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    It is error alone which needs the support of government. Truth can stand by itself.




    

      —Thomas Jefferson
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  PART ONE




  Pride




  

    All men make mistakes, but a good man yields when he knows his course is wrong, and repairs the evil. The only sin is pride.




    —Sophocles


  




  
 





  Escape




  Seth Ardvale wasn’t aware of what woke him; he only remembered the fading dream of a rumbling sound that shook his bones. He sat up on his lonely cot in the brig, deep in

  the bowels of the Empyrean, and rubbed his eyes. He listened for voices. Sometimes he could catch hints about what was going on from the chatter of his guards, but there was no sound at all.




  This isolation was part of his punishment, along with the lights being kept on twenty-four hours a day. Seth had come to accept that it might be a very long time before he was out of the brig.

  If Kieran Alden stayed Captain of the Empyrean, Seth might never get out. He supposed he deserved imprisonment, not just for the failed mutiny he’d staged against Kieran. He deserved to be

  here because of who he was. “I’m my father’s son,” he said aloud.




  The sound of his own voice startled him. He hated that he’d begun talking to himself, but that was how to survive solitary confinement. He had long, internal conversations, and he

  always imagined talking to the same person: Waverly Marshall. He would close his eyes and see her on the other side of the bars to his cell, sitting on the floor, her hands wrapped around an ankle,

  chin leaning on her knee. The conversation always picked up where they’d left off a month before, after he’d asked her to get him out of the brig. She’d only looked at him, a

  haunting hesitation in her deep brown eyes, the rest of her lovely features smooth and expressionless. He knew her well enough to see she didn’t trust him.




  “Get me out of here,” he’d said, pleading, a hand on one of the cold bars between them.




  She’d looked at him for a long time before finally saying through a long, exhaled breath, “I can’t do that.”




  And she’d gotten up and walked away.




  Could he blame her? He’d staged a mutiny against her boyfriend, Kieran Alden, had thrown him in the brig, withheld food from him, and, some would say, tried to kill him. It had all made

  sense to Seth at the time; that’s how crazy he’d been. The time had been crazy. Out of nowhere the New Horizon had attacked the Empyrean, taken all the girls, and caused a

  containment leak in the reactors that ended up killing Seth’s father. But that didn’t excuse him. All the kids on the Empyrean had lost parents or were separated from them; all of them

  had terrifying responsibilities to run the ship without a single functional adult on board. Among them, Seth Ardvale had the lone distinction of acting like a sociopath.




  “Maybe that’s what I am,” he whispered, then covered his mouth with his hand.




  Waverly had been right to walk away.




  But he still imagined a million different things he could have said to get her to stay. “You’re right. You shouldn’t risk it,” or, “I understand you can’t

  betray Kieran,” or simply, “Don’t go.”




  Then he’d imagine how she would look as she turned back to him, how he might make her smile or even laugh. How she’d tuck her hair behind her ear just before glancing away

  again—a small, demure gesture that pierced his heart every time she did it.




  But he’d said nothing that day. In his shame he’d let her leave.




  If he ever did get out of here, he’d show her he could be a good person. It didn’t matter that he could never have her. He just couldn’t stand the thought of her thinking badly

  of him. And maybe, just maybe, he could help her, too. Because whatever had happened to her on the New Horizon had pulled her downward, bent her back, hollowed out her eyes. If he could see her

  again, he’d take nothing from her. He wanted nothing. He just wanted to help—be a friend.




  Seth curled himself into a compact ball. He felt eavy and lethargic. The sound that woke him must have been a change in the engines, another increase in the ship’s acceleration in a vain

  attempt to catch up with the New Horizon, where all the parents were being held hostage. It would never work, Seth knew, but he would never have a say in the decision-making process again. He would

  always be a pariah.




  “Sleep, sleep, I can sleep,” he whispered. It sometimes helped. “I’m just a body, I’m not a mind. I’m a body that needs to sleep.”




  Then he heard the whine of the ship’s intercom, and Kieran Alden’s voice: “Evacuate to the central bunker!”




  The alarm light in the corridor started twirling in blue and red.




  Seth threw aside his bedclothes, ran to the bars of his cell, and yelled down the corridor, “Hey! What’s happening?”




  No one answered.




  “You can’t leave me in here!” Seth stepped to his right to try and get a look down the corridor between the cells, and tripped over a plate of bread and miso spread that had

  been left for him. He saw only rows of cold iron bars, and shadows. “You have to let me out!”




  In his panic, Seth pulled helplessly on the door of his cell.




  It slid open easily.




  He stared, dumbfounded, and took a stealthy step outside and looked down the corridor.




  There was no one.




  Slowly he crept down the passageway, past Max Brent’s cage, which also hung open and was empty. He went to the door that led to the outer corridor and listened, then inched it open.




  Down the hall, a booted foot was sticking out of the maintenance closet. Seth approached cautiously, his eyes on the boot, looking for the slightest twitch that would send him running, but the

  boot didn’t move. He nudged the door open and saw his guard, Harvey Markem, lying on the floor. Seth leaned over him, his ear to unmoving lips, and waited until a warm puff of air escaped

  them. A clotted mass of blood showed from beneath Harvey’s wiry red hair. Seth took the boy’s walkie-talkie off his belt and pressed the call button. “Hello?”




  From the other end he heard only static.




  “I need medical assistance down here,” Seth said, and listened.




  No response. He looked at the many channels and frequencies, trying to guess which one would reach Central Command. But he didn’t have time to go through them, not if he wanted to escape,

  so he dropped the walkie-talkie on the floor.




  Seth started down the corridor, telling himself Harvey would be all right. When he reached the stairwell door, he turned again and looked at the foot. It hadn’t moved, not a centimeter.

  What if Harvey was bleeding in his brain? What if he died?




  Sighing, Seth went back to the closet, dragged Harvey out, pulled the boy into a sitting position, then draped him over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold. When he stood up, the pressure of

  Harvey’s weight seemed to squeeze all Seth’s blood into his face, and he broke into an instant sweat. Swaying with the strain, he started down the corridor again. Harvey was big anyway,

  but with the additional inertia from the Empyrean’s increased speed, he felt as if he were made of wet cement.




  Seth’s legs shook, and for a moment he considered taking the elevator up, but he’d be spotted by the security camera immediately, and if the doors opened to a group of people, there

  would be nowhere to run. So Seth struggled up the stairwell, where there were no cameras, sweat pouring down his face and pooling in the hollow at the base of his ribcage.




  “Jesus, Harvey,” he groaned. “What do you eat?”




  The stairs were endless, disappearing into a bleak vanishing point above. He had to get Harvey to the central bunker, which was so many flights up Seth didn’t have the energy to count.

  That’s where everyone would be during an emergency, and it would be the only place Harvey could get any help.




  Twice Seth sank to his knees. But if he left Harvey in the stairwell, the boy could die there, so he kept on climbing, every step painful.




  When he heard voices, he knew he was close. The last few steps were torture, but Seth threw his weight forward and forced himself up, knees popping, spine bent. He paused to listen at the

  doorway and heard two girls talking in the hallway outside the central bunker.




  “Did they come back?” said a squeaky little voice on the other side of the door. “Are they coming to get us again?”




  “If they are, panicking won’t help.” This sounded like that freckle-faced little spitfire, Sarah Hodges.




  “What if the hull blew up?” the little girl fretted.




  “If the hull blew up, you and I wouldn’t be here,” Sarah said.




  Slowly, Seth lowered Harvey to the floor and bent over with his hands on his knees to wait until his breath came back. When he was sure he could run, Seth rapped his knuckles on the door and

  took off, sprinting down three flights of stairs before he heard Sarah Hodges calling into the stairwell, “Hey! Who’s there! Oh my God, Harvey!”




  Seth had covered another five flights when he heard footsteps coming after him. He only needed another four flights and then he’d be home free. “Please, please, please.” Seth

  repeated the word in his mind, pushing away the pain in his limbs, sending his exhaustion outside of himself so that he could run.




  When he finally reached the level he needed, he gripped the door handle. As quietly as he could, he swung the door open and slipped through it, then pelted down the corridor and ducked into the

  nearest doorway.




  Immediately his senses were filled with the fresh, loamy air of the rain forest. God, he’d missed this. The humid air moistened his prison-dry skin as he ran through the coconut groves,

  past the lemon trees, where he turned into the undergrowth of the Australian species. He dove into a stand of eucalyptus and huddled there, his heart pounding on the wall of his chest, hands

  wrapped around his ankles, and he listened.




  Not a footstep. Not a whisper. He’d escaped! Until he could find out what had gone wrong with the Empyrean, he would wait here.




  Now that he was safe, he grasped the strangeness of what had happened. Someone had let him out, but who? Probably whoever had caused the explosions had also let him out; the two events

  couldn’t be coincidental. Whoever it was had probably caused the explosions as a smoke screen for his release.




  His mind turned to Waverly. She’d never hurt Harvey or endanger the ship, but she could have found a way to let Seth and Max out. Then Max could have been the one to hit Harvey over the

  head and cause the explosions. Would Max do a thing that vicious?




  When they’d shared a cell, Seth had listened to Max rave about all the things he’d do to Kieran Alden when he got out of the brig, how he’d lie in wait for him and pummel him,

  or use a knife, and then he’d go after his pencil-necked little friend Arthur Dietrich, and that traitor Sarek Hassan. The more he heard Max’s sick revenge fantasies, the more Seth

  wondered why he’d ever chosen the boy as his right-hand man.




  Yes, Seth decided, Max was capable of endangering the ship and the mission to serve his own selfish purpose. Someone needed to find that son of a bitch before he did any more damage. But that

  wasn’t the only reason to find Max.




  Whatever Max had done, whatever those sounds had been, Kieran would surely blame Seth for the whole thing and would likely use it as an excuse to keep him in the brig forever. If those booming

  sounds were bombs, and Seth was blamed, everyone would believe he was a traitor.




  And what would Waverly think of him then?




  Seth had only one choice: He had to find Max and turn him in. He had to prove to Kieran, Waverly, and everyone else that he had not done this.




  And somehow, he had to do it without getting caught.




  
 





  Hero




  Waverly was in her quarters, brewing a pot of tea before she had to go to the cornfield to work on a busted combine. She’d never thought of herself as a mechanic, had

  never planned for it as her profession, so every day was a new exercise in guesswork. She’d chosen this job because it was one of the few positions that didn’t require her to talk to

  anyone. Besides, no one else wanted to do it. She had cuts and scrapes all over her hands from using unfamiliar tools, and she found the work so challenging that she had little time to think about

  anything else, and even less time to remember.




  Still, whenever she closed her eyes, burnout images would appear on the dark screens of her eyelids: the congregation of the New Horizon all dressed in black, swaying to gentle guitar music; the

  glowing face of Anne Mather speaking to her flock; the lab where they’d operated on Waverly, taken the most essential part of her to create their next generation of apostles; the horrible red

  gash in her leg where Anne Mather’s cronies shot her; having to abandon her mother and the other parents trapped in a cage, where Mather could do anything to them she wished; the red burst of

  blood when she shot the man who’d stood between her and escape.




  When she’d become a killer.




  “I don’t think about that anymore,” she said into the empty room, and covered her eyes with the flat of her hand. No one else on this ship knew what she’d done. She

  hadn’t told anyone about the most singular event of her young life, the moment in time when she stopped being Waverly Marshall and instead became a killer. She was a stranger in her own

  home.




  When the disturbance came, it was so distant at first she might have missed it—a slight shaking of the picture frames on the wall, the barely audible groan deep in the metal of the

  ship.




  She sat up. Something wasn’t right.




  Then, so deep she felt it in her chest—an explosion.




  Her teacup jumped in its saucer, spilling black tea over the rough wooden table.




  She bolted out of her chair and ran into the corridor, where dozens of panicked kids were emerging from their quarters, crying and clutching dolls to their chests. Melissa Dickinson was standing

  at the end of the hallway, surrounded by little boys and girls. She was a petite girl, barely taller than the children she cared for so tenderly.




  “What’s going on?” Waverly had to shout over the din.




  “I don’t know,” Melissa said. Usually placid, her hazel eyes darted around anxiously. “Boys, girls, stay close!” she called down the hallway. Like magic, the

  children gathered together, all eyes on her.




  The ship’s intercom crackled, and Kieran’s voice came over the speakers, calling the entire crew to the central bunker.




  Every conversation halted; silence loomed over the children as they stared in alarm at Melissa.




  “To the elevators, everyone!” she called, and herded them toward the central elevator bank. Melissa was only twelve years old, but she’d taken charge of the orphaned children

  who were too young to help with the running of the ship. Every day she dutifully reported to the nursery, where she and various helpers played games and planned lessons to keep the kids occupied.

  At night, Melissa’s story hours had become quite famous on the ship, and even some of the older kids came to the library, where she read to everyone from books like The Wind in the

  Willows or James and the Giant Peach. Then she tucked each and every child into bed in a group of apartments at the end of the hallway, leaving all doors open in the night so that she

  was only a whisper away. It was no wonder all the little children loved her. Even Waverly found Melissa’s presence comforting.




  “Are they coming back?” asked Silas Berg, a boy of six with a knack for voicing everyone’s fears in the most straightforward way.




  “No, Silas,” Melissa told him firmly. “The New Horizon is millions of miles away. And we’re not in the nebula anymore, so they can’t sneak up on us ever

  again.”




  “I’m scared,” whispered Paulo Behm as he wove his small brown fingers into the sash of Melissa’s bathrobe.




  “I am, too,” Melissa said, and she stroked his cheek with the backs of her fingers. “But we’re all going to stay together, right, Waverly?”




  Waverly nodded and tried to smile reassuringly at the children.




  “Don’t ask her,” piped up squeaky little Marina Coelho. “She’s the one who left our parents behind.”




  “If you could have done better, why didn’t you?” Melissa said. The words were firm, but her tone was gentle. “Why was it Waverly’s job?”




  “She’s fifteen!” little Marina squeaked, as if that explained everything. “She’s the oldest girl, so it was her job.”




  “She had no choice but to leave when she did,” Melissa said angrily, and shot an apologetic glance at Waverly. “She and Sarah rescued us all. I think Waverly is a

  hero.”




  “I don’t,” Silas spat with little-boy contempt. “No one thinks that except you.”




  Melissa shook her head in exasperation as the elevator opened for them, and everyone stepped on in a scraggly herd.




  Waverly turned her back on them to face the elevator doors, but she sensed their accusing stares on the back of her neck. She felt a small body pressing against her leg and glanced down to find

  Serafina Mbewe looking up at her, her hair two puffy pigtails hovering like clouds over her dainty face. Waverly used to babysit Serafina, who was four years old and deaf. Waverly tried to smile,

  but turned away too soon and Serafina shrank away. I should be there for her, Waverly thought. But it hurts too much.




  The elevator opened to a chaotic central bunker, an immense room with rows of bunks along the walls and emergency lights hanging from the ceilings. At the end of the room was a large galley

  where communal meals could be prepared. Kids huddled in groups along the walls, sitting rigid on cots, talking in hushed voices. Waverly tried to ignore the angry stares from a group of girls led

  by Marjorie Wilkins, a preteen girl with knobby knees, who had an obvious crush on Kieran. Marjorie was a vocal supporter of Kieran, and she would goad anyone who didn’t attend his

  services.




  “What did your friends do this time?” Marjorie spat at Waverly as she walked past.




  Waverly knew she should ignore her, but she couldn’t let this go by without answering. “I don’t know who you mean.”




  “I mean the people you left our parents with,” Marjorie said. “They must be your friends, otherwise why would you have left our families there?”




  “Would you rather grow up on the New Horizon? Maybe I should have left you there, too,” Waverly said, and tried to face her down with a cool stare, but the girl wasn’t in the

  least intimidated.




  “Everyone thinks you’re a coward,” said Millicent, Marjorie’s little sister. Both girls had lost their father in the shuttle-bay massacre, but they were holding out hope

  that their mother was still alive on the treacherous sister ship, the New Horizon. These girls were the most vocal critics of Waverly’s failed rescue attempt. Waverly was racked with guilt

  every time she saw their mean-eyed glares. Because she should have tried harder. It didn’t matter that Mather’s thugs were shooting at her. It didn’t matter that

  they’d winged her shoulder. She should have stayed just a little longer and made that lock give way. The parents would have spilled out of that cargo container and overwhelmed Anne Mather and

  her thugs. They could have piloted the shuttle back home, and everything would be okay. If only Waverly had stayed another few seconds, or a fraction of a second, instead of turning coward and

  running. And she’d never have gotten away at all if the crew of the New Horizon hadn’t turned against Anne Mather at the last moment and helped the girls escape.




  Waverly tried to tell herself that if she hadn’t run and at least rescued the girls, Marjorie and her sister and all the little ones might have ended up as reproductive slaves on that

  ship. They’d have their eggs stolen and put into surrogate mothers, and they’d have to watch their babies be raised by strangers. That’s what they’d done to Waverly, Sarah,

  and all the older girls. But it seemed useless to try to tell Marjorie that. She didn’t want to listen.




  The only thing that could help now would be for the parents to get away themselves. For days, then weeks after the girls’ escape, everyone on the Empyrean had waited, hopeful that the

  civil unrest the girls had left behind on the New Horizon would lead to the release of their parents. As their hope dwindled, Waverly found more and more kids glaring at her as she went about her

  duties. Sometimes she didn’t even want to leave her quarters.




  “I tried my hardest,” Waverly said to Marjorie, but she heard the weakness in her voice.




  Marjorie curled her upper lip in disgust. “That wasn’t good enough, was it?” she said with a bitter scowl.




  “No,” Waverly said, meeting every accusing eye in turn. “It wasn’t.”




  They had nothing to say to that, but she could feel them scowling at her as she walked away.




  This is why I hide under tractors and combines, Waverly thought bitterly to herself. No one can see me. No one can say anything to me. And I can just be alone.




  Only the teenage girls who’d had their eggs stolen like Waverly understood why she had to run. Alia Khadivi, Debora Mombasa, and Sarah Hodges were all sitting on a bunk at the far end of

  the room, and Waverly wove through the crowd to get to them.




  “Did that bitch Marjorie say something to you?” Sarah asked, sending a hard glance in the girl’s direction. Sarah was compact and intense, and every emotion she had skitted

  across her freckled face with unmistakable clarity.




  “Don’t worry about it,” Waverly said. “Do you know what’s going on?”




  Sarah shook her head. “Everyone thinks we’re being attacked again.”




  “The New Horizon is nine million miles ahead of us,” Waverly said.




  “I know,” Alia said through pursed, deep pink lips. Her long, thick hair draped over her shoulder in an ebony cascade. “Maybe Seth got out.”




  “No,” Waverly said instantly. “Seth wouldn’t do anything to hurt the ship.”




  “You better hope the problem is Seth,” Debora said with a grim laugh. She ran her fingers nervously through the tight curls in her black hair. “Because if it isn’t

  him, it’s the New Horizon.”




  Waverly sat down on the end of the cot next to Sarah. She wanted to reach out and take her friend’s hand, but she didn’t want to act like a scared little girl.




  “I wish Kieran hadn’t hidden all the guns,” Alia said. A practical girl, Alia had taken on the task of trying to harvest as much produce as possible from the family gardens,

  which had become sorely neglected in the last few months. She and her volunteers brought endless baskets of fresh fruit and vegetables to the living quarters, and often they would work together in

  the ship’s galley to make enormous pots of vegetable stews for the younger children to eat. Alia rarely betrayed emotion, but now she jiggled her foot inside her red silk slipper, making the

  cot the girls sat on tremble.




  “They’ll have to follow me out an air lock if they want to take me back there,” Waverly said. She tucked icy hands under her thighs.




  “Don’t talk like that,” Sarah said automatically.




  “Why not?” Waverly said.




  She felt Debora studying her for long moments with her luminous eyes before finally saying, “You got us off that ship. No one could have done better. You know that, don’t

  you?”




  “I don’t want to talk about it.”




  “Don’t pay attention to Marjorie and those idiots,” Sarah said.




  “I don’t,” Waverly said coolly, but she knew Sarah didn’t believe her.




  In the center of the room, a girl named Megan Fuller held up a hand, calling everyone to attention. Megan wasn’t classically pretty, with her over-plump cheeks and scraggly brown hair, but

  her smile lit up her face beautifully. “Let’s all gather around, everyone!”




  “Oh God,” Waverly said. “Will they ever give it a rest?”




  “It makes people feel better,” Alia said with unexpected equanimity. “You have to admit that.”




  A surprisingly large number of kids gathered around Megan. People bowed their heads as she prayed in a singsong: “Dear God, guide our leader, Kieran Alden. Whatever happens tonight, please

  protect us from our enemies until the day you reunite us with our families, either in this life or the next . . .”




  “It’s a nice thought, seeing our parents again,” Debora said distantly. Shortly after arriving back on the Empyrean, Debora had learned that her parents died in the shuttle-bay

  massacre. She was brave about it, but she hardly mentioned them, and she seemed to prefer the company of the small herd of sheep and goats she took from field to field throughout the ship, watching

  them graze with empty eyes. “I feel my mom talking to me at strange times.”




  “I used to talk to my dad after he died, when I was little,” Waverly said, remembering those sad, lonesome nights. “Just as I fell asleep.”




  “Maybe Megan isn’t so wrong to pray, then,” Alia said.




  Waverly looked at Megan, who held her hands over her head as she prayed aloud. She knew the girl was a great supporter of Kieran; whenever he entered a room she stared at him with a

  heaven-struck look on her face. It made Waverly sick. “She sounds like Anne Mather.”




  “You know,” Debora said, an edge of impatience in her voice, “not every religious person is like that woman, Waverly.”




  “I didn’t say that.”




  “You don’t have to,” Debora said, her eyes on Waverly’s knees. “Anyone can tell it’s your attitude.”




  “I thought you didn’t like Kieran’s little cult, either,” Waverly said, knowing she was getting defensive but unable to help herself. “After Anne Mather, how could

  you?”




  Debora shrugged, sullen. A hunk of her springy hair moved into her eyes, and she impatiently jammed it behind her ear. “Megan isn’t Anne Mather. Neither is Kieran. You of all people

  should know that.”




  Sarah and Alia looked at Waverly with sympathy but dropped their eyes to the floor rather than join the discussion.




  Waverly opened her mouth to protest, and shut it again. I didn’t overreact, she told herself. Kieran is dangerous.




  But Anne Mather was worse. And maybe she had found a way to sneak up on the Empyrean. Maybe she was boarding the ship with her thugs right now.




  Waverly doubled over, leaned her forehead against her knees. I won’t go back there, she promised herself. I’ll die first.




  
 





  The Burdens of Leadership




  From his simple podium, under soft yellow stage lights, Kieran looked out over his congregation. The numbers had dwindled over the weeks, as the crew became increasingly

  demoralized, choosing to sleep in on Sundays rather than bother to attend. Now Kieran was left with about half the crew—the true believers—and they stared at him with light in their

  eyes.




  “I know we had high hopes that increasing our acceleration over the last month would bring us closer to the New Horizon and our parents . . .” He swallowed. Suddenly these words

  sounded like defeat—the opposite of what he’d meant to write last night. Kieran smiled, and some of his congregation leaned forward in their seats. He caught the eye of a little

  black-haired boy in the front row chewing on his bottom lip.




  “We want the battle to begin,” Kieran said with a confidential tone. “But I must ask you to be patient. We’ll catch up to them when God wants us to, and not

  before.”




  That was all he’d written; they were the last words on the portable reader in front of him. But the energy in the room still hung suspended, waiting to be released.




  “We will catch them!” he said, and raised his arms over his head, fists clenched. “The deaths of our loved ones will be avenged. We’ll triumph over our

  enemies and land on New Earth with the memory of victory in our hearts!”




  His congregation jumped to their feet, chanting, “Kyrie Eleison! Kyrie Eleison! Kyrie Eleison!” It was an ancient benediction, in Greek, that meant “Lord, have mercy.” It

  also happened to be the origin of Kieran’s name, and he knew it was no accident that his congregation yelled this at the end of all his sermons. He smiled humbly and held up his hands to

  speak over the din: “Thank you! Thanks! Everyone!” But they just kept on cheering.




  Was it wrong for him to love this?




  Not so long ago, he sat on this very stage on trial for his life. Seth Ardvale and his thugs had orchestrated one sham witness after another, and for a while, it looked like the crew of boys

  wanted to throw Kieran out an air lock. He still had nightmares about it and awoke swimming through damp sheets, screams caught in his throat.




  Now they loved him. Now they cheered, and he was safe.




  But he never forgot that the tide could turn against him once more.




  Suddenly a deep, roaring boom seemed to hit Kieran in the middle of the chest. He staggered. The floor under him rumbled, and the wooden podium seemed to dance away from him. Several crew

  members cried out, holding on to their chairs. The curtains on the stage of the auditorium swayed.




  “We’re under attack!” someone screamed.




  “Get to the central bunker!” Kieran cried. He catapulted himself off the stage and took off running down the aisle, pumping his legs as hard as he could, though the floor swayed in

  front of him. He moved so fast he was stepping onto the elevator for Central Command before the first of them even reached the hallway.




  He hit the com button in the elevator. “Sarek? Arthur? What’s happening?”




  “I don’t know!” came Arthur’s panicked voice over the speaker. “I don’t know if there was an explosion, or—”




  “Where’s the New Horizon?”




  “They’re still way ahead of us! I don’t think it’s them.”




  The elevator was moving with agonizing slowness, and Kieran punched the metal wall next to the intercom speaker. “Could they have sent an attack force in a shuttle?”




  “Without our sensors picking them up?” Sarek put in. “Impossible.”




  Sarek and Arthur were good officers, but they were only thirteen. What if they missed something? What if the more-experienced New Horizon crew had fooled them somehow? If so, where would they

  attack first?




  “Check the engines!” Kieran shouted into the intercom as the elevator doors opened. He sprinted down the hallway, his heart pounding painfully, his breath out of control.




  An even larger tremor moved through the ship, and he fell against the wall. “Oh God,” he said under his breath as he righted himself and lurched to Central Command.




  “Seat belts!” he yelled into the room.




  Arthur and Sarek buckled themselves in. As he strapped himself to the Captain’s chair, Kieran made a ship-wide announcement, ordering the entire crew to the Central Bunker, then swiveled

  to face Arthur, who looked shaken. “What have you found out?”




  “The engines are operating normally,” Arthur said. His glasses slid down his sweaty nose, and he jammed them up again. “The computer is acting like there’s no change at

  all.”




  “Coolant? Reactors?” Kieran barked.




  “All fine. I can’t find anything wrong!”




  “No problems in the hull, either?”




  “No!”




  “The nav system isn’t showing a problem, either,” Sarek said, shaking his head.




  “What is it? What’s happening?” Kieran asked. His entire body shook, and he grabbed the plastic arms of his chair with clawlike hands as he stared out the blast shield at the

  sky.




  And he noticed, along the edge of the large square portholes, the stars were winking out, one by one. He collected himself with a deep breath.




  “Those weren’t explosions. They were thruster bursts.” Sarek and Arthur looked at him blankly until he added, “We’re turning. Check the nav system again,

  Sarek,” he said grimly. “Manually this time.”




  Sarek shook his head, impressed. “You’re right. Those were thruster bursts.”




  “Can you correct our course?”




  “I’ll just reengage the nav system,” Arthur said. “The course will correct itself automatically.”




  “At least we’re not dealing with a decompression,” Kieran said with intense relief. He pressed the com button on the arm of his Captain’s chair. At first he’d been

  nervous to make ship-wide announcements, but now he liked the knowledge that his voice was filling the entire vessel—his whole world. “Attention, crew. We are not under attack. I

  repeat, we’re not under attack. Those disturbances were unexpected thruster bursts, nothing more. We are safe, and the New Horizon is as far away as ever. You can go back to what you were

  doing.”




  Kieran turned to Arthur. “How did this happen? The nav system should have prevented this.”




  Arthur looked at the computer screen in front of him, flipping through the ship’s intricate control programs with mechanized efficiency. Something caught Arthur’s eye, and he

  squinted, reading the computer language. “Someone tampered with the programming.” He looked at Kieran, wide-eyed. “Sabotage.”




  For a moment, no one in Central Command spoke or moved.




  “Call the brig,” Kieran said quietly.




  Sarek whirled back to his com display, a hand on his earpiece. “Harvey? Are you down there? Can you give me a status on our prisoners?”




  No answer came.




  “Check the vid display,” Kieran barked. He knew it! He knew in his bones Seth had done this somehow.




  Sarek flipped through the various views of the brig, both inside and out. “I can’t see anyone down there,” he said, defeated.




  “Send down a team of Command officers,” Kieran said, but he knew what they’d find. Harvey Markem injured or dead, and Seth Ardvale gone. Kieran’s pulse quickened, and a

  cold sweat chilled his skin. “How did Seth do this?”




  “I don’t know,” Arthur said as he fast-forwarded through video images of the brig. “The last thing the video shows is Harvey sitting in his chair where he’s

  supposed to be. Then the screen flickers, and suddenly you just see an empty chair. No recording of an attack or Seth leaving.” He turned around to face Kieran, his features narrowed with

  concern. “So the video surveillance system was disabled before Seth escaped.”




  “Someone on the outside helped him escape,” Sarek said ominously.




  A frigid dread moved through Kieran’s limbs. By himself, Seth Ardvale was dangerous enough, but with a crew of followers? He’d nearly killed Kieran once. He could do it again.




  “Arthur, can you call up the visitor logs to the brig?” Kieran said on impulse. “See if anyone has been down there lately?”




  Arthur tapped at the keyboard in front of him, scrolled through a list of names reflected in green lines of text in his glasses. His boyish face was thinning out, taking on the harder angles of

  a young man. He looked serious, and burdened. “They’re all just people authorized to bring meals, and . . .” Arthur looked at Kieran in surprise. “Waverly Marshall visited

  Seth about a month ago, before we put him in isolation.”




  Kieran felt as though he’d been turned to stone. Arthur and Sarek looked away, embarrassed.




  “Get her. Bring her here,” Kieran said, but before Arthur could react, Kieran got out of his chair and marched out of Central Command, calling over his shoulder, “Never

  mind.”




  People were still hovering in the central bunker in groups, talking in whispers about the thruster bursts. The little ones were pale and quiet; the older kids were red faced and angry. Kieran

  scanned the crowd until he found Waverly in the corner of the room talking to a group of girls huddled around her, among them Sarah Hodges.




  Kieran marched up to Waverly. “We need to talk,” he said, his voice tightly controlled.




  The girls all looked at him, alarmed.




  “What’s wrong with the ship?” Waverly said. She sat on a cot, her body hidden by a shapeless white tunic, hair pulled into a hasty ponytail. She looked like she’d just

  rolled out of bed. Naturally she’d chosen to sleep in rather than get up early to attend services. It didn’t surprise him, considering they weren’t even talking to each other, but

  it still hurt. And plenty of kids were following her lead.




  “Come with me,” Kieran said to her, and took hold of her elbow.




  She jerked from his grasp but stood. “I’ll see you later,” she said to Sarah, who stared at Kieran with distrustful eyes.




  Kieran led Waverly through the crowded bunker and across the hallway to his office. The large oak desk, the leather chairs, the multicolored Persian rug, the small oval portholes looking to the

  stars—all was the same as it had ever been, but Kieran had stopped thinking of it as Captain Jones’s office a long time ago. It no longer even smelled like the old man’s pipe

  tobacco; it had taken on the aromas of Kieran’s spiced teas.




  “What’s wrong, Kieran?” Waverly demanded as he closed the door behind them.




  “Why did you visit Seth Ardvale in the brig?” Kieran said, his voice a slow simmer. He nodded toward the chair facing his desk and took the Captain’s seat.




  She watched him warily, eyes wide.




  “Waverly, answer me.”




  “I wanted to get his side of the story,” she said, her mouth set in a stubborn line.




  “He tried to kill me. Doesn’t that matter to you?”




  “Of course it does. But we’ve known Seth since we were babies, and I just can’t imagine—”




  “Where have you been over the last two hours?”




  This got her attention. “Kieran, you don’t think I had anything to do with—”




  “Answer my question.” His harsh tone clearly humiliated her, and for a moment he wasn’t sure she was going to answer him.




  “I was in my quarters.” She gave him a wounded look. “How can you—”




  “No, Waverly, how can you?”




  “There’s suspicion on me because I went to see Seth? Last I knew, he’s entitled to visitors and medical care. And a trial, incidentally.”




  “Put yourself in my shoes. My fancée, or ex-fancée”—he stumbled here but regained his composure—“goes to visit my worst enemy. How would you

  feel?”




  Waverly softened at this and reached for his hand. He pulled away.




  “Kieran, I’m confused. You have to give me a chance to understand everything that happened while I was away.”




  “If you ever loved me you should believe me without question.”




  “That’s not who I am. I’ll never be that kind of woman.”




  “Then you can never be my wife.”




  The last time they’d spoken, they’d said everything to each other except these final words. Now, with the truth hanging between them, Kieran realized that he’d known already

  for a long time: He and Waverly were over for good.




  For long moments she stared at him, expressionless, then she turned on her heel and started toward the door.




  “Waverly, wait,” Kieran said. “I’m sorry.”




  She looked at him skeptically.




  “Please, come sit down. Okay?”




  Slowly she walked back to the chair across from Kieran’s desk and sank into it, her feet planted on the ground as though she planned to bolt back out of it again. She was still lithe and

  graceful, he couldn’t help noticing, with those long, sturdy legs and her delicate wrists that always seemed so heartbreakingly small and beautiful to him.




  “You’re right. It’s not fair to accuse you.” Kieran threw up his hands. “It’s just . . . so much has changed, and we’re all catching up to it. I

  don’t know what to believe anymore.”




  She bent her gaze toward the floor. “I know.”




  “But whatever happens,” he said, “we’ve got to keep up a united front.”




  Her eyes snapped to his. “What do you mean?”




  “You don’t know how fragile things are. If I lose my influence over the crew, if they start playing hooky and doing all the other things a bunch of scared kids are liable to do, you

  know what will happen, don’t you?”




  “The ship will die,” she said quietly. For the first time, he thought he saw a hint of remorse in the curves of her face. He made note of it.




  “You’re the de facto leader of the girls.”




  “Not anymore,” she said ruefully.




  He ignored this. “I need your support if we’re going to keep this crew eating and breathing clean air.” He stood, walked around the desk, and put a hand on hers. “Will

  you promise to support the policies on this ship?”




  “What I say doesn’t matter to anybody as much as getting our parents back.” She tilted her head in a tentative way, watching his reaction. “Some people think you’re

  hanging back from the New Horizon because you’re scared.”




  He pulled his hand away from hers. “It’s unsafe to go faster.”




  “Not everyone believes that.” She watched him, seeming unsure whether to continue. “Some think you don’t want the adults back, because then you’d have to give up

  your command.”




  He stared at her, shocked. No wonder attendance at services had dwindled. Half the crew didn’t trust him.




  “What do you say?” he asked, wishing it didn’t still matter to him, wishing he could keep himself from glancing at her perfectly formed rosebud lips.




  “I don’t know, Kieran,” she said sadly. “Since you, Sarek, and Arthur hardly tell people what’s going on, how am I to judge the situation for myself?”




  He shook his head. “Are you saying this to hurt me?”




  “I’m saying this to help you.” She threw up her hands in frustration. “People are scared and they miss their parents.”




  “And I bet you haven’t even tried to help.”




  “What am I supposed to do?”




  “Back me up instead of undermining me.”




  “I haven’t said a word against you.”




  “You don’t have to! The other kids can tell you don’t agree with the way I’m doing things. They’re following your lead! That’s how you undermine

  me.”




  She stared at him for a long time, as though trying to read his mind, then seemed to decide. She stood and extended a hand. “I won’t lie for you, Kieran, but I won’t betray

  you, either, if that’s what you’re worried about.”




  Their palms met. Already her hand felt unfamiliar, larger than he remembered, the skin rough from her work as a mechanic. And her eyes—she’d darkened from the inside out. She’d

  changed.




  He studied her, unsure of what she was saying. “Okay . . .”




  She smiled sadly at him, then turned and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.




  Kieran sat in the Captain’s chair feeling as though a fundamental part of him had been scooped out. They’d always known each other. They’d always been friends, until

  they’d become more. He couldn’t have imagined this distance. He sat thinking for a long time, measuring his options, until finally he pushed his com button and summoned Arthur into his

  office.




  “Kieran, people are talking,” Arthur said breathlessly. “Did you reprimand Waverly in front of—”




  “Who do you trust, Arthur?”




  “What?” The boy looked at him, bewildered.




  “Who among the boys would you trust to do something and be discreet about it?”




  Arthur stared at Kieran, fingering the seam on his woven trousers, his toes twitching in their sandals. “Philip Grieg.”




  “Who?”




  “He’s nine years old, I think. He never talks to anyone.”




  “Oh yeah.” Philip was that quiet boy with black hair that hung in his face, and the kind of steady gaze that was unnerving if you tried to smile at him. But he came to the

  ship’s services without fail and always sat in the front row, raptly fixed on Kieran’s every word. He’d be loyal.




  “Bring him here.”




  “Now?”




  “Yes, right away.”




  Arthur turned to go, but he looked at Kieran over his shoulder as he closed the door. Soon two short knocks sounded, and Kieran stood. “Come in.”




  Philip glided into the room in the feline, small-boned way he had, and Kieran realized that he was the perfect choice for this assignment.




  “Hi,” Philip said. His eyebrows twitched with excitement. Kieran had never singled him out before, and clearly this meant a great deal to him.




  “Philip,” Kieran said gently, for he felt that a careless word from him could hurt this boy. “Can you do something and never tell anyone about it?”




  Philip hugged a cloth teddy bear to his chest. God, he was young. He stared at Kieran as though he’d already forgotten the question.




  “Philip, I asked you a—”




  “Yes. I can be quiet,” the boy mumbled through glistening lips.




  “If I tell you to follow someone, can you do it without being seen?”




  The boy shrugged. “What do you want me to do?”




  Kieran leaned back in his chair and stared at Philip, who lowered his gaze to the floor, though he seemed to be listening with all his heart.




  “Philip. I think Waverly Marshall might be doing something she shouldn’t be doing, and I need you to follow her, watch what she does without being seen, and tell me everything. Can

  you do that?”




  “What if she sees me?”




  “You have to make sure she doesn’t. Can you do that?”




  “Probably, but . . .” The boy held his teddy to his nose and inhaled the scent. Kieran wondered if it had been sewn by the boy’s mother, who’d been killed in the

  shuttle-bay massacre. “Why do you want me to do it?”




  “I think it’s better if only I know why. Is that okay?”




  “I guess.”




  “Do you know where Waverly’s quarters are?”




  “Yes.”




  “I want you to find an empty apartment nearby and hide there early in the morning so that you can follow her all day long. Can you do that?”




  “That sounds creepy,” the boy said. One fine black eyebrow lowered, and he looked at Kieran skeptically.




  “It’s not creepy if you’re doing it for a good reason. And I have a very good reason to keep a watch on Waverly.”




  “Okay,” the boy said.




  “So we’re going to keep this between us, aren’t we?”




  “Yes.”




  “And you’re not going to tell any of your friends?”




  “I don’t really have friends,” Philip said softly.




  “Good,” Kieran said, then he heard himself. He got up, walked around the desk, and lowered himself to one knee. “I’m your friend, Philip.”




  The boy’s eyes widened.




  “I’m your friend, and what you’re doing is very important. You might even save the ship. You’ll be a hero.”




  This brought a smile to the boy’s wan face. “Okay.”




  Kieran went to his desk drawer, found a small walkie-talkie, and handed it over. “You can call me on this and tell me what Waverly does. I’ll want to know who she talks to and where

  she goes. Take notes if you have to.”




  “Okay.” Philip took the handset but paused, confused. “But isn’t Waverly your girlfriend?”




  Kieran opened his mouth, closed it. He had to take a few even breaths before he could summon an answer. “No. Not anymore.”




  “Oh. Okay,” Philip said. When he turned and walked out, Kieran saw how bony his shoulders were, how skinny his little legs. He seemed fragile.




  Only six months ago, asking a child to perform a duplicitous task like this would have been unthinkable, and Kieran shook his head at how much had changed since the attack by the New Horizon

  that had killed almost all the adults, leaving the kids to run the ship themselves. If he thought about it too long, his heart raced and his breath came too fast.




  He made a fist. He was doing what he had to do. If Seth was tampering with the thruster controls and endangering the crew, if Waverly was helping him, he absolutely had to know. He had

  two hundred and fifty lives in his hands, and it was his job to protect them, no matter how uncomfortable it made him feel.




  He was at war. He must never forget that.




  
 





  The Trail




  Seth woke with a fuzzy mouth and a sore spot in the middle of his back. After he heard Kieran’s announcement about the thruster misfires, he’d been able to relax,

  but he’d slept no more than an hour, maybe two. He shouldn’t have slept at all. It was past time to leave. He stretched the muscles in his legs and back, horribly sore from carrying

  Harvey up all those stairs. Slowly, Seth crept along a mossy path until he reached some peanut plants and dug up as many peanuts as he could carry, then tucked himself into a nest of ferns to eat,

  thinking as he cracked dusty shells in his fist.




  What he needed was a way around the surveillance system.




  He considered what he knew about it. The cameras were on twenty-four hours a day, but the central computer only recorded when the motion detector on each camera was activated. This was the

  obvious solution to reducing the sheer amount of video hours recorded every day all over the vessel. Could there be a way to alter the software controlling the motion detectors?




  An idea struck him, and he knew what he had to do.




  He sprinted for the door that led to the central corridor and listened for voices, then slipped out and ran as fast as he could to the stairwell on the starboard side of the ship. This stairwell

  was rarely used, because it ran along the outer hull, and even with the ship’s insulation, it was deadly cold. Seth gritted his teeth as he bounded up several flights to the section of the

  ship that contained the living quarters. Shivering uncontrollably though he was sweating, he paused outside the door to the habitation level to listen for people.




  All was quiet. The ship was so underpopulated since the attack, it shouldn’t be a surprise the corridor was empty now, but it felt strange to Seth—haunted. When he finally slipped

  through the door and into the warm air, his frozen skin tingled. He ducked into the maintenance closet around the corner from his old quarters, well out of sight of his front door, for surely it

  was being watched. The closet smelled of ammonia and the sludgy grease on the various power tools. He prayed under his breath as his fingers ran over the paneling at the back wall, and sighed with

  relief when he found his old secret hatch.




  Years ago, his father had shut him into a closet for mouthing off. After several desperate, hungry hours, Seth had finally pulled away the paneling from the rear wall and found a passageway that

  ran behind all the apartments. The passage was meant for the plumbing, wiring, and ventilation that kept the apartments going, but it was large enough for a thin boy to sidle along. Seth had never

  told anyone about it because he was worried his father would find out and punish him. He was thankful for his silence now. No one would suspect him of traveling this way. Best of all, he knew that

  there was no surveillance camera pointed at the maintenance closet, so he could enter it without fear of detection.




  He slipped into the small passageway, which was barely wide enough to admit him, now that he was fully grown. If he sucked in his belly, he found that he could squeeze himself between the dozens

  of wires that hung in his way, and he could wriggle his legs over the plumbing pipes and ventilation ducts. Each time he stepped over a large pipe meant for a toilet, Seth knew that he’d

  passed one apartment. When he’d passed twelve of the large pipes, he knew he was home.




  He jiggled the paneling loose with his fingernails. It came away with a jerk, and Seth stumbled into his father’s closet. Immediately he was surrounded by the scent of the old man, a sour

  odor that had always reminded Seth of rancid lemons. He fought his way through the clothes and opened the closet door, almost tripping over the pile of dank laundry in the middle of his

  father’s bedroom floor. He caught himself on the desk and paused to listen for signs of life. But no, the apartment was empty, and eerie.




  A hundred dreary memories threatened to take hold, but he forced himself into motion. He gathered up his father’s portable com system. Folding the screen against the keyboard, he tucked it

  under his arm and turned to re-enter the passageway.




  Negotiating the passageway was twice as hard now that he carried the computer, but Seth took his time, pausing to rest his sore muscles every few minutes. The grimy, smelly maintenance closet

  was a relief after the cramped passage, and he stopped to stretch his muscles, trying to work out the kinks between his ribs.




  He was ready to open the door and leave when he heard voices outside in the corridor and paused to listen, his heart in his mouth. Had they traced him here? Maybe Kieran had found him on the

  video! But no. It sounded like two little girls on their way to the central elevator bank.




  “Did you see the way Kieran took Waverly to his office last night?”




  “Maybe it’s true. Maybe they really did break up.”




  “I don’t believe it. Not with the way she still looks at him.”




  Seth’s stomach knotted up, and for the thousandth time he wished he didn’t love her. She’d never be with a brute like him, and he should let her go. He’d been telling

  himself this for years and he knew it was true, but he still couldn’t make himself give her up. Maybe he was stubborn; probably he was just stupid.




  Besides, there’s no such thing as love, he told himself, remembering the wolfish way his father used to look at his mother. When a husband can kill his own wife, you know

  it’s just a fairy tale.




  This brought Seth back to the safe place he knew, the one where he didn’t need anyone, where no one would ever depend on him, where he’d never get close enough for anyone to see the

  darkness inside him. For people like Seth, there was no such thing as uncomplicated love or friendship, and he was better off alone. So was everyone else, especially her.
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