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        Cube, cube, stacked in a pair.

        Sphere, sphere, to hold the air.

        The interhull was the construction zone.

        The outer hull protects our home.

        Asteroid rock a mile deep,

        a sturdy ball that us safe does keep.
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        [image: Four diagrams illustrate the general construction of the generation ships in line art. 1. The top left image shows gray pentagons arranged into a 3D ball-like shape (like a table-top die or soccer ball.) The pentagon shape represents the asteroid surface. 2. In the top right image the pentagon lines are greyed out and the pentagons are white/transparent in the background. On top of them is line art of a sphere, filled in with gray. This represents the Outer Hull. 3. The bottom left image shows the sphere line art with gray lines and white/transparent fill in the background. On top of that are two smaller spheres, both gray. One sits directly on top of the other along the center access of the background sphere. The smaller spheres represent that inner hull. The bottom of the top sphere. A horizontal black line representing the gravity generator crosses the point where the bottom of one sphere touches the top of the other. 4. The bottom right image has the the large sphere and the two smaller spheres in the background with gray lines and white/transparent fill to show they are in the back ground. In the foreground, line art of two squares with gray fill is on top of the two smaller spheres. Each square is entirely inside its respective sphere’s lines, aligned vertically. Two short vertical lines, representing the gravity well corridor, connect the two squares. The squares represent the cities where people live.]
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      UNKNOWN OFFICE, C-DECK, UNDERSIDE

      Jacks was stuck inside the mirror. It hung on the wall next to the door, a hand-span wide with a cream faux-wood border that blended into the boring beige behind it. At head height, it was perfect for a make-up check before leaving the tiny office. Jacks had tried it, once, when she'd been escorted to the bathroom, and the sight of the purple-black bruising and bright red split in her lip had been all she'd needed to see to know that she was trapped on the other side of the mirror.

      That wasn't her. It couldn't be. That was some alternate universe version of herself. And yet.

      Seb paced back across the room and cut off her current reflected view of the back of his head. From that perspective he could be anyone. Jacks refocused on the version in front of her. He was tall and broad, with light skin and sandy hair that curled into his eyes. He did this little head flip to shake it back, especially when he wasn't happy with their answers. Jacks kept an eye on his hands, which were currently hidden by the unamused cross of his arms as he stared down at them.

      "Going with the silent treatment today, I see," Seb addressed her.

      Jacks let her eyes drift past him back to the mirror. Seb didn't like that, and she took a vicious pleasure in the annoyed scowl on his face. He stepped back into her line of sight, hands dropping.

      "All I want to know is where the rest of you Blues are hiding."

      Jacks clenched her fists, the muscles of her wrists rubbing against the restraints that held her to the office chair.

      I'm in the mirror. I'm in the mirror watching this, she told herself. He can ask all he wants and he won't get anything.

      Her cheekbones ached in anticipation of the blow she knew was coming. They were bruised and inflamed, where Seb had repeatedly hit her over the last few days. Her eyes were gritty with exhaustion, and she was desperately thirsty. The water they'd been given hadn't been much to share between her, Antony, and Basco.

      The three of them had been imprisoned in this small office on the Underside C-deck since the engine burn that had saved the lives of everyone on Peace from a catastrophic collision with their sister ships, Destiny, Grace, and Hope. In fact, the engine burn had saved all of humanity that lived aboard the four generation ships traversing the vast void of space, five hundred years from Earth and five hundred years from their destination, the Cervantes System.

      Happy Pentacentennial, Jacks thought sourly.

      They'd tried to explain, to Seb, to Yashi the guard who brought them food and took them to the bathroom, to the other people who came to ask questions or stare.

      "We've already told you, we don't know. We weren't working with other Blues," she said.

      "Don't give me that, Harrison. You were orchestrating the jolts. You had to tell them when to accelerate," said Seb. "I'm not letting that happen again."

      "It won't," she snapped for the hundredth time. "We don't need to do another course correction." She glared up at him, trying to burn him up with her eyes. She was so angry. Her jaw hurt from holding back curses that would get her hit.

      "But you're not the one in charge. He is." Seb pointed at Antony, tied to the chair to her right. "Bet you I can get him to tell me where the Blues are hiding in Underside." He pushed up his shirtsleeves and sauntered over.

      "No! Don't you touch him!" Jacks yelled, kicking out a foot to stop him, but her leg was too short to reach. "No one's hiding! Stop!"

      Antony didn't look up from staring at the floor. His good eye was clenched shut. He'd stopped talking two days ago, after Seb had backhanded him so hard his other eye had swollen shut. His long black hair, salted with grey, had fallen out of its ponytail days ago and fell disheveled around his shoulders. The bruises on his face were a painful purple, and he had cuts on his left arm where his electronic sleeve had been smashed while it was still wrapped around his forearm. He hadn't let Jacks check him for a concussion or let her see how bad his eye was.

      Antony was Peace's chief engineer and head of the ship's technical staff on Topside. He'd been the one to figure out that the first catastrophic jolt that had caused unprecedented damage to the ship had put them in danger of colliding with the other ships. He was one of the few people who knew enough about Peace's inner workings to make sure everyone didn't die from their life-support collapsing around them. They didn't survive the jolts and avoid a crash just so Seb and the idiots who'd overthrown the government could kill them through sheer stupidity.

      Seb retreated one step then struck Jacks with a backhand that made her see stars and taste blood. Her cheek felt like it had been shattered, her skin hot and throbbing. Basco started screaming.

      Breathe. Breathe, she reminded herself, trying to remember how, while Seb yelled in her face, "Then tell me what I want to know!"

      Jacks bared her bloody teeth at him.

      "Seb! Seb! That's enough!" A new voice cut in, and Jacks's attention snapped to the door. There was the person she'd been expecting to see since they'd been captured.

      Eddie, her ex-boyfriend, stood in the doorway.

      The last time she'd seen him, he'd been sneaking up behind a group of Underside ship staff who were fending off part of the mob coming at them from Central Reception on the lower C-deck. Eddie had been armed with a metal pipe that he'd slammed into the wall next to Jacks's head when he'd captured her and Antony. It had featured in her nightmares the past few days.

      She and Antony had broken free from the two people Eddie had left holding them prisoner—enough time for them to get to Basco and the radio to coordinate the formation burn, before getting captured again by Seb's pocket of the mob.

      Jacks felt whiplash seeing Eddie again, glad he'd stopped Seb and angry about it at the same time. She straightened up, face throbbing.

      Eddie's shoulders tensed when his eyes landed on her, his expression unsmiling and grim. He was sweaty, his shirt stained and ripped, and he had scratch marks on his arm. His hair stuck up the way it did when he ran his hand through it over and over. Jacks must have seen him do that a thousand times, and a week ago it would have been her cue to pull him onto the couch and ask him what was wrong.

      He's tired and still mad at me for not joining him. Jacks could read it in his body language and hated that her first instinct was to tell him to sit down before he fell down, get him a snack, and then say, "Whatever heart anger's got you constipated, you better tell me before we hit the mats," which would usually make him at least roll his eyes at her. Shifu didn't like it when they came to their Kung Fu practice with "anger in their hearts," and Jacks delighted in the phrase.

      Eddie snapped at Seb, "Out. I want to talk to them alone."

      "That's not our agreement—" Seb started, but then shut up when Eddie glared and cut him off.

      "Beating them wasn't in the agreement either," he said.

      "Just trying to get answers." Seb raised his hands in the universal gesture of Who me? But he left, sauntering out. The door hissed closed behind him.

      Eddie stared at Jacks. She stared back. He broke first and, true to form, rubbed his hand through his hair. "Fucking stars, Jacks, what the hell is wrong with you?"

      "Oh no. You do not get to tell me I'm in the wrong here," Jacks spat.

      "Right, you saved the ship," said Eddie, skepticism in every word. "To do that you had to come to Underside."

      Peace held two cities, mirror images of each other across the divide made by the gravity generator. Jacks and Antony had come from Topside, the governing side of both halves of the ship that had the authority to make decisions for both its cities. They'd needed the back-up radio in Underside to coordinate the engine burn with Grace and Destiny to put the four ships back into a safe flying formation. The mob that had formed during a protest rally had first invaded Topside's command decks and gone after anyone in the blue ship's staff uniform with makeshift clubs and batons. The mob had lumped everyone in Blue together and declared them traitors to the ship.

      Jacks and Antony, along with others on staff, had run for it.

      "Why won't you believe us? We've told you the truth over and over again!" cried Basco, the third member of their sad little trio.

      Basco was from Underside and was Jacks's counterpart radio operator. They'd worked together for years managing communication packages between their two cities, and had only met in person for the first time amidst the chaos. Tall and lanky, Basco had red-tipped brown hair that had fallen out of its styling and the vestiges of eyeliner streaked under his eyes. In his mid twenties, he was about five years younger than Jacks, and when they were left alone for the day he would curl up under the desk and tell her he was fine.

      "Because it's not the truth he wants to hear," said Jacks, never looking away from Eddie. She pressed her tongue against the inside of her cheek where it had cut against her teeth, tasting metal. She spat blood onto the floor at his feet.

      "If saving the ship was about saving lives, you did a piss poor job of it," Eddie said. "Thousands of people are dead after you banged them all around. I watched people fall to their deaths in the Promenade. How do you not get that?"

      "All of us would be dead if we⁠—"

      But Eddie spoke over her, not listening. "And before that you were so brainwashed by Rower that you were just going to let me be collateral damage to his fucking plan to clear out his enemies."

      Jacks's throat closed at the hurt in Eddie's voice, the heartbreak of the man she loved under the crusader he'd become.

      "Five years, Jacks. And you were ready to let Rower kick me out of our home, separate us, and send me down here to rot in someone else's apartment that they got kicked out of. You promised me you would quit. That job was killing you by inches and you said you were done. But when push came to shove, you stayed. And people died."

      "That's not why I stayed!" Jacks snapped, letting familiar anger wash over her because that was easier to bear. "I told you a hundred times⁠—"

      "Jaqueline," Antony cut her off.

      Jacks jerked in her seat, surprised.

      Antony's eyes remained on the floor and he refused to look at Eddie, but his unexpected interjection had the attention of everyone in the room. He cleared his throat. "This is pointless. He has already made up his mind. He's forgotten how to think for himself." He finally looked up, straight at Eddie. "You've killed people. Up close, perhaps, with that pipe of yours, and you've made up a pretty story to cast the blame on us so you don't have to feel the guilt of being a murderer."

      Oh shit, Jacks thought in the split second before Eddie exploded in rage.

      "You piece of—How dare you tell me that I'm the murderer when you killed thousands!" He stormed over to Antony and rocked his chair back, shaking it violently. Antony wasn't a small man, but Eddie was twenty years younger and a fit martial artist. Jacks used to love that about him, the way he moved with grace and power on the dojo mat. Now he moved like a predator, ready for the kill.

      "Eddie, stop!"

      "I'm keeping cowards like you from killing more people!" he screamed in Antony's face.

      "Without the Blues, we're all dead," said Antony with far too much calm for a man tied to a chair balanced on two legs in another's hands. If Eddie pushed him, if he hit his head⁠—

      Jacks jerked at her restraints, cold fear swamping her. "Eddie, stop!"

      "Without the Blues, people would be alive!" Eddie shouted. "And you're going to answer for it!" He let Antony's chair drop back on its four legs, Antony rattled but safe. Eddie raked his gaze over Jacks and Basco. "All of you."

      "You're going to kill us?" Jacks said, her heart pounding in her chest in fear, or anger, or both. The worst part was, she knew Eddie believed every word he was saying.

      "You're going on trial," Eddie said with scorn. "It's not an execution. I'm not the killer here."

      "Oh don't try to dress it up," Jacks spat, her heart pounding and her teeth itching at the self-righteous smugness on his face. "We were on the Greendeck when Grippe was bludgeoning regular admins to death just because they wore blue. We watched him murder them in cold blood to a cheering crowd. Don't kid yourself that our so-called trial will be any different."

      Stars, she wanted to lash out and knock some sense into his stupid brain. It was like none of what the mob had done counted. Oh no, bashing people's skulls in is perfectly justified if they were people who don't agree with you.

      "You'll be answering to the people," Eddie snapped. "People you harmed. That Rower and Raj and everyone else who stuck by them harmed."

      "The people like Seb who are ready to tear us apart!" said Jacks. "You're not this person, Eddie! You're not a murderer. You care."

      It was the wrong thing to say.

      Eddie barely held on to his temper. "Of course I care! How dare you!"

      "Then stop this!"

      "No! Because it's the right thing to do! The people have a right to justice!"

      "The same people who refuse to listen to the truth?" said Antony.

      Eddie turned his glare on him, lip curling. "People are smarter than you give them credit for."

      "Grippe isn't. Seb isn't," said Jacks. "Mel isn't. Izzy might be but she's never been able to stand up to you and Mel."

      "And you've never been able to stand up for anything you believed in," said Eddie. "Or maybe saying you cared was just another lie."

      "Eddie—"

      "Oh, shut up, Jacks. Your trial's tomorrow, along with every other traitor we've rounded up."

      And with that, Eddie stormed from the room.
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      UNKNOWN OFFICE, C-DECK, UNDERSIDE

      "Let me see," said Antony. He tugged on Jacks's wrist to move her hand away from her face.

      An hour after Eddie left, Yashi had come in and untied them from their chairs and left them with sandwiches, a bottle of water, and an ice pack. The first time he'd done that during their captivity, Jacks hadn't known what to make of it since nothing else about their treatment indicated that anyone cared about their scrapes and bruises. After a couple days, she'd given up trying to understand and was just grateful that someone from the mob had a bit of compassion.

      "Let it be," Jacks twisted away from him.

      But Antony was persistent. "Let me see," he said again, more gently.

      Jacks gave in with a huff, lifting off the ice pack. Her face felt hot and sticky and her cheekbone had swelled up enough that the skin below her eye puffed into her vision. She hissed when Antony gently pressed at it.

      "I don't think it's fractured," he said.

      "How can you tell?" Jacks asked sarcastically. Stars, she wished her cousin was here. She was a doctor and would know if her face was actually broken or if it just felt that way.

      "You're not screaming."

      "Like that means anything at this point."

      Antony acknowledged her with a nod and sat back. "Hopefully it's not fractured."

      Jacks huffed again and returned the ice pack to her face. The cold felt good against the pain.

      "So you're talking again, huh?" she said. "You could have started with something a little less incendiary."

      "I don't think I could have," Antony replied. He stood from his chair and paced to the desk. It had belonged to some mid-level Housing Affairs manager who had printed out little scale models of apartment layouts that organized the living space in different ways. The models were gone now. Yashi had taken them away after Jacks had hurled one of them at him and Seb, not long after their first interrogation. He'd started tying them to the chairs for their little chats after that.

      "I'm sorry," Antony said.

      "For what, your silence or accusing my ex of being a murderer?" Then she added, because she had to, "You don't know that he's killed anyone."

      "Do you believe he hasn't?" Antony asked.

      Jacks found herself looking toward the mirror. She was too far away to see her new bruises properly. Or maybe that was her blurred vision. She didn't reply because her throat had closed up again. Her jaw clenched, and she was mad at herself now.

      How did I not see this side of him? she asked her mirror-self. How did we get here?

      Antony heaved a sigh and shook his head, tracing his fingers across the desktop. "I know better than to provoke angry people," he said. "I'm sorry. I don't know what's going on with me. I don't know why I stopped talking."

      Jacks's shoulders sagged and she sighed. Antony glanced up, his bruised face a mirror to hers. They shared one of those looks because they both knew why, even if they didn't understand why silence was the answer. Jacks had never been good at silence.

      Antony said, "You have to stop protecting me."

      "The hell I do," Jacks retorted. Antony opened his mouth to protest but she didn't let him. "Don't tell me you wanted Seb to smack you around. He got you good a few days ago."

      Antony's bruises were a few days older than hers, and she'd been worried after the strike to his eye that Seb had scratched his eyeball. Antony's silence had been a good thing for the reprieve he'd received for it, even if it meant it was her turn to take the heat.

      "Jacqueline—"

      "It's not worth arguing. It's done," she said. "We're going on trial tomorrow."

      "We're going to die tomorrow," Basco whispered from under the desk. "I'm never going to see my wife or my baby again." He was curled up on his side facing the back of the room, neck at an uncomfortable angle. He'd crawled under there after the first interrogation and it had become his little space. Jacks had crawled under there with him last night and flung her arm over his shoulders. She didn't know if it helped, but at least it wasn't as cold as each of them sleeping alone in their corners.

      She wanted to tell Basco that they weren't going to die, that Eddie was different, but she couldn't. Not with Seb in play and not with Eddie convinced they were mass murders. Not after witnessing Governor Rower's brutal execution on the Topside Greendeck. She closed her eyes just thinking about it, trying to look away from the memory.

      Don't think about it, she told herself, but of course it was useless.

      The irony was, she hated Rower. He'd been a handsome, smooth talking politician elected on the promise of sorting out the materials shortages that led to long delays in the printer queue. He'd been against the mandatory recycling program proposed by his predecessor, and at first all that was fine. But he'd wanted easy fixes to complicated problems, and when he didn't get them he'd taken it out on the people who spoke against him, replacing them with his supporters or those who would keep their heads down.

      Those were the people she dreamed about, up on the Greendeck stage. The Rower from her memory turned into someone else, sometimes her, sometimes Antony, more often Saija, one of the Navigation engineers who'd been captured on the Greendeck. They'd fled together, and Jacks had tried to save her and the others when they'd been captured, she really had. She was supposed to protect them. But in the end she'd failed. If they were dead it was her fault.

      "Do you think," she started, looking at Antony, but she didn't finish the thought. Antony looked back with the blank expression he'd worn during his two days of silence.

      Maybe this is what he looks like when he's terrified.

      Jacks stood and dropped the ice pack on the desk. She grabbed Antony's hand and squeezed it. He laced their fingers together and squeezed back. They didn't need to say anything.

      She joined Basco on the floor and tugged Antony down beside her. They shuffled into more comfortable positions leaning against the wall while sticking close to Basco. Jacks breathed through the dull throb in her cheekbone, trying not to think about tomorrow, feeling small and scared and helpless.
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      MIDDECK PARK, UNDERSIDE

      The Middeck was packed.

      The open park filled the central cross that made up five of the nine quadrants that divided each deck. The four quadrants in the corners housed the residences. The Middeck made up the floor of the Upper Promenade, the large atrium that extended from decks 30 to 45. The Middeck and the two hospital decks immediately below it were the ceiling for the Lower Promenade from decks 16 to 27.

      With several thousand people crowded into the cross, it was easy to overlook the cosmetic differences that distinguished the gardens and paths from the Middeck park on Topside, where Antony had spent many a morning breathing in greenery under the soft Morning lights before reporting for work. In contrast, the massive support pillar that emerged from the center of the Middeck was glaringly different.

      The support pillars ran through all the decks of each city, from deck 2 to 60. Deck 1 had the gravity well, the relatively narrow passage that passed through the gravity generator and connected Topside to Underside. The support pillars' function was both structural and decorative. The pillar supported beams that anchored the decks in quadrant 5, the center square of the cross. Unlike the residential quarters in the four corners, Q5 did not have a floor on every deck. Rather, they were spaced out every five or ten stories to give the ship's public spaces an airy, "outdoor" ambiance.

      As the focal point of public life in the Promenade, the central pillar had been encased in a metal sculpture by the ship builders. On Topside, the sculpture was of the DNA double helix, representing the foundation of life. On Underside, it was the ball-and-stick representations of the most important molecules that gave rise to life on Ancient Earth. Around the pillar's base on the Underside Middeck, couch-size representations of interlocked nickel and iron molecules formed a hemispherical dome, which doubled as a children's climbing gym. Nickel and iron were the elements at Ancient Earth's planetary core. Ascending and descending from the hemisphere in both the Upper and Lower Promenades the molecules became those of important rocks and minerals, water and salt, carbon representing life, and then the gases of Ancient Earth's atmosphere at the extremes. The effect was knobby and angular, as abstract as the Helix Spiral, but with a more satisfying color scheme designed to match the colors of the materials they represented.

      Antony remembered being quizzed on it during a school field trip when he was thirteen. They'd had to memorize every molecule that was in the sculpture, and their teacher had asked them for the formulas randomly, one by one. Once they had given five correct answers, they were allowed to leave the class and go climb on the dome.

      No one was playing on it now, but it wasn't unoccupied.

      A meter above the dome was a washer-shaped platform around the pillar. On a normal day it prevented kids from climbing on the pillar itself. The first generation of Peace's citizens had also discovered that when expanded on top of the dome, the washer made a terrific stage for concerts. Antony hadn't been to one in years, but as a teenager and young adult he used to come nearly every month to hear whoever had won the lottery to perform. Half the time it was trash music, but the good bands were worth the long lines.

      Stars, he had many good memories of visiting Underside.

      Today, a man Antony didn't recognize was warming up the crowd. Only it wasn't comedy and it wasn't about music. He was ranting nonsense about how overthrowing Peace's government was solving all their problems.

      Antony hadn't been a Rower supporter, and in fact he wasn't sad he was dead. Rower had been a petty and malicious man, more concerned with maintaining support with quick fixes and bribery than governing for the benefit of everyone. He'd been elected on a platform of updating the recycling and printing policies to be more equitable, and when the issues turned out to be more complicated than a quick fix, he made them worse by putting a corrupt crony in charge of the printer.

      Listening to the man on the platform offer a similar kind of simplistic solution to the ills of the ship—punishment for anyone associated with the past Administration—Antony couldn't help but see the parallels. He'd served the ship for 27 years, and while mechanical fixes could be simple, the human dimensions rarely were.

      Antony and the other prisoners were sitting on a temporary stage next to the dome, corralled by a dozen of Eddie's people armed with a variety of makeshift clubs. His swollen eye throbbed unpleasantly. They'd been sitting on the uncomfortable floor for long enough that his knees and hips ached and the adrenaline had seeped out of his system.

      Next to him, Basco had fallen asleep with his head on Jacqueline's thigh, worn out from fear. It was for the best. During one of the long boring stretches between interrogations, Basco had told them about his wife and new baby girl. He didn't know where they were or what had happened to them after the course correction, and could only pray that they were safe. Basco wasn't just terrified of dying, he was grieving the life he wouldn't get to live with them, and Antony wanted to cry himself at the unfairness. But he couldn't muster up the energy. Antony didn't know why. He didn't know why he'd stopped talking for two days either. The memory of the last week had faded into a haze after his eye had swollen shut.

      He prodded at it, opening the lid enough to register that the swelling was going down, slowly, but his vision in that eye remained out of focus.

      What's worse? Going blind or never being with my loved ones again? he mused. Basco would undoubtedly choose the latter. Antony might too, if he had anyone to go home to at the moment. But he and Rye had gone their separate ways nearly a decade ago now, and his parents had passed too. In the last five years, friends and former colleagues had stopped calling. Conversations stalled out when all he had to talk about was work and his position as Rower's Chief Engineer. He spent most of his social time in his deck's community hall, usually dragged there by his elderly roommate.

      "I'm not sure how much more of this I can take," a man sitting behind Antony muttered, snagging his attention.

      Antony twisted as the man's companion replied, "This guy clearly hasn't ever served on a deck board."

      "Hm?" Antony said.

      Sitting cross-legged behind him, a rumpled black man nodded toward the stage. He had a long face with sharp eyes despite the tired bags beneath them. His tight curly hair was about an inch long across his scalp, a few unkempt twists poking out here and there.

      "This guy," he said. "All this sheepshit. It's bad enough getting people in a structured democracy to agree on anything. Can you imagine what his committee meetings will be like?"

      "I'm almost glad we've been kicked out of our jobs," his friend replied. White and similarly rumpled, he had a barrel chest and broad shoulders that were in the habitual slump of a man who spent most of his time at a desk. Even so, he sat a couple inches taller than his leaner friend. He took in Antony's battered face but didn't comment, looking back up at the speaker. "Not because of the sham trial part, but the new government part."

      The man on the platform had moved on to talking about "new eras" and "freedom."

      "What's worse? Serving a corrupt governor or watching people who've never served reinvent government?" Antony wondered aloud.

      "The latter," said the black man, who then introduced himself as Nobao, and his friend Ray.

      "You must be from Under-Underside," Ray said with a grin. "Raj has been a much better leader than you lot got stuck with."

      Antony was about to reply when the crowd started chanting.

      "What's happening now?" Jacqueline asked, straightening up. The low level chatter among the prisoners shifted into worried whispers. The crowd rippled as new people trotted up the path toward the dome.

      The speaker on the platform raised his voice. "I am proud to present to you today, your savior, your liberator. The general who defeated the Civil Patrol, Eddie Swagger!"

      The crowd broke into a loud cheer, clapping and whistling, while Eddie and his entourage climbed the dome to the platform. Antony noted a few pockets of people in the back who clapped perfunctorily, not as enthusiastic as their compatriots at the front.

      Antony shared a look with Jacqueline that held both surprise and not. Surprised to hear Eddie's familiar name, but not surprised to learn that he was a leader of this new movement. Jacqueline was sharp and would not have partnered up with an idiot. He understood they were both martial artists, and he'd seen Eddie's confidence in himself and his cause the previous day. His certainty about the trial.

      As the crowd quieted down, Eddie spoke, his voice carrying.

      "Citizens of Underside! Citizens of Topside! Citizens of Peace!"

      The crowd roared.

      "Our government failed us. Governor Rower. Mayor Raj. The legislative body failed to protect you and the people in both our cities from the excesses of the administrations. The chaos and madness we've been living with didn't start a couple weeks ago. The jolt that has killed so many people, destroyed our crops, damaged our pipes, flooded our homes—that was just a symptom of deeper problems that began years ago. The real corruption began in 2728 and engulfed good people in its damaging wake. We used to be able to trust ship Blues, but too many of them refused to stand up for what was right and turned against us.

      "I'm here to tell you today that we do not have to live that way! I'm here to tell you that the Civil Patrol, everywhere on this ship, will no longer be allowed to enforce corrupt laws!"

      Another cheer went up. Antony's gaze shifted to the floor in front of the stage where the bloodied and beaten Underside Civil Patrol was sitting under the watch of a dozen guards.

      "These people you will see up here today are facing charges for the worst crime of all: doing nothing. These are not stupid people. Staff in Blue are among the top graduates of their classes. But intelligence is meaningless when you lack the courage to stand up against corruption."

      Eddie received another cheer.

      "These people could have chosen to resign, like the former Blues with integrity who formed the Guild. For the past five years, it's been the Guild, not the Blues, who have taken care of our homes. They've come to help when Rower said no. They made sure the canning plant kept running. They sorted out the botulism crisis in 2730. They stood up to Rower's corrupt policies and they paid the price for it with sanctions against their Qs. Print restrictions. Lost food deliveries. These people?" Eddie flung out his hand toward the prisoners on the stage. He looked right at Antony and Jacqueline. "They let it happen."

      And who gave Dolfina the engineering plans for the canning plant and kept Rower from noticing the teams she sent in there? Antony noted to himself. Who copied and leaked the lab results when kids started getting sick? And took the heat when Rower needed a scapegoat?

      But there had been a hard glint in Dolfina's eye when she'd come to say goodbye to him the day she'd quit. "You're making a mistake, Antony. You accept this job then you're responsible when he orders you to spit on us, and you'll never be clean of that."

      "I can live with that if it means keeping this ship running," he'd said at the time. He'd believed it then, freshly appointed to Dolfina's former job as Chief Engineer. He'd believed it most days in the years he worked for Rower. The fact that he'd been in a position to do something when the jolts happened made the groveling and brown-nosing worth it. He'd been where he'd needed to be to prevent a catastrophe.

      And now he was on trial for it.

      "I call first to stand trial, Mayor Luke Raj!" Eddie proclaimed from on high.

      He was starting with the most senior officials. Antony would be next. The part of his brain that had stopped him from talking for two days mused that it would be nice to get it over with.

      Underside's mayor was a short man who nevertheless stood to his full height when his name was announced. He moved with a confidence that took up space. The guards fluttered like they wanted to hurry him along, but Mayor Raj remained calm, spoke to them softly, and took his time walking from the prisoner's stage to a second, smaller one that had been set up in front of the dome.

      He stood out from the crowd. His hair and trim beard were both white, contrasting sharply against his brown skin. He wore a high-necked, gray tunic and pants set that had been in vogue fifteen years ago, lending him a grandfatherly air, which Antony had no doubt was intentional. Raj had been Underside's Mayor for three terms and had been an able administrator in various positions since before Antony started his career.

      His calm spread through the crowd. Antony shook his head, viciously amused when the few jeers thrown his way were shushed by others in the crowd.

      "Mayor Raj," Eddie began. He continued to speak from the higher platform down at Raj. "You stand accused of endangering the citizens of Peace, neglecting your duties⁠—"

      "Excuse me, young man," Raj interrupted, his baritone voice projecting clearly. "Forgive an old man, but since this is an unorthodox trial I find myself wishing to understand who is standing as judge so I might address them appropriately."

      Eddie paused, not expecting to be interrupted, but recovered and swept his arm toward their audience. "The people are your judge."

      "Ah. Then please forgive an old man another question, but who then is to be my jury?"

      "The people!" Eddie's exasperation was clear in his voice.

      "Ah, so they are one and the same. Most unorthodox," said Raj, managing to sound curious.

      "Oh, Eddie, you idiot," Jaqueline said, and Antony had to agree. Raj spoke again, and given the uncomfortable rustling in the crowd he was winning them over.

      "I am most curious how they will adjudicate. As I'm sure you are aware, the Legal Code requires a jury to render a unanimous verdict for capital crimes. Will they be voting? With so many members of the jury, I don't see how they will appropriately discuss the evidence and come to an agreement, but I'm sure you've thought of that. I look forward to seeing your unorthodox solution! If the proceedings take several hours, would you indulge an old man and allow me to sit in a chair? I'm afraid my body is not what it once was."

      "You don't mess with Luke Raj, kid," Nobao said amid the laughs and chuckles that rippled through the prisoners, Antony included. Jacqueline covered her face with her hand and groaned, but she was smiling too.

      "We should wake Basco up for this," Antony murmured, reaching over and gently shaking his shoulder.

      "Nng," Basco groaned. Eventually he sat up, rubbing his face.

      "Be quiet!" Eddie shouted at Raj, with none of the gravitas he'd built up with his speech earlier. "If you don't, I'll have you gagged!"

      "Ah, but would that not be in violation of a fair trial? That is what this is, yes? A fair trial?"

      It was so obviously not, and Eddie knew it, the mob knew it, and the less enthusiastic attendees in the back who'd barely clapped to keep up appearances knew it. Some of them were shaking their heads and starting to leave.

      "Because, you see," Raj went on, addressing the crowd. "Since I am standing here alone, I presume you do not plan to provide me with a solicitor, which is a requirement in the Legal Code, Section 18, Subsection 11, and is a right that can only be waived by the accused should they choose to act as solicitor on their own behalf. In this unorthodox but fair trial, I presume that you presume I should want to speak on my own behalf. Therefore, gagging me would defeat your own purpose."

      This time the ripple of chuckles wasn't confined to the prisoners.

      "He's talking sheepshit!" someone shouted from the crowd.

      "Which one?" someone else shouted, which received more laughter, especially from the back.

      "Order! Order!" called the Warm Up Act who'd introduced Eddie. He shouted something else to the people in front, presumably supporters of this madness, who then started turning on others in the crowd who weren't staying in line. Seb began climbing the steps of the smaller stage, heading toward Raj.

      "Oh shit. Things are about to get ugly," said Jacqueline, and she wasn't wrong. Seb grabbed Raj's elbow, sending him wobbling, and the tone of the crowd suddenly exploded back into the terrifying sounds of a mob thirsting for blood. Between one moment and the next, chaos broke out.

      And then a tomato splatted on their stage floor right between Antony's feet.

      He stared at it, shocked and with no idea what it meant. But then more tomatoes and fingerling sweet potatoes were raining down on them. By the time Antony realized that the majority were actually hitting the thirty or so people guarding them, the back of the crowd had rushed forward, scattering the mob at the front until it was impossible to distinguish between them and Eddie's guards.

      Jaqueline yanked Antony and Basco to their feet and yelled at the rest of the rousing prisoners to grab someone and run.

      Antony stopped trying to make sense of anything and obeyed.
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      MIDDECK, UNDERSIDE

      Jacks knew she was gripping Basco's wrist too tightly, but she refused to let him fall behind. The Middeck was in chaos. People were screaming and running everywhere. As soon as they saw their opportunity, the captured Civil Patrol surged up against their captors. Clubs not withstanding, Jacks put her head down and ran through the confused guards and Undersiders, over park paths, jumping cracked gardens and shoving past fleeing bystanders.

      Once they were out of the central park area and away from the immediate fighting, she glanced over her shoulder to make sure Antony was with them and saw that they'd also collected a good twenty of their fellow prisoners. Other pockets of the Underside staff had run for other escape routes.

      Good, Jacks thought. Pursuit will have to split up. More of us will get away.

      Eddie and his friend had jumped off the concert platform and disappeared into the surge of the crowd around the dome, where she could no longer tell who was fighting against whom.

      The clearest escape route was toward the stairwell where the corner of Q5 met the corner of Q7. Q7 was residential, its doors closed and presumably locked. Jacks didn't stop at the Q7 stairs either. Instead she ran past them into the hallway of the elevator bank along the Q4-Q7 wall.

      A primary stairwell was too obvious and too slow. If Eddie had any remaining braincells, he'd have guards posted up and down the main vertical throughways to prevent escape attempts and maintain control over the people who remained in their residential quarters. The elevators were also too obvious, and Jacks ran past them as well, past the passenger elevators and then the cargo elevators which abutted the outer wall of the deck. There, at the end of the long hallway, was a door that led to a secondary stairwell.

      The secondary stairwells weren't used much. They were out of the way, and the elevators were right there. The primary stairwells next to the residential entrances were convenient for short jaunts up or down. The secondary stairwells were meant to reduce congestion during elevator maintenance, or to act as an emergency route if the elevators were out of service. Day to day, they were mostly used by teenagers looking for privacy.

      "They're coming after us!" someone from the back of the escapees shouted as Jacks reached the stairwell door. She waved her hand over the sensor to open it—but nothing happened.

      "Come on, come on," she muttered, breath coming fast from running. She was sweating, and her calves ached. After a week of captivity, her conditioning was shit.

      She waved her hand over the sensor again. "Why won't it open!? Is it jammed?"

      "Jacks! Jacks!" Basco said in a rush. "They deleted our chips! Remember?" He tapped at his wrist where the subcutaneous identity and access chips were usually inserted.

      Jacks did remember and cursed herself for forgetting. Using her chip to open doors was so second nature she did it without thinking. But the day that they had been caught and tossed in their office prison, Yashi had held each of their arms down on the desk in turn while Seb had run a Reconfigurer over them.

      "Hurry! Hurry!" the people at the back of their group yelled. Jacks couldn't see the mob chasing them, but she could hear them.

      "What do we do?" she asked Antony and Basco. "Does anyone have a working chip?" she called into the throng around her. No one nearby did, and between the press of bodies and the lack of space, the frantic people yelling "Yes!" couldn't get to the door before the mob was upon them.

      Screams and shouts from the back of their group heralded the mob's arrival, along with the sickening sound of fists striking flesh and the terrifying smack of makeshift clubs.

      "We'll keep trying, go!" Antony told Jacks, who was already pushing her way toward the back. If she could get there, push back the mob—but the Undersiders with them were pushing toward the stairs and she only made it about a meter before she was being shoved backward. One of the Undersiders grabbed her elbow and tugged her with them rather than letting her through.

      Then, there was another war cry from the mob—more of them had arrived.

      We're going to be crushed! Jacks's body flooded with adrenaline, her skin tingling as real panic flashed through her.

      "Bascoooooooo!" a voice from the new mob called, and it took Jacks until the new group started fighting the first group to understand that the new group wasn't reinforcing the mob, they were rescuing them.

      "Basco! Basco!" The loudest voice was a woman's.

      "Elena!" Basco yelled back, and then he was pushing through the escapees trying to get to her.

      Basco's wife. She's come to rescue him.

      Some of the escapees at the back reversed course and pinched the small mob between them and the newcomers. It didn't take long for Basco's wife and her furious Underside residents to rout the small mob and chase them off. Some combatants were left unconscious on the floor from the fighting. Someone called a cargo elevator and shoved them in. Most of their rescuers were helping the injured except for Basco's wife, who shoved her way to the door.

      She and Basco flung themselves into each other's arms, crying and laughing. "I thought I'd lost you!" gasped Elena.

      "I thought I'd die and never see you or Della again!" Basco buried his face in her neck.

      Jacks gulped air, relieved both for Basco and the rescue, and above all, happy to no longer be in that crushing press. It had rattled her more than she wanted to admit. The others felt it too, all of them keeping a nice bubble of personal space and sharing little nods of, "thank the stars, we can move now."

      "I'm sorry to break up this moment," Antony said to Basco and Elena, "but do you think you could open this door for us?" After wiping her eyes and kissing her husband, Elena did, and they were free and clear to descend.

      As Jacks had hoped, the secondary stairwell was empty and their descent uneventful. That didn't help with Jacks's nerves; she was on high alert for an ambush on every landing. But they did make good time. On Deck 20, Elena and Basco and a few others peeled off with a quick goodbye.

      Jacks hugged her fellow radio operator tight and told him, "You stay safe, okay?" pushing down the urge to grab his wrist and not let him out of her sight.

      Elena said, "I'll protect him." Jacks nodded to her, grateful for the reassurance and a little sad she wouldn't have a chance to get to know her better. Basco had found a good one.

      Another four peeled off on Deck 16, and a larger group on Deck 11. They parted with whispered "Thank yous" and "Good lucks."

      Their group was down to seven: Jacks and Antony, the two men he'd been chatting with, Nobao and Ray, and three others.

      "We live above the Middeck," Ray told them. "Do you have somewhere safe to go?"

      Antony nodded. "Our surviving Blues hold the Topside engine room on Deck 1."

      "I meant in Underside," Ray clarified.

      The other Undersiders exchanged glances. "Everything's been locked down," said one woman. "During the fight, the CP engaged most of the security hatches down here to bottleneck the crazies. Authorized access only. And we're cut off." She waved her left arm, where a sleeve should be lying over her ident chip.

      "Mine works," offered Nobao, "and I have maintenance access."

      "That won't override a security lockdown without an override code from the CP Chief," said Antony.

      "Won't yours work?" asked Jacks, remembering the combo of ident chip and access pin he'd used to get them into the interhull.

      He shook his head. "I don't outrank the CP."

      Sounded like the Undersiders were out of luck. Jacks glanced up the stairs behind them, feeling the seconds tick under her skin, urging her to keep moving before they were discovered. Her ears strained for the sound of a door hissing open and Eddie shouting for her.

      "But this stair isn't blocked," said Nobao.

      The woman shrugged. "Maybe the CP needed it."

      "We're going back to Topside," Jacks said. "You can come with us if you want."

      "That sounds even crazier than staying," said Ray. "What do you think?" He and Nobao shared a look.  Nobao nodded. The other three agreed, too.

      "Let's hope the well is clear," Nobao said heavily.

      "I'll clear it if it's not," said Jacks. She trotted down the stairs.

      When they reached Underside's Deck 1, Jacks told the others to stay back and carefully went through the door into the elevator bank. From inside the stairwell, the door didn't require an active ident chip, opening on motion alone. "A safety feature to keep people from getting trapped," Antony had murmured when they'd tested it on 20.

      The hall was empty, and Jacks tiptoed past the cargo elevators. With no sign of anyone ahead, she motioned the others to follow. They paused at the entryway, the Q7 stairs on their left and the Q7 residence doors locked closed on their right.

      Jacks squatted down and then carefully, slowly, peered around the corner into Q5. Unlike the lower fifteen decks which held enclosed industrial halls, Deck 1's large central square was an open space and contained exactly one thing: the gravity well.

      And bewilderingly, it was currently unguarded.

      Not willing to waste their good fortune, Jacks hurried them toward it.

      The gravity well was the tunnel that connected Underside to Topside. It was the only way to travel between the two cities inside the inner hull. A safety rail surrounded a giant hole in the floor that spanned ten meters at its diameter. It traversed fifty meters through the massive gravity generator plate that bisected Peace, exerting a down force on Topside and Underside such that each city was upside-down relative to the other. It was disorienting to think about, so Jacks generally didn't.

      She did, however, start to feel the sideways pull of gravity on her body when she walked through the railing gate. The double gravity sensation wasn't her favorite, but it would pass soon. She did a quick headcount, then lifted her foot over empty air, closed her eyes to make it less jarring, and let the smooth vertical wall of the gravity well become the floor. After a couple steps, she opened her eyes and her brain stuttered, disoriented. Nobao made it worse by entering the well a quarter turn away so he looked like he was a giant bolt sticking out of the wall at head height.

      Not defying gravity, Jacks reminded herself, feeling the strange sensation of being tugged in all directions and none, her feet the only thing held snugly to the floor. Nobao stuck out that way because all the walls of the well were "down." Still, her senses were thankful when he joined the rest of them on the same "floor."

      They moved quickly through the well, lights embedded in the walls illuminating the way. They paused only when they reached the giant hatch that the invading mob had jammed open. It was a giant circular door made of titanium that was meant to be closed when not in use. Its primary function was to protect the cities in case of an inner hull breach that compromised the breathable atmosphere. The closed hatch sealed the two halves of the ship off from each other, so that if everyone in one city died, the other would survive. It was one of the many redundancies designed by the original builders of the ships, headed by Aster Reeves.

      Several long metal poles, a couple of them looking suspiciously like segments of the well's safety railing, were stuck in the hinges of the thick metal door.

      Nobao approached the hatch for a closer look.

      "Is it fixable?" Ray asked him.

      Nobao leaned over where one of the rods disappeared into the hatch's frame, careful not to touch. When he pulled back, he shook his head.

      "I wouldn't try without heavy machinery," he said. "I know we tried to close it remotely from the C-deck, and that couldn't have helped. It looks like this pole here got crushed into the mechanism. I'm not even sure how to open it up to get it out."

      "We'd need to secure the gravity well before making an attempt," Antony added. "Let's get ourselves to safety first."

      No one argued, and they continued through the open hatch and into Topside.

      As they approached the well's entrance on Topside Deck 1, their luck ran out. Jacks heard voices in quiet conversation. They were too low to make out the words, but she distinguished three or four speakers.

      "I'll go first," she whispered, glaring at Antony when he opened his mouth to protest. She crouched low, so her head wouldn't stick out into the middle of the well from the guards perspective, and eased forward as quietly as she could, avoiding the lights. She wasn't sure how she would neutralize them, or if she could take four people at once. Surprise was on her side, but she'd be reorienting to the Topside gravity, which would slow her down. She lay flat against the well when she was able to see one of the guards.

      Don't look down, she told him in her head. She wriggled forward, hoping to locate at least one of the others before making her move.

      Fortunately, the second guard moved for her, a young man, darker skinned with black hair cut close to his head. He wore a tan shirt that was baggy at his shoulders, and over it a Civil Patrol vest with the identifiers covered with bits of dark cloth.

      Jacks let out a breath and let her head thunk to the floor in relief. She recognized him.

      "Tomas!" She scrambled to her feet and over the well's lip. Tomas blinked at her, his mouth dropping open for a second before a big grin brightened his face.

      "Jacks! You're alive!"

      Tomas had arrested Antony once, what felt like a million years ago. Then when the mob attacked, he and his partner had fled with Antony and Jacks to the engine room. Jacks didn't recognize the others standing guard, but they were clearly friendly and the guard she'd seen first gave Jacks a bottle of water.

      Jacks drank deeply and nearly choked, it tasted so good. She grinned at Tomas. Antony and the others stumbled over the lip of the well behind her.

      "We're alive."
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      APARTMENT 111, Q7 RESIDENTIAL QUARTER, DECK 1, TOPSIDE

      Antony lay awake for an hour before he got up. He was sleeping in an actual bed, in a borrowed apartment, and his creaky body was comfortable for the first time in weeks. He could not bring himself to move.

      While they'd been gone, the Topside engineers and ship's staff that had fled to the engine room had been given sanctuary by the Deck 1 residents. The deck leaders had opened up empty apartments and invited them to eat in their community halls. Not many from this lowest deck had joined the mob.

      "We've always been at the bottom of the pile, pun intended," Aaron, the deck medic, had told Antony with a shrug. "Things have always been a little more unfair for us in Machine Land. Joining the madness for these whiners to push us around doesn't make sense to a lot of us."

      Antony was grateful for their hospitality. Aaron had given him balm for his bruises. All he'd had to do for the last three days was eat and sleep. He'd been too exhausted to even try to protest. Even before the riot, he had been sleeping poorly. After that first jolt he'd started sleeping on the couch in the break room near his office on the C-deck. Since then, his bones and joints hadn't appreciated his hard living on floors with his neck at angry angles. He was not the flexible young man he'd been thirty years ago when he'd been popping and locking with his dance crew.

      He heard rustling from the apartment's other bedroom, which Nobao and Ray were sharing. They'd tried to sneak back to Underside with their fellows on their second day, but Eddie's people had staked out the well on the other side. After a few skirmishes, both sides were sticking to their respective Deck 1.

      Jacqueline and the two Undersider women were housed on the opposite side of the quarter. Antony had seen them a few times in the community hall. He'd done a double take when Jacqueline had walked in. She'd undone the tiny braids her hair had been in and her dark curls pooffed in a cloud around her head. The look suited her, like she'd taken off her armor and let herself feel safe. Antony had felt himself release a long, deep breath, like it was permission for him to let his own hair down, so to speak. They'd all been under such terrible pressure for too long.

      They'd eaten together with Ray and Nobao that day, then moved to the armchairs and couches in the sitting area, dozing on and off before returning to their respective apartments for actual naps.

      Today, Antony felt like he'd finally properly woken up. His mind was alert, and he felt the pull of the Morning lights telling him it was past time he got up. It seemed he'd finally gotten enough rest that his early-rising tendencies had kicked in again. He shouldn't linger much longer. He had another appointment with the medic after breakfast, and he was hungry and could do with a cup of tea. He showered and then dressed in clean borrowed clothes. The burgundy shirt was big on him, and he wasn't sure if it was due to its size or that he'd lost weight. Either way, he found himself patting down where it sagged and wishing for his own clothing.

      His own apartment was on Deck 37 Q7. It was a fine apartment but it was a place to sleep rather than a home. He'd never fully integrated into the community on 37. He'd moved there eleven years ago after he and Rye had finally faced up to their fading relationship and decided to separate. It hadn't been a bitter break up, just the sad one of two middle-aged people realizing their lives had moved in different directions. On 37, Antony had been assigned to live with a widow fifteen years older than him, Alison Stone, who had retired from daily work and spent her time running the Q's knitting circle and watching the preschoolers two afternoons a week. She also made Antony pancakes on Festival days.

      He hoped she was safe. Rye too. He needed a replacement sleeve to send them a message, but unlike clothing, that would be impossible to borrow until he had his identity chip reactivated, which in turn didn't seem likely anytime soon. Reconfigurers were restricted equipment, authorized for use only by a court order to prevent fraud and criminal activity. The CP secured them and their print recipe in their offices on the upper C-deck.

      Midmorning found Antony with fresh ointment on his bruises and a fresh cup of tea in his hand as he joined Judge Bru Castavelli in a meeting room off of the community hall.

      Bru Castavelli was the craggy, care-worn face of the anti-Rower political movement and had been since Rower's first major political blunder showed him to be more interested in rewarding his friends than supporting Peace's citizens. The campaign issue of Rower's election four and a half years ago had been how to solve the depletions of material supply for the printer, a phenomenon that happened historically every hundred years or so. Past administrations had enacted temporary but strict recycling policies to recoup necessary quotas of raw materials that would feed back into the 3D printer ecosystem. But no one wanted to give up their stuff. And it turned out, neither did Rower. After Rower had refused to enforce the Legislature's updated recycling policy, from the judicial bench Bru had castigated Rower for being a spineless liar, and with every subsequent case and complaint the judge heard, his rhetoric only grew more scathing.

      Bru's criticism had given words to the frustration Antony had felt every day as Chief Engineer. He had never let himself say them—being in a position to protect what he could of the ship's systems had been too important to risk. In fact, Antony had barely let himself think them. But he had let Alison read them aloud to him over breakfast.

      In the flesh, Bru was smaller than his reputation would suggest, shoulders broad but stooped with age from a lifetime of leaning across the bench. He gave Antony a firm handshake, his skin dry and papery. They'd met before, of course. A few times officially before Antony had become Chief Engineer a year and a half into Rower's term. More often they bumped into each other in a café they both liked on Deck 45, all perfectly innocent as far as any observers were concerned. Antony wouldn't say he knew the judge, but they had mutual acquaintances whom Antony would share information with.

      "Antony, good to have you back home. You're looking much better," said Bru, gesturing for him to take a seat.

      The craft room was small and dominated by a large crafting table. Small mosaics of fused plastic decorated the walls in a range of skill levels, along with one skinny tapestry with the sparkling, snake-like alien character from The Cervantes Secret embroidered in realistic detail.

      "I'm feeling much better." Antony smiled politely. "Now all I need is a vacation."

      Two more women and a man joined them at the craft table and introduced themselves. The third woman who arrived last was Antony's friend and colleague, Cecilia Harper, a senior systems admin.

      Mahinder Wilde, a silver-haired branch chief in Housing, chuckled and shook his head. "We all need a vacation."

      "A nice long quiet one, deep in the Gardens," added Representative Philippa "Tark" Tarkington, whom Antony had met before during briefings with the legislature. She was his age, asked good questions, and was a close political ally of Bru's.

      "All right, let's get started," Bru waved them to order.

      Antony glanced at the closed door, frowning. "Shouldn't we wait for Jacqueline?"

      "Who?"

      "Jacks," said Antony. He glanced at the door again. "She went with me to Underside."

      Recognition cleared Bru's confusion, and he said, "She'll be briefed with the others once we decide on our course of action."

      The comment took Antony aback. "She should be part of this discussion."

      Bru paused and blinked at Antony. "Pardon?"

      "Jacqueline should be part of this discussion," he repeated.

      "I thought she was a radio technician." Bru looked toward Cecilia for guidance. She nodded a confirmation, and that's when Antony clocked the roles of the others gathered around the table. All familiar faces with a good fifteen to twenty years on staff, all team leaders, and other than Cecilia and himself, all supporting the human systems that ran parallel to the environmental ones.

      Antony had misread the room, and his face heated in an annoying rush of embarrassment.

      "Ah, forgive me, Bru," he said. "I think I misunderstood our agenda."

      "Not at all. You've been recovering," Bru said graciously. "You've already given your account of what happened while you were on the other side of the gravity divide, and we have spoken with Ms. Harrison and the Undersiders who returned with you."

      Antony nodded, though he would have liked to revisit the details with Jacqueline now that he was rested and not falling over from an adrenaline crash.

      Bru continued, "We're here today to talk about taking back the ship."

      Jacqueline should definitely be here for this conversation, Antony thought, trying to decide if he thought Bru's bold statement mad or impossible. If Jacqueline were here, she would let me know which. She would tell Bru how badly the odds were against them.

      Antony shivered, suddenly cold. The size of Eddie's mob on Underside had been a fraction of the size of the rally that Grippe had stirred up on Topside's Middeck park. The entirety of the cross had been filled when he and Jacqueline had seen it from the upper decks of the Promenade. It had seemed like most of Topside's population had gathered to hear Grippe's promises of a new government. Even festivals were never that crowded. And among them were people like Seb, who reveled with new power, Yashi, who let them do what they wanted, and Eddie, who was willing to kill a woman he claimed he loved in the name of justice for crimes he couldn't articulate.

      He shivered again. His cheek throbbed.

      "Antony?" someone said, from far away. "Is he okay?"

      He jumped and nearly had a heart attack when a touch landed on his shoulder.

      Cecilia, who sat next to him, snatched her hand back, concerned. Antony wiped sweat from his forehead with his shirtsleeve.

      "Sorry, sorry. I'm all right. Just got lost in my head for a second." He took a deep breath to settle his pounding heart. Cold sweat had broken out at the small of his back. He needed to pay attention. "Please continue."

      Bru and the others frowned with concern, but Bru went on. "We need to take back the ship. The C-decks specifically. While you've been gone the situation has calmed to a degree. On the Forums we've been seeing a backlash to the violence from a heartening number of people. We believe that with strong leadership, the majority of citizens will rally behind us."

      "People want things to return to normal," said Tark. "We just need to show them it's possible."

      "Is it?" Antony asked, almost without meaning to.

      "Possible?" Tark said. She blew out a breath and actually thought about it. She was light skinned with a round face and wavy brown hair cut to her chin. She was probably around his age, plus or minus ten years, and she had steep creases in her cheeks and brow—signs of a life lived, or stress, or both.

      "I have to hope so," she said at last. "I don't know if I could bear it if this violence continues. Could you?"

      Antony honestly did not know what he could or could not bear. He'd thought he could bear a week of being locked in an office and interrogated, but now he had a knot constricting in his chest that he couldn't make sense of and a recurring nightmare of going blind.

      "I think we all must act and make decisions with the goal of returning to normal," said Bru gravely. "It won't be the same. I think we all know that, but we can achieve a new stability. Safety."

      "So our goal is to retake the C-decks," said Isobel Franchi, the last of Bru's council. Short and compact, Isobel sat with her back straight and her auburn hair tightly pulled back in a bun, not a hair out of place. She worked in the Human Occupation division as a supervisory manager, which in Antony's experience usually meant someone with a number of direct reports who spent most of her time addressing the crisis of the day.

      "That's right. We'll need to recruit help to do it," Bru said. "We had a private Forum chat with a Civil Patrol officer up until yesterday. The CP is scattered throughout the ship and disorganized. Many were badly hurt or killed in the initial attack. This group was holding out on 16."

      "Were they attacked?" Antony asked.

      "We lost contact because the Forum went down for a few hours, and then when it came back, rooms had disappeared," said Cecilia. "Without access to the servers we can't account for it, but the response indicates that it affected Grippe's people too, so I don't think it was a targeted attack."

      "We haven't been able to get remote access to the C-deck systems, either," Tark added with a nod toward Cecilia. "She gave it a good effort, but it looks like they did have someone clever enough to lock us out."

      "Our first objective is the printer," said Bru. "If we can take back the printer we'll have leverage. The plan is to recruit support from Machine Land as we go up. Deck by deck." He stabbed his finger into the table on each point. "We talk to the leaders in each quarter, we find the legislators—including the ones who supported Rower. They're angry about his overthrow and that makes them our allies."

      "I'm still not comfortable with that. They'll want vengeance," Tark cautioned. "Rower's supporters are hammer first and damn the rest, just like he was. It's not worth the risk. They'll go off half-cocked."

      "We can channel that," said Bru. "If we give them a clear direction, I think they'll take it."

      "So your plan is to build your own…" Antony groped for the right word. On Ancient Earth they were called armies that would stretch across a large battlefield fighting for a nation-state. His people called them warriors. Guerrillas, rebels, peacekeepers—five hundred years and Peace had had none of them.

      "Our own show of force," Mahinder finished for him. "Grippe's mob are nothing but bullies. If we stand up to them, show them that we are unafraid and that the people won't stand for this violence, they'll crumble."

      Spoken like a man who hasn't been in the thick of it, Antony thought. Mahinder was being naive if he thought that's all it would take to win the day.

      Antony thought of Basco's wife, coming to rescue him. Violence had been her only option. He thought of Eddie's insistence that the people wanted justice for the damage Rower had done to their homes, and all of the petty injustices that had added up and up until they'd exploded. He thought of Mayor Raj's display of power while on trial, and how that had turned the skeptical in the audience but not the fanatics. And neither side had just gone home.

      His skepticism must have shown on his face because Mahinder leaned forward, hands clasped on the table as if in prayer.

      "Even if we recruit no more than five people from each Q on our way up to 16, that's 300 people behind us. That's a number worth paying attention to. Then we join the CP already there, who have the training to corral whoever is left near the printer. We just need control of the printer offices. From there we control the whole apparatus. Then they must listen to us."

      "We'll have local leaders with us, too," Isobel added. "Representatives, deck leaders."

      "Let's not count them before we've even asked them," Tark said dryly. "I've told you before, I'm not comfortable with all the assumptions we're making."

      Antony agreed. They were making another assumption that was worth pointing out too.

      "You could control the printers from Deck 15. The machinery is actually housed there, and it has a fully functional control system for maintenance and safety."

      Lando Pike, the Chief Engineer when Rower took office, had kept one of his people assigned there, but eventually one of Rower's yes-men had figured it out. Lando had been summarily fired and replaced. Fortunately, the Technical Authority Law meant his replacement had to come from within the engineering ranks and Rower hadn't been so far gone as to ignore that. A little over a year, another firing, and Dolfina's resignation later found Antony in the Chief Engineer position.

      Sobered and determined to not let Rower run through every senior engineer they had, Antony had swallowed his pride and become as much of a Rower yes-man as he could stomach without compromising the ship. He'd lost a lot of friends and a lot of respect for that decision. But for the most part, he'd also been able to keep the air, water, and recycling systems in good repair.

      Bru and the others stared at him, even Cecilia, but she was a software engineer and didn't have Antony's deep knowledge of the ship's systems.

      "Deck 15," Bru mused. "Who do we have on 15?"

      Mahinder shook his sleeve awake and tapped through his privileged housing information. He rattled off several names, and he, Bru, Tark, and Isobel launched into a discussion of who would be the best to approach.

      Antony's mind wandered in a different direction. He asked Cecilia, "Do you have access to the damage reports?"

      "I have the system logs…"

      "No, I mean the detailed damage reports to life support functions. The logs didn't capture the on-the-deck status. We were getting those from the on-site reports from our own people and the Guild," said Antony, grimacing as he added, "They took my sleeve when they captured us so I've been blind for a week. I was tracking nearly two dozen issues."

      As he said it aloud, the last three days of rest turned into a guilty weight pressing down on his chest.

      I should have gotten out of bed yesterday. He knew he'd needed the rest, but he'd never forgive himself if something catastrophic had happened while he'd been sleeping.

      "Just two dozen? I've got more than fifty on my list," Cecilia replied, but her laugh was brittle. "What kind of issues?"

      Antony rubbed his forehead. "Water leaks for one. Decks 34 to 42 were flooded when the riot broke out."

      The conversation across the table petered out, and Bru said, "All the more reason to take back the C-decks quickly."

      But Antony shook his head. "We need to assess and address the damage we find as we go."

      "Let's secure the printer first," said Mahinder. "There hasn't been much damage down here."

      "That we know of," Antony replied. "We can safely assume that there hasn't been a catastrophic breach to the air filtration and heating system off the grav gen since we're not cooking down here, but I would feel much better if we could get eyes on the pipes to make sure they're not leaking steam." He took in the others' blank stares and waved his hand. "Never mind the details. I'm just saying that there's a lot of infrastructure behind the walls that we need to check on, even if it seems perfectly fine right now. A lot of it was already behind on their maintenance schedules. Our water, air, and recycling systems rely on closed or nearly closed loops to conserve as much as possible, and I know they took damage in a number of places. Without my sleeve, I'll have to see what I can remember, but since we're going deck by deck anyway, we should check them along the way."

      "That will slow us down," Mahinder frowned.

      "Wait, wait, wait. Back up. What do you mean we're not cooking? That could happen?" Tark's eyebrows jumped to her hairline.

      "Yes. It happened on Destiny before they were able to get replacement parts printed and the ducts patched back together," Antony said. "They had to evacuate Decks 1 through 10, and their printer files crashed so Grace had to send them the print recipe."

      "When did this happen?" Bru asked. "And why didn't we know?"

      "Right after that first jolt," said Antony, not bothering to answer the second question. Of course Rower hadn't let that information out. "I'd rather not wait to find out the status of these systems until after we control the C-decks. We don't know that we'll be able to wrest control from the mob and we don't know what they may have damaged in the meantime."

      "You're making assumptions about the state of our systems—" Tark started.

      "Yes," Antony agreed, cutting in, "based on what I knew a week ago, which worried me then. I can't imagine the situation has improved since."

      "To fix them you'll need tools, replacement parts, monitoring. Those we get by taking back the printer and C-decks," Bru said firmly. "I want you to be able to fix this ship, too. But we can't do it in this chaos."

      Antony didn't like it, but Bru had a point. "Our people too," Antony added. "There were a lot of Blues taken prisoner on the Greendeck."

      During their mad escape from the initial riot, Antony had made the call to leave behind the members of their group who'd been captured, so the rest of them could get away. Another sin that sat heavy in his chest. He didn't know if they were alive or dead. Grippe had been up there himself, and he'd executed Rower with a club to the head.

      "We'll rescue them too," said Bru. "But first we have to get there."
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