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Prologue




Four months had passed since the attack. Four months since their last contact with Eleusis. A new year was upon them already, and yet nothing felt renewed or optimistic.

Susan had, her entire life, been a quiet girl, a quiet teenager, and a quiet woman. Ever since the attack in the mountains, the world seemed too quiet, even for her. She tried her best, just like everyone else, to find ways to be happy, but it was difficult in times like these. Especially because her entire world was in a state of unrest and unease. Ben was her world. Her children were her world. Her children were safe, but caged like the rest of them.

Ben had his two youngest sisters around, and Danny, at least. After losing his father and then Anna and Cory so quickly after, Ben was even quieter than Susan. The world was too quiet around them, filled with dangers that mostly they couldn’t even see.

Susan worked hard to make a small cake to celebrate, though, even though the ingredients weren’t easy to come by. She grabbed the cake in one hand and scooped Maddie out of her playpen before she called out for their son. “Matthew!” She had checked on him ten minutes ago and he was working on building a huge house out of legos. “If you want some cake, you get your little tush in here. We’re going to take it out to Daddy!”

If there was one summons guaranteed to get a three-year-old’s legs pumping, it was a promise of cake, and the little boy tripped and fell over himself as he sprinted down the hallway. Unfazed, he got up, brushed himself off, and continued running as if nothing had happened. If there was one virtue to the Bickford Estate, it was extensive hallways in which children had ample opportunity to stretch their legs. “Caaaaaaaaaaake!!” He screamed excitedly, still wired from the fact that he was being permitted to stay up past his usual bedtime and continue playing with his toys.

Susan laughed at Matthew’s enthusiasm but she stopped him short of being able to dive into the cake pan in her hands. “Can you carry the forks out and Daddy’s drink?” She nodded toward the table where there were three forks and a large water bottle for Ben. “I’m sure he’s thirsty out there.”

“Carry, carry, carry, carry…” Matthew tended to make a song out of things as he complied, especially when he was in a good mood. Ben thought the boy had made it his own personal task in life to make up for the quiet disposition of his parents and bring balance with his own noise. “We see fireworks?” He asked as they walked, looking up at the ceiling as if he could see fireworks through the ceiling of the house.

“I don’t think so, buddy.” Susan said gently, since she knew he was looking forward to fireworks. Larissa had a new baby to take care of, and Liam and Logan were together, but gone from the area. No one really wanted to bring any attention to the estate, though Susan never knew what to think of one of Liam’s wives, Brianne. Maybe she would want to put on a show. “I think it will just be cake this year. Is that okay?”

“New year! Want see fireworks!” He had gone gaga over them the year before, and they had apparently left a lasting impression. Probably because he had barely been learning to talk at the time and had been excessively proud of himself for being able to say the word ‘fireworks’ at all. “Want see fireworks! Want see fireworks!” Chanting was a good way to get what he wanted, right?

Susan endured the chanting until they got out of the house and she paused to bend down to get a little closer to Matthew; with Maddie still on her hip and cake still in her hand. “I hope we will see them, okay bud? I don’t know. But we have chocolate cake. That’s your favorite, right?”

The promise of cake as an immediate treat outweighed his hypothetical fireworks, and the whole rest of the way out of the house, he wove a haphazard path back and forth behind his mother, scooping in the air with his tiny fork as if he was already eating the cake. The singing to himself continued, in varying tones of “Cake” with every step, including a few impromptu dance moves. The boy never stopped moving for an instant. Thank goodness their daughter was, at least so far, a great deal more mellow.

They had to take the lift inside the watchtower that overlooked the Bickford estate fields in order to get up to where Ben was standing sentry duty. It was harder to spot a person under a canopy from satellite photographs, even if that canopy had been damaged and now only covered half the former watch station.

Ben saw them coming, and had his gun laid aside, high out of Matthew’s reach, when they finally reached him. “I’m amazed he’s still awake.” He glanced around again, then pulled Susan into a quick but warm kiss. “Her, I’m less surprised about. She never sleeps.”

“That’s because she wants to eat all the time.” Matthew was already telling his father that he made the cake with mommy and that chocolate was his favorite and that they should eat it now. Susan told Matthew to give his father a fork before they all moved to sit down on the floor. “No one said anything about fireworks, but he’s desperate to see them.”

“I don’t think we’ll have any of those tonight, buddy.” Ben gave Matthew a smile, but the boy was inconsolable about the fireworks until the first bite of cake hit his lips. Then nothing else in the world mattered. “Don’t get me wrong, if I know Bree, she’s probably trying to organize some kind of light-show inside and there’s a very real possibility that she’ll blow something up, but it’s not going to be one of their usual shows, that’s for damn sure.”

“I thought maybe she would. But I don’t know, she’s different without Liam around. At least between her and Rachel, though, they’re holding each other up pretty well.” Susan bounced Maddie in her lap gently as she watched Matthew messily devour his cake, but she could only smile at him, messy or not. Cake was rare for them. She didn’t blame Matthew for being excited about it. “Quiet New Year. But at least we’re here together.”

“I’ll take that over the alternative.” He said with a grateful bite of the cake. He’d had better cake in his life, but he knew what Susan had produced from the ingredients they had was more or less a miracle, and he was grateful.

“I keep going back and forth, up here at night.” He glanced away from them through the mesh that wove through the railings beneath the control panels, but caught no sign of any kind of movement. Not that he expected any at that point. “I keep hearing about things happening in different parts of the world, the attack in Florida, the siege in Johannesburg that lasted three days a few weeks ago, all the crazy…stuff…that happened in the Parisian ruins. Part of me wishes I was involved just so we could be doing something. Even if I know that’s not the answer. I hate just watching.”

“You stayed here for us. I know that.” Susan looked down at Maddie and Matthew, Matthew who was working on a second, smaller piece of cake. “Hopefully you won’t end up resenting us, or resenting me for it.”

“I said I wish I could help, not that I’ve got a death wish.” He gave her a faint smile, but it wasn’t hard for her to know what really had him on edge about not being more involved. They’d had no news whatsoever of Anna and very little about Cory since the attack in the mountains, and from everything they had heard, they had no reason to think or trust that either of them were alive. There were contacts at first about Cory. Then communications became strained. The best they could hope for was that Anna had somehow been taken prisoner, and that wasn’t something Ben wanted to contemplate. If he knew his sister, he imagined she would prefer death to captivity.

“I’m gonna go the rest of my life wishing there was more I could do. It’s the way Dad was, and I don’t see any other decent way of living.” He glanced out again at the rest of the world with a shrug. “Someday soon, this is gonna be over, one way or another. Either the world’s gonna get better or it’s gonna get worse. I’ll just have more work to do if it gets worse, that’s all.”

Susan pulled Ben into a kiss that started on his cheek and moved to his lips. “When you’re off duty, we’re going to celebrate the new year in a way that will make you stop worrying for a little bit. You’ve been up here too long.”

Matthew was too young to care what his parents were doing to each other when he didn’t require them to do something for him, and Maddie thought it was fun to be squished between them for a while in what seemed to her a hug more than anything else. “My relief is supposed to be up here at two. You think you can get these two into a mild comatose state by then?” Matthew was learning words a little too quickly and Ben had to invent new ways to say things that wouldn’t set him off.

“I can definitely do that.” Susan assured with another kiss, since she felt like she and Ben were always busy, but they knew their family was the most important thing. “I’m all about making as many babies with you as I can.” She teased with a smile, since she wanted to make him smile as well. “What do you think?”

“When I married you, I signed up for everything I could give you.” Ben reminded her with a reserved grin. In private, and especially toward the beginning of their relationship, he’d been quite the hopeless romantic, though he never made a particularly big show of that. The difficulties of their lives had left that aspect of him a great deal more subdued than before, but he certainly never backed down from a challenge when she was in the mood to issue him one. “Though that one had me rethinking high numbers for a while.” He nodded at Matthew, who was trying in vain to reach the controls. “Don’t touch that, buddy, you’re not supposed to stand on that.”

“I want to be tall! I want fireworks!”

Ben groaned. Apparently cake hadn’t been able to distract the boy forever. He ignored Matthew and looked back down at Madeline instead. “Especially if you can promise me the rest of our kids will be like this one, I’m in for as many as you’re up for.” He tickled Maddie’s shoulder to make her squirm, and chuckled quietly through another kiss and another bite of cake.

“Keep giving me girls and we’ll see.” Susan replied with a smile before she looked over at Matthew again. Susan handed Maddie to Ben so he could eat his cake in relative peace while she picked up Matthew to walk him around the tower a bit and let him touch the things he was actually allowed to touch. It seemed like there really weren’t going to be any fireworks that year, at least not until Ben came to bed later that night and they could create their own.

“I move this, and go BOOM!” Matthew moved some of the inert controls as if it would accomplish anything, but his mother kept him from getting too destructive. He stomped along the panel above the controls for a while pretending that he was a monster, but then suddenly turned and looked up at the sky, pointing excitedly. “Fireworks, Mommy! Fireworks!”

Susan looked up immediately and her stomach sank as she saw what Matthew called fireworks. There was a brilliant cascade of tiny flashes of light far above the darkness of the world.

Someone was blowing up a space station.

Her stomach twisted as she thought about the last station that had been blown out of the sky. “That can’t reach us here, can it?” She wasn’t able to look away but she trusted Ben’s opinion.

Ben was up on his feet quickly with Madeline clutched in one arm, looking up through the half of the watchtower that was open to the sky. The so-called “fireworks” were happening around a station in low orbit, clearly a smaller station that was much longer than it was broad. “No, it’s moving too fast.” He watched anyway, and though it was too far away for them to see individual blasts or explosions, the lights erupting all along the length of the station were unmistakably catastrophic.

“I wish I knew if that was something to celebrate or not. It’s hard to know anymore. If that’s the rebels taking down a military station, great. Let’s watch fireworks. If it’s the Consortium taking down a rebel station…” he wished he was surprised, and hated the fact that he wasn’t. That was the world they lived in. Thousands of people visibly dying in the sky was, if not commonplace, at least no longer surprising.

“They’re not our enemy, the people up there, but it kind of feels like we are on opposite sides.” Susan kept Matthew close, even though he was entertained instead of scared. “Well, buddy, looks like you got a show after all.” Susan felt sick saying so, but there was nothing they could do but watch.

“I guarantee it’s mostly good people doing the dying up there, not the ones who deserve it.” He watched the fight go on a little longer as Matthew squealed in delight. The lights weren’t huge or dramatic, but they were certainly brighter and more violent than the starlight behind them. “It’s moving on. It won’t fall anywhere around here if it does fall.”

“That’s good news, if nothing else.” Susan watched a little longer, then ripped her gaze away to look at Matthew. “I think it’s time to go get washed up and go to bed, Mister. Daddy has to get back to watching over us.”

As Matthew protested and whined in obligatory three-year-old fashion, Ben held Maddie against his chest as he watched the station fly across the sky. It hadn’t been in sight for very long, and he imagined the fight must have been going on since the far side of the world. He had no idea if it would go around again or not. All the world could do was watch as humanity tore itself apart.

When it was finally out of sight, Matthew stopped protesting, and Ben leaned down to kiss Maddie’s cheek before he handed her back to her mother. “I’ll be inside as soon as my relief gets here.” He promised with a kiss. They could always retreat to the world they had between themselves. At least until the rest of the world inevitably threatened even that refuge. “I love you. Get some rest before I get inside.”

“I love you too, Ben.” Susan replied with another kiss, even with Maddie between them. She reached one hand up and caressed along his cheek gently. “Happy New Year. Maybe this one will finally bring something good, for all of us.”

















One




Full consciousness all at once. As if he hadn’t slept.

He knew he had, since the fatigue was at just a little more distance than it had been a few hours before. That was all sleep accomplished. It pushed the exhaustion away, but it kept falling back in on him all the same, pulled in close by the gravity of the world he lived in.

Logan took in a deep breath and stretched his neck to make sure it hadn’t gotten too bent out of shape during his nap. A few hours, that was all he could ever spare anymore, and often even that was too much. Far too much. His neck was fine, so he looked down at the rather strange contraption he called a bed. Liam had made it for him a month before, just a frame for him to back his wheelchair into and lean back until his head and shoulders were resting on a pillow. His body didn’t care what was happening to his legs anymore, so why worry if they were comfortable? Lie back on half a bed and that was plenty for him.

He unlocked his wheelchair from the frame and leaned forward until the front wheels hit the floor. At the impact, some of the screens in the room came on, displaying updates and messages he’d received since he went to sleep. His eyes flew over a few of them in mild alarm, and when he reached the last of them, he heaved a deep sigh and rolled out of the room.

Back to work trying to fix a world that was intent on tearing itself apart.

“Renata.” He didn’t even look around for her, since he knew one of his two secretaries would be nearby at all times, and if it wasn’t Renata, her assistant would quickly let him know where she was. It was Renata herself who appeared, though, in the dark corridors. “Tell Tatyana I want her in the war room and get me the personnel and inventory files from Thirteen. If you run into any walls, get them from Jason. I’m sure he’s already pulled them by now.”

“Of course.” Renata replied automatically, ever the dedicated and consistent secretary, wherever Logan was. Where he went, she went. It seemed like she didn’t even have a life outside of doing what Logan commanded, but he knew that wasn’t true. She was social whenever she had the chance to be. “Is there anything that you need first, Mr. Bickford?”

Logan started the roll down the hall toward the war room, but let himself drift a little so he could rub some more of the sleep from his face. “Coffee.” He said in the gravelly voice that sleep and life in general left him with. “Please.” He added a little too late for it to have been actually associated with the initial request. But he figured better late than never.

“I haven’t asked you how you’re doing for a while, Renata.” He asked in the same tired voice. He felt bad about it, but he knew she knew better than to expect anything else from him. “We’re what, twenty kilometers from the rest of your family? But I haven’t so much as seen you leave the bunker since we got here.”

“You know me better than most, Mr. Bickford.” Renata said with split attention, as usual, since she was always doing something at the same time as having a conversation. If someone had her full attention, it was rare. She was a busy woman, after all, working for the president. She glanced up from her tablet once and gave him a reassuring but small smile. “If I wasn’t doing well, I believe you’d notice. Anyway, we have important things to attend to. Maybe I’ll be social again once we’re not being hunted.”

“Maybe we all will.” Nothing he said lately sounded terribly hopeful, but no one expected that from Logan. His children were taken, the love of his childhood and his first wife was dead, and his second wife might be dead as well, for all anyone knew. The Consortium learned that silence was one of the most effective weapons of all time against a man like Logan. “If there is something you need or I become more of an asshole than you’re accustomed to dealing with, I expect you to be the one to tell me. Just know that I’m grateful for your social sacrifices.”

“You’re not being any more difficult than usual.” Renata assured him as she turned her attention back to her tablet. “Hopefully Jason will have good news today.” She said it every day, at least once. She was hopeful that Mercury was alive, along with the children, and until someone confirmed if they were dead, she would never let that hope die. Initial health scans gave them information about Mercury and the babies, but those had been locked down. Logan needed hope, even if he seemed to thrive on his anger more than anything else. Renata wouldn’t let him forget there was still hope. “I’ll get your coffee, Sir. Tatyana has already confirmed she is on her way. The personnel files are loading into your tablet now.”

“Thank you, Renata.” He said in his usual grumble, then continued down the hall. It always seemed like a long, long way to go, but considering he very rarely ever went farther than the trip between his room and the war room, he knew he shouldn’t complain. He never did complain outwardly, it was just one more thing that he tossed into the fire at the back of his mind to keep himself on edge. He had to stay on edge. There was too much to do and too little being accomplished.

The war room and the rest of the quarters they had moved into were in one of the last places he knew the Consortium was ever likely to look. Bogota, like so many cities mostly still populated because of the memory of the Pre-Crisis world, was nothing but a shell of its former self. Logan had looked through what seemed like endless memories and films set in its streets and found nothing resembling the overgrown corpse of a town that remained.

When they were offered asylum by the Amazonian Prime Minister, Logan imagined that their situation would improve over the Labyrinth they had left back in the Rockies, but he wasn’t sure that was the case. During the Crisis, the city had died along with most of the world. The Santamaria Bullring had been cemented over as if it was some kind of nuclear reactor gone bad, and had been abandoned ever since. They had found decomposed corpses, four centuries old, still unburied when Xander had the idea to relocate inside it, and they spent weeks cleaning out the place to make a halfway livable home. Nonetheless, the arena was space enough for them to dock several of the strike ships they stole from the Consortium, and the corridors beneath were as hospitable as war required them to be.

The War Room itself was the open space that had once been the great arena. All the stands had been retrofitted for use as docks for the ships, and there were partitions set up everywhere for different subsets of rebel operations. There were targeting exercises going on in the parts of the stands that weren’t occupied by ships, and troops moving back and forth from the tunnels that ran under the rest of the city. They were spread out in abandoned sectors all through old Bogota, moving unseen, living entirely away from the sunlight and any sensors that could find them, but with room to breathe. That was all Logan required. For the moment.

“Status of the Madagascar flight.” He rolled out onto the concrete floor that remained when all the sand had been swept away.

“On target, sir.” One of the aides nearby reported, knowing better than to need Logan to address him directly or give details on what kind of status he required. “Estimated contact 428, all involved locked in. No recognition detected, no intercepted warnings. Monitoring at the Madagascar base shows no break from routine.”

Good. One thing going right. “Any report from the Jakarta chapter?”

“Yes, Sir. Notes in your tablet, Sir.” Yet another Aide responded, stepping closer to Logan away from his station. “Two teams lost in reconnaissance. Fariz intends to double down.”

“Of course he does. Tell him I want to meet with him in two hours and he does not have authorization to move until I’ve reviewed the report. Send the message to Beth as well and make sure he knows it.” Logan had a thousand strings of the web they were stringing all over the world running through his mind at the same time, all the time, and they all had an effect on all the others. His coffee could not arrive fast enough.

Renata arrived at the same time as Tatyana with a fresh mug of coffee, and she didn’t spare a moment to look at Tatyana except dismissively. Tatyana still didn’t have a great reputation, but Renata knew the woman didn’t care about that. “Here is your coffee, Sir.”

Tatyana looked Renata up and down and then shook her head as she turned her attention to Logan. “I’m beginning to wonder exactly how much your secretary loves you, Bickford.”

“Insult my secretary, Tatyana, and I will see to it that you are assigned to monitor a weather station in Antarctica until the war is over.” There wasn’t even any fire in his threat as he lifted the mug to his lips, but she didn’t have any reason to doubt that he would do as he said. A month after the attack in the Rockies, he had simply been nearby when someone had suggested in passing that Mercury had been the one to lead the Consortium directly to the Bickford estate, since her father was a station Captain, after all. The offending gossipmonger had been immediately and dispassionately stripped of all rank and ordered to scrub toilets the rest of his natural life. He still worked in the arena, and all it usually took was a cold glare from Logan to send him scurrying to find the nearest bathroom to clean. “Tell me what happened on Thirteen.”

“They were trying to tighten down on the stations, and Thirteen wouldn’t have it. So the Board infiltrated their people and turned them against each other. We were getting some of the conversations here and there between the leadership…they’re trying to crack down on things up there. Remind people who’s in charge and that the enemy is down here, not up there.”

“Well that seems to be working out well for them.” He couldn’t allow himself to be happy about that kind of news, but his mind had already moved past emotional responses to the practicality of the entire situation. How it could be used. What it would mean for their own efforts. “Have they started trying to spin what happened in their media yet, or are they continuing their policy of keeping their foot firmly in their mouth?” He sipped gratefully at his coffee.

“They’re calling it a ‘rebel action’, but by calling it such, it looks like we infiltrated them. Not that they had to go in and squash a rebellion within their own station.” Tatyana shrugged as she tapped on her tablet and popped up a hologram of some news headlines so Logan could see them. “They’re pushing too hard. People are getting angry. Especially the stations that are used to more relaxed governance. Three, for example. They don’t call it the Edge for no reason. Artists, musicians, drugs, whores. People don’t like their lifestyle disrupted by the government.”

“Except Three is also big enough to push back if Prime tries to push them.” Logan said thoughtfully. His eyes scanned the headlines, but he didn’t move any more than he had to. Any movement involved effort and pain, and he avoided both unless they were necessary. “And Two is nearly the size of Prime. So they pick on the little kids getting uppity to try and keep the bigger kids on the playground afraid of them. Typical.”

He sounded almost disappointed, and began looking through the files Renata had loaded for him about Thirteen. Jason had already grabbed the files he knew Logan would want. He would have to either compliment the man on his efficiency or start getting more unpredictable. “It looks like they didn’t completely destroy the place. See what you can find out about those who are left. Any inroads we can make with those who are left in the sky will come in handy soon.”

“Those that are left are any ranking officials with the Consortium. They want their own to clean up the mess and reinstate order.” Tatyana brought up a list of confirmed survivors. “Only most of them lost someone or several people in the attack. I think the Board assumed that if they lost someone, then they would be more apt to know things are serious. I think it just made them angry.”

“Good. I can work with angry.” The sighed response came out more like a growl. “Get a team on research and have them make the contacts. If they’re successful, start putting through our Sleeper procedures. They’re primarily a supply and distribution station, and I want that foothold.”

He finally looked up at her once he was done giving the order. He knew Tatyana was an exceptionally capable woman, and he had tried to use her as much as possible since the assault on the mountains. He knew better than to think that she was happy about someone who, in her eyes, was brand new to the life of a rebel being thrust into the spotlight as he had been, but he also trusted her. There were very few people in the world about whom he could say any such thing. “Do you foresee any difficulty with that?”

“There is always difficulty these days.” Tatyana stared at Logan, but then she gave him a brief nod. “I’ll see what I can do.” She looked around at the floating information and back at Logan. “Is that all?” She typically refused to address him as Sir, even though most did. He didn’t scare her. He could try to take away whatever he wanted from her, and it didn’t scare her. Tatyana had followers and power in her own right, but she wasn’t fighting for power. She was fighting for the cause. For retribution. For revenge. And it wasn’t from Logan Bickford.

“For now. I’d like daily updates on your team’s progress with the contacts, and make sure Philip is looped in as well. He’s doing some work with Five that could tie into this.” All the intricacies of maintaining orbital life made his head swim, but he pushed those thoughts aside for the moment. He could review what he knew about all the strings later in one of his staff briefings.

He was already working on his tablet to reach out and send a few of his more pressing questions to those from whom he knew he could get decent answers, but he decided to actually call his next communicant. She wasn’t far away, but it was more effort for him to move than it was to call.

“I apologize if I woke you, Mrs. Tanaka.” He said as soon as she answered, with audio only. He couldn’t blame her for that. It wasn’t a time of the morning he or anyone else had ever termed ‘decent’ for human activity. “Are you up to speed on the developments coming out of Station Thirteen?”

“I am, Mr. Bickford.” Hitomi replied before she launched into her report. “Ships have been coming and going quickly to remove bodies and those seriously injured. If you want to get in there, now is the time.”

“I have some people already working on it. We don’t have anything in position for a physical presence, but given the playground-bully the Consortium brass is turning into these days, it won’t be hard to reach people.” He wanted to reach out himself to manage some of that work, but he had to pull himself back from even considering it. You are limited. Now more than ever. Do what you can. Delegate the rest. 

“I wanted your opinion on the spin I’ve been told they’re trying to put on this, and see if your team can work on twisting the message to give us some anchors there. If they’re blaming this attack on us somehow to cover up their own housekeeping, I’d like a way to make that work to our advantage instead of theirs. What are your people seeing?” Aiko’s parents had been incredibly worn down since the Twist had been destroyed, understandably, but Logan had done his best to make sure they were both active in the efforts to prosecute their rebellion. Mr. Tanaka was hit or miss even on good days, but his wife had definitely shown she had her own daughter’s constant resilience.

“They can spin it however they like, but it’s not what we’re seeing. We’re seeing devastation and Consortium soldiers with weapons pushing around the victims. Is there any way that we can relay this video feed to you so you can have it? We’ve been having some trouble recording the feed, since seeing it is one thing, keeping it is another. If you can release some of this footage to the others…”

“Patch it through to Jason. He’s running all the storage and distribution processes. I think Jessie is working on the actual social media side, so make sure they get a handle on it and they’ll incorporate it with what they’ve already got.” More delegating. He had to push it. He had to remember to push it at all times. Speed. Off balance. That was important. “Do you have anything else for me? I’m sure you’ve got your hands full with the attack, but if there’s anything else your people are seeing that I need to know about, now is a good time.”

“There is something else.” As a side project, the Tanakas had been going through reports like crazy, mis-labeled reports specifically, for information that the Consortium might hide under other information. Mostly the things they found hadn’t been valuable, until recently. “We found some genetics reports, and what caught our attention was that a few of them had our son’s name on them.” She said carefully before she continued. “They were recent reports, and since we know Kazuo is…gone, we believe they’re from reports connected to our granddaughter. So we have reason to believe that she is alive.” If their granddaughter was alive, then there was definite reason to believe there were other children alive too. Maybe Logan’s.

That revelation, even more than the coffee that Logan had already downed, made him sit forward in his chair and lean attentively on the desk as he listened. “That’s…that’s amazing news, Hitomi. Have you started cross-checking with some of the other taken children and rebels yet?” Hope was a thing in short supply, even if it was also the fuel that kept them all moving on a day-to-day basis. He would take any and as much of it as he could get.

“We’ve found two others. No more than that, yet, since it seems they are keeping this information buried and certainly not together.” He could hear a heavy sigh on the other end, but all it indicated was that Hitomi was struggling to tell him the extent of what she was thinking. “Kazuo is gone. Aiko is…” She shook her head, even though he couldn’t see her. “If this is Kassie, then Will could be there too. We are desperate to find our grandchildren.”

“I’d say that finding a study like that is an excellent indication they’re still alive.” Logan mustered his most comforting tone, though it wasn’t something that came easily to him. “This is great work, Hitomi. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. When you send the data to Jason, tell him I’ve asked him to make assisting you with this branch of your search a priority. There are a lot of people down here on the ground who are waiting for news the same as I know you and Nobu are. I, for one, am going to sleep just a little better tonight knowing there’s a chance.” A chance was enough. A chance had to be enough, otherwise there was no point to anything they were doing.

“I’ve been watching for any indicators of yours in particular. I hope I find something soon. I’ll speak with Jason about this and we’ll keep working at it.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Anything else, Sir?”

“That’s more than enough for one morning. Keep it up. And whoever made that connection or made that discovery, get me their name so I can be sure to send them a message to thank them. Keep me updated.” He signed off the call and sighed, allowing himself a single moment to lean on the table in front of him and let that news work its way through his mind.

There were negative sides to the story, certainly, since the fact of medical records about kidnapped children almost certainly meant that they were all being held prisoner and hostage, but he wasn’t going to approach it that way yet. If the Consortium wanted to control them with the threat of their children, they’d have done so already.

Or would they have just allowed them to think their children were dead as a means of destroying all hope in those they were fighting, and held back the possibility of threat with a hostage situation for when they perceived things to be going worse for them?

Plots within plots. Threats within threats. That was his life. That was all their lives. That was the kind of life that needed to end.

“Renata.” He spoke into his communicator once he’d made the connection. “I’m going across the ring. I’ll be back once I’ve finished with the Al-Jabbars. Hold my appointments until then. I know I have a meeting with the Scandinavians. I’ll get to them when I get back.” He pushed himself away from the desk and began the long push across the ring. He knew he could’ve gotten someone to take the bars of his wheelchair and push him the rest of the way to his destination, but that was not something he was going to allow. If they were looking to him to lead, he didn’t need to be seen being pushed. Plus, Doc Weber was continually getting on him to get more exercise instead of sitting at a desk all day. They were going to have to disagree on his priorities for the time being.

“Of course, Sir.” Renata said immediately, as she usually did, but she kept the connection open for a little bit longer. “That’s good news, the Tanakas’ discovery.” She hadn’t been listening to the conversation, but she could see the information transferred to Logan directly. She could see everything that crossed over to him, unless it was specifically labeled personal. But it was part of her job to make sure only the important things actually made it to Logan. “If they’ve got Kazuo and Kameron’s baby, then certainly…I just mean, they don’t have any reason to harm innocent children.”

Logan knew Renata was Orbital by birth, but he always tried not to hold that against her, since she had also been a rebel most of her adolescent and adult life. But her defenses of the Consortium, however small they were, always served to remind him of the very different perspective under which she grew up.

“I agree that they don’t have any reason to do it. I don’t for a moment imagine that a lack of reason is going to stop them. Harm is a relative term, and they’ll justify whatever they want to do any way they want. All I care about is that we find some kind of proof that the children and the others who were taken are still alive. If we can find that, there’s a lot of people down here who are going to be a lot more interested in getting a move on.”

He was already wheeling himself into the wall of the far side of the small stadium, heading for some of the areas that had been converted hastily to living quarters. It was still an incredibly cramped situation for everyone concerned, but if he had his way about it, they wouldn’t be holed up in a bullfighting stadium for too much longer.

“You’re right, Sir.” She said quickly afterward. “I’ll hold your appointments until you’re done with your meeting.”

“Thank you, Renata.” He closed the connection with a sigh, since he knew he was heading into a particular conversation that was incredibly unlikely to have the same kind of civility he had come to expect from people he’d worked with before. But he couldn’t expect the whole world to be respectful and understanding. A lot of people were very much on edge, and it wasn’t their fault they hadn’t been living there on that edge every second of the past two years.

When he got to the portion of the residential area he’d headed for, he was a little surprised to see Liam already there, but he knew he shouldn’t have been. Liam hadn’t been very involved in running things outside of the people from the midwest, at least while they were still in the mountains. Since unifying the army and bringing in crews from all over the world, though, and especially since the attack, Liam had been…much more of a presence. He seemed to have anticipated Logan’s visit, though from the look on Khadijah’s face, it didn’t seem to be going well.

“Good morning, Mr. Bickford.” Liam was incapable of being completely serious unless absolutely necessary. That much hadn’t changed. “You’re right on time. Ms. Al-Jabbar here was just telling me how pointless it is to try and make contact with anyone on Three who could help us make inroads after the Thirteen incident a few hours ago. Which is funny to me, since I thought you all on Three were supposed to be the biggest badasses in the solar system.”

Khadi gave Liam a death glare before she looked over at Logan. “Three is far more complicated than just making contact.” She replied sharply. “You have to contact someone who is willing to talk to the right people without reporting anything. Three is…they are not interested in engaging the Consortium any more than necessary. Especially not for a small station.”

“We wouldn’t be asking for any action immediately.” Logan said quietly, trying to keep his frustration with Orbitals in general from showing too much in his voice or his expression. “The countries of Earth are finally beginning to realize that the Consortium meant it when they declared war. They’re also beginning to realize that none of them can fight it on their own. As much as everyone would love to be the ringleader of the resistance, at the moment we control the largest piece of the offensive. A few of the Stations have been able to start their own cells on their own terms, but whatever it is, it won’t be enough. Not now and not twenty years from now. Your station is the key to bringing all the others in line. So we recognize fully it’s much more complicated than making a contact. But that’s what we’re asking for as a beginning.”

Khadi sighed, but it was a dramatic sigh. She was a dramatic person, but she was also a literal model. It came with the territory. “Look, I know people, but…if you really want to convince them this is worth their while, you’re going to have to send someone to Three to have the conversation. They will see value in risking it to talk to them. They’ll take it to heart more. If you just send a written or verbal message, it’s essentially worthless.”

Logan considered that in silence for a while, but it was Liam who spoke first. “And if we do send someone, would you be willing to go along to make sure that person gets in touch with the right people on the station?”

“Anyone I put you in contact with would want me to be there.” Khadi was vague about why, but she was pretty famous in her own right, even more famous once her brother’s face was splashed everywhere as one of the leading rebels against the Consortium. “So if anyone is going to Three, I would be going too.”

“Yeah, I assumed that.” Liam snapped back, since he wasn’t going to take the woman’s diva attitude without giving some of his own back. Instead of watching her, though, he looked over at Logan. “So when can we leave?”

“You’ve got one of the most recognizable faces in the world.” Logan said in a bored tone, since he figured Liam was using the moment as a possible opportunity to get into space. “You’d get three steps inside the dock and be scanned and detained.”

“Because my face is your face?” Liam gave Logan his own glare. “There’s something to be said for keeping a low profile. We’re all targets now. Doesn’t mean we should hold back from getting shit done.”

Khadi looked between the men and she looked at Logan with a shrug. “A lot of people’s faces are recognizable now. If he wants to go, let him. I know the ins and outs, I should be able to get us in without getting him caught. He’s on a mission, clearly. Probably because he’s in the longest dry spell of his life.”

“One of his wives is up there.” Logan defended, without contradicting her, then looked over at Liam. “Can I speak to you for a minute?”

Liam didn’t agree out loud, but he did step away anyway, heading down the corridor to put some distance between them and the rest of the occupants of the makeshift home. He waited patiently for Logan to catch up on two wheels instead of two legs, but he was glaring down at his brother once they were more or less alone. “There’s no reason not to send me, Logan. I’ve got people who would go with me, who wouldn’t be suspected, and we’ve got plenty of intercepts around the planet that I can get to and piggyback up. Khadi and I both.”

“You’re not gonna talk me into this by telling me it’s the same as a trip to the Waste to pick up booze, Liam. You’re talking about crossing battle lines to try and get into orbit to begin with, and then going somewhere we have no reason to expect Gwen and the others to be.” Logan countered with his own serious expression.

“If anyone leaves this rock headed directly for Prime, they’re gonna get shot to hell. I’m not a fucking idiot.” Liam kept his voice down, but his tone was unmistakable. He was in no mood to take Logan’s shit, especially after dealing with him and being his right hand for the past four months. “If we’re going to get people into space now, and we fucking have to, I’ll remind you, then we’re gonna have to come at Prime sideways, through channels that aren’t going to be suspected. This is as good a place to start with that as any. And if I go up there, looking like you, then whoever I meet with is going to know we mean fucking business.”

Logan stared up at his brother for a while arguing with himself. “You really want to lead this? Yourself? A few months ago, you wanted to keep your eyes on supplies and practical governance and…”

“A few months ago, I thought this was about exposing the Consortium and then riding the wave when the world blew itself up. But exposed as it is, the world doesn’t seem to give a shit, and I’m tired of waiting. This needs to get done, and I can do it.” Liam glanced over at the space where the Al-Jabbars were still waiting on an answer, and gave Logan a sigh. “I’m also not exactly asking your permission. I want to work within the larger scope here, and I think that’s what I’m doing. It’s something that needs to get done. You said it yourself. We get Three, we get an ally and a foothold, and we can work from there.”

“You’re not ready for something like this, Liam.” Logan thought his brother understood that. Understood the stakes and the consequences of what was going on. “You’re not…”

“I’m about ten minutes fucking younger than you, Logan.” Liam’s tone surprisingly didn’t get more angry. It stayed flat and cold. Logan was distracted enough by it to wonder if that was what he sounded like to other people. “And I may not be the leader of the hoping-to-be-free world like you are, but I know what the fuck is happening here. That’s my wife up there. It’s your children. It’s our family, one way or the other. You’ve got no good reason not to send me up there, and I’ve got every reason to go. So let me handle it.”

Logan didn’t respond for a long time, but eventually gave in. “Handle it then, Liam. When you have your team picked out and you’ve got a plan for how to get to Three, bring it to me so I can make sure it’s coordinated with all the other moving parts.”

“Thanks.” Liam knew he had crossed a line with the conversation, but he wasn’t going to stand around just because his brother was permanently bathed in his own hatred. “I’ll handle it. And I’ll keep you updated.” He let the moment of tension last just a little longer, then put a hand on Logan’s shoulder and headed back toward Khadi to continue the conversation.

Khadi’s eyebrow raised slightly to signify she was curious about the conversation, but she didn’t ask outright. “So are we doing this?” She crossed her arms, leaning back habitually in a pose that looked like it belonged on a magazine cover. She could still hear the echoes of photographers’ voices in her mind throwing out tag phrases of confidence and power postures. Usually it was easy to be confident, but she in no way was a fighter or even a good rebel, even though she was trying for Orion’s sake. She had been raised with everything she ever wanted or needed and had been beautiful and tall even as a little girl. Her appearance demanded attention, and she always got it, but she was never a fighter like her brothers. “It’s going to take me a little time to set something up, if we are.”

“We are. It’s gonna be you, me, and a dozen or so of my closest friends.” He confirmed in a tone that was too lighthearted to be completely genuine. “Are your parents and your sister-in-law gonna come too? I can’t say I recommend it, but your turf, your call.”

“No, they’re not. My sister needs to be where she’s safest with her son, and my parents need to be here in case…in case someone hears from Orion.” Khadi chewed on her bottom lip carefully. “They already lost one son. They haven’t given up hope for Orion because they can’t handle losing another. So you may be after a fiancee or a wife or…I don’t know. I’ve heard mixed stories. But they’re after a son. My brother. We all have skin in this.”

“Fiancee.” He verified for her, though it was only a technicality. He still thought of Gwen as one of his wives. “Your brother had a hell of a lot of people with him on Eleusis when we lost touch. And if we or they had managed to make contact again since, our tech people would’ve known about it. That means it’s whoever was up there when shit went down against all our people. I like your brother’s odds.”

“I hope you’re right.” Khadi looked him over again. “I’m sorry about giving you a hard time. This place…brings out the worst in people.”

“You mean Earth, or the equator?” It was blisteringly hot almost all the time in the bullfighting arena, though it was almost always worse outside than it was inside, thanks to all the concrete around them and the fact that most of their inhabited spaces were underground.

“Both, I think.” She admitted honestly as she looked around briefly. “I was happy up there in Orbit. And I don’t think it makes me terrible for being happy there. I lived a good and reputable life.”

“I’ll take your word for it on the reputable part.” As much as she gave him grief for his incredibly long dry spell (which she wasn’t wrong about) he hadn’t so much as even looked at Khadijah any more than necessary since they started working together. He had no interest in Orbitals, but he was going to keep himself from saying so out loud. “What do you need from me to start getting your plans together?”

“A little bit of patience.” She said with a renewed glare, since they both glared at each other more than anything else. “I can do this, but I don’t need you breathing down my neck to get it done.”

The mention of him breathing down her neck forced his imagination into a meditation on the kinds of positions he would have to have her in for him to be literally breathing down the back of her neck, but he cut off that train of thought as quickly as possible. God, it had been a long time. “I’ll let you update me when you’ve made progress, then. I’m gonna get to work finding us a window to get back into orbit. Are we talking weeks or days on your end?”

“A couple of days, that’s it.” She looked over at him again. It was too bad he was a complete ass ninety-nine percent of the time. She could use a friend at a time like this. Especially because coming down to Earth had been hard enough. She only had her parents to talk to, and they were depressing to be around. Not that she blamed them for it, but Orion would have found the humor in any situation. “You’re not talking to a nobody here.” She reminded him quickly. “I’m pretty fucking famous, you know.”

“Right.” Liam said with the kind of half-smile that he would’ve given to a four-year-old who claimed the same thing. “And at some point, maybe that’s gonna actually matter again. Right now, not so much.”

“Why do you have to be such an ass?” Khadi replied flatly, since his ridiculous complacent smile really got under her skin and made her want to smack him across the face. “It matters to me. What if I said something like that to you about your farm with your cornfields or whatever else? Do you think that you matter any more than I do?”

“They’re wheat fields, mostly.” He answered with a slight shrug. “I’m not gonna get into some kind of cosmic debate with you about who matters and who doesn’t. I know who matters to me and you know who matters to you. That’s why we’re both here. So if being famous matters to you, great. Go on being famous. Being a farmer and a husband matters to me. So I’m gonna go on doing that. Me being a farmer has helped feed people who are fighting this war. So I think that’s important. If you being famous gets us some contacts up on Three that moves this war forward, then you being famous might start mattering to me. But until your skills at looking good in heels and flashing a disinterested smile down a runway becomes tangibly useful to what we’re doing here, no, that doesn’t matter to me.”

Khadi shook her head again and let out another sigh. “I’m not even going to call you by your name anymore. You’re just The Ass from now on. And not because you have a nice one.” She added with another glare. If only her glare could actually shoot daggers. “I’ll send you a message as soon as I get it set up.”

“That’s Mister Ass to you. Maybe we should both call each other that. Yours has to have helped you get some of that fame you care about, right?” He leaned to the side to get a look at her as he started to walk away. “I’ll wait for your call, Miss Ass.” He needed to put as much distance between himself and the intolerably narcissistic woman as possible. She was gorgeous, he was in no way immune to that aspect of her, but every conversation he’d had with the woman had left him incurably annoyed. Some people saw the world in ways he had no desire to understand.

“You’re damn right this ass got me some of it.” She threw a runway-ready look over her shoulder when she got to the door. What made things even worse was that Liam was always eye-level with her, and his eyes were unrelenting. Both Bickford men were that way. But at least Logan didn’t purposefully irritate her. “You’ll be thinking about it when you’re alone with your hand later.” She shot at him before she opened the door. “Be ready whenever I get things arranged. We’re both eager to get shit moving.”

“Eager. Bet that had something to do with your fame too.” He clearly wasn’t one to back down, but he didn’t expect her to be either, and slid out past her into the busy corridor with another look over her as he walked away. He was already taking out his communicator, since there were a lot of moving pieces if they were going to succeed. He couldn’t believe he was basing something so important on a bimbo like Khadi, but they all had to work with what they had.


* * * * *


Hours later, Logan leaned forward on his desk and tried to keep his composure, though the woman on the other end of the communication seemed hell bent on trying to make him lose it.

“With all due respect, Prime Minister, the Consortium has never declared war before. So when you try to tell me that this kind of posturing is the same kind of gambit we’ve seen from them before, I am forced to violently disagree. They have moved past any kind of power play or fear mongering about rebel activity and will continue along their present course until the nations of the world submit themselves to its authority. The reasons for that submission are less important than the submission itself, and they have already shown they will employ whatever means necessary to accomplish their ends. This is not a time for neutrality or standoffish policy.”

“You’re trying to unite people that don’t want to be united, Mr. Bickford.” She sighed loudly, since she was just as frustrated as he was. “You’re assuming people want a war, that they’ll put their short lives on hold to endure something that could further devastate Earth. For what? Because the Consortium is bad-mouthing Earth and attacking their own? The people of Orbit are beyond our jurisdiction. They wanted it that way. We don’t owe them anything, just as they have often shown that we are the last concern on their minds.”

“You’re right to be concerned for your people.” He agreed, since he could see the woman’s perspective and he knew she was far from stupid or short-sighted. That was part of what was so frustrating about the conversation. “I’m concerned for mine. The Northern Federation is a comparatively small political block on the global scale, and as you said, you’re certainly not first on the Consortium’s list of concerns. Their primary concern right now is the Mediterranean coalition, the Polynesian block, and the North American territories, all of whom have made themselves a massive pain in the Consortium’s Orbital ass. They’re more populous than you are, they have more resources, more reason to be a part of the fight. I know you’re familiar with each of those heads of state. Misipati has always spoken very highly of you, and I know how much Francesca’s friendship and support meant to you during your recent successful campaign.”

Logan kept his voice as even as possible, but he knew enough about the woman to know that some aspects of what he said weren’t common knowledge. He didn’t want to threaten her, but he did want her to know that his alliances with the powers of the world were becoming deeper and more thorough every day, rather than just a thing of rumor and suspicion. “What you and your people need to examine is the possibility that the greater powers of the world are not enough. You need to think about what happens if the Mediterranean or Polynesians fall or are somehow corrupted, again, by the Consortium, and if your people will still be the last thing on their minds when that happens.”

The line was silent after he said that, but the woman’s voice was colder when she responded. “I don’t take well to veiled threats, Mr. Bickford. I understand what you are saying and what you’re attempting to do. I believe what you are doing is a valiant effort, but I’m simply not going to put suffering people on the line against the Consortium. I will ensure that all trading and resource transfers cease. Communications also. But I refuse to send our military resources, small as they are, up into orbit to fight the Consortium. It’s a suicide mission, and my people are not ready to die for a cause like this. You would be better off pleading your case to Orbitals.”

Cold as the woman’s tone was, a smile actually worked its way across his face, though he could see the concern on Renata’s face across the table from him at the expression. Is she always wondering when I’m going to just crack? I wish I could tell her she was wrong to worry. 

“The thought had crossed my mind, Gretchen. If I may call you Gretchen.” He didn’t give her time to answer. “I understand your reluctance to commit your military, but I’m glad you see the wisdom in cementing your territory’s neutrality with an embargo on trading and communication. In the future, as the situation between Earth and the Consortium continues to develop, I hope you’ll keep what I’ve said in mind. When things change, they will change quickly, and the decisions made during that change will have far-reaching effects.”

When things change, he said. Logan Bickford was certainly confident about his plan. “I will keep everything you’ve said in mind, Mr. Bickford. As for now, I believe we’ve reached an impasse when it comes to military needs. I will, however, organize an effort to reach out to my people as a result of this conversation. If it turns out that they are willing to die for your cause, perhaps we can revisit this issue at a later date. You clearly know how to get in touch with me if you wish to do so.”

“The point of war isn’t to die for a cause, Prime Minister.” Apparently she wasn’t going to give him permission to call her Gretchen. “The point of war is to make sure your enemy dies for theirs. I look forward to hearing from you again. Be well.”

The Prime Minister gave Logan a clipped farewell before ending the communication and Renata looked over at Logan again with concern. “Sir?” She thought she would start by asking a question, since she was so confused. “She said no, but you don’t look upset by it.”

“She didn’t say no. She said not right now. I realize that kind of thinking may make me sound like an asshole, but in this context, I believe it applies.” He took a sip of the water nearby and managed to keep from wincing at the harsh bottled taste. He never could get used to it, no matter how long they were away from his home.

“If I could call every single head of state on Earth and get that same response from all of them, I would consider it a good day. She’s cutting off trade and communication with orbit, and that’s as good a ‘fuck you’ as anyone who’s watching needs when it comes to political relations. She’ll cut that off, the Consortium will in some way level sanctions against them and declare them to be formally in league with us, and create their own self-fulfilling prophecy.”

“So what you’re happy about, just to clarify,” Xander said with his own disapproving stare from across the table, “is that you successfully prodded the Northern Territories into possibly provoking an attack from the Consortium on their people.”

“Yes.” Logan answered without hesitation or apology. “Because anything that moves resources or people or power away from the Consortium is a step toward a world without a Consortium. You have some objection to that?”

“I make my own sacrifices.” Xander’s face was inscrutable. “I’m glad to make any sacrifices that need to be made and take as many people as are willing along with me, but I’m not gonna move innocent or unwilling people around on a chessboard because it’s to my advantage.”

“That’s why you’ve been fighting this war for forty years and barely made a dent.” Logan shot back, his stare even across the table. “I’ll make some calls to the Mediterraneans to see what kind of outreach I can have them arrange to support the North in case of an attack by the Consortium, if it’ll ease your conscience. But I’m not gonna apologize to you or anybody else for moving people away from the Consortium and pushing this war forward. That’s my job.”

Renata looked between the men and sat back in her chair as she went through her tablet. She didn’t always agree with the choices Logan made, but she had lived through the same hell in the Initiative he had, except without a magnifying glass over her like Logan had endured over him. Probably because Renata never ended up getting pregnant. “Are you ready for your next meeting, then, Sir?” Renata trusted that Logan was acting in the best interest of the greater good. That was all anyone could ask of anyone anymore.

Rather than prolonging the fight, Xander was the one to get up from the table and walk away, leaving Logan and Tatyana on opposing corners of it with Renata sitting near Logan to facilitate and monitor for other priorities. “Let’s give Mr. Montgomery a moment.” He knew Tatyana had something to say, since she usually did, and he was impressed that she was restraining herself as well as she was. “Who’s next for this afternoon, Renata?”

Instead of staying to hear Renata rattle off Logan’s schedule, Tatyana got up and walked out after Xander, since she was far more concerned about him than anyone else in the universe. “Xander.” She spoke softer than usual, but her tone was still firm. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah.” He answered reluctantly, glaring off at the stadium seating where people were working on the fighters or being taught how to fly them. Logan had everyone on a rotating system of education while they waited for another strike, so that everyone would eventually know at least a little about everything. Everything in the place moved and flowed as Logan dictated, every moment of the day, and Xander couldn’t bring himself to be exactly angry about it. “Part of me is still wondering when everything changed, I guess.” He shook his head as he turned to face her. “I don’t mind, but I feel like I should. I can’t even disagree with the guy, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

Tatyana approached him slowly and reached out for his hand. She knew in some ways she’d become more distant and cold, and in others…well, she was holding his fucking hand. That showed vulnerability she never allowed before. “Everything changed when the rebellion turned into a war. I’ve learned recently that I can fight and kill until doomsday and not flinch even once, but when I see an entire war in front of me, possibly spanning two planets and more, I can’t…I can’t really manage that. He doesn’t really have anything else to live for.”

She didn’t even look back, because she didn’t care if Logan heard anything she said or what he would attempt to do about it. Tatyana didn’t give two shits about Logan. She had always cared about the cause, and Logan happened to be on her side. That was what she cared about. The right side. “Shit changes. Who cares? We go with it. It’s what has to be done.”

“I’m sure they started off thinking the same way.” Xander sighed, but squeezed her hand anyway. “I guess I didn’t really think before now about the difference between a rebellion and a war. I’m a rebel, not a soldier. I’ll be happy when we have a target and a plan. That’s the life I’m good at.”

Tatyana nodded in complete agreement, since she felt exactly the same way. “I didn’t think about it much until recently.” She yanked him closer so she could kiss him roughly. “I want to shoot those motherfuckers with you by my side. That’s what I want.”

She could feel him relax by degrees under the kiss, until he had a handful of her shirt by the end of it and they were both sweating just a little more in the heat of the arena. “Simple tastes. Good portion of the reason I love you, woman.”

She nodded and pulled him into another kiss before she said anything else. “I love you too, Xander.” Tatyana didn’t say it very often, but when she did, she always meant it wholeheartedly. “Don’t let Logan get to you. He’s just trying to survive by being an even bigger dick than the rest of us.”

“Yeah…I guarantee he’s not.” He glanced down and kissed her one more time before heading back toward the table with her. “Only a matter of time before we’ve got another target to go after. Then the world will start making sense again.” As they got close to the table again, though, Renata was speaking with a small team out of their communications personnel, who were usually tasked with listening in on as many Orbital conversations as possible.

For Logan’s part, he was apparently just ending a phone call. “You don’t have to like it or even agree, Jason. Your brain might move a hell of a lot faster than mine, but I understand the risks just as well as you do. Coordinate with Olivia’s people and get it done.” He closed the call without waiting for a response, rubbing at his temples.

“Coordinate with Olivia’s people?” Tatyana asked as she walked back in with Xander. “What are you coordinating now?”

Logan looked up at her, making eye contact in a rare show of actual interpersonal connection. Those moments had become more and more rare for Logan since the attack in the mountains, and the degree to which they were unsettling had increased along with their rarity. “I’ll tell you, but you should know beforehand, you’re not going to like it.”

Tatyana felt as though she should roll her eyes at Logan. Instead she just glared. “I rarely like any news you have to give me, Logan Bickford.”

“Oh, but you’re gonna like this a whole lot less. Even less than my usual.” He actually smiled up at her, and that was the most rare, and most unsettling, of all possible expressions. “Make sure your schedule’s clear later tonight. We’ve got a conference call you’re not going to want to miss, with some people you really, really don’t like.”

















Two




Mercury sat on the edge of an exam table in a skimpy exam gown, with light music being played in the room, feeling more uncomfortable than she had ever been in her life.

She was in her element. She should have felt calm, she should have felt comforted by the sight of tools all around her she knew better than most. It looked exactly like many of the rooms she herself had used to examine pregnant women as a practicing doctor. And yet, none of it felt the same.

It was a part of a distant past, a past that she looked back on and thought about how naive she had been, how stupid she had been for blindly trusting the Consortium. The girl that Mercury had been didn’t exist anymore. She had been shattered by everything the Consortium threw at her and more, and the version of Mercury that was left was a patchwork quilt of the woman she was trying to be.

She wasn’t nervous because she was afraid something bad was going to happen to her. So far, very little ‘bad’ had happened to her or anyone else, but she knew that they were just ‘in a holding pattern,’ as Orion had liked to call it. Mercury was valuable because she was developed for a purpose, that much she had figured out, but she didn’t really know more than that. She knew she was valuable because her sons were the product of her and an earthling. She was valuable because of the baby girls still growing inside her, but she didn’t have nearly the answers she wanted.

She was a rat. A rat trapped in a cage with other rats who all wanted to get out but didn’t want to lose what was important to them. Who knew what would happen to her boys if she put up a fight? Who knew what they would do to her daughters if she refused to do as they said? She was powerless. As she sat there on the exam table staring at the screen where they would project her ultrasound, all she could think about was exactly how pathetically powerless she was. They all were.

“You have a lot to be glad about.” Her doctor was saying. Even in her own practice, it had been fairly rare for men to be practicing obstetricians, but her doctor had all the manners of one. Comforting words, more than a little grey in his beard, and an air of confidence that could only have been achieved by years of experience with thousands of pregnancies.

“Your girls both seem to be progressing nicely, though one seems to be outpacing the other just slightly, as is common with twins, as you’re obviously aware. There is a potential, given the smaller girl’s bloodwork, that she will carry and present the clotting and vascular disorder your record shows that you were warned about upon your admission to the Eleusis Initiative, but we won’t have any way to know for sure until she’s born and is living entirely on her own blood supply. In any event, it’s treatable, just something to bear in mind.”

“I was doing research about the disorder.” Mercury replied without even looking at the man as she settled back against the pillow the nurse put on the table for her. They were supposed to do an anatomy scan, just to make sure her twins had all of the parts they should have and that they all looked to be working correctly. She was, if nothing else, happy to be able to hear their heartbeats. That would help her day significantly. “I was doing research on a lot of things before they stuck me in here like a lab rat.” She said sharply, but she expected the man wouldn’t really react. He was trained to be polite on all occasions and so far, his bedside manner had been exactly in line with the Consortium’s teachings.

“Rats are afforded considerably fewer courtesies than you and the others have been, Doctor.” He had taken care to address her with respect, at the very least, even if the end result of respectful imprisonment was still imprisonment. “I’ve reviewed some of your previous research. I was a little puzzled at the direction you chose to move with it. It seemed you were looking for incidents of coexistence with CV-immunity. It was a marker I haven’t seen anyone look for previously. I can’t say I agree it’s fruitful for further study, given the natural limitations of CV research, but still, it was a unique approach.”

“You don’t think so?” She asked curiously as the nurse prepared her for the sonogram by moving about and maintaining her privacy by draping blankets over her but leaving her stomach exposed. Mercury was bigger now with the girls than she had been with the boys at this stage, but she attributed it to her second pregnancy and the fact that Orion was no small man. “What happens if somehow the CV mutates and it can travel? You can imagine the devastation humankind could suffer again if there isn’t a cure? It’s dangerous. It needs to be controlled and eradicated. For all of our sakes.”

“You’re talking like a first-year medical student, Doctor.” The man was condescending without being malicious, and he shook his head as he prepped the gel, which was pre-heated for her comfort, just like everything else about the procedure. “Lucky for you, I’ve taught more than a few of those classes. I know the cycle as well as anybody else, I expect. The history. Every effort to vaccinate against the virus only weakened the immune systems of those who were vaccinated until they normally died of common non-lethal illnesses. Attempts at quarantine, even on community levels, never made it past the first generation. Eventually, someone needs contact with the outside world, and that always leads to infection. Usually worse than typical levels because of a complete lack of prepared immune response. Treatments administered away from other sources of contagion are effective at removing the virus and placing it in a state of complete remission, but attempts at mass treatment, even enforced treatment, were met with mass resistance in the twenty-second century. Come on, Doctor. You know all this.”

“I know the literature.” She said with a bored and flat tone as she looked up at the ceiling, since she read so much literature about CV. “But I’ve studied it closer than most. I’ve read so much literature I used to dream about it. All you’re doing is reciting someone else’s work, which is all you can do. You’ve never known someone dying from CV. Probably never will.”

“And does your personal data tell you something more than thousands of scientists for four generations immediately after the Crisis?” He wasn’t letting the device linger on a complete picture of her children for the time being, going through and grabbing measurements mechanically from both the twins in a sequence as intrinsic as signing his own name. “You’re breaking yourself against a problem that already has a solution. One that your rebels have done nothing but help to destroy.”

“And that doesn’t sound strange to you?” Mercury finally lowered her gaze from the ceiling, but she looked at her girls first before she turned her attention to the condescending doctor. She hoped she hadn’t once sounded like this man. She hoped she was kinder than that, though she didn’t know what she had really been like before. A curious, young doctor. Mercury felt as though she had aged so much in such a short time.

“It doesn’t sound strange that the best minds of thousands of scientists, generations of genius…they just couldn’t figure it out?” She turned her attention away from the doctor and back to her squirming babies with loud and perfectly thumping hearts. “It sounds to me like you believe in a system that wants you to stay inside the lines, Doctor. And it also sounds like you like the lines. I don’t blame you. I do too, usually.”

“I think living outside the lines always sounds like the best way to get where you want to go.” He said in a somewhat kinder tone. His condescension was genuine, even if there was nothing else redeeming about it. “It always feels like what we want is something we could have if we could just bend this one tiny little rule or bypass this one safeguard. No one would have to know. But that never works. History teaches us how often that works. Sometimes people change the world by seeing farther than the rest. Most people make mistakes that end up costing them their lives. Or worse, costing other people their lives.”

He gave her a look that told her he was very distinctly thinking of her and ‘her rebels’ when he said so. “And yes, I do believe in it. I believe that working in accordance with science and practical understanding is the best way to move anything forward. Best way to have children, best way to run a society. Not blind idealism that gets carried away with itself every single time it gets a little power.”

Mercury stared at her little girls without saying anything for a moment that felt like it was going to stretch on forever. “I dedicated my entire life to being a good doctor, the best doctor, and to being the best intellectual that I could be. I did everything the way the Consortium wanted me to live my life. I followed the rules, I exercised regularly, I ate right, I studied hard, I worked hard. I was nothing but grateful for everything that they gave me, every opportunity. I lost sleep over my application into the Initiative. I wanted to get in so much I couldn’t do anything else but count the days. I wanted to make a difference because the Consortium had given me so much.” Mercury felt her eyes filling with tears, but she didn’t care. Tears were more a part of her life than anything else anymore. “I followed protocol and put my name into the Matching system. I met the perfect Match.”

She stared at her daughters as her voice broke over the thought of Orion, since he was gone, and she was sure the universe wasn’t going to give him back to her. “I did everything the way I thought I was supposed to do it. The way I was raised to do it. The way the Consortium told me to do it. And then they tried to kill me and every other person who they inducted into the Initiative.” She finally looked away from the screen to the doctor. “They were going to kill me. As though I meant not a single thing to any one of them. After every moment I had spent working for them, dedicated toward their causes. These babies you’re going to deliver? They wouldn’t exist if I hadn’t done something. I would be dead. I don’t want to be dead. I want to live. And if that makes me a rebel, then so be it.”

“You were married to one of the most notorious terrorists in history, Dr. Finnegan.” They had seen, by her own protestations, that her last name had been changed to Al-Jabbar, but no one had ever called her that the entire time she’d been on the station. “A man who’s bound to go down in history as a mass-murderer and a known degenerate. You’ve taken enough psychology to be able to diagnose the kinds of symptoms he exhibits. You don’t need me to tell you. You can say what you want about all the work you did for the Consortium and the excellent doctor that I fully admit you became, but when you try to somehow reconcile the doctor you were with the rebel you’ve become, you’re going to have to forgive me when I can’t stop myself from laughing. The two are worlds apart.” He froze a number of images for her and left them up on the screen, pulling the equipment away to start cleaning up, since he’d gotten all he needed. “The fact that you can’t perceive that just goes to show the kind of corrupting influence the kind of rebel ideology you’ve adopted can have, even on a great mind like yours.”

Mercury sat up enough to wipe the gel off of herself and she actually smiled at the doctor a little. She honestly couldn’t tell who was more ‘corrupt’, herself or him. “Maybe what you perceive and what I perceive is different. I, for example, believe that a person in a leadership position within the Consortium should not be able to drug and rape a woman just for his perverse pleasure. To me, that is corrupt.” She tossed aside the gel-covered towel and covered herself up as much as she could, though her backside was still hanging out of the ridiculous robe. “I wasn’t only married to him. I was in love with him. Deeply, deeply in love with him. Make sure you put that on your notes before you submit them to the psychiatrist.”

He seemed mildly surprised at the acid in her reply, but he nodded, his professional bedside manner resuming smoothly. “Do you have any other questions about your girls, or anything else you’d like me to include in your chart, Dr. Finnegan?”

“No, there’s nothing else that you can tell me that I particularly care about. My daughters are healthy.” She started to get off the exam table to get back to her standard-issue clothing. “Unless you have more you feel you need to tell me.”

“Nothing that I expect you to take to heart.” He said sadly, finishing up some last notes on a terminal nearby. “Oh, there was one more thing. We received some instructions this morning that there have been some changes in your access permissions. You’re still restricted from communications, of course, but we were told to let you know that you have full research database privileges now. Even more than you had when you still had your license, as a matter of fact. Your access was granted by the Directors themselves.”

“I see.” Mercury continued to get dressed even though the nurse and the doctor hadn’t left the room. She was their lab rat. They could handle a little nudity. “Am I being asked to research a particular topic, or…they wanted to give me access for some strange reason just to watch what I do with it?”

“I wasn’t informed of any particular reason for the access change, only that it was altered and you were to be told about it.” The man shrugged, not even looking at her as she finished dressing. “If I had to wager a guess, though I’m not much for gambling or guesswork, I’d say it’s because there’s no harm in letting a researcher do what she does best. Knowledge is knowledge, even if it’s uncovered by a rebel mind.”

Mercury couldn’t help but laugh. “Spoken like a true Consortium doctor.” She finished getting dressed and turned her attention back to the older man. “Thank you for your time, nonetheless.”

“Of course. I’m at your service.” He stepped out of the room and when the door opened, one of the ever-present guards stood just outside waiting for her, hands meekly clasped in front of him, firearm strapped along one of his thighs as a silent means of encouraging obedience.

Mercury wasn’t sure why they felt the guns were necessary with a group of distinct non-combatants, but she didn’t make a comment about it when she looked over at the guard. “Where to now? Back to the maze?”

“Only place ye belong.” The man said in a thick accent for which he made no apologies. “And just fer yer smart mouth, no cheese for ye. Seein’ as yer more of a mouse than a rat.”

“A mouse? Why do you say that?” She asked curiously, though she wasn’t at all apologizing for her mouth. The universe had been cruel to her too many times, and yet somehow she was always polite even if a little sarcastic.

“Every now and then, a rat at least bites. Could do ye some ‘arm, even if it’s just a nip.” It wasn’t a long walk between the clinic and the door to the corridor in which she and the rest of the prisoners lived. He and the other guards were mostly there to make sure they didn’t attempt any kind of escape while out of their isolated world. Once inside it, it was almost possible to forget, temporarily, that they were prisoners at all. Temporarily. “A mouse, though, ‘at’s just a pest, nothin’ more.”

“A pest. I see.” Mercury looked over at the man and then really stared at him before she said anything else. “You know, I honestly cannot remember if all the people I knew before were as rude as most of you are around here and I just didn’t recognize it, or if they just handpicked the lot of you because you’re so unhappy that they didn’t have anywhere else to put you except with women and children who are mostly innocent.”

“I used te work security on Seven.” He answered without missing a beat, giving her a sideways glare. “I knew ye back then, before ye lost yer mind. O’ course, ye never spared anyone but yer own reflection a second look back then and I dinnae expect ye te start doin’ so now. Four months ‘ere in these ‘alls and ye’ve never once acted like ye even recognized me.” He wasn’t a very striking man by appearance, dark brown hair and pale green eyes mostly washed of color over a scruffy beard, middling height and not-unpleasing features. “And yeah, ye’d be fair in sayin’ people ‘ave always been rude as most of us. Ye were always too busy with yer own mind te even notice. That makes ye just as bad as the rest.”

“You’re probably right about that. I’m just as bad as the rest.” She looked him over again and turned her attention to the door he was reaching out to open with his badge. “I’m sorry that I didn’t recognize you. I should have.” Mercury wasn’t a fighter and she certainly had no reason to fight now, with her boys inside and waiting for her. Even if she got out with her children, she wouldn’t get far. There was nowhere to go, and no one to save her. This was her life.

“You are what you are, mouse. Same as the rest of us.” He pressed a button and closed the glass doors on the corridor, leaving her in the hallway with the rest of the prison cell rooms behind her. They could always see the guards watching over them day or night, since the corridor was always lit to deny them any natural sense of time.

“Is everything alright, Seńora?” Diego’s voice came from nearby, where he was sitting outside his unit with two of his children and one of his wives. His boys were old enough to understand vaguely what was happening, but too young still to even be considered young men, as much as they tried to act otherwise. Captivity had dulled the man’s usual ready smile and forced away most of his sense of humor, but he was still always the first to jump in and help whenever someone among the captives needed it, including Mercury with her boys.

Mercury looked back at the guard and walked in and nodded, giving Diego as much of a smile as she could muster. He was a kind man, especially to try and help her as much as he did when he had a very large family of his own. She saw the benefit of multiple wives and a big family now, after being alone with twin boys, Anna’s children, and pregnant with two more. “They were just checking on the girls. And lecturing me about how I was married to two of the most infamous terrorists of our time. Nevermind that at least one of them is dead now. Why does it matter?”

“I didn’t know your giant very well.” Diego said with a shrug. “But from what I do know, I’m gonna need to see a body before I believe he’s dead.” They all had their own kind of hope that they needed to hold onto, since they had been kept away from everything in the world that they couldn’t observe from their own windows for months.

“Anyway, there’s somebody waitin’ for you at your unit. Gwen wouldn’t let ‘em inside, don’t worry, but they said they’d wait. Real polite-like. Got manners, no’ like the rest o’ these…” Diego had a habit of lapsing into long strings of Spanish that he seemed to assume everyone else could always understand, but his meaning was usually more or less clear from the expression on his face. The fact that one of his wives snapped at him for saying whatever he’d said in front of their children immediately afterward was indication enough of however rude whatever he’d said had been.

“Thank you for keeping an eye on them, and Gwen too.” She said with a genuine smile, since it was easier to be around friends than around anyone else. However, she didn’t like the sound of whatever was waiting for her at her unit. “I better go check what it is all about.” She went up to Diego and gave him a kiss on the cheek before she moved on past and headed toward her unit. She was even more grateful for Gwen than she ever had been, since she appreciated anyone who would stand up and protect her children.

When she got to her unit, she could see what Diego was talking about. The man who was waiting for her was so clean and smooth-looking he was more than a little feminine, his suit in the newest Orbital styles, even down to a stylized pin going along the left side of his collar to pin a part of his tie. The small stud earring in one ear didn’t help him look in any way more masculine. Nearby, Melissa and Kameron were standing outside the open door of their own unit, William and Kassie apparently asleep inside. Neither of them were armed, of course, but Kameron didn’t have to be armed to look dangerous. It was something that came naturally to her.

“Dr. Finnegan.” The man said respectfully as she got closer. His accent was vaguely French, and he almost bowed, his manner was so formal. “My name is Martin. I hope everything went well with your appointment?”

Mercury raised a rust-colored eyebrow to inspect the man critically before she said anything. She was always trying to figure things out before she was told anything. It was just how her mind worked. “Martin. What can I do for you?” She asked without making any mention of her appointment. He didn’t need details from her about her appointment, mostly because she assumed by the way he looked that he could have access to them and she wouldn’t have a say in it anyway. But at least she could make him work for information.

There was a brief moment of hesitation, in which she could almost see him trying to work through the fact that she had completely ignored his question. There was no way to continue polite conversation along the same lines under those terms, so he carried on with a rough break instead of any other available smooth ones.

“I am here to invite you to dinner this evening. Mr. and Mrs. Alpert extend their invitation for you to join them in their personal unit at 19:00. It is their hope that you will be their guest, as they’ve expressed an interest in meeting you and making your further acquaintance. What may I tell them?”

Mercury’s face remained a sheet of stone in confusion for a moment before she burst out laughing. There was no way the Alperts wanted to meet with her. Her father had told her about them in the past, and nothing she knew about them gave her the impression they were interested in hosting a terrorist lab rat for a dinner party. “The Alperts? Want to see me? I don’t believe that.”

“That’s your prerogative, Doctor.” The man looked neither surprised nor offended at her refusal, still patiently waiting for her answer. “It is now 17:06, and I’m given to understand that the chef has already begun work on your meal for the evening. If you accept, I will return to escort you at 18:45.” There was no trace of dissembling or game-playing on his face, so if the man wasn’t toying with her, he was either honest or a complete psychopath. It was anyone’s guess which was more likely.

Mercury laughed a little bit more. “Sure. Of course, I’ll meet with them. They have absolutely no reason to want to meet with me, but sure. As long as I can get a sitter.” She smiled after that, since of course there would be someone who could watch her children, but she wanted to ask Gwen anyway.

“You have roughly one hour and forty-five minutes to work out your own childcare arrangements. I’m sure you’ll find something satisfactory.” He gave her another one of his nods that was just a little too low to be normal, then headed past her back to the one and only door in or out of their detention wing.

Mercury sighed as she turned back to her unit, but she looked over at Kameron and Melissa afterward. “Do you think the two of you could make a party out of it with the kids and help Gwen while I’m gone? Three versus six seems a little more reasonable.”

“We’ll take them over to Diego’s and have the party there.” Melissa watched the man leave with the same suspicion on her face as had been in Mercury’s laugh. The Swedish blonde bombshell still managed to look gorgeous even in the jumpsuits, mostly because she constantly refused to wear hers completely zipped up like most of the other captives. Sitting just outside their own unit she had her jumpsuit rolled down and tied around her waist, sitting in just her bra and the covering of her extensively colorful tattoos. “You’re not worried? About the Alperts?”

“Of course I am.” Mercury replied softly before she looked over at Kameron, but Kam just shrugged. “What in the world would they want to see me for?” She looked up toward one of the cameras, then sighed as she looked at Melissa and Kam again. “Unless they think I have information that I don’t have. It’s not like Logan and I discussed his work. And even when we did, that was a long time ago. I wasn’t with Logan when we were taken.”

“Well, they want something.” Melissa sounded much more worried than Kam did, and was looking back and forth between them as if she was trying to figure out why the blood pressure in the hallway wasn’t higher. “And whatever it is, you…probably shouldn’t give it to them. Because if they’re asking, it means it’s something they can’t get by force, or they would have already.”

Mercury looked over Melissa with all of her tattoos, chewing on her bottom lip. “I’m not interested in giving them anything they want.” She looked between the women and then she looked down at her ever-growing belly. “I meant to talk to you about something else, Melissa. I was able to get some tools…”

That was more than enough to get Melissa’s attention, and she reversed the way she had her legs crossed to face Mercury directly. “Tools? What kind of tools? I’ve got a thing for hammers and screwdrivers.”

“I asked for something that you are intimately familiar with, and they didn’t see the harm in giving it to me. But I have a favor to ask.” Mercury left the vague response hanging before she disappeared into her unit and then came back out with a tattoo gun. “I was hoping you could help me with this.”

Melissa gasped dramatically and actually fell off her chair to crawl across the hallways floor to Mercury’s knees. She was a little over the top. Just a little. “Is that…?” Her hands actually shook as she reached out for it, holding it like some kind of sacred object. She let out a gasping sigh the likes of which Mercury had only heard out of the woman when Mercury had been babysitting their children and they had mistakenly left a door cracked. “Oh my…you…”

“I think it’s because they don’t care what we do to the outside of our bodies in here, but I’ve been thinking a lot about Orion and Logan and…I want something to remember them by. Also I think it’s adorable to see how Kameron smiles when she sees how happy you are. We could use some happiness around here.”

Kameron was smiling as she watched Melissa’s reaction but she tried to look less obvious after Mercury made her point. “So I like to see my wife happy. It’s not a crime.”

Melissa flicked her hair over her shoulder as she gave Kam a glowing smile. She actually shivered as she turned back around and looked at the tattoo gun, checking over each of its components and running her fingers along the parts with another satisfied purr. “I…mmmmm. Okay, I need a minute. But yes, I’d love to do something for you. Of course I would.”

Mercury relaxed a little, since she did have a little concern that Melissa might say no, but she didn’t know why she thought that way. “I don’t need anything complicated, though I don’t doubt your skills. I just want their names here,” she held out and exposed one wrist. “And here.” She showed her other wrist. “Orion and Logan. On two pulse points.” She stared at her wrists before she looked up at Melissa again. “I was wondering if you could make the lettering look like the lines on a heartbeat monitor. Both of them are the reasons why I have anything to live for here. The boys and the girls they gave me. Otherwise my life was my career. And I don’t think I’ll ever be allowed to practice medicine ever again.”

Melissa’s elation quickly turned subdued, but she hadn’t gotten up from where she knelt on the floor at Mercury’s feet, looking down over her wrists. “I’ll draw something up, Mercury. It’ll be good. I promise.”

Mercury took a deep breath to sigh and she gave Melissa a small smile before she nodded. “I know. You draw such beautiful things.” She looked at Melissa’s colorful body art again and then down at her wrists. “I miss them both. Being so angry felt wrong once they said he was dead.”

Melissa sat back on the floor with the tattoo gun, still turning it over and over in her hands as she thought about the job ahead of her. “And…if they were lying? If they’re still alive?” They never knew what was true and what was a trap when the Consortium was behind it, and Mercury was one of the few who believed most of what they had been told. Many of the others were still very much in denial about what happened to their loved ones.

Mercury shook her head again. “I don’t think they have reason to lie to prisoners. I don’t know that I even believe Logan loved me like he loved Anna. I’m tired of being angry over it, certainly. Everyone should have a life that makes them happy. You and Kam have each other. He had always loved Anna. I knew that from the moment I met him.”

“He loved you.” Melissa said weakly, since she hadn’t known Logan that well, but she had been around for some key moments in their short history. “I was there, in the docks. Hiding and just trying to stay out of the way, mostly, but I was there when he attacked the Kaplans. Now, I haven’t had a chance to scratch any bitches’ eyes out for looking at my honey wrong, but I know what it looks like when somebody’s settling a score for someone they love.” Melissa wasn’t sure if she was speaking out of turn or not, but she always watched people, and she knew what she saw.

Mercury wanted to believe that, but she shook her head again anyway. “He owned me. There’s a difference.” She never admitted what kind of relationship had occurred between her and Logan, not because she was necessarily ashamed, mostly because she didn’t want to be the reason for Logan’s fall from power. “He didn’t like anyone touching what was his. I was happy to be his, I gave him everything, every part of me. It still wasn’t enough when Anna presented herself.” She held up her hand. “It doesn’t matter. He’s dead. And if he’s not, he’s avenging Anna’s death. I’m okay with it.”

Melissa wasn’t going to argue with her about something no one inside their detention center could definitively answer, so she just nodded and got up to go back toward her unit and prepare. “I’ll have something drawn up by the time you get back from the Alperts later. We can work on it when all the little monsters are asleep.”

“Thank you. You should be able to request the ink through the shopping portal.” She replied with a subdued smile and when Kameron gave her a nod, she headed back to her unit to relieve Gwen. The girl hadn’t been with the babies too long, but Mercury didn’t like to abuse good childcare.


* * * * *


Martin returned promptly at 7:44, typical Consortium punctuality at work. Even more typical of the man’s Consortium mentality was the disparaging look he gave the jumpsuit she wore to visit the Alperts, even though they were the only clothes the prisoners were given.

Their progress through Prime seemed to go on forever, and there were no guards with her besides the tall man with a sashay to his walk. They passed down corridors filled with common citizens going about their lives, all of them staring as the obvious prisoner moved among them. She could tell when they entered the restricted area, as the suits around her became a great deal more stylish and the hallways went from merely efficient to broad and polished.

When she finally arrived, the rotation of the station had the feeling of roughly half Earth gravity. Her hair took just a little longer than normal to fall back into place with every step. Martin himself didn’t accompany her into the unit, clearly feeling unworthy to do so, but he announced her at the stylized double doors, which opened a few moments later to admit her without making them wait.

“Come in, Doctor.” She had heard Dominic Alpert’s voice before in speeches, but never in person. It was a mid-range tenor and sounded every bit as kindly and professional as her doctor sounded only a few hours before. The man himself was nowhere to be seen, but the luxury of the suite that opened up to invite her in was beyond anything else she’d ever seen, in Orbit or on Earth. The place crackled and gleamed with crystalline light, colors refracting everywhere against white walls and perfect white carpets. Some of the crystal was in sculptures, others were simply in fixtures around the room meant for nothing but ornamentation.

Mercury stood still just inside the door as she took in the ridiculous ornamentation. She thought about how much a waste it all was, but the art was still beautiful. It was as though the chairs of the Board had decided to live in an art gallery, some kind of museum dedicated to the beauty of the world they chose to oppress.

Mercury could already feel her eyes glazing over as they moved from piece to exquisite piece, until she saw something that looked familiar.

That wasn’t right.

As she moved closer, Mercury’s stomach sank, and the gravity in the room felt suddenly inadequate. She reached up and touched the corner of the canvas, where her initials rested, painted by her own hand.

They had one of her paintings from the unit she left behind on Seven.

Why did they have one of her paintings?

“A beautiful piece.” Dominic’s voice came again, this time from behind her in the ostentatious reception area. He walked up with a wine glass in either hand, though the liquid in the glasses was actually a shade of light purple rather than the reds or whites she was used to. Dominic himself looked like the kind of man who belonged in the middle of such an effluence of wealth. His clothing was cut in simple styles, but he had small touches of elegance about every aspect of his appearance, small accents of gold along the seams of his coat and bits of crystal woven into the tie pinned along his collar.

“I particularly like your use of the light. So many artists get that wrong, especially with spacescapes. But you have all the right lights and shadows in beautiful contrast. I loved it the first moment I saw it.”

Mercury felt a particular chill run down her spine, but she tried not to appear as disturbed as she felt. They were doing this on purpose, she just didn’t know why yet. “I didn’t know you were an admirer of my work. I didn’t show it to many people. This was in my unit on Seven.”

“Yes, it was. My wife and I procured it after you and your comrades destroyed Station Nine and declared yourselves rebels against the Consortium.” He said it all calmly, as if he was still describing how much he admired the painting he examined past her shoulder. “We have the rest of your collection as well, set aside in storage. This one was our favorite, though, so we decided you, and it, deserved an honored place here in the gallery.”

“I think it’s interesting you define the incident on Nine as an act of rebellion when I see it as an act of survival.” Mercury didn’t have any reason to respect the man in front of him, nor did she have any reason to hold her tongue. She was his prisoner. “Why did you ask me here?”

“Dinner.” He said matter-of-factly, nodding toward a hall leading away from the gallery and all of its neutral upholstery. “And curiosity. But dinner first. Curiosities, like wine, are best left out to breathe for a while.” He looked down at the wine glass in her hands, left completely untouched, then gave her a smile that looked as practiced as a doctor’s bedside manner as he took it back.

“How silly of me. I quite forgot your rather unfortunate history with drinks poured by strangers. My apologies. There’s another bottle chilling in the dining room unopened. Hopefully you’ll accept some of that one.” He took a brief sip from the glass he handed her as he turned to move in the direction he had indicated without looking back.

It made it worse that he knew that much detail, since she knew she had only ever told Logan and Orion. “Unfortunate.” She repeated carefully as she followed behind the man. “Yes, how unfortunate your leadership decided it was perfectly acceptable to drug and rape a woman repeatedly for their own twisted pleasure.”

“Well, that was their primary motivation, certainly. Stephen and Maria have always been driven by their own desires, unconventional as they are.” He didn’t seem bothered by her accusation at all, and didn’t even look back to acknowledge it. “However, they have also always been excellent scientists with equal dedication to their craft as their own desires. Their violation of you yielded a number of very interesting results given the bloodwork they took from you throughout the experience.”

They reached the dining room and he stepped to one side, indicating a seat at a small, round table off to one side of the room. There was a long and impossibly-ornate dining table that ran the entire length of the room, set with beautifully-engraved cutlery and flatware, but apparently that evening’s dinner was to be more intimate. The small, round table was set only for three. “That data helped to expedite a number of chains of research concerning the agent they slipped you at the outset, and inspired Maria to create an anti-anxiety medication from a variant of the drug that is now seeing promising early use in Northern Africa.”

Mercury hated that hearing about medical advancement actually gave her a little bit of comfort, especially because she had been tortured and tormented for the advancement to occur in the first place. “I don’t care about their research. I don’t care about anything you could possibly tell me, Dominic. I have no information you could possibly want.” She wasn’t expecting to lose her temper, but it was happening despite her best efforts to stop it. She was so tired of being an experiment. All she wanted was to live her life in peace.

He looked over at her and actually laughed, then stepped up to pull her chair out for her, bits of crystal and colored glass glinting in the soft lights of the room as he did so. “I’m very sorry, you’ve quite mistaken the purpose of tonight’s dinner, Dr. Finnegan. This is not an interrogation. And, as beautiful as you are, my sexual tastes and my wife’s have never tended to the abusive. If anything, Doctor, you are here so that we can give you some information that, in my estimation, is long overdue.”

She looked at him with only suspicion as she sat down in the chair that was pulled out for her, but she still felt completely out of place in her prisoner jumpsuit in his fancy dining area. It was as though she was a small fish dining with a shark, and the shark kept telling her she wasn’t his taste.

Mercury looked up when a perfectly-put-together blonde woman entered in a fancy dress, heels, and glittering jewels. Who dressed up like that for dinner with a prisoner?

“I’m so sorry I’m late, my dear.” Mrs. Alpert said as she went to give her husband a kiss and he moved to pull out his chair for her as well. She smiled as she sat down and looked over at Mercury. “It is good to see you, Doctor. Thank you for joining us.”

“Expressing gratitude for something about which a person had no choice seems nonsensical. You are not welcome.” She was still trying to figure out what information they could have that she would want, unless they were going to tell her that Orion or Logan was alive. Even then, Mercury knew better than to believe them.

“Well, we did ask, and you did agree.” Dominic offered another of his brief shrugs. He took a bottle of wine and pulled the cork with a pointed look at Mercury, then poured all three glasses for the three of them to taste. He let Mercury decide which one she wanted and sipped from his own before looking back at the door to the kitchens as their first course came out.

Mercury had been to her share of staff receptions and yearly banquets with the hospital, even though she had normally found an excuse to work instead. The servants who came out with their aperitif were a stark reminder of the world she had left behind, in perfect uniforms with perfectly neutral faces and efficient gestures. It was a different world, but it was the world she had come from. The world she had once belonged in.

Mercury only took a sip from her glass and put it aside, even though it clearly tasted expensive. “Most research shows that small amounts of alcohol doesn’t harm unborn children. Nevertheless, I won’t need more.” She looked at one of the servants as she attempted to ignore the people in front of her. “Water, please.”

They responded to her just as politely and quickly as if she was one of the Alperts themselves, and her wine glass was quickly replaced with one of ice water.

“If you’ll allow us a curiosity, Doctor,” Dominic said once he’d thanked the servants and they were alone again for the moment, “I’d like to ask what you have in mind for your first priority of research given your newly-restored access to our databases. Have you given it any thought yet?”

“I promised Orion I would figure out a way to make sure that his son will grow up without any problems caused by his variety of gigantism.” She was grateful for the water as soon as it arrived, and she drank half of it quickly. “So I’m aiming to keep my promise.”

“His gigantism? Really?” Dominic smiled in a manner that was so bright and affable it threatened to wreak havoc on her brain. Everything about him spoke of a person she could, and possibly should, have genuinely liked. He and his wife were polite, pleasant, and appeared genuinely interested in her life and interests. Sitting with them on their own terms, in finery that threatened any memory that there was anything wrong, made it difficult to think of them as the enemy.

“Some of the traces in the samples we’ve taken of Leo’s blood so far showed some interesting inhibition factors you’ve been testing so far. We also have some of Captain Al-Jabbar’s blood samples left in storage, and his fully sequenced code should be available as well, I’m almost sure of it. We can make them available to you if they’ll be helpful with your research.”

“That would be.” She replied in a small voice, since it made her want to cry at the knowledge that she would still have access to Orion’s blood but not to him. She missed him so much it was a physical pain in her chest. “My daughters are not showing as many problems.”

“Well, my understanding is that the majority of cases show genetic traces through the Y chromosome, so with twin daughters, it makes sense that it’s less likely to be transmitted.” Dominic didn’t talk like a doctor most of the time, but he seemed confident of what he was saying nonetheless. “I’m glad to hear your daughters are developing without any foreseeable difficulties. And I’m sure with the right resources, you’ll find an effective method of helping Leo. With others like Orion, there has been a high rate of difficulties. One woman I recall reading about a few years ago grew to 3.23 meters before her heart was no longer capable of keeping up with the strain. That was, of course, on Earth.”

“Fortunately, Leo is only measuring slightly larger than he should at his age. And his mother is not a tall woman. I’m hoping that will help him until I can find a solution. And I will.” She took a few of the small food items she didn’t entirely recognize.

“I have every confidence.” Dominic’s smile was as pleasant as always, and he actually turned to Sara for a while so that they could discuss a few details of their day, as if Mercury was some intimate friend of theirs rather than a prisoner they had brought to have a meal with them. The specifics of what they talked about were completely innocent, and dealt more with confirming schedules with each other than anything else. When he finally looked back over at her, they were on their second round of palate-cleansing between courses. “How’s your salad, Doctor?”

Mercury paused mid-bite and she looked down at her plate as though she should be worried about it. “It…is fine.” Her stomach twisted in nervousness. “Is something wrong with it?”

“No, I just wanted to know if you were enjoying your meal.” He smiled and poked his fork toward her plate, taking a last bite of his own salad. “We have no interest in harming you, Doctor. You have one of the most brilliant minds of your generation. If you put it to use in your present situation, I’m sure you’ll come to that conclusion. We have no interest in bringing any harm to you or to the others with you. You are imprisoned because you are self-confessed rebels against the authority and practices of the Consortium, so it follows that we cannot permit you to move freely, but that does not immediately mean we wish you harm. On the contrary, we have a great deal of respect for you and your accomplishments, even given the circumstances.”
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