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For Sam. Of all things I have learned, the things you have taught me remain among my favorites. I am so grateful for you.

This is also for Tyler, a good student and friend, and fellow coffee shop patron. That is no small added blessing to my life. 

And finally, some of this is for Ryan. I know you’ll likely never read it, but that’s okay—I know you’ve lived it. I used a lot of what you taught me about marriage, with all its pains and pleasures in this one. Your love is literally inspiring!   
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A muted amount of simulated sunlight sprinkled down from the ceiling lights softly as the beginning of the night’s end arrived. The room was peaceful and quiet, warm and comforting­. All of it was calling her back to coveted sleep, almost tempting her to fall away from the real world for a few more moments­. 

Almost, Aerie thought groggily, turning over in her half-slumber. She reached out and felt the coldness of the empty sheets beside her. Instantly, the silence of the room, the one she now shared with Exton, suddenly seemed heavy with his brooding. 

Her eyes blinked open, and she looked over to find Exton in the dim light. He was on the other side of the room, sitting at his desk. There was a book open in front of him, but he was clearly preoccupied with his own enigmatic thoughts rather than lost in the world of his novel.

Aerie felt a sense of helplessness settle over her. With the war going on around the world, there was always plenty to mull over, and there was very little she felt she could do to make it better for either of them. 

It didn’t help that in the last weeks since they had returned to the Perdition, Aerie knew both she and Exton had trouble sleeping for more than a few hours at a time.

The sense of helplessness increased.    

Her husband was still much of a stranger to her, even if she did claim his heart and his body as her own. And now his name, too, she reminded herself, allowing that sense of complete belonging to wash over her once more. The warmth of that confidence allowed her a moment of reprieve from the chilly reality before her.    

Aerie continued to watch Exton silently as he leaned over the book on his desktop. He was partially turned away from her, his face hidden, even as it allowed her a clear view of his broad shoulders and muscled back. If his mood was less forlorn, Aerie might have allowed herself the time to remember the strength of his back under her hands, the tautness of his body as it moved along hers, and the desperate eagerness of their passion as it overcame and consumed them. 

As if he sensed her gaze, he sat up straighter. “Are you awake, Aerie?” Exton asked, his voice heavy, weighted with concern. 

While she heard no irritation in his tone, she fleetingly wondered if he missed the isolation of his room before they’d been married. Aerie was glad he still had access to the Captain’s Lounge, where he could think in peace, alone with the comfort of being above the world’s problems, protected from the world of problems he faced as captain of the Perdition.  

“I am,” she admitted. She pushed herself up into a sitting position, pulling the sheet up against her skin more tightly as the coldness crept closer. 

“Did you sleep well?” 

“Well enough,” she said, giving him a small smile as he finally turned around to see her.

He returned the smile, and Aerie was pleased to see his eyes light up in hope. “Good. I’m glad to see your nightmares have gone away some.” 

Aerie winced. She didn’t like to be reminded of her time being tortured by the URS, but there were some moments in her sleep where she slipped back into that world unwillingly. More than once since they were married, Exton had woken her up to get her to stop shaking, only to have to lull her back to sleep. 

“What about your nightmares?” Aerie asked. 

“My nightmares begin when I wake up and I have to leave you,” Exton told her as he came and sat down beside her. He reached over and ran his hand through her golden red hair affectionately. 

Aerie arched against his hand, contented by his touch.

“I’m going to have an especially hard time today, since your mother’s coming.” 

“Oh, really?” Aerie’s eyes widened. “I’m surprised.”

“She wants something. Promise me you’ll be careful if you see her. She’s good at getting what she wants.” 

“I guess I do have issues where my family is concerned,” Aerie said lightly. 

“Then you know I have good cause for being worried.”  

Aerie rolled her eyes. She thought about arguing back, but she knew it wasn’t just her mother that made him uneasy. 

Ever since Exton had gone and talked with her father, General St. Cloud, about the death of his father, Exton had struggled with sleep as much as she did. Now that they were married­—and in more than one way, stuck together—Aerie didn’t want to fight with him, especially over family matters. It’s ... complicated, she decided silently to herself.

She looked up as Exton wrapped his arm around her, pulling her into a tight embrace. 

“I wish we had more time,” he said with a sigh. 

“Me, too,” Aerie murmured, relaxing against him.   

“I guess honeymoons don’t last long when there’s a war going on,” Exton said. 

Aerie laughed. “They don’t even have honeymoons in the URS, if it makes you feel better.” 

“I’d forgotten about that. I suppose as much as we try to preserve the things we’d like to keep, change is inevitable.” He sighed. “Even Emery and Tyler didn’t have much of a honeymoon. We attacked the Memory Tree only a few days after their wedding. It seems like we haven’t had a lot of downtime since then.”

“I hope you’re not blaming me,” Aerie said. 

“Oh, I wouldn’t blame you ... entirely.”

She sneered at him, while he gave her a charming grin in return. As much as she knew he was teasing her, she knew he had a point. The reality they faced, and what was at stake, was a risk that seemed too large to even properly contemplate, and she was caught in the middle of it. “I suppose our problems are small compared to the rest of the world’s,” Aerie mused aloud. 

“Loving you is not a problem,” Exton assured her with a quick kiss. 

“You have a lot more problems because you do love me,” Aerie pointed out somberly, thinking of all she had put him through in the last several weeks. 

She tried not to grimace at the thought of her rescue from the URS, and the fact that the rest of her difficult, semi-dysfunctional family was under Petra’s protection. 

And then there’s Brock, too, Aerie recalled, thinking of how withdrawn and upset he had been prior to her departure. She could only hope he was starting to see he could fit in, easily, especially with Petra’s fighter pilot squad. Her older twin brothers, Caledon and Dorian, had jumped at the chance to fly when Director Ward, Exton’s aunt, offered them positions.

Of course, the offer was only extended once Merra approved, and even then the boys had several stern warnings from both their mother and father. Even after years of separation, it seemed Victor and Merra St. Cloud were in perfect sync when it came to ordering their children around and warning them to behave. 

Well, not all the children, Aerie thought dejectedly. Her older sister, Serena, was the only one of all four—no, now it’s five­—of the St. Cloud siblings that stumped her parents. Serena had shrugged off both the General’s comments and her mother’s appeals, taking on a role in the medical division at Petra’s medical ward.

Aerie knew her sister was proficient as a combat med, but with her attitude and general personality, Serena was bound to cause problems no matter where she was. Aerie just hoped she wouldn’t be the one who had to answer for Serena’s disparities.  

“Loving you is something that might bring me trouble,” Exton said, interrupting Aerie as she silently listed her family’s sins. “But it is also one of the only reasons I work to find solutions.”

“So the world is better off because you love me?” Aerie asked. 

“My world certainly is.” His icy blue eyes softened as they looked into hers. In their half-lit room, as they faced each other, Aerie felt as though they were surrounded by a cloud of invisible fire and softness, almost as if their love was made manifest between them. The extra-sensory sensation spirited around them, and she felt it bond them together all over again.  

Aerie’s heart swelled. The uncertainty she’d felt earlier faded as a rush of hope and determination rekindled inside of her.   

Exton glanced toward the door. “I know the war makes the world’s future seem even more uncertain than it already is, Aerie. That’s what makes what we do all the more precious.”

At the sudden look of frustration on his face, Aerie hesitated. She felt him distancing himself from her, and in her disappointment, her curiosity pushed back. “Are you still upset about what my father told you?” 

“No,” he snapped, his response stinging as it cut through the air. He withdrew even further from her, as if he’d been scorched, and the warmth between them flickered away with it.  

“I know you’re lying when you say it like that.” Aerie shifted, reaching for her uniform as she stepped out of bed. Disappointment metamorphosed into defiance, and she struggled to keep her temper in check. 

“I don’t like to be reminded of his lies about my father.” 

“You have a rough history with the General,” Aerie said quietly, “but he’s never lied to you.” 

“He has lied to me, plenty of times.” 

“About what?” Aerie glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t remember any time when he did.”  

“When you first came onboard and he found out you were here, he said that he would trade you for himself, and that he would do anything to keep you safe.” 

“Well, that is a tall order, according to Serena and my brothers,” Aerie said. “That doesn’t mean he was lying.” 

“He signed the warrant for your arrest less than a month later.” 

“He had to, or Osgood would’ve suspected him of being a traitor. He didn’t have to tell you that Brock had already managed to get me away from New Hope’s Reeducation Center.” 

“Are you actually defending him?” Exton stood up and crossed his arms over his chest. “After all the pain he’s caused you?” 

“It’s complicated,” Aerie insisted. “I know you didn’t like it, but he has no reason to lie to us now that’s he’s one of us.” 

“That didn’t stop your mother from lying to us about getting information from him.” 

“My mother’s a different person than my father,” Aerie argued. 

“Where do you think she learned it from?” Exton retorted. 

Aerie pursed her lips, already regretting that she’d brought it up in the first place. 

They’d arrived on the Perdition with General St. Cloud two weeks before. Once the General was cleared for admittance, he was placed in a special room and not allowed to leave. Aerie was saddened that Exton had indeed taken the General’s request to be his prisoner at his word; she was hoping he’d at least allow him to be a guest onboard the Perdition as she had been. 

It’s complicated. 

She frowned. That was beginning to be a reoccurring theme, she noticed. 

To make things worse, ever since the General had met with him to discuss the death of Exton’s father, Aerie had sensed a change in Exton, one that was far from healing, forgiveness, or reconciliation. 

If anything, Aerie thought, Exton’s pain, the pain she’d seen inside of him when he first came to visit her as himself, rather than the notorious Captain Chainsword­, the pain she wanted nothing more than to soothe over and respond to, had exponentially increased; it had been drilled even further into the recesses of his heart.

Aerie watched him now as he shuffled around the room, with seemingly no specific goal in mind.

“I’m going to get ready,” she said, refraining from engaging in their fight—discussion—further, heading into the bathroom instead. She quietly shut the door behind her as she tried to hold back the growing anger and frustration inside of her.

Aerie was not entirely sure of exactly what her father had told Exton, and she had no way of imagining how terrible it was, especially as she saw how it made Exton as upset as he was. 

Since the meeting, Aerie waited and welcomed his body with her own, telling him in her own way she would be ready for him when he was ready to share. There had been plenty to do, settling into her new job in the Biovid and helping around the starship. 

Maybe that was the most irritating part, Aerie thought. She knew from her own experiences on the Perdition before that there was a time for everything. Exton had mourned his father’s death for over ten years. He wasn’t likely going to have peace at any new information overnight. But Aerie had been hoping Exton would’ve confided in her more by now, especially since she had tried so hard to be a good wife and worker.

Maybe he doubted her loyalty? After all, Aerie knew he hated it when she defended her father. 

But it wasn’t like she agreed with all of his decisions, either. Aerie wasn’t happy that Exton had agreed to make her father the first prisoner of war. 

On the other hand, it wasn’t like she was happy with her father, either.

Her head fell into her hands as a bitter resentment washed through her. This is such a mess. I never should’ve agreed to this. We got married too quickly. 

The sudden thought of losing all the good things she’d experienced—all the joy they’d shared, all the comfort he’d given her while she fought off her nightmares, all the laughter and kisses and closeness—left her short of breath. 

“Calm down,” she whispered to herself. Taking a deep breath, and then six more, Aerie forced herself to relax. 

There was no point in getting hysterical. They had time. She didn’t know how much or how little, but they had time. Aerie knew she loved Exton, and because of that she would give him time, as long as she could.

As she finished dressing, Aerie was relieved to hear Exton moving on the other side of the door. When she came out of the bathroom, he was nearly ready for the day.

He glanced over at her as she stood in the doorway. His eyes met hers, and he stopped buttoning up his uniform jacket. Unspoken and unformed words passed between them, and there was a distinct change in the room’s atmosphere. 

Aerie watched as he walked over to her. He reached out and cupped her cheek, and she leaned into it. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 

She put her hand over his. “I know.” 

Exton drew her closer and kissed her temple, before allowing her to rest her head on his chest. 

Aerie wrapped her arms around him tightly, holding him for a long moment. There was nothing like holding him, she thought. “I forgive you, of course,” she murmured a moment later. “But I suppose you already know that.” 

“If there’s one person between us who can be counted on to forgive egregious behavior, it’s you,” he murmured, playfully nuzzling her shoulder. 

“You forgave me, too, you know,” Aerie reminded him. “I did lie to you about who I was when I first came here. Don’t be so hard on yourself. And have a little faith in me.” 

“What do you mean?”

She steadied herself against him carefully. “I want you to tell me what my father said to you.”

For a long moment, he was quiet, and Aerie wondered if he was going to respond at all. 

But then he nodded. “Okay. But not right now, with your mom coming today. We can talk about it later, after she’s gone.”  

While it was irritating for Aerie to know she would have to wait, she was glad. It is enough. For now. 

“Okay.” She stood up on her tiptoes to press her lips against his softly. He kissed her back, the gentle spark igniting into a full flame.

Exton reached down, running his hands down the curves of her body. Before Aerie knew it, her mind was clouded with desire; she barely noticed when he picked her up.

“We don’t have much time,” Aerie whispered as he laid her down on the bed, even as she was already reaching for him. 

“We’ll make it enough,” he promised her.  

Aerie knew she should try to fight harder, but Exton seemed to prefer kissing her into silence, and she preferred to let him. There was nothing she wanted more than to know that their love would be enough to bridge the gaps between them.
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It took Exton a moment to realize that the usual rhythm of his steps carried a new beat as he made his way through the Perdition’s familiar hallways. It took him another few moments to decide he liked it.

After more than six years in space, it was a nice change, he decided. Even if it was impractical. 

There is nothing wrong with having hope. 

It was having false or foolish hope that was risky, and he knew the difference between the two. 

There was a good chance that he, along with the other forces of the defectors, could topple the URS and its oppressive regime. With the small collection of forces fighting them, and the added arsenal of the Perdition, Merra St. Cloud, for all her trouble, had been proven right over the past several weeks—the URS stronghold had sown its own seeds of destruction as they fought to control their people, and the people were beginning to notice. 

Some of them, anyway—enough that as the government tried to hold onto their power against the defectors, both inside and outside the nation, more and more people were asking for the truth and finding the government’s answers lacking. 

As the Perdition directed forces around the world, further breaking the URS off from their bases and labs, the end of their power was becoming more of a possibility. 

Exton glanced out the window as he walked by. He faltered in his footsteps, stopping short as he watched the world below.   

Aerie is the reason for all of this, he thought. He had never been able to see past the pain of his past, only seeing a bleak future where he was destined to meet the same fate as his father. 

Not until he saw her. Since Aerie came into his life, everything had changed. Now, she was his. And now, everything was better.  

Even the world seemed to be in better shape. Exton saw the thick band of clouds coiled almost protectively around the middle of the world. Since the last battle at Petra with the Craftcarrier, it seemed that the clouded belt around the middle of the world, the one that had chilled the equator and killed off several ecosystems, had shrunk some, both in size and density. He could see little patches of the world through the bulky foam; he could see little patterns of breaking fractals as rain once more poured down on the earth below. 

Exton’s attention turned toward Petra, the stronghold of his community in Antarctica, where he knew Emery was helping his aunt and the other leaders. 

While he was sure she was immersing herself in the day to day needs of Petra’s citizens, Exton was almost sorry Emery wasn’t onboard the Perdition with him. She had regularly been his confidant, and he missed her counsel. Especially since he had General St. Cloud under his guard.  

His mood darkened instantly, as his mind swept itself away to his meeting with St. Cloud in the small room that had been arranged into a prison cell. 

♦♦♦♦
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“I ASSUME YOU’RE NOT here to ask me what I think about my accommodations?” 

Exton grimaced; it had been three days since they’d left Petra to board the Perdition, and even the afterglow of celebrating Aerie’s return and their wedding was not enough to leave him unaffected by the sound of St. Cloud’s voice. 

He looked at his foe now, frowning at him from the doorway, as St. Cloud sat at the small table. It was a standard room, with a kitchenette close by. Exton was glad, on several levels, that St. Cloud had not broken his confinement, and that he hadn’t given Exton any grief over the arrangements. 

Over the years, St. Cloud had given him enough grief over other things. 

Other things I want to discuss.

Even though he was determined to get the answers he wanted, Exton found himself only too willing to hesitate.  

His old mentor was drinking coffee from a mug, and for the first time it hit Exton that he was looking at his father-in-law. 

God certainly has a weird sense of humor, Exton thought wryly. 

St. Cloud cleared his throat. “I can keep talking if it would make you feel better. Getting acclimated to life’s inconveniences is—”

“Is not a privilege, but a necessity, for the warrior,” Exton finished. He remembered St. Cloud’s teachings more than he liked to admit. 

A spark appeared in St. Cloud’s eyes, and Exton had a hard time wondering if it was a sign of hope or because St. Cloud wanted to disconcert him. 

Well, Exton thought, nothing would disconcert me more than to be his protégé again.

If only he’d had the same feeling when he was younger, when St. Cloud originally extended the offer to be a career mentor. 

If he’d turned down the offer, Exton knew he might have never gotten into university early; he might not have even tried. Instead of going to university to be an engineer, he might have joined the URS military in hopes of gaining fame as a top officer, finally taking out the last MENACE remnant, and quickly advancing in rank.

His father might even still be alive, mass producing more weapons, fighters, and life-saving technology for Dictator Osgood. 

“Never mind,” Exton muttered to himself. He had plenty of possibilities to wonder about later. He had to deal with the realities right now.   

“How is Aerie?” St. Cloud asked slowly. 

Exton nearly choked on his words. “She’s doing well.” 

He hated that Aerie was stuck in the middle of their feud, but it couldn’t be helped. She was St. Cloud’s daughter—even if Exton was sure she hated it almost as much as he did—and now she was also his wife. 

His beautiful, loving, compassionate wife. 

Exton felt his hardened stance soften, minimally, as he thought of her. 

“I’m glad to hear that.” 

Exton snorted disdainfully. “After decontamination, you’re probably glad to hear of anything that resembles news.” 

St. Cloud frowned. “I have a right to know my daughter’s being treated well.” 

“That certainly didn’t bother you when you signed her over to be tortured under Osgood’s orders, and by Lieutenant Dubois, no less.” 

St. Cloud waved the matter away with a flick of his hand. “I expect that sort of thing from Osgood and his ilk,” he said. “After years of dealing with him, I know how Osgood thinks and how he operates. Thankfully, the Ecclesia has a different standard.” 

“You’re not dealing with the Ecclesia.” 

“But I am dealing with you, and you were raised in the community of believers, even if you don’t agree with them on everything,” St. Cloud replied. “With all their teachings, I know you have received a set of morals I know you won’t discard as easily. That’s part of the reason I knew you would be a good leader, believe it or not.” 

Exton said nothing as he fumed. 

St. Cloud’s eyes gleamed again, this time with cunning. “I know you, Exton. I taught you well, and you learned your lessons better than I could have ever hoped.”

“You taught me how to be a fighter,” Exton said. “Nothing more.” 

“I taught you how to be a fighter,” St. Cloud agreed, “but one with honor.” 

“For all the good it did me.” 

“I didn’t tell you what to believe,” St. Cloud said. “That is where we differ, you know.” 

“What do you mean?” Exton flustered over. “You were a part of the Ecclesia once, too—and still are, according to what you told me at Petra.” 

“And I am.”

“I wouldn’t advertise that too loudly. Dennis wouldn’t like to hear that.”  

“You’re right. It drives him crazy, you know. Merra’s grown on him over the years, but he never warmed up to me.” St. Cloud took a sip from his mug. 

“I can’t imagine why,” Exton snarled. 

Dennis, known as Reverend Thorne, always seemed too wise and too aloof from the world. While the older man tried to act like a second father to him, Exton never appreciated his efforts. Of course, Exton never wanted his efforts in the first place. 

“Even you agree with me, Exton, that inside the Ecclesia there are people who disagree with each other on what to do with the truth.” St. Cloud continued, “But we don’t disagree that there is truth, and that includes the fact that there are things worth protecting and worth risking our lives for.”

Exton nodded.  

St. Cloud smiled humorlessly. “I knew you would agree with me on that.” 

“What makes you so sure?” Exton grumbled. 

“Aerie.” 

“You leave her out of this.” Exton felt his hand curl into a fist. He had to force himself to remember the empty feeling that had come over him at Petra when he struck St. Cloud before. It was too tempting to think that physically overpowering his enemy would heal his heart.  

“See? You want to protect her,” St. Cloud said. “You believe in beauty, truth, love, and goodness. Just as I do.” 

Exton felt his fingers dig into his palms. “I guess so.” 

“I’m trying to tell you, Exton, that we agree on truth. But we disagree with what to do with it. A long time ago, Merra and I both infiltrated the URS government and used our positions to gain intel and resources and connections that would eventually help us overthrow it.”

“I don’t believe you.” 

“Yes, you do, but you still want to hate me.” St. Cloud arched an eyebrow at him. 

“You don’t have any proof.” 

“I can get some, if you’ll let me out of this room.” 

“You’re not going anywhere right now.” 

St. Cloud laughed dryly. “I had a feeling that was going to be your answer. We won’t get far if you can’t see past your anger. And we won’t get any further if you can’t believe me when I say I have been a member of the Ecclesia, even while working directly under Osgood.”  

Exton grumbled to himself. Playing with possible scenarios was an exercise in imagination and discipline. Sometimes, he knew, it was easier to see truth of a situation if its result was applied to reality. 

“For the moment,” Exton finally said, “I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt. But I don’t see why you’re explaining this to me.” 

“You’re the one who came to me looking for answers. I didn’t say that they would be easy, or that you would like them. I only told you I would tell you why I killed Silas, and this is part of that.”

Exton scowled. “I’m not going to change my mind about hating you for it,” he said. 

“I grieve his loss, too, you know.” 

“Then why are you telling me this?” Exton asked. “I’m still captain of this ship. I can make you walk the plank, if you’d like to prove me more pirate than warrior.” 

“I’m not here to ask for your mercy,” St. Cloud said. “I’m here at your mercy only because I chose to be. I’m here because even if I don’t deserve your mercy, I want your trust.” 

“Ha!” Exton laughed, but he was caught off guard by St. Cloud’s admission. 

“I want your trust as an ally,” St. Cloud clarified. “Not as a father-in-law, and not as a former mentor or family friend. I will agree to leave Aerie out of it as much as I can.” 

“Good. I don’t want her mixed up in this.” 

“That is something we can also agree on.” St. Cloud smiled. “She doesn’t have the temperament for war. I hope you gave her an easier job while she’s here.” 

“She’s working in the Biovid,” Exton replied, instantly regretting his admission when he saw St. Cloud’s obvious pleasure at the news. Before he could say anything, Exton continued, reasserting control over the conversation, “I trusted you before, and I know how that ended. I won’t make that mistake again.” 

“You might not trust me, but I still know you very well. I know you blame yourself for Silas’ death,” St. Cloud said quietly.  

Exton’s eyes widened in surprise and fear at his words. His gaze shot up to meet St. Cloud’s, betraying his inner turmoil. 

St. Cloud nodded as he watched him. “But you should know, as I tried to explain to you afterward, that it is not your fault. The cause is mine, but the fault is your father’s.”

Exton felt his throat tighten as he stopped himself from shouting. “Why would you say that?” 

“The day everything happened—the day you weren’t supposed to be there, I’ll remind you—I had orders from Osgood to investigate the reasons that there was a delay in the construction of the Paradise. Silas was in charge, and he made several changes to the final model right up until the very end. I know he was a prominent figure in the Ecclesia, and to this day I know several of the workers and engineers and designers had ‘special orders’ from him. The Ark is proof of that,” St. Cloud said. “And you know that. You were the one who told me about it, in the beginning.” 

His fists clenched, hard and fast; Exton wouldn’t be surprised if he’d drawn blood. “Yes,” Exton agreed reluctantly. “I remember. My mom said it was at the orders of the URS that he added in several of the changes off-record.” 

“That’s what he told her. I know that was a lie.” St. Cloud straightened in his chair. 

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t have anything to gain by lying to you now,” St. Cloud said. “Aerie is safe, my family is safe, and I am in exile from my forces.” 

“You and Merra have been playing a deep game,” Exton reminded him bitterly. “You’ll have to excuse me if I seem skeptical.” 

St. Cloud smirked. “I always liked your sense of humor,” he murmured. “It was one of the other reasons I chose to mentor you.” 

“There is nothing funny about this.” 

“I agree, which is why it’s all the more amusing. When everything is on the line, and you’ve been dealt a bad hand, a dark sense of humor can be sustaining, even if it is hollow in the end.” 

Exton turned away and looked back at the door. “I have other duties to attend to,” he said. “If you’re going to tell me why you killed my father, you might as well get it over with.” 

“You know I killed him on Osgood’s orders,” St. Cloud said. “But I also did it because he was going to destroy us.” 

Exton whirled around. “Excuse me?” 

“The URS commissioned the Paradise to be a military research hub,” St. Cloud said. “Silas convinced them to make it into a lifeboat of sorts. Osgood was the one who wanted it to be able to house weapons, eventually. Remember, at the time, Osgood had been the dictator for over a year.” 

“I know that,” Exton snapped. “But he was the second in command, just like you, for years. He’d already had a lot of oversight on the project from what I remember.”

“Silas didn’t like that.” 

“No, he didn’t,” Exton agreed. “I remember that. He used to brood over it.” 

A memory of his father came into his mind. His father often stood at the window of their small unit, looking out toward the shipyard where the Paradise resided. His hands, with consistently bruised knuckles and blisters forming on his palms, curled around his Bible, his lips moving in silent, frustrated prayer. 

What had happened to his Bible? Exton wondered, suddenly intrigued. He made a mental note to ask Aunt Patty about it. It was possible she had it somewhere at Petra, since she’d been the one who inherited his mother’s things. 

Exton blinked as St. Cloud shifted in his chair. The memory faded away instantly, replaced by the cold black and red room, where he stood only a short distance from his greatest enemy.

“Osgood gave his orders, but I carried them out,” St. Cloud said, not realizing Exton had slipped away for a few long seconds. “I wanted to give Silas a chance to escape, believe it or not. But when he told me the truth, I shot him.”

“Why?” 

“He was going to gather up the Ecclesia inside of the Paradise and then use the weapons to destroy New Hope and other URS outposts.” 

“That’s a lie,” Exton yelled. “My father would never do that.” 

“I’m not the only one who played a deep game,” St. Cloud argued back. “Silas was just as tired as the rest of the Ecclesia were, and he knew from Evelyn’s research they were pushing for more war, even back then. Merra knew it too.”

“Her word won’t validate your own.”

“I know. I’m telling you I didn’t want to, but I did. Silas wouldn’t let it go. I tried to reason with him. But he would’ve been risking too much, including the lives of our friends and allies.” 

“So you killed my father to save yourself?” Exton asked incredulously. 

“To protect others. Merra and I have both watched several of our friends taken into Reeducation and tortured until their will and resolve was broken. Aerie’s lucky that they have designed a way to control people through their memories and rewiring their brain since then. They have moved on from outright killing the dissenters to rewiring them into mindless monsters, like Gerard.”

“He was far from mindless when he was torturing Aerie,” Exton said, thinking of the burned skin and twisted scars on her body where the electrodes had been placed. Her nightmares, when she woke up shivering and moaning muffled words, gave him further clues about the pain she’d suffered.

“She’ll be fine,” St. Cloud said. “She was only there for one session.”  

His mouth dropped open in immediate outrage. “How dare you,” Exton shouted. “How dare you trivialize her suffering!” 

“What is the suffering of one person against the rest of the world?” St. Cloud shouted back. 

“But it’s Aerie you’re talking about,” Exton insisted. 

“Everyone has someone they’ve lost,” St. Cloud retorted. 

“I know! I lost my father.” 

St. Cloud paused for a long moment. “Aerie was innocent, Exton. Is innocent, truth be told. Your father was not.” 

“I don’t believe you.” 

“Silas was trying to give Eden back to the world, Exton. He saw Paradise as a way to return to the good times, but he was wrong.” St. Cloud stiffened in his chair, placing his now-empty mug down on the table with impeccable calm. “He was wrong. There is no going back. We can only press on, going forward.”

“My father did not want to destroy the world, especially not in order to save it,” Exton insisted.

“He had no qualms about it, Exton. Remember Noah?” 

It took a moment for Exton to recall the story from the Bible about Noah, a man who was righteous in the eyes of God. He was told to build an ark and collect the animals of the world, two by two, and gather them inside while the world was washed away by rain and floodwaters. 

“Silas saw Paradise as a present-day ark. He wasn’t destroying the world in his mind. He was saving the Ecclesia while the world would be purified by fire.” 

Exton forced himself to breathe in and out as evenly as possible. 

“He had a lot of people in the Ecclesia who supported him, Exton, but he was smart enough to know that there would be plenty of people—in fact, pretty much everyone—who would be against him. I even believed him for a long time, until I saw the truth. I firmly believe that’s how he convinced so many people to help. Many did come to join the Ecclesia when we had to contract out work to new places.”

Somehow, St. Cloud saying that his father’s goodness remained, despite all the alleged badness, stung worse than the accusations altogether. Exton felt a moment of resignation as he realized he wouldn’t be able to fight St. Cloud over every bit of information he gave.

“So he cloaked his words in secrecy, and—” 

“And secrets, while necessary, can destroy you,” Exton murmured, remembering another one of St. Cloud’s favorite sayings.

St. Cloud nodded approvingly.  

Disgust sparked inside of him. “I still think you’re lying,” Exton said. 

“What if I’m not?” St. Cloud asked. His voice grew quiet and contemplative again, forcing Exton to change directions. 

“If you’re not,” Exton said slowly, “then you’ve been misinformed.” 

“What if you’re the one who’s been misinformed?” St. Cloud’s expression was almost amused now.

“It’s not like you can prove it,” Exton replied. 

“I can’t, while I’m in here. If you want proof I’m telling the truth, all you have to do is locate the Boötes system.” 

“Boötes?” Exton frowned. “That’s a constellation, not a star. It doesn’t have a system.” 

“Not the stars, Exton. That’s its name. Boötes is the name of an intranet that the underground agents of the government use to communicate. The URS has known for the last several years, after you began intercepting our fights and our shipments to various places, that you and your crew were able to monitor our comm systems. That’s why we had the NETech designed for our fighters and our military comms. Before that, there was another system in place that was used to keep out foreign interceptors. It’s a shadow web.”

“We’ve already had access to several of the State’s military communications.” 

“This is more of an archive; it was used as a place for our space program, specifically.” 

Exton frowned. “What do you mean by ‘our?’” 

St. Cloud rolled his eyes. “The State’s. I would’ve thought that was obvious.” 

Exton considered the matter carefully. He’d forgotten that the URS would have had a record of the plans for the Paradise. He knew from Tyler that the URS had planned to expand their weapons to make them space-capable, as they had done with the MENACE fighters. But other than that, there had been no news on what the State was planning as far as their space program. There were no additional projects in the hacked files they did have regarding that. Exton had heard the rumors that it was shut down after he and his friends had stolen the Perdition from them. He was more than willing to believe them, too. 

Maybe too willing, he admitted to himself. St. Cloud’s shadow web could possibly provide some insights into what exactly had happened. 

“What’s on there that would prove you were right about my father, especially if he was as secretive and deceptive as you say?” he finally asked. If—if—St. Cloud was telling the truth, there would have to be something very specific, very incriminating, to serve as his proof. 

“The plans for Paradise. The ones he originally submitted for the military development division in the URS government,” St. Cloud replied. 

Tyler would probably be able to handle scouting for that, Exton decided. “Fine. I’ll order an investigation. But you will remain here until I have my answers.” 

“I have chosen to abide by your wishes—for now.” St. Cloud gave him a small, shrewd smile. “You can always come and talk with me about other things if you get bored.” 

The thought of visiting St. Cloud of his own accord held no appeal. Exton shook his head.  

Before he left, there was one other thing that made him pause. “Boötes was my father’s nickname,” Exton said softly. “Why is it named after him?”

“You can thank Osgood for that,” St. Cloud said. His amber eyes, so similar to Aerie’s, darkened with an ominous shadow. “I wasn’t the only one Silas managed to fool.” 

“They were friends.” His words came out as more of a statement than a question. “I remember he had a lot of meetings with him. I’d forgotten about that.”   

“Yes. Osgood named it after him to remind himself not to trust anyone, ever again,” St. Cloud said. “They used to be good friends, the two of them. It fell apart after Osgood became dictator. While I never knew the exact reason why, my guess is that politics drove them apart. Both of them were unhappy with the last dictator, but I suspect Silas felt bitter once Osgood took up the title.”

Exton only nodded. He’d known a lot of defectors from the URS who also had trouble keeping friends because of political disagreements.

St. Cloud cleared his throat. “If you look for the Boötes system, their shadow web, you’ll find the nation’s most carefully guarded secrets. It should prove that Silas’ designs for the Paradise were ultimately different from the ones the URS ordered. If you’re half the engineer he was, you’ll see the reasons why they were changed.” 

At his words, Exton felt a rush of pure hatred rekindled inside of him. 

Even if it was true, that alone doesn’t mean my father deserved to die. Even if I have been misinformed, my father is still dead. Even if St. Cloud killed Papa to stop him from doing bad things, he took away all the good things he could’ve done, too. 

His father had been silenced, and he wasn’t able to defend himself. Exton owed his memory more than a quick, cursory condemnation, provided by the very man that had robbed his father of his life. 

“You’re not telling me the truth,” Exton insisted as he headed for the door. He’d had enough of this conversation. He had known it would not be an easy one, and he knew it was time to leave. 

“It is the truth, Exton, whether you believe it or not.” 

St. Cloud’s last words hung in the air before Exton slammed and locked the door behind him.  

♦♦♦♦
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EXTON BLINKED AND FOUND himself still glaring out the window of the Perdition, seeing past the world before him.

He thought about the argument he’d had with Aerie that morning, and for the first time since that conversation with St. Cloud, he felt a small quiver of doubt. 

What if St. Cloud was telling the truth? 

The truth mattered—to him, and to others. It was nothing for him to play along with the URS’s narrative that he was the ghost of Captain Chainsword, his father’s remnant. It was the only way his father was capable of having revenge on the world, after all, and Exton had no trouble assuming the responsibilities of that calling. Besides, what did it matter to establish a fitting role for himself in a world where the truth was what the State said it was, and nothing else? 

Here, in his own community, and on the Perdition, he knew he wasn’t really a ghost working with MENACE. 

But that was the problem, wasn’t it? He knew what he wasn’t. What was he? Who was he, really? 

He’d always looked up to his father, even if they had, only naturally, disagreed on some points. His papa was a loving husband, a diligent worker, and a brilliant engineer. His mother idolized him, wholeheartedly championing his idealism, seeped in religious conviction and strong against the tides of reality’s derision. 

The thought that his father had become radicalized by his ideals, ones his mother even denied, was startling; the idea that he died because he was willing to do anything to obtain his own paradise was unfathomable.

Or at least, nearly unfathomable. 

The idea that his father would hijack a state science and military endeavor, only to send it into space and use it as a weapon against his home nation, a nation that was threatening to take even more away from him than it already had ... Never in a million years would he have thought his father capable of doing that. 

Exton also knew he’d never guessed he was capable of that, either. Yet, there he was, the captain of the starship he’d stolen from the State, the one he could have used to destroy his enemies, only stopped by what he would call a miracle.  

Exton rubbed his temples, distressed. 

Who am I, really? 

Exton knew the answer to that question, and he didn’t like it. 

As he quietly resumed his steps, Exton admitted to himself that he was suddenly afraid. If what St. Cloud said was true, Exton was too much like his own father for comfort­—and he was afraid of what Aerie would think of him if she knew the truth. 

He barely noticed that his stride had lost its confidence as he turned onto the Command Bridge.
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♦3♦
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“Here’s the report you asked for, ma’am.” 

Aerie smiled and wiped the dirt off her face with her arm as she looked up at the towering figure behind her. “Thank you, Bruce.” 

“The orchids look much better already.” 

“Yes, it was a good call,” Aerie agreed. She ran her fingers through the soft leaves. “They’ll have a little more room now, before we prune them again.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Aerie grinned up at the large man. “There’s no need to call me ma’am. Aerie is fine.” 

Bruce blushed through his reddish beard as he shyly looked down at his feet. “But you’re the captain’s wife now, ma’am. ‘Tis only proper.”

“I’m still a member of the community, same as you, even if I am just substituting in the Biovid for Emery.” 

“Director Caldwell,” Bruce corrected softly. 

Aerie laughed. “I guess that is her correct title here. I guess I thought everyone was a lot more informal.”

“Not everyone is like that. Director Ward insisted on using titles down in Petra.” He shrugged. “I’ve gotten used to it from her.”

“I wonder why people use titles so much?” Aerie wondered aloud, as she busied herself with cleaning up some of the mess she’d made in transferring the plants while thinking about the differences between the URS and the Perdition. Growing up in the URS, things had always been more formal. Students were told to address each other as “Comrade,” and instructors were “Master,” and even her father preferred “General.” Family unit members were also discouraged from using names, unless it was from the unit leaders to their subordinates. Exceptions were only made for good friends or colleagues, but there never seemed to be many exceptions. 

“Sometimes people put walls—and titles—up to keep people away. Others do it to see who will knock them down.”

She paused for a moment in her workmanship. She had heard enough stories from others around the city to know that the rural areas of the nation were less centralized around the federal government. 

“Interesting idea,” Aerie finally said. Before she came aboard the Perdition, Aerie assumed that things outside of New Hope were not as strict. 

It is not a good practice to make assumptions of these things, I guess. 

“Well, call me what you’d like,” Aerie finally replied a moment later. She stood up next to him. “But I still prefer Aerie.” 

Bruce blushed again, red enough that his face was only a shade lighter than the flannel jacket he wore over his uniform. “Aerie it is, then.”

“Good. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to call you ‘Director’ or whatever your title is, myself. I’ve forgotten it, actually,” Aerie admitted. 

Bruce laughed hard enough to send his whole body shaking. “It’s ‘Doctor,’ although there are some I know who like to call me ‘Treebeard.’” 

“I think I’ll stick to Bruce, if that’s okay with you,” she replied, unsure of the reference that caused him such great amusement.  

Aerie met Bruce when she first agreed to step in for Emery as one of the Biovid’s caretakers. Bruce was the lead caretaker, with several years of experience as an arborist. His taciturn manner had prevented her from asking too many questions, but once he began to talk, his shyness slowly faded into a friendly countenance.
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