shouldn’t have to live with the world on our shoulders all of the time. I want to enjoy my life too. It’s been hard to do that.”

He nuzzled her neck as he pressed himself against her, his body quickly remembering exactly how much he loved to be near her. No amount of time could change his attraction to her. “I think the only times in my life I enjoy anymore are with the kids and with you.” He held himself up with one of his fists in the sheets beside her and manhandled her with the other, the space between the sheets turning heated. “But much, much more with you.”

“Mmmmmm. I just want to make you happy, Logan.” Mercury’s hands wandered down his sides and she kissed him just as passionately. “You had a long night too. But I don’t want to sleep.” She tugged at his pants, but she rarely removed any of his clothes without his permission. “I want you. I have missed you so much. I don’t want to miss you anymore.”

He moved to let her push aside his pajama pants, then laid himself against her with another heated kiss. Things had changed between them since their first stolen nights together, especially since the destruction of Nine, but every time with Mercury was just like the first for Logan. No matter how long he spent with her, no matter how devoted they were to each other and how much time passed, he still found her as much an incredible mystery as the day they had met. He understood her, and she understood him, and he wanted to be everything she needed him to be. “I never want you to miss me.” He moved against her slowly as her body responded to him, clasping her against him as if the rest of the world would try to take her away.

“Then…you can never leave this unit again.” Mercury stuttered before she moaned and wrapped her legs around him to keep him close. He felt so good. A wall of muscle and heat, he made her feel stable, protected, and still sexy. Somewhere in the back of her mind she knew Gwen was out there and it was a small unit, but she was jealous and possessive enough that she almost hoped Gwen would hear them. Logan was hers. “That’s the only way I won’t miss you.”

She heard him chuckle and felt the sound rumble against her chest before he leaned down to kiss her again. “Alright, then. I’ll stay here, you’ll stay here, and we’ll do away with the entire concept of clothes forever.” He certainly wanted her that much, from the way he was touching her. “I’ll give the order that we’re not to be disturbed for a year, and supplies are to be delivered to us by the door.”

“Perfect.” She agreed as her body turned as needy, since every touch was erotic. He knew just where to touch her, and she responded every time.

He kissed her deeply instead of sharing all the thoughts that came into his mind, his touch working against her with the ease of long familiarity. Most of what they had were memories. Memories of a time when things had been new and easier, in some ways. Memories of the fire that had existed between them when they first realized how drawn they were to each other, and always had been.

The draw he felt toward her hadn’t changed, the need he felt for her that was only satisfied by her presence. But time and circumstances had pushed them apart, no matter what their own desires on the matter were. They both had responsibilities they couldn’t and wouldn’t unload onto other people. But as he heard her moans increase in pitch, he wondered all over again if he could just put everything else aside, tell someone else to take the reins for once, tell someone else to pick up more shifts so that he and Mercury could have more time together.

Mercury’s mind was entirely on the present, everything else pushed aside for once under the weight of her husband. “Logan.” She worshipped his name with her moans, and every touch she returned to him was desperate. What she did think about was how much she missed him and missed this, the fiery intimacy they had together, and how grateful she was that he was willing to be intimate even when she knew he was exhausted. “Logan…”

The sound of his name wrapped inside her moans was a drug he would never have enough of, and he kissed her lips as he sent her careening over the edge. He wanted to take in every part of her pleasure that he could, take her to himself in every way, and he didn’t relax his assault until she was shuddering beneath him with the aftershocks of the moment. “Think about that next time.” He whispered against her ear as her own moans echoed back to her in the enclosed stone space.

Even his whispers were sexy, especially when it was that kind of command, and it made her groan in pleasure even more. When the world kept her busy, it was hard for her to remember little things like that, but Logan was beyond anything she could have imagined or anticipated. She loved him, she was addicted to him, and while she hated the way they were forced together, she couldn’t regret it completely. Without the Initiative, she never would have been with Logan. Never would have fallen in love with him. “I will.” She promised eventually, but she didn’t stop touching him. “Will you think about it too when you think about me?”

“Every time.” He promised in return, content for a while just to lay against her and feel the heat he had inspired in her body warming the bed and every part of him. The darkness of the room was near-complete, but the red of her hair still came through as it splayed out along the pillow behind her head. Why couldn’t he stay in that moment? All he wanted was to look down at his wife and see her satisfied against the bed, with no constraints, no one asking her for anything, no one pushing her beyond her limits, just relaxation and contentment, if only for an instant.

As he looked down at her and she finally realized he was watching her, she squirmed a little bit under his scrutiny. Unlike Anna and the stubborn fifteen pounds that had lingered for a while after her babies were born, Mercury had sprung back to normal quickly. Probably because she kept so busy in the first place. “You know what I like thinking about even more?” She reached out for his hand and then tugged him closer. “Feeling you inside of me.”

It had been too long since they’d been able to talk to each other or be with each other the way they once had, and her eagerness for him brought up all kinds of memories for Logan. Times when he had tormented her into begging for him just to make it that much better when she had him, times when he had woken her up in the middle of the night to be with her even when they were both still half-asleep.

His touch on her and the way he moved were slower, more sleepy and relaxed for the moment as he kissed her, moving against her easily. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be in the world.” He whispered quietly, rocking himself against the most sensitive and satisfied parts of her. “I want you.” He said in no uncertain terms through the kisses that burned a trail along her breasts. “Every minute of every day.” He had taken to keeping his beard slightly more rugged and ragged in their life in the mountains, and the coarseness of it was a signature to her skin. “Every second of every night.” He breathed as he finally slid inside her with a groan of absolute satisfaction.

Everything felt right when Logan was finally inside of her, and now she was moaning for an entirely different reason. “Every second I’m alive. I want you too.” Her voice was ragged already from his previous torture, but he could hear how her desire dripped from every word. Her hips responded to every movement he made, and it was bliss. Hearing his groans and moans was everything she wanted to hear.

Even tired, there was something desperate about Logan that needed her too much to pay attention to his own body’s fatigue, and their lovemaking was as fierce as it had ever been as a result. He was greedy for her, wrapping her up in his arms and driving her own moans higher and higher as if they were the only thing keeping him breathing. Everything he had, he gave her, holding nothing back and for once delaying nothing. He needed her too much to play any of the games that they both enjoyed so much with each other. She was the only peace his world knew anymore, the only thing that truly made sense, and it was a delicious feeling to lose himself in the world of her. Being completely satisfied, falling apart to a depleted nothingness, was a heaven he doubted he deserved, but relished anyway as he panted against her skin. Each breath was a caress of its own as his beard swept over her chest.

Mercury fell apart all over again in delicious ecstasy, heightened by Logan’s pleasure, and she clung to him as her orgasm rippled through her body with every tiny movement he made. She was happily in a more exhausted and relaxed state, and yet she still clung to Logan just to make sure that he would stay right there with her. She knew that he wasn’t going to leave, but too many times had they rushed off into responsibility when they should have just stayed and cherished each other a little bit longer. Mercury wasn’t sure how it was possible, but the connection that she and Logan had was so much more than physical. She felt like she was a part of him as long as he wanted her to be, and she needed that as much as wanted it.

“That…was amazing.” She replied haltingly, but she wanted him to know that being with him was the best thing in her life.

A growl was all he could manage in response for a long time, until he finally rolled them to one side with her legs still wrapped around him. It wasn’t the first time he’d kept her on top of him as they settled in to sleep, but it had been a long time. His touch along her sides and back was sleepy and sated, but it kept her body tingling even as their shared exhaustion worked its way through both of them.

“I want more.” He said through the irresistible haze of satisfied sleep taking them over. “I want you for days, not just once in weeks.”

“Mmmhmmm.” She said with her own sleepy response and a nod, and she kissed him soundly even as her eyes got heavier. Mercury should have known she could only push her exhausted body so far, and she definitely pushed herself way past her limit. “I want more too. I’ll come find you.” She promised, even though she knew it might be hard to keep that promise. “Every day.”

As he drifted off to sleep, he remembered a time when that had been true. When they had gone to find each other in the clinic on Nine, when she would come and find him at the office the Initiative had provided him for hours at a time. Days when he had always gotten a full night’s sleep and when agenda items could always be delegated, when there were always enough doctors to see to her caseload if he had indisposed her.

There in the Labyrinth, no one was forcing them to stay, there were no locks on the doors unless they put them there, but there were so many more draws on their time. The water might not work, the lift might break down, the rations might be down to bare daily portions and power consumption might be limited by generation capabilities. Everything was limited except their freedom, but their freedom was put in its own constraints by every other limitation. Everything came down to time, and it always fell short. “I love you.” He mumbled against her cheek as he pulled the blanket up over her back and his caresses slowed.

“I love you.” She replied as he encased them in the blankets, but she couldn’t open her eyes again. Someone would come knocking eventually, but right now, they had each other. It was enough.


* * * * *


Jason laid back on the floor looking up into the eyes of the infant staring down at him, both of them appearing gravely serious. “Oh come on, don’t you think I’ve already tried that? What am I, a beginner? Of course I did a map of the power inverters before I synced it to the grid. Well, yeah, I could have missed something, that’s possible. I’m pretty good at this stuff, though.” The baby seemed to think he’d said something funny, since she smiled and tried to claw at his eyes. Jason just screwed them shut. “Alright, alright, if you think it’s a good idea, I’ll look at it again. I’m telling you, though, I’ve been over it twice. You’re gonna have to do better than that.”

The baby giggled again and tried to get her hand to his mouth instead, and Jessie looked over at Jason on the floor with their baby girl as she washed a small pile of dishes. “Seems like you have quite the helper there. Only I’m pretty sure she’s more concerned with her next feeding than she is with power inverters.”

“Hey, just because she’s not saying it in so many words doesn’t mean she isn’t interested.” He turned his head to avoid the baby’s assault, but she quickly crawled right over his neck, leaving him to make strangling noises as he finally picked her up and rolled her down into his arms as he sat up. “You already know all the answers. You’re just not that articulate. Must be frustrating.” He picked the girl up and carried her over toward the sink so they could both be closer to Jessie. “Has she been alright today?”

Jessie nodded and looked over at their little girl in Jason’s arms. She was older than most of the other babies around, but she still looked small and scrawny for her age. Jessie blamed it entirely on Jason, but she wasn’t sad about it. “She’s back to normal for now. I just hope she doesn’t get sick again before we get out into a house.”

“That should be within a couple weeks. They’ve made a lot of progress in the last week on the first few rows.” He worried every time he saw the deeply incisive looks from Rebekah, the mumbles and attempts at phonemes that were much too advanced for a tiny human of only eight months. Every time he heard her say Mama and mean it, clipboard notes flashed through his mind that he had discovered in the days following the fall of Nine. His own test notes from the researchers who were the only people who could in any sense be called his parents.

His infancy had been a great deal more rigorous and less loving than Rebekah’s, and he didn’t want her to have the same experiences of understanding the world just a little too soon. “Especially with the shipment coming in tonight, things should speed along. We’ll get some windows for this little girl to look out of and for me to draw the curtains on when she goes to sleep and I finally get some time alone with her beautiful mother.”

Jessie laughed softly as she turned her attention back to the dishes. Time alone was nearly unheard of since they’d returned to Earth, and even when they were alone, she could see that his mind was preoccupied with the puzzle that remained unsolved.

The Twist.

He talked about it with their infant, he talked about it with her, he talked about it with his team, she didn’t know when he wasn’t thinking about it. Even when he wasn’t working on the Twist, he was working with Tatyana and her connection to the rest of the rebels, scattered as they were. Jessie remained silent about it, mostly because she knew what he worked on was important. Eventually it would come down to life or death for all of them. Jessie stayed home with Rebekah and worked from their unit. She mostly made and mended clothing, and she made evening meals and delivered them to the compound’s guards and doctors, who had no time to stop for themselves. “It’ll be nice to be in a house. Even a small house. Just to get away from this maze.”

Jason didn’t mind living underground as much as he knew most people did, but he knew that was his oddity, not everyone else’s. “I got a notification from Logan that the inventory for later is actually better than they had originally thought it would be. Anything you want me to steal out of his files for you?” He made a game out of messing with their fearless leader, since Logan had maintained his own authority over the fugitive settlement; rather than ceding it to those allies in the cause who had already been in residence in the Labyrinth when they arrived.

“Sugar?” She asked as she rinsed off a glass and set it aside to be dried. “I didn’t get to make you a cake for your birthday, even though you said you didn’t want one.” Sugar, along with everything else, was in limited supply and they rarely had enough to use it on desserts. “You didn’t even come home on your birthday, so I figure I can make you a cake eventually.”

He felt guilty all over again for that, since he really hadn’t intended to work straight through it or spend so long away from home, but things got from him more often than not in recent days. He always felt like he was so close to cracking the Twist, but it was just a little out of his reach. Tatyana had been a help for some parts of it in the initial stages, but when he had gotten to the point of actually getting the thing to engage, there was no one he could turn to for help with the equations. He’d been obsessive, but he didn’t know how not to be.

“I can make that happen.” He said quietly, then kissed her shoulder as he stepped away with their little girl to keep Rebekah from clawing at her mother to be held. “I’m going to keep away from the workshop for a couple days, if that’s alright. I’m stuck again and there’s really not much point in me going back until I’ve gotten some distance from it.”

Jessie washed the final dish in the small tub that passed for a sink, then turned her attention to drying the dishes. “Are you sure? The last time you said that, I woke up to an empty bed in the middle of the night. Though the distance did help you, that half day. You figured out…” Jessie couldn’t remember all the technical terms. “The thing that keeps the one part cool enough to keep moving without showering the room with sparks.”

“The heat sink that I thought was a cross-field stabilizer.” He filled in the blanks for her, remembering his incredible screw-up that he was lucky most people didn’t understand well enough to recognize as a potentially catastrophic mistake. “I’m serious this time. I need to…stay away from it for a while. Otherwise I’m going to engage in too much pathological destruction and that would not be good for the future of humanity.” He’d had to stop himself several times already from venting his frustrations on the machine directly when it didn’t do what he thought it ought to.

“I’m sure Rebekah will be happy to have you home. She likes all the toys you’ve made for her.” Jessie gave him a sedated smile when she looked back at him on the floor with their daughter. They were able to get toys in shipments from time to time, but most of the things that Rebekah had were made from pieces of things that Jason found and created, little dogs made from discarded circuits held together with stripped wire, a boat made from screen glass and polished console housing, and dozens more. “I think she’s starting to figure out that the shapes go into the holes, but clearly she’s way too young to figure out which go with which.”

Jason had his doubts about that, given some of the other traits the girl had shown, but he kept his silence on that particular point. “Is she the only one who’ll be happy that I’m home?” He was distracted much of the time, but he wasn’t blind to the impact his distraction had on his wife and on their relationship. There was a lot that had come between them in the months since their return to Earth, and only a few short months before that for them to really gain a foundation with each other in the first place.

“No, of course not. I’m happy you’ll be home.” She replied quickly, but she barely glanced up at him before she continued what she was doing. “I don’t know if there will be much for you to do.” Their unit was small, and it didn’t take a lot for Jessie to keep it clean. She was used to taking care of everything, since Jason wasn’t really around to do anything. “I’m sure Tatyana will need you for something or other.” There was the slightest sharpness to her tone, but she didn’t think Jason was cheating on her. Although she knew Tatyana would love it if he did decide to be unfaithful. He spent plenty of time with the skinny Russian ballerina, after all.

“She already had her chance to pitch a fit at me taking time off from the Twist work. I let her speak her peace and then came home.” He had a deeply complicated relationship with Tatyana that had gotten worse and more complicated over recent months. “Mostly I worry that she’s going to try and figure the damn thing out while I’m home. It’s out of her league and she knows it.” He put Rebekah down on the carpeted floor to play with some of the plastic mechanical toys that he’d brought home and stood back up, momentarily keeping his distance from Jessie, since she seemed to prefer it that way. “She reminded me that everybody’s required to help unload and disperse the inventory once it comes in tonight, but after that, we can come home and be shut-ins for a while.”

Jessie nodded and continued about her tasks, it was just easier to keep to her schedule than to look at him when he was attempting to dissect her thoughts from across the room. “She’s never had any reason not to come find you if she absolutely needs to while she attempts the Twist on her own.” Jessie wasn’t trying to hurt Jason with her distance, it was just the best way she figured out how to cope with his workload, as well as reminding herself that he was working on saving humanity. “It’s important work. The future of humanity literally depends on it.”

He checked on Rebekah again briefly, but then crossed the space to stand near her, and reached out to put a hand on the side of the drying rack of dishes to stall her a moment. “I’m trying to be here, Jess. It’s where I want to be.”

“I know.” She looked at his hand before she looked up from her task. “I never said I thought you didn’t want to be here.” Jessie actually looked into his eyes, but it didn’t last. She couldn’t just look at him without guilt. Wanting more than she knew he could give, hoping for things that wouldn’t happen, there was a smorgasbord of guilt to choose from. “You just aren’t most of the time. Rebekah and I have adapted. You deserve a break, though. So I’m glad you’re taking one.”

All he could do was nod, since she hadn’t really given him any leeway in her statement or any indication that she actually wanted him there. “You shouldn’t have to adapt to an absentee husband.” He’d had a number of revelations over the course of being on Earth, not the least of which was realizing that his typical obsessive behavior was not endearing to anyone, no matter how noble his intentions. “From now on, I’ll limit myself to a workday with the Twist. No matter how much time I spend on it, I’m not getting any closer, whether it’s eight hours a day or eighteen. So it’s pointless to make it eighteen. Not if the price is a wife at home I can’t talk to.”

“I’m not trying to be hurtful.” She replied gently, though she was just being honest. Honesty didn’t exactly come with a pillow-soft-casing to lessen the blow. “I just don’t know what to talk about. Maybe we don’t have enough in common.” They hadn’t actually been matched, after all, so maybe they weren’t compatible after all. It was something she thought about often after so long of basically single-parenting their infant daughter. He clearly had a lot more in common with his group of Twist co-workers. With Tatyana. “We’ve been back on Earth for over a year. I feel like I knew you better on Station Nine than I do now.”

Jason kept an eye on Rebekah as she rolled and crawled across the floor, but there wasn’t much the girl could get into by way of trouble. “We had work to do on Nine.” He said almost wistfully. “We had somebody to fight and something to push against. Out here on our own, all any of us have had to push against or fight is each other.” He knew he was just as guilty of that as anyone else, but that didn’t mean he hated it any less.

“I had this great vision that this war would be over by the time Rebekah was born. We would get the Twist, get to Eleusis, break the Consortium’s hold on the place, and start a new future for humanity. I knew it wouldn’t be that simple, but I never imagined it would be…this kind of silence.” He sighed, since everything was resting on him, and he was failing. “Even now, I keep thinking I’ll finally get the damn thing up and running and be able to hand over operations and strategy to Logan and Reed and Tatyana and Haley. Step back from it and just help where I’m needed. Spend more than an hour at home here and there.”

“You infiltrated the Initiative for the Twist and to do what you’re doing, not for me or for Rebekah. And I understand that. I do.” She reminded both him and herself. “And I guess I signed up for a new life, and I have one. I’m trying to be as patient as you need me to be.” She sighed and glanced over at Rebekah as well. “We were just so close before.” She had once felt like his reason for living, she felt special, and she didn’t feel that way anymore. “The only way I’ve learned to cope was to move my focus elsewhere. Rebekah.”

Jason could understand that, and he actually smiled slightly at the sight of their daughter across the room. “I did tell you so. I told you that you’d be an amazing mom.” He knew that Rebekah was the main thing that kept them together, but he hoped it wasn’t the only thing they had left. “I’ve never had…this. I know that’s not an excuse, and I’m not trying to make it one. I’ve just been so focused on the rebellion for so long that I never learned how to do this. That doesn’t do you any favors.” He looked back at her, but she wasn’t meeting his eyes, so he just looked back at Rebekah.

He paused and turned to look back at the clock on the stove nearby. It was only four o’clock, but there wouldn’t be too much daylight left to them so high up in the mountains and early in the spring. “Does she have a coat or a blanket we can wrap her up in? There’s something I’d like to show you. It won’t take too long.”

It said a lot about how much Jason hadn’t been there that he didn’t know that she had a coat and he didn’t know where she kept it, since she kept it in the same place. Jessie had made almost all of Rebekah’s clothes, after all. She nodded and went to a tiny closet to grab Rebekah’s coat and a blanket just to be sure. “I mended the coat you had that got burned. I found some scraps that matched the color closely, so it’s not that noticeable.” Jessie pulled his coat out of the closet and held it out for him. It had been hanging in there for over a month, but she assumed it was because he thought it was a lost cause when he came home with it. “I got the smokey smell out of it too.”

“Wow. Thank you.” He looked over the coat with a sedated smile, since clearly it wasn’t a particularly happy moment, but he was still grateful. The real reason he hadn’t used the coat in a month was because it had been that long since he had actually left the Labyrinth. He pulled the coat back over his shoulders gratefully, then helped her as much as he could with Rebekah and carried the girl himself to the lift. Rebekah seemed incredibly excited by the impromptu trip, and Jason buttoned her inside his coat just to keep her secure and able to look out from his chest to see the world. “I wanted to show this to you when we move in a few weeks, but tonight seems as good a time as any.” He gave her a tentative smile as the lift reached the surface, since they were only a few floors below ground.

There were a few defensive twists and turns to the natural cave in which the Labyrinth entrance was situated, but once they were out in the open air of the afternoon, the world immediately felt much less constricted. The entrance of the Labyrinth was wide enough to admit trucks and various supply vehicles, and the road ran down a dirt path that was usually disguised so that it couldn’t be seen from the air until it reached the cul-de-sac they finished paving a few months earlier.

On either side of the long, arcing stretch of road moving away from the Labyrinth itself, there were multiple ranks of housing. Some of it was in the form of row-houses all in a block and some of it in smaller, individual houses for those who already had families. Construction work was everywhere, and was the main activity of the vast majority of the fugitives, whipping up housing for themselves as quickly as possible. Many of the townhouses were complete and many of the construction workers lived in them as they worked on the rest of the homes, and those closest to the Labyrinth were the last ones to complete. Jason and much of the leadership elected to move last so as to take care of the people before themselves.

He angled them toward one of the houses a few rows up from the entrance to the Labyrinth, situated higher on the mountain slope with a view of the entire hollow valley below. The house had a roof on it and walls, but it was still mostly cinder blocks and much of it was covered in tarps to protect it from the elements. No one was working on it at the moment, but the entire place smelled of sawdust and fresh glue, spare nails and screws were scattered around the workspace.

“This one is going to be ours.” He eventually said, even though it seemed relatively obvious, given the fact that he was leading them to it. Even so, it was strange, since the house was slightly larger than most of those farther down the hill, just as the other dozen or so houses nearby were, to house the leadership of the settlement. “There’s four bedrooms, and I made some alterations to the floor plan a couple weeks ago that I hope you like. The rooms aren’t divided yet, but the rooms aren’t what I wanted to show you.”

“Four bedrooms?” She wasn’t expecting to have that many bedrooms, and they only just had Rebekah. “You’re planning on a bigger family.”

“I’m…leaving the option open.” He gave her a subdued smile. “I’m not planning anything on my own when it comes to a family. But when we talked about it before, you always said you wanted kids. Plural. I wanted to make sure we had room for that if that’s something you still want.”

“It’s still something I want. I do want a big family.” Jessie didn’t know if he would ever be around often enough to actually logistically make it happen. It required enough time to have sex at the right times, after all. “I just don’t know how it’s going to work now.” She admitted as they stood in the house. She looked at Rebekah zipped up in his coat and she looked up into his eyes again. “What did you want to show me?”

He stepped through the framework where they would eventually live, and led her toward the back wall of the house, facing away from the branch of the street that ran in front of the space for the broad porch. Off the back of the house, there was a strange frame that made it look as though the entire back yard, ramping up the mountainside at a dramatic angle from the back door, would be eventually covered somehow. There were timbers driven into the ground on either side of the yard and a few of them a dozen meters away up the hill to make a frame, but while everything was exposed to the cold mountain air, the entire skeleton was recognizable by the trellises that stood in half a dozen ranks on the incline.

“The next few shipments,” he said by way of explanation, “are going to have a lot of glass in them, since we picked up a reliable supplier and route coming down out of Washington. Most of it will go to finishing off the rest of the house windows and replacing some of the components underground, but I put in an order for enough to make this into a greenhouse. There’s enough spare parts down below that I’m going to rig up a regulator to keep it at the right temperature year-round, but I’m completely clueless when it comes to what kind of grapes are best for this kind of thing. So I haven’t started looking for seedlings or vines that could be transplanted.” He had done all of the design work without consulting her, but he hoped it would be a pleasant surprise for her when they finally moved into the house. Something to make it a home for them.

“Wow.” She said with genuine surprise, since the last thing she would have imagined as part of their house would have been a greenhouse for grapes. Her life on a vineyard seemed so far away, almost as though it hadn’t even been her life in the first place. It felt separate from the life she had now. “I, um, that’s great. Thank you. It would take a long time to grow and make anything, though. Do you…think that we’ll be here that long? Or are you suggesting that we take the wine to Eleusis and let it age there?”

“The climate where we’re going on Eleusis should be pretty perfect for it, actually.” He said with a tentative smile, still unsure if she actually liked it or not. “Mediterranean climate, off a large body of water, hilly landscape, plenty of rainfall, high sun exposure. Though I’m not sure how the difference in sunlight quality will impact the grape production. I’m sure they’ll adapt.” Just as they all had, in their own ways.

“We can start them here and take them with us once we get our vineyard set up there. There are a few sites I’ve found around the area they’ve already tried to settle that look like they’d be good, depending on which one you like best.” He looked around the yard and at the houses to either side of them. “Though our neighbors will be a lot farther away there, if I have anything to say about it. Give us some room to spread out and make the world our own.”

At least he didn’t say that they wouldn’t get there, since she was afraid that she was going to live hiding in the mountains for the rest of her life. Jessie wasn’t exactly sure how they would get there and avoid getting killed in the process, but that wasn’t part of her duties. She wasn’t a part of the figuring out process. “I hope we can. Someday.”

“I can see it.” He said quietly, bouncing Rebekah a little as she tried to claw out of his jacket and get her hands on the beam near him to the shiny screws. “I haven’t told the rest of the team yet, but the targeting systems for the Twist, the visualizing, target frame referencing systems, I’ve gotten them working. I just can’t make it make the connection, open the bridge. But I can see it.”

It was more than he’d had for the past year, and more than he had even expected, in his less hopeful moments. “It targets by the Consortium’s own systems already in place there to help frame it. But they can’t take them down because they have to use them for the one they still have working. They don’t even know I’m using them. But I can see it. Eleusis. And if we can see it, we can get to it. I just don’t completely understand it yet.”

“I’m sure you will. You’ve never once found a problem you can’t solve.” She looked over at him for a moment and then back out at the framework for the greenhouse. “If we never get there, I’m okay with that. I never thought I’d have what I have now, and I do. Everything else is a bonus.”

He hoped she meant that, but he wasn’t sure, given the distance between them. “I want it all for you.” He hoped she knew he meant it as he looked over at her. “I may be away a lot of the time, but that hasn’t changed.”

Jessie looked at him for a moment longer and sighed before she moved closer to him so she could make sure that Rebekah was still tightly bound in her coat. “Do you?” She met his eyes again. “I don’t think I am the most important thing in your world. I don’t know if I ever was. It’s okay, really. I just…I don’t know.” She ran her fingers over Rebekah’s cheek and she kissed the baby’s forehead.

“It’s not okay.” He put a hand out and took her by the front of her coat to hold onto her, hoping she wouldn’t pull away. “You are the most important thing in my life. Past, present, or future. I just need to do a better job of showing it.”

She looked down at his hand holding onto her before she looked up into his eyes again. Her heart hurt again, wanting him and wanting more, even though she knew she couldn’t have it. “I wanted more. More time with you. But it hurts more if I want more. And I already suffered enough before, living with a family that despised me and a mother that hated me. I don’t want that again.”

“I never wanted that for you in the first place.” He said without letting go. “I still want more, for both of us. I don’t want suffering, I don’t want…I don’t want either of us to be alone. And you have been, because I couldn’t do what I thought I could do. That’s why I’m saying, I don’t want to keep doing crazy days with the Twist anymore. I need to be home. I want to be home. You’re the whole reason I’m doing any of this anymore.”

“I don’t want to be alone.” Jessie spoke softer and softer, since she had a hard time talking about it. She still didn’t believe him about being his reason for doing anything, since she knew that he had been devoted to the cause long before she came into the picture. “I want you around. Rebekah needs you around too. We’re just so far apart. I don’t really know what to do from here, Gor…Jason.” She felt guilty all over again, since she still had moments when she wanted to call him by the name she knew him first. The man she fell in love with was Gordon. The man who had left her alone with their baby so often was Jason. She wasn’t so much a fan of his.

“I’m sorry.” She said quickly, since she didn’t want him to get mad. Jessie had mended some broken chairs and tossed broken dishes because of his anger in recent days toward the Twist. He’d never hurt her or Rebekah, but his anger could still reach levels that were uncomfortable for her when frustration was high, even if it was never aimed at them.

He shook his head when she apologized. “I don’t know what to do either. I just know where I want to be, and it’s not bashing my head against the Twist every single day and night.” He had to bounce Rebekah a little to keep the little girl from getting frustrated, but for the time being, she was playing with the buttons on the front of Jessie’s coat as he held her close. “And I can be Gordon to you if you prefer that name. That one I at least chose. Jason is what got assigned to me because I was tenth in the lineup.”

“I liked the way things were, but I don’t want you to change your name for me.” She stood still there in front of him. “I just want to be in love again. With you, if that’s possible. Though I don’t know if it is. How do I know that we won’t just drift back into this in two months?”

“We don’t.” He answered honestly, even if it wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear. “But no one does. All anyone can do is decide.” He reached up to brush his fingers along the side of her face, but it was a tentative touch, since he was just as scared of her pushing him away as she was of him on general principles. “On the other side of the summer, it will have been two years for us. In that time, my mind hasn’t been changed.”

Jessie didn’t pull away from his touch, but she didn’t answer it either. “Two years and we rarely sleep in the same bed at the same time.” She replied with obvious concern and worry. “I’m okay with being whatever kind of wife you want me to be, but don’t pull me back into loving you unless you can be involved. If you want a different kind of relationship, then I need to know. I’m not looking for divorce, but I don’t want to expect something I’m not going to get.”

“I don’t want something different.” He assured her, wishing silently that there was some way of proving to her that he meant what he said, since he knew all his actions had been to the contrary. “The life I want is us being left alone to do whatever we please. I’m going to hate the Consortium for as long as it takes to destroy them, and I’m always going to work to bring them down, to make things better for the rest of the world. That’s who I am. But that doesn’t mean I have to be away from you and Rebekah to do it. There’s no part of what I do that I don’t want you to be a part of.”

“I want to believe you.” She whispered with a defeated shrug, but she focused her attention on Rebekah and ran a hand over the little girl’s cheek. “Maybe we should start over. Maybe we should take things slow.” They certainly hadn’t taken their relationship slow before. “You said there will be four bedrooms, maybe we should stay apart for now until we can figure this out.” Jessie was far more convinced their relationship wasn’t going to get any better than she was that they were going to recover from over a year of neglect. Her mother always told her she wouldn’t keep anyone happy, after all.

All he could do was nod, and he drew his hand away. “If that’s what you want, we can do that.” He glanced around at the frame as if to look at their future bedrooms, but he could see the front of the house through parts of the frame, and there were people coming down the street from some of the finished houses, heading down toward the road. “I, um, I can take the couch down at home for now. It’ll make it easier for me to hear Rebekah at night that way.” He told himself that that was the reason he’d be on the couch, but he knew he was just avoiding the full weight of what he himself had also been told all his life. That he would never be able to make a true and honest connection with anyone.

“That couch is terrible.” She shook her head and stepped back as he drew his hand away, though she didn’t want him to. Part of her wanted him to keep fighting for her, to tell her to stop being stupid, even though the rest of the evidence was stacked against her. “Sleep in the bed. It’s not like we’ve never slept in a bed together. It’ll be fine.”

He let that drop for the time being, since nothing he said changed what was going on between them. At least she didn’t completely hate him. He had dealt with that before, and knew how to handle it, but feeling that from Jessie would have been a turn of the world that he wasn’t sure he could make it through. “Come on, let’s see where everyone’s going. Maybe the shipment’s on its way in.”

Jessie followed after him and halfway down, she reached out for one of his hands, even though the other was keeping Rebekah secure. If they really wanted to fix something, they had to start somewhere. She missed him. Desperately. But she hated feeling as though the depth of the emotions were one-sided, and that was how it felt all of the time. Just like with her sister’s husband, Jessie felt like she cared for someone who wouldn’t feel the same kind of love back.

He paused half a step when she took his hand, but he looked over at her with a smile and held her hand tightly as they walked. As they turned a corner of the house to get onto the street, he lifted it to kiss the back of her knuckles, stirring memories for them both of their first days together. Jason never thought he would miss Nine, and he didn’t for its own sake. What he missed was the chance to be with Jessie, the relative simplicity of living with a well-constructed plan before that plan actually managed to mostly succeed.

As they finally got to the main road, they saw the convoy in the distance entering the valley. There were no fewer than a dozen semi trucks, all driving in perfect intervals with each other, unmarked, with all their axles on the ground, clearly heavy-laden. A general cheer went up, and Jason couldn’t bring himself to blame them. It had been months since they’d been able to get a shipment of supplies, especially one of the magnitude in front of them.

“Pretty sure there’s gonna be sugar in there somewhere.” He said with a tentatively-teasing smile over at Jessie as he squeezed her hand.

She gave him a small smile in return, since the sugar wouldn’t mean much if she made a cake and he wasn’t there to enjoy it. “What kind of cake do you want?” Jessie still wanted to please him, she still wanted to make him happy, she still wanted him to want her and really show it. It was silly to believe, before she met him, that she would find someone who wanted her. He had given her a taste of that reality and disappeared.

“I had a kind once when I was traveling that was actually raspberry.” He mused as he thought about it. “I’ve never seen it anywhere else before or since. I know we’ve got some raspberries left in storage. Do you think that would work?”

“Sure, I can make you a raspberry cake if you want.” It was a bit of a strange request, but if he wanted it, she would make sure he had it. “I know a good glaze to go with it. Hopefully you’ll enjoy it.” She gave his hand another squeeze as they got closer, and Rebekah was wide-eyed with all the commotion. “There are a lot of trucks this time. Wow.”

The final vehicle in the convoy pulled up along the side of the street at the very end of the cul-de-sac, a long truck that seemed like a mix of an army assault vehicle and a tour bus. There were two dozen men and women inside, all of them armed and all of them dangerous but happy to be off the bus. They didn’t wear uniforms, but their clothing was nondescript and their eyes still had the look of soldiers. Some of them, Jessie had seen before, but most of them were new, coming in from other sites that were held and supplied by the rebels all over western North America. From the way all the trucks parked in perfect rows on either side of the broad street, it was clear they had all been operating under automation. They all shut themselves down at the same time, and their back doors came down to allow them to be unloaded.

“I wonder what that means.” Jason said beside her, still holding her hand but looking doubtful as he watched people approach to sort through the available resources. “Either we’ve taken on somebody else’s supply route, which means somebody else doesn’t need it anymore, or they were just really fortunate this time. I’m not betting on the second.”

He wasn’t tasked with helping load or unload, so he didn’t feel the need to rush to the trucks to lend a hand. They watched the proceedings for a while as the soldiers got off and immediately met with Logan and the other central leaders, though Jason could see that Tatyana was conspicuously absent. “Either way, we’ll see if we can figure out…” he stopped mid-sentence at something he’d seen in the middle of the soldiers greeting people below, but his eyes were darting around, since he had lost track of what he thought he saw.

“Figure out…” She wasn’t watching Jason as he spoke but she turned her attention to him when he stopped talking. Jessie was trying to figure out what halted his attention, but when she looked down, she spotted Tatyana first. God, did he really still…have a thing for her? Or was a fire rekindled? He spent a lot of time with Tatyana, but she thought that maybe, just maybe, he was seriously past her. Apparently not. “Is she smiling? I really don’t like it when she smiles.” She mumbled before she looked back at Jason again. “Do you need to go?”

He shook his head, but he still wasn’t looking away. “It’s not…” she hadn’t seen him speechless very often before, and when he was, good things never came from it. “I didn’t know it would be him.”

Eventually he nodded down to the street where she saw Tatyana, and she saw the tiny woman picked up briefly by a man roughly Jason’s height who was wearing sunglasses and a hat that obscured his face. Clearly the man and Tatyana were friends, but he moved on quickly from her and looked around the crowd. When the man’s eyes came to rest on Jason, the expression on his face was just as fixed as Jason’s, and he began moving through the crowd to climb the hillside toward them.

“Do you remember how I told you I had a lot of brothers?” It had been a long time since they had talked about anything personal, but she was one of very few people he had ever talked to at any length about his own family, such as it was.

“Yes, you said that.” She fixed her gaze on the man approaching them, but she knew that she didn’t know him. Especially since most of his face was still covered. “Am I about to meet one?”

He nodded without taking his eyes off the man approaching, but he swallowed again anyway before he continued. “The oldest. Except he’s not…Brothers isn’t the right word for it. It’s just the easiest one to use.”

The man got up to them, and she could see when he got there that he was so nearly the same height as Jason that there was no distinguishing them. He took off his hat and unwrapped the pragmatic scarf before he took off his sunglasses and looked over at Jason with a smile. Once his face was visible, Jessie could see what Jason meant, but that didn’t make it any less unsettling.

Where Jason’s face was narrow and his cheeks almost sunken with his chronic malnutrition, the man facing them was full and healthy and obviously older. His face was harder, more weathered, with the hint of cracks around the corners of his eyes that suggested a man well into the prime of his life. At the moment, he was clean-shaven, just as Jason was, but there was a slight dusting of a day’s growth that she had never noticed on Jason’s own cheeks. Both sets of eyes were precisely the same mid-grade shade of brown, the curve of their eyebrows was the same; their nose, their mouths, their chins, even, from Jessie’s vantage point beside them, the precise curves and formations of their ears and the shade of their hair.

It was as though Jason was looking into a mirror that would show him what he would have looked like had he been permitted to grow up healthy and free of his childhood tortures.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?” Even the man’s voice was the same, though his accent was slightly different than Jason’s, a touch more British and less American without being fully devoted to either.

She knew Jason well enough to know what he looked like when someone was trying to push his buttons, and he just glared before he turned back toward her. “Jess, this is Alexander. He usually goes by Xander, unless that’s changed in the last three years?”

Xander’s smile was at once both harsher and more open than Jason’s, less sinister but rougher by nature. He only wasted it a moment on Jason before he looked over at Jess, with the unsettling impression that she was looking right into the eyes of her husband. “No, it’s still Xander. Pleased to meet you, Jessie. You’re a rare creature, to put up with this one.”

Even though she and Jason weren’t in the best place in their relationship, Jessie would always be the first to defend him even when someone wasn’t actively attacking him. Jessie held out her hand so that she could at least shake the hand of her husband’s…clone? “I’m not that rare. We’ll see how pleasing it is to meet you, though.”

In spite of their recent discussion, Jason smiled at that defense, while Xander seemed surprised. The same kind of dark intelligence was behind Xander’s eyes, the same kind of suspicion about everything in the world around him, but not the fear and borderline paranoia that her husband bore.

“Very interesting. And this must be the spawn.” Xander glanced down at Rebekah, then gave Jessie a broad smile, more open and free than any Jason had ever given anyone, before looking back at Jason. “I’ll be around a while this time, J. We’ll have to catch up a little later, once all the cargo is unloaded. Where’s Kenneth?”

“He never checked in.” Jason answered, though Jessie had never heard the name Kenneth before from him. “I thought he was with you.”

“I thought he was here with you.” Xander looked mildly worried, but finally shrugged. “He’ll check in if he wants to. I just assumed he’d be here, since you were. I haven’t heard from any of the others.”

“I doubt we will, at this point.” The smiles on both men’s faces were gone in an instant, but Xander didn’t seem surprised. Jason shrugged as well. “They’ve made their choices.”

“So have we. Fuck ‘em.” Xander took a step back toward the trucks. “Anyway, I’ll be around. We’ll talk later.”

“Can’t wait.” Jason said with no enthusiasm whatsoever, but it only amused Xander as he turned around and headed for the trucks.

“So you’re not friends, I take it?” Jessie asked as she watched Xander walk away. She found it odd that even though they looked so similar, she didn’t find herself attracted to Xander. Did that mean that she loved Jason more than she realized? Even after the last year? “I don’t know what that smile was about after he looked at Rebekah.”

“He’s surprised I had a kid.” He glared after his ‘brother.’ “As far as I know, I’m the only one of all of us who has. Xander decided not to a long time ago, and the others all had their own reasons.” He finally looked away when Xander was some distance away before he looked down at Rebekah just to watch her. “But no, I wouldn’t call us friends. I’m probably closer to Xander than any of the others except Kenneth, but Ken almost never comes around. He and I lived together for a while right before I went to Europe.” He sighed and reached out to play with Rebekah’s hand and tuck it back inside her sleeve. “Xander is the oldest, and tends to think that means he’s in charge of the rest of us. No matter how many opportunities I’ve taken to disabuse him of that notion. Most recently by going up to Nine.”

“I think that’s just a tendency of older children. Clones or not.” She ran her hand over Rebekah’s hair and pulled her coat tighter around herself. “Don’t listen to those comments. It doesn’t make me special because I love you. You have had love in more places than me.”

“It does, actually.” He looked over at her sharply, since she had said it so casually. He started walking with her back toward the Labyrinth to get Rebekah back inside and out of the cold. “What I had before you were an opportunist who loved me in her own twisted way, and a diagnosable psychopath who only loved me so long as I was willing to go looking for a martyr’s death. Neither is exactly the kind of thing people write poetry about.” He took her hand again as they walked, hoping it was okay. “You’ve never been just something I’ve had before.”

Jessie held his hand once he took hers, but she didn’t make any effort to get any closer to him. “People don’t write poetry about me either.” Jessie said as they kept moving toward the Labyrinth while Rebekah started chewing on her father’s jacket. “He looks like you, but he’s not you. You’ve always been there to protect Rebekah and me. You’ve given us a home. It’s more than some people get.” She looked down at their joined hands before she looked up at him again. “Even if we weren’t together, I would still defend you. And I will always be in love with you.”

He smiled warmly, and when they got into the lift inside the Labyrinth, he pulled her with him against one of the walls to hold her as the lift descended. “I have a lot of talents, but poetry isn’t one of them. I never had any desire for that to be otherwise before I met you. But I wish I had that kind of talent, for you. Only way I could ever do you justice.” He looked her in the eye and kissed her once, tentatively and gently, but he couldn’t not kiss her after that meeting with Xander. “I love you. And this little one too.” He poked the back of Rebekah’s head between them. “There’s never going to be a time when we’re not together, if I have anything to say about it.”

It felt like it had been so long since they had really kissed, even though he had given her a few cursory goodbye kisses here and there. It hurt, wanting him and not knowing if he would just keep losing interest, but he made her happy when he was actually around. “I love you too. I can’t keep doing this, though. Wondering what day I’ll see you, or wondering if you’re so bored with me that you and Tatyana…” Jessie just cut herself off and shook her head. “If we were a priority, then I thought you’d show it more. That’s why I think two years into this and you’re already bored. I can’t help but wonder the worst.”

He opened his mouth to deny anything happening between him and Tatyana, for the hundredth time, but he knew that would just turn into another fight, so he let it drop. He already told her that there was nothing between them, but he needed to do better in order for her to believe him. “I’ll show you that you are a priority.” He promised quietly as the lift stopped. “In the meantime, I think this one needs new pants and a nap.”

Jessie nodded and reached to take Rebekah out of his coat so she could take care of their daughter. “I’ll take care of it. You should get some rest.” She pulled Rebekah back into her embrace as they got to their floor. “I’m sorry for making your day more difficult. I didn’t intend to do that.”

“You didn’t.” He didn’t fight her on taking Rebekah, since just an hour earlier, he had gotten home from working for twelve hours straight on the Twist with no success, and he really was tired. “I’m glad that we got a chance to really talk.” He closed the door of their unit behind him, then went to take her hand again after she put Rebekah down on the floor to get what she needed. “I’ve missed you. And I’m sorry.” He squeezed her hand and moved in for one more kiss before he pulled away to head for the bedroom. “I am going to get some sleep, though. I’ll be up to help with her tonight.”

Jessie nodded as he headed for the bedroom. “Sleep well.” She didn’t let herself cry until she heard the door close and he was separated from her and Rebekah. After being attacked on Nine, it had taken Jessie a long time to trust being around Jason and then after they got to Earth, everything went to hell anyway.

After grabbing a clean diaper and changing Rebekah, she showered the little girl with both her tears and her kisses before she started to nurse her. “I hope he comes around, little one. I miss him so much.”













Two




“Yes, I said Vancouver.” Xander said impatiently, glaring over at Logan. He met the man only half a day before, but after taking orders from him the entire night long while they were unloading cargo, he wasn’t Xander’s favorite person. “Something significant about that to you, Bickford?”

“Not in this context.” Logan admitted before leaning back in his chair. He wasn’t going to bring up his own limited experience in Vancouver given the rest of the audience present. Anna and Mercury, both of them nearby, already knew plenty about it. As for the rest, there were some things it was just better that people didn’t know. “Just wanted to make sure I heard you right.”

“Good. Now, if there’s no more fucking interruptions…” Xander glanced around the room until he felt satisfied, then continued, eyes flicking to the various leaders gathered in the room. Jason and Tatyana he already knew, and Reed, who had run the Labyrinth facility for years before the rest of the fugitives from Station Nine showed up. Haley was an unknown quantity, but she looked like she could prove to be an interesting prospect if pressed in exactly the right ways. He could think of a few ways he would consider very right where she was concerned. Her and Tatyana both.

“We had three hundred people outside of Vancouver running supply chains, picking up what they could, keeping it in warehouses for later distribution, managing our supply routes all over the continent. The whole place got drawn out on a wild goose chase and the majority of their personnel got shredded once they were out in the open around Shasta. A few of the ones I brought back with me were the ones left behind. We emptied the place out once we heard them sound the mayday and hauled it here. Stopped up in Deseret for a while to make sure nobody was trailing us and went over the inventory again to make sure there were no surprises.”

Anna shook her head, but she wasn’t as surprised as she knew she should have been. The Consortium was looking for rebel havens and destroying them. One by one. The only survivors she’d ever heard of were just lucky bastards who weren’t close enough to get slaughtered.

“As much as that sucks for Vancouver and for all of us on the whole, at least we have more people here now. When they find us, we’re going to need all the manpower we can get.” She knew it was only a matter of time. The Consortium had far more resources and people, and in the mountains if they were found…even at about a thousand people, they would not stand a chance. Especially because at least a hundred people were under the age of one and another solid hundred were children of various ages that were from the families living in the Labyrinth before the Consortium decided to make a goal out of hunting and murdering rebels. “We need more.”

“More is just going to make us more of a target.” Reed snapped back, cranky as ever and clearly less afraid to show it that day than previously. The older man had been grumpy ever since the fugitives arrived more than a year before, and very nearly busted a blood vessel when they announced they were going to build housing and a road on the surface right outside the entrance to the Labyrinth. Might as well paint a ‘come fuck us here’ sign on the top of the mountain while you’re at it, he said at the time. His attitude had not grown more open since.

“The more people come here, the more the Consortium is going to look and the more likely it is that somebody here is working for them. Which means it’ll only be a matter of time before we get bombed to hell and back. What we need to be doing is getting that damn machine working!”

“That’s been in progress. As you already know.” Jason responded quietly, since he didn’t have more of a defense that he could mount on the topic. “With my brother here, I’m hoping the work will go a little more smoothly. He’s the only other person in this time zone that I’m aware of who has an IQ above two hundred.”

“No offense taken.” Logan almost growled back, but they were all accustomed to being insulted by Jason from time to time. The man did typically back up his boasts, though. The Twist was the only thing Logan could remember seeing him fail at when he put his mind to it. “Whether we get the Twist working or not, the end result is going to be the same. If we don’t get it working, we’re going to need more people who are willing to fight and who can manage resources while the rest of us work against the Consortium. If we do get it up and running, we’re going to need more people to pour through it so that we can take Eleusis and keep it. Either way, we need expansion. And not just a few hundred more people. We need movement. On a global scale.”

“You are correct in that.” Tatyana agreed with Logan, although clearly she had a ‘but’ hanging in the air. “It takes time to get people gathered. Especially to do it without being noticed and especially without getting killed. Every time we try to move rebels, the Consortium gets the information and they’re dead within months. Our best bet to grow our cause is to recruit first, build up a significant force and weapon supply and then try to continue to move rebel forces globally.”

“And just because our best weapons are here right now doesn’t mean we invite the whole damn world to come spend the night.” Reed said adamantly, dearly hoping that someone would suggest a relocation that didn’t involve his precious maze.

“It does for now.” Logan said quickly, glaring at Reed to make sure the man backed down, which he did, predictably enough. “When I looked last week, our closest cells were out near Shasta, a small community in Deseret of maybe a hundred people, and three down in the Painted Desert district. If they’ve found the Vancouver haven, they’re going to eventually work their way through the rest of the western districts. If we begin slowly moving our people from those outer cells back here, having them make supply runs along the way to bring resources with them in small groups, we should be able to move inconspicuously. It’ll take time, but it’ll be safer, and it will give those of us here time to start scouting out new locations for a stronghold.”

He gave Reed a pointed look before turning back to the rest of those present. “The Labyrinth is about as good as it gets when it comes to security, but we need to either find some way to make progress with the major governments or start putting things in motion to get them ousted. We don’t have the access to start with space. We have to get a foothold here on Earth first.”

“We definitely need more weapons.” Kameron Fitch often kept quiet and to herself, but she was in charge of security since Carl was still MIA on Eleusis. Orion helped her as often as he could, but he was needed more in transportation than dealing with weapons. “I don’t care if I get pieces of shit, that I can manage to figure out. I just need more. We can’t protect ourselves if we don’t have any fucking firepower.”

“The best source of weaponry is taking directly from the Consortium.” Jason stepped in, since that was an area where he could actually contribute. “But getting a large quantity of it all at once will involve tipping our hand to them to reveal a fairly huge security flaw they still haven’t patched since the fall of Nine.”

“How big a flaw?” Xander was immediately interested, but also clearly skeptical.

“Big enough that I can take over the piloting of any ship in their fleet at any time.” He said quietly, with a small shrug afterward. “So yes, I could do what you’re all thinking right now, I’m just not interested in killing millions of innocent people along with the few hundred cocksuckers we all wish were pushing up daisies right now. I haven’t been able to identify a good enough opportunity to push that button yet. It’s a trick I’m only going to be able to play once. And there’s no guarantee it’ll even work, since as soon as their ships go off the reservation, they’ll know there’s a weakness they need to fix.”

“If you can do that…” Reed was incredulous, but he was trying to rein himself in. “You could put every warship they have out into an unrecoverable orbit all at once, while they’re unmanned. You could take every single…”

“I’ve run all the contingencies.” Jason shot back. “Long story short, they don’t end in our favor. But for weapons supply, I might be able to work something out.”

“We’re not trying to murder any more innocent people.” Mercury inserted with obvious concern on her face. Normally she was quiet support for Logan, but she couldn’t believe what some people were hinting at. “They’re not criminals up there. It’s not us versus them or them versus us. We’re all equally victims of the Consortium.”

“Some of us more than others.” Reed turned his glare on Mercury. “Not all of us had our every need provided for us the whole time we were growing up.”

“Breathe another vicious word against my wife and we’ll start counting how many breaths you have left, Reed.” Logan’s voice didn’t even have to change pitch for it to be obvious he meant every word of his threat.

The only person taken aback in the gathering was Xander, just because he had barely met the overbearing Midwesterner. As he looked around and saw a lack of shock on everyone’s faces, he actually laughed. “Alright, alright, little tension. No need to be ripping each other’s throats out. Let’s save that for the throats that deserve it. Red is right. We’re not in the business of killing more innocent people than we can avoid. Some are inevitable. That’s just what happens in a war. None of us are stupid enough not to understand that.”

He looked over at Jason with an approving nod. “See what kinds of contingencies you can come up with only focusing on diverting supplies, weapons, and ships that you can permanently disable remote control on. See what it looks like.”

“Still not a solution to the central problem we still need to solve.” Logan countered. He wasn’t blind to someone trying to appear as though they were the one in charge, and his position wasn’t one he was going to relinquish. “We need a long-term strategic foothold. Everything we have is a stop-gap measure right now. We need long-range focus.”

Anna looked at Logan and stared at him for a moment before she looked at Jason. “If we can send an envoy to where Logan and I are from, we can get the whole town here if we need to. And all of their resources. I mean, my father alone had like ten guns and enough ammunition…”

“Ten guns? Great! We’re saved!” Reed had clearly been pushed past his limit, but he was also quickly ignored as Logan steamrolled him yet again.

“Bringing the town brings a lot of risks with it, but it also sets a precedent.” Logan waited to make sure everyone was listening before he continued. “If we take the town, then it’s going to leave a hole three hundred miles wide in the middle of the district. People are going to figure out what that means and where everyone went, and they’ll start realizing that rebellion is an option. None of the rest of you come from anyone who cares.” He knew it was something harsh to realize, but it was true. “Your families miss you, or missed you, when they were alive, but the communities you were a part of are either dead or a loyal part of the Consortium. They’re not going to ignite this revolution. Our people would, if given the chance.”

Anna felt a little hope, even though it emphasized everyone else’s harsh realities. She couldn’t help it, though, she wanted to go home. She knew that everyone at home would want to be a part of the rebellion.

“You can’t take a big group.” Tatyana started to say. “If you get killed on the road, we can’t take a large loss.”

“Well, I’m glad we wouldn’t be missed too much.” Logan laughed at Tatyana’s eternal pragmatism. “We wouldn’t need anyone more than the four of us, maybe a few others to keep an eye on security, whoever you think is best,” he nodded at Kameron, since she was one of the few people he was comfortable deferring to around the settlement, “and maybe a couple people to help with the kids. It may take a little while to work our way through the community, so we should plan for anywhere between a week and a month stay.”

Fitch looked around at the group and then looked back at Logan. “We should probably take a few more than just a handful. If we can bring a load of supplies back with us, then we should. We just got that old bus working again a few days ago, and it’s been in a junkyard for at least ten years. It’ll blend in with any of the normal traffic, if there is much traffic in the first place.”

“That proves how little you’ve driven midwest roads.” Logan gave her a friendly smile. “There won’t be much by way of traffic. And a bus won’t raise any eyebrows. A tank would raise eyebrows, if there were any to raise in the first place, but a bus will be fine. As long as we’re fairly sure it’ll make it the whole way.”

“It’ll make it.” Jason promised. “I did the final checks and the fixes on the guidance myself.”

“Oh, the way you fixed the Twist?” Reed never missed an opportunity to pour some salt when there was a wound around.

Xander’s arm had been resting peacefully in his lap the entire conversation, but it shot out and shoved Reed backward until his chair sent him tumbling across the concrete floor with a scream, but Xander didn’t so much as even look at Jason again afterward.

“We’ll make the arrangements for who goes, then.” Logan said with a look back over at Anna. “You think the rest of your siblings will still go camping by the lake over Easter weekend?”

Anna nodded, though she couldn’t believe he was actually asking her, because that meant they were really going home. She couldn’t wait to tell Orion. “It’s tradition. They won’t break tradition. Even the last year my mom was sick, we still went.”

“That’s where we’ll get to them, then. If the Consortium’s had them under surveillance for a full year and change after what happened on Nine, I’ll be shocked. All the same, we’ll talk to them by the lake and then work our way through the rest of the families one at a time.” He looked around at the rest of those present, including Reed, who slowly got back to his chair in prudent silence.

Anna tried not to jump for joy since she had wanted to go home for so long, but she held it back to a nod as she looked around quickly. “Good, good. Sounds great. So are we done talking about everything for now?”

“For now.” Logan said before anyone else could. “There’s still a lot left to figure out while we’re gone. We need a larger movement. And keep me updated on your hijacking work.”

“Will do.” Jason agreed as he got up, along with just about everybody else.

Anna just about bolted out of the room, but she decided to go up to Logan and give him a hug, even though she knew it was out of the blue. “We get to go home!” She whisper-yelled, but she couldn’t hold herself back.

“We get to go home.” He smiled as he hugged her, though it was rare for the two of them to have an extended conversation anymore about anything besides Lynnette. “Is it bad that I’m almost as excited to get my old clothes back as I am to see Liam and Larissa?”

“Your hat!” She gladly took his hug because it made her feel that much closer to home. “I swear, I wanted that hat more than anything. I wanted to steal it from your head a hundred times. I want my old clothes. My favorite perfume. Pictures. I can’t wait to see them either, but you are so right. Getting my things back will be amazing!”

Logan grinned as they stepped back and headed out of the room. He squeezed Mercury’s hand once he had it again and shrugged. “It was a good hat. I really like that hat.”

Mercury’s smile was subdued as she walked with Logan out of the meeting, and Anna darted out in front of them so she could run to Orion and tell him her exciting news. “She never has a problem showing how she feels, does she?”

That made Logan laugh, since it was Anna she was talking about. “No, when it comes to that, she’s never really had much of a filter. We’ve both wanted to go back and see our families ever since we touched down, it’s just…it feels like it’s been long enough to be safe now. Finally. I know the Consortium is still looking for us, but if we haven’t been back home in a year, they can’t still have eyes on our families, can they?”

“It’s unlikely.” She held tighter to Logan’s hand. Mercury wanted him to go back and see his family as well, but she was always worried about leaving their safe home. Even if they really did need more supplies and another doctor. “They wouldn’t waste valuable resources to watch a bunch of farming families that think their loved ones are dead. Not this long, I don’t think. They don’t even know we’ve survived. So that would be quite a gamble to waste resources and time.”

He appreciated her agreement because she had a much more logical mind than he did, so he knew he wasn’t just being overly optimistic. “I’m excited for you to meet everyone. You’ll like Larissa, and though I can’t promise you’ll like two of my brother’s wives, you will probably like Rachel, at least.”

Mercury shook her head a little at the very thought of someone having so many wives. “Do you think he’s really happy that way? With three women vying for his time? I would hate being in a marriage like that.”

“So would I. But for somebody like Liam…you’ll understand when you meet him, I think. I don’t know what it’s turned into since we’ve been gone, but he needs that kind of stability around him. The whole point was to make sure they could keep him in line and help him manage the farm on his own. He’s a talented guy, just…used to run a little wild.” Logan was smirking fondly as he thought of his brother and all of Liam’s shenanigans.

“Well, I’m not sharing you.” Mercury said resolutely as she turned to kiss him on their way back to their unit in the labyrinth, even though she didn’t want to go back. She didn’t want to get back to work. She wanted to just…exist with Logan and their boys. “But I’m happy to meet your family.”

“I’m not sharing you either.” He told her when they got to a part of the path where nobody else was nearby to overhear. They spent too long in a relationship where they’d had to share time and themselves with someone else, and Logan never wanted to go back to feeling that way. He still struggled sometimes with the person he had become, but at least he only had to be one person. “And who knows, knowing my brother and at least a couple of his wives, Dec and James might have some more cousins to play with by now.”

Even when she didn’t want to go back to work, being a doctor was a part of Mercury that was always ready to assert itself. “Especially considering your fertility and he’s your twin brother, I can’t imagine he has no children. He probably has several. Your sister too, if she is married…” Mercury paused, since she realized in the middle of her statement that things worked differently on Earth, that babies usually came before marriage, so it was probably rude to assume that someone had to be married. “I just mean it’s likely that she is also similarly fertile.”

He smiled at her stumble, since it was easy to forget sometimes just how different their backgrounds were. “I’d be really surprised if she and Cory aren’t married by now. They seemed to be getting along really well when I left and in the few messages I got up on Nine. There’s just a lot to find out. A lot we’ll have missed.” He didn’t say it sadly, since they had missed out on what was going on with their families on purpose, so that nothing could ever get traced to them to endanger them or their loved ones. “It’ll be strange to be home again. It feels like a different world.”

Mercury actually looked upward as if she would see through everything all the way up to her home station, but then she looked back at Logan again. “It is. For me.” She missed her parents terribly, and she wished that her own family could see her children and be with her, but if anything the Consortium was definitely watching her parents. Her father was a part of the Consortium, after all. “I’m glad we’re going back for your sake. It’ll be good to see you in your element. Hopefully you’ll be able to relax a little more.”

“Maybe.” Relaxing was not his strong point, so he had his doubts. “With this offensive that Jason mentioned, possibly bringing down ships and supplies directly from the Consortium, things are going to get a lot more complicated for him to pull off something on that kind of scale. It’ll be a huge distraction for the Consortium, and I think it would be a good opportunity to get a message through to your parents. Maybe Orion’s family too.” They were able to see, through Jason’s surveillance and ongoing access, that her father was still in his position over Station Six, where she’d been raised. Orion’s family were all still in their previous pursuits, though they all clearly believed that Mercury and Orion were dead. “I know they’ll be excited to find out that you’re alive.”

“I miss them so much.” She felt a stab of pain in her chest as she thought about her parents, but she did her best to ignore it. “They wanted me to be happy.” When she thought about what her parents wanted, it was a conflict in her mind between what she knew and the haunting words of Stephen Kaplan telling her to investigate her life and her parents. She had resolutely refused to do so. “I wish they could meet you and Declan and James.”

“They will. They’re grandparents. They should know about that. Have a chance to know their grandkids.” He didn’t want to get off the lift and get back to work, but he knew they both had a great deal to do if they were going to leave within a few days. “As much as I hate the Consortium, I’ve always been glad they left your father in his position even after what happened on Nine. Just like I’ve been glad they left my family alone.”

They watched news sources and found as many indirect means as possible to keep tabs on their family without doing anything that surveillance would pick up. Liam’s signature had appeared on bills of sale for the farm produce, along with Larissa’s, and there was a plentiful amount of public documentation showing her father issuing statements of various kinds to the citizens of the station he supervised. “I thought for a while they were just leaving them alone as bait, but now I just wonder if they have bigger problems to deal with.”

“Or they don’t know if we’re watching, so they can’t know if going after our families would do any good to get what they want.” Mercury had been soured on the Consortium entirely after Kaplan turned her into his plaything. She knew not all the people were bad but it felt like all the leadership was like Kaplan.

“I should check on my patients.” She mumbled so softly she almost couldn’t hear herself. “I don’t want to. I want to be with you.” It was only after she arrived on Earth that she started to dread her job, but it was so hard with so many patients and limited resources.

“This will be a vacation for us in a lot of ways.” He stepped out of the lift, but stopped against the wall of the stone corridor to hold her, since he didn’t want to get back to work any more than she did. “No patients pulling at you, help with the kids coming along, a chance to see something other than grey walls and smell something besides sawdust and sweat.” So many limitations were the guiding characteristics of their lives, inescapable and omnipresent. “A little work to do in talking to people, but I’ll take care of most of that. You need to get some decent rest.”

“I don’t know if decent rest is possible, but I’ll try, as long as you’re with me.” Mercury gladly stayed in his embrace a little longer before she kissed him warmly. “But you have to keep a shirt on. Otherwise you may look a little too much like a rugged farmer from the cover of a smutty romance novel.”

“Been reading a lot of those, have you?” He grinned as he moved his hands over her sides. “Now I’ll have to lose the shirt at some point, make sure I complete that mental image for you.”

Mercury blushed a little bit, as she usually did whenever he encouraged her in one sexual way or another. “Make sure to take a picture then. Because I want to be able to revisit that.” The blush in her cheeks turned deep crimson, but she kept smiling. “They have an extensive library here. I’ve tried to pick out some things that will be enjoyable to read between patients.”

He kissed her again after that mention, but he thought mid-kiss about just how far the distance was between the people they had been and the people they had become. When he first met Mercury, her sexual experience was incredibly limited and mostly clinical in nature. Any kind of erotica would have been considered almost irrelevant when compared to medical journals and other forms of research. “I’ll make sure there are pictures for future reference. So long as you share some of the interesting ideas you pluck out of your literature.”

“You really want to know?” She teased as she brushed her lips against his, and even though her kiss was warm instead of heated and passionate, she didn’t want to get him all worked up when they had to part ways. “There’s little I have found that we haven’t tried. But it’s still incredibly sexy to read something dirty. Or to hear it.” She whispered the last bit against his lips before she kissed him once more. He had turned her into a more sexual being, mostly just by way of her attraction and addiction to him. She always wanted him.

“Well then if it’s something we haven’t found yet, all the more reason to hear about it.” He wrapped his arms around her back and held her for a while, content to take a few seconds of a vacation from the world. “Though I’m glad to hear we’ve been thorough about trying new things. If you don’t run across something we haven’t done yet very often, I’d say we’re doing something right.”

“Mmm. Well, we’ve been pretty boring for a while. I miss a lot of the things we had to leave behind.” Mercury wrapped her hands around his neck and played with his hair at the base of his skull before she kissed him again. “I’m not glass. I know you worry about me. But you don’t need to worry so much.”

“I know you’re not.” Logan said with a chuckle against her lips. “You know, there’s more than just people out in the district.” He pulled her in to whisper against her hair. “There are shops in the little town we’re gonna be passing through. If you know where to look. Which I do.”

“Oh really?” She replied with a smirk that she wouldn’t have ever developed without Logan and his extremely creative mind. “We should go to these shops. Definitely.”

“I’ll make sure we have some time to.” He promised, reaching up with a thumb to trace the line of her smirk, which he loved. “Now come on, the sooner we get this day over with, the sooner we can get the boys to sleep and the sooner we can get back to having a night to ourselves.” He slapped her ass playfully when he was finished, hard enough to send the sound ringing down the corridor but not enough to really hurt.

She liked it, of course, and it made her smile broadly as she stepped away from him. “Now you’re just teasing me, Mr. Bickford.” She kept backing away, since she had to get to her clinic. “I’ll see you tonight. I’ll wear whatever you want me to wear.”

He looked her up and down, clearly thinking about it intently. “Start with the green top and the red skirt. We’ll see where it goes from there.”

Mercury nodded, though she would never leave without him expressly telling her to go. “It’s been a while since I’ve dressed up for you. I’m excited.” She grinned and ran her finger across his cheek. “I better go. If I can get away, I’ll find you.”

“I’ll be in my office upstairs. And I’ll make sure I’m alone for as much of the day as possible.” He nodded off down the hall with a final smile. “Go on. I’ll see you soon, even if not soon enough.”


* * * * *


Tatyana stayed back with Xander as the group dispersed, but she didn’t say much until they were alone. Everyone was either happy or upset about the decision, and she didn’t want to discuss it further with anyone else. Except Xander.

“Will you want to go with them?” She asked curiously. He just arrived but she didn’t know what he anticipated his role to be. “Depending on Jason’s decision to go or to stay, and Logan definitely going, we’ll need strong leadership to remain here. Reed is bipolar at best.”

“Reed was a good man in his time. It’s not his fault he’s gotten his ass kicked by the Consortium longer than the rest of us.” Xander put away his tablet in a backpack that was never more than arm’s reach from him, then tossed the pack back in the chair he just vacated. “And no, there’s no fucking way I’m going out there with them. They talk a good game about what they think they can get out of their families and their town, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Tatyana agreed with Xander on that, since she basically thought that Logan and Anna were letting their emotions get the best of them. “I hope they make it back. It won’t help us if they die. But they’re walking straight into danger. They will be lucky if it isn’t a trap.”

“We have something to gain either way.” Xander doubted that would be a popular perspective to have, but he had been working with Tatyana long enough to know that she wasn’t most people, even if most of what he knew about the woman had been by way of long-distance communications.

“If they come back with a few hundred more enthusiastic fighters, great. If they get killed out there because they walked into a trap, less great, but we know for certain that the Consortium is still capable of watching every family for signs of our survival. If they survive and get back here safely, we can start letting people go home to their own families and keep the cycle moving.” He didn’t seem to have many things in common with his brother, from what Tatyana could see, but in that way, they were the same. They were always four steps ahead of everyone else at minimum.
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