
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    HOLOGRAM
a   n o v e l 
 
      
 
    by 
 
    WALKER LARSON 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    2023, Swallow Hill Press 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Your Free Prequel Story is Waiting  
 
    Deep under the city of Chrysoberyl lies a mine.
Sealed off. Run by slaves. Ruled by warring gangs. A dark, chaotic realm, where “accidents” are frequent.
But one miner hasn’t given up hope of seeing the sun again.  
 
    And when a mysterious woman appears, claiming to have a rare knowledge of the tunnels, his chance has come--if he’ll take a leap in the dark… 
 
    Grab your free copy of The Underlings, a short story prequel to the Hologram trilogy. 
 
    Visit https://books.walkerlarsonwriting.com/underlings 
 
    

  

 
   
    Contents 
 
    1 
 
    2 Five Days Ago 
 
    3 
 
    4 
 
    5 
 
    6 
 
    7 
 
    8 
 
    9 
 
    10 
 
    11 
 
    12 
 
    13 
 
    14 
 
    15 
 
    16 
 
    17 
 
    18 
 
    19 
 
    20 
 
    21 
 
    22 
 
    23 
 
    24 
 
    25 
 
    26 
 
    27 
 
    28 
 
    29 
 
    30 
 
    31 
 
    32 
 
    33 
 
    34 
 
    35 
 
    If you enjoyed this book… 
 
    Plus, your free prequel story is waiting 
 
    Also by Walker Larson: SONG OF SPHERES– a literary thriller 
 
    Acknowledgments 
 
    Copyright 
 
    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You dull your own perceptions with false imaginings and do not grasp what would be clear but for your preconceptions.” 
 
    — Dante Alighieri, Paradiso, Canto I (tr. Ciardi)

  
 
    “Alas, poor man! grief has so wrought on him, he takes false shadows for true substances.” 
 
    — William Shakespeare, Titus Andronicus, 
Act III, Scene 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Step by step they were led to things which dispose to vice, the lounge, the bath, the elegant banquet. All this in their ignorance they called civilization, when it was but a part of their servitude.”
— Tacitus, The Agricola and The Germania 
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    Aaron was fishing far out on the great, flat, mottled marshes when the drone strikes began and the Vanguards came and swept away his world. 
 
    At first, he did not see the pale sweeping arcs of light that were the missile trails. The weapons curved slowly across the sky far to the east, so distant that their sound was all but inaudible, etching graceful, hook-shaped patterns of smoke into the gray and bitter sky until they disappeared behind the horizon. Aaron was sitting in the skiff, bent over his work. He had a large catfish thumping its tail gently in the bottom of the boat, rapping out a ringing rhythm against the aluminum hull. 
 
    Aaron did not yet look to the sky. He was combing through his tackle box, searching for a pair of forceps with which to remove the hook from the fish’s throat. When he found the tool, he reached down and grasped the fish around its fat middle, careful to avoid the stingers. Its skin felt cold and rubbery in his fingers—its wetness made his hands tingle, made them even colder than they’d been before. The fish smelled of deep down, mossy muddiness. Aaron loved the smell. It was the smell of quiet waterways and peaceful mornings Aaron had spent with his grandfather, watching the glint and glamor of first light spreading over the reeds and turning them a ruddy gold. It was the smell that came with breathing on his clutched hands to warm them. It was the smell of patient waiting followed by the thrill of a bite. And most importantly, it was the smell of food.  
 
    They had talked sometimes, the two of them. Grandpa told stories. Made bad jokes. But mostly they were silent, and it was good to be together. Aaron basked in the enjoyment that comes from being in the company of a friend, someone who didn’t think less of him because he had been kicked out of The Watch. In fact, Grandpa—who seemed so old with his hard, weather-withered hands, a being from a different age, somehow still living, long after his appointed time—seemed beyond the point of being angry or disappointed with anything. Maybe, Aaron thought, when you’d lived and suffered that long, there came at last a kind of acceptance. But these memories also hurt. Grandfather had died a year ago, just after Aaron’s seventeenth birthday. 
 
    Aaron gripped the hook in the middle of the shank. He played it and worked it a little and then pulled on it hard. It came out. Aaron struck the fish a blow on the head with a metal rod he kept in the skiff for that purpose. It stopped slapping its tail, and he threw the creature in a bucket. Grandpa had always insisted that the fish be killed quickly, and Aaron continued the practice in memory of him. 
 
    “No need for cruelty,” Grandpa had said. “Enough cruelty in this world without you and me adding to it.” 
 
    A heron alighted nearby and eyed the bucket of fish hopefully. Its slender neck curved like an S, while its head lifted and lowered and tilted sideways, its yellow eye bright and expectant. The cool gray-blue body of the bird, the color of northern seawater, turned toward him, a few stray feathers ruffling in the breeze. At its feet, cattails protruding from the water swayed. Aaron straightened. 
 
    “Go on. Get out of here. Find your own fish!” he shouted at it. He waved his arms threateningly. 
 
    The heron lifted off again and flapped slowly away to the north. 
 
    It was then, as he followed the bird’s flight with his eyes, that Aaron saw the smoke trails lying like scars across the sky, touching down near the edge of the marsh, just beyond the horizon. For a long moment, he just stared at them, lifting his chin up and up, following their trails with his gaze. At first, he did not know what they were—no, he wouldn’t let himself know. 
 
    It was too horrific. Too cold to believe. 
 
    But then he heard a low humming noise. At first it thrummed only faintly, but it grew louder quickly. Aaron’s heart seemed to still inside him. His blood grew cold in his veins, and he flattened himself against the bottom of the skiff. His breath came fast and hard. The drone passed overhead and continued eastward, toward the settlement, its shadow passing through the waters like a great, swift fish. Aaron knew what was happening. He could no longer hide it from himself. Living in a frontier town, he had always been under the shadow of it. But he never thought it would actually happen. 
 
    A second drone appeared behind the skiff, but instead of passing overhead, it slowed until it hung almost motionless in the air, like a dead thing hanging above the skiff. The craft was roughly triangular in shape, not much larger than Aaron’s boat, with multiple propellers at varying angles ringed about it, enabling it to move quickly in any direction. A snarling blue wolf face was painted on the underside of its wings, and next to it were fixed several small missiles. A little glass dome protruded from its nose—a camera. Wafts of air from the propellers swept over the skiff and wakened the surrounding water into riffles and set the reeds to dancing, frothed in foam. The boat wobbled gently. Aaron stared, wild, clutching the gunwales. His lips parted. He could not move—he was turned to ice with fear. Cold sweat flecked his brow. 
 
    This isn’t happening, he thought. This is a dream. This isn’t happening. It’s not. I won’t let it be real. 
 
    A gun lowered from the belly of the drone. 
 
    The instinct of self-preservation melted the ice in Aaron’s heart enough to allow him to fling himself toward the back of the skiff and engage its little motor full throttle. The craft was swift and light, and in a moment, he was flying away across the smooth waters. The skiff bounced off the surface as it lunged forward, weaving between the small grassy islands that were scattered throughout the marsh. The drone hung there behind Aaron for an instant. Then its propellers rotated, and Aaron could hear its motors powering up like a robotic scream rising inside it. It was after him. 
 
    Aaron bent low, keeping his hand on the tiller, slicing through the waterways and around the islands he knew so well. His body was acting in survival mode, almost without his conscious direction, as his mind was still reeling in shock and terror. 
 
    Gunfire whipped past Aaron’s ear, the bullets plunging into the water in little towers of spray, as though several people were skipping stones from one of the islands. Aaron choked on his own caught breath. His veins bulged in time with his frantic pulse. Before his straining sight, a hole appeared in the bow of the skiff. Then another came with a hollow ring. Both were above the waterline. Aaron banked hard to the right, swinging around the upper end of an approaching sandbar. He threw a backward glance. The faceless drone still hung in the air above him, close behind, a metallic bird, heavy, yet swift and aerodynamic. Its little gun flashed. Aaron flung himself down on the bottom of the skiff, losing his grip on the tiller. He heard the snapping of bullets around his head and had to fight back a scream. A hot static filled his ears. 
 
    Keeping his head low, Aaron got ahold of the tiller and straightened his craft down an open stretch of water. Then he turned onto his back to face his attacker. He clawed toward the front of the boat like a beetle. But the drone had suddenly sped ahead of him, was arcing away to the east, toward the settlement. 
 
    Toward home. 
 
    Aaron turned to face forward. His eyes streaming from the wind, he peered over the bow, trying to pierce the horizon. Five or six breathless minutes later, the mainland—and on its cusp, the settlement—was in view. 
 
    Or rather, a nightmare vision of it was. 
 
    Everything was blackened, with a vast cloud of sulfurous, ebony smoke seeping skyward like an octopus’s ink spreading through water. The smoke and the wind and Aaron’s own darkening sight obscured much, but it seemed to him that whole buildings had vanished as the deadly, amorphous light of flames flickered among the darkness. Every few seconds, the black cloud would belch forth the shape of a drone, which would sweep around, lamps glowing, before turning back to the city, yearning for destruction, death clutched in its claws. The city was a black scab on the edge of the hills, and it lay gripped by a distant rumble. 
 
    Aaron sat quite still in his skiff, his hand resting lightly on the tiller, and glided toward the apocalypse. He could not think. He could not move. He could only stare at the approaching blackness, which was devouring the entire sky while the words father, mother, grandmother, sister, brother drifted through his mind, almost without meaning. The whine of the pursuing drone was gone, but underneath the sound of his own motor, Aaron could hear and feel deep and distant booms that seemed to be the tremors of earthquakes, roiling up from the ground itself and shaking through the waters of the marsh. As the seconds passed, the booms grew louder, took on new tenors, became adorned with the spitting and sputtering of fire and the shock of explosions. 
 
    Aaron drew nearer, and the staggered forms of scorched buildings became visible—buildings he knew: the old refinery, the grain bins, the schools, the generator, the community hall, the dockyards spilling out onto the marsh. But they were mere shadows now, half burnt, riddled with holes, their guts exposed. Towers and half demolished roof-lines appeared and disappeared and reappeared among banks of smoke and flame, and the streets below overflowed with rubble. 
 
    Mother, father, sister, brother, Aaron repeated numbly as he coursed on toward the shore, leaving a long wake behind him. It was dark now. He was under the dome of the cloud. And he could hear screaming. 
 
    The sound of human souls in pain stole Aaron from his trance. He ran his arm over his cold face, and crouched lower, knowing that he was coming within sight of the attacking drones, the demons above. He didn’t have a plan beyond striking the shore and running as fast as he could toward his family’s house. How he would make it through the smoking streets and falling debris, he did not know. What he would do when he got there, he did not know. Save his family. Save himself. Do something.  
 
    It occurred to him vaguely that he should not run into the burning city, that he should turn the skiff northward and come to shore far away and run into the wild. He felt sure that he was going to die if he went into the settlement, and the thought filled him with a nameless terror, a black void opening inside his chest. It was not so much courage that led him to aim straight for the nearest still-intact dock as it was the thought that he would have to live with himself afterwards, knowing he had run away from his own family when they needed him most. 
 
    The sounds were earsplitting now—sounds of war and destruction and pain that Aaron was refusing to fully register, because he knew that if he did, they would paralyze him again. He could taste ash and blood. The smoke was rolling over the skiff, engulfing it such that he could barely see the dock ahead of him. 
 
    But it was there. 
 
    Drawing closer. Almost within reach. 
 
    A browsing drone detected him in that instant with its heat sensors. Aaron, glancing upward, saw two small lights appear in the smoke above. He flung himself from the skiff just as the little boat exploded into shards of metal. Shock waves sent him flying, plummeting toward the waves. 
 
    He plunged into the cold dark water, where motion slowed and sounds were muffled, as in a dream. 
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Five Days Ago 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aaron hoisted the basket of fish onto his back, exhausted but triumphant. The day was quickly declining in a violent red sunset, knife-wounds in the sky, and the cold was deepening. Aaron was grateful for the weight on his back because the struggle of carrying the fish through the streets to his home would keep him warm. And it meant food. He turned his back on the wetlands and soon left behind the oily fish smell of the dockyards. 
 
    As dusk settled between the houses, others left their work, as well, and trudged toward their homes. The fishermen turned over their skiffs or tied them to bollards along the docks, wound up their nets, buttoned their long black rain jackets, and trudged up the hill carrying baskets of fish like the one on Aaron’s shoulders. Men also emerged from the dimly-lit recesses of the metal refinery where they had labored all day on the bauxite ore brought up from the mines, turning it into aluminum. Aaron noticed too the day-shift generator workers walking alongside him in the street, their long gray wool coats and cloaks wrapped tightly around them. The night shift—a smaller crew—would replace them to monitor the solar batteries and their store of power for the night.  
 
    A few words passed here and there through the crowd, a bit of laughter or the tatters of a song, but the main sound was the grind of fur-lined boots on gravel and pavement. The buildings hung heavily over the street, enormous animals hunkering down for hibernation, a mishmash of brick and rusting metal—except for the siding made of aluminum, which held out against the rust. Oily light slipped out of windows and doorways into the street. As men and women passed by, their shadows rippled over the gravel. Boys carrying loads of firewood dodged through the mass of homeward-bound workers before disappearing into the huddled houses and shops. The generator provided light and running water, but little heat. The settlers had to make do with stoves and ovens and fireplaces. 
 
    So lay Fen—a lesser outpost of a thriving nation, a frontier town on the brink of the wild and many enemies, whose only reason for existence was to exploit one more strain of bauxite, to scrape up one more scarce resource in this world that had turned cruel and barren —preparing for nightfall. 
 
    Aaron felt a buffet on the shoulder. He turned and smiled. “Cole!” 
 
    “You heading home, little brother?” returned the other in his quick, dark way, a wry smile twisting the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I see. These your fish?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You know, The Watch could really use some more fish in the barracks. Rations light lately. You wouldn’t mind if I…?” He slung his rifle over his shoulder and placed a hand on the basket of fish. 
 
    Aaron jumped nimbly away, laughing. “Keep your grimy paws off my fish. You guys get plenty of food.” 
 
    Cole laughed too, a clear, ringing sound. He turned both hands palm-out and raised them shoulder-high. “Alright, alright. I’ll let you keep them this time. How about I walk with you instead?” 
 
    “Aren’t you on duty?” 
 
    “Not tonight. Or tomorrow. Squad five is taking over for the whole week. I was planning to visit Mom and Dad and Rose and Grandma anyway.” Cole’s breath fogged about him and caught the glow of a nearby streetlamp so that he seemed to be exhaling light. 
 
    “Excellent,” said Aaron. 
 
    The two brothers struck off at a brisker pace, a new energy in their step. It had been months since Cole had had leave. The cold seemed to recede a little as they turned onto Grove Street. 
 
    *      *     *     * 
 
    “I’ve brought a surprise,” said Aaron as he stepped into the warmth and brightness of the kitchen. His mother turned from where she was washing dishes. Camilla was a tall, tightly knit woman, thinned and hardened from labor, locks of graying hair pulled back in a bun, but with clear eyes that often looked lonely and distant, like birds vanishing into the south for the winter. 
 
    “A catfish?” she asked with a slight smile. 
 
    “Better.” Aaron stepped away to reveal his catch—though he was not as tall or broad as his brother, who, at 21, was three years older, so his mother had already seen Cole standing in the doorway. She brought the back of her still-soap-covered hand to her mouth. Then she had her thin arms around his neck, kissing his cheek. Cole, who had spent the last three months with the rough men of The Watch, had grown unused to the tenderness of a mother, and he looked uncomfortable. But not unpleased. 
 
    While Aaron unloaded his fish into the freezer, Cole took off his cap and coat and leaned his rifle against the wall. He washed his face, and then he was dragged to the table and served an enormous meal of fish, potatoes, lentils, biscuits, and a special rarity: honey smelling of yarrow and sunflowers that Camilla had bought from a convoy a week before. The house was small, composed of only four rooms, and so the commotion brought Grandma Zillia, their sister, Rose, and their father, Dune, to the kitchen. They greeted Cole warmly, and the whole family sat at the table while Aaron and Cole ate. 
 
    “And you’re well?” Camilla asked again. 
 
    “Yes, Mom. Very.” Cole leaned back in his chair and regarded her from under dark brows. “And you? Are you well?” 
 
    She laughed. “We are all as healthy as the sea.” Camilla often used strange similes that Aaron did not understand. Maybe it was because she was a foreigner. 
 
    “Let the man eat!” said Dune. Dune’s voice was roughened as if by rust or salt, but everything he said sounded like it was spoken with a smile. Ignoring his own advice of a moment before, he asked, “Why haven’t you had leave for so long?” 
 
    Cole turned to his father and took on his respectful businesslike voice. 
 
    The voice he uses with his superior officers, Aaron thought. 
 
    “Well, the rotations are longer for two reasons,” Cole began. “First, we’ve got a bad flu going around. Some of the men are always down with it. And we don’t have many men to begin with.” His eyes dropped to the table. He took another bite and chewed slowly. Everyone waited for him to finish. 
 
    “And second?” his father urged. 
 
    Cole seemed to consider not responding. But then he sighed. “Second, our radars have picked up some Voturan drones recently.” 
 
    Silence for a long minute. 
 
    “That’s nothing new, though, is it?” Aaron asked at last. 
 
    “Well, no. But usually, we pick them up as they travel between the military bases to the south. Recently, we’ve seen them in the east, along our supply routes. No attacks. Apparently, they just hover high above the convoys and then fly off.” 
 
    “What about the Air Guard?” Dune asked. 
 
    “The Air Guard isn’t worried about it. They don’t want to waste drones or pilots on a few Voturan scouts skirting a frontier town. They’re based out of Verulamium. That’s a long ways off. So we’re keeping stricter observation. Just as a precaution. I just wish we had a bigger Watch. Or better, a division of troopers.” 
 
    Grandma Zillia coughed and leaned forward, her dry lips ribbed and cracked. “If they want more men, why don’t they take Aaron back?” 
 
    Everyone wished she hadn’t said it. Aaron felt a strange chill inside, and he found himself crossing his arms as if to smother it out. 
 
    Cole sucked in air, hollowing his cheeks. “Assault of an officer results in immediate discharge. There can be no reinstatement.” 
 
    Rose, whose dark coloring and elusive, playful eyes were like her mother’s, spoke at last. “I’m glad they kicked him out. I just wish Cole would hit somebody too, so then you’d both be out. You’d both be safe.” 
 
    Cole frowned. “Safe? But what about your safety? I do this for all of you. No other reason. I want to protect you.” 
 
    Aaron felt a flame light inside him. “And I don’t, is that what you’re saying?” he demanded. He lifted his chin and began drumming his fingers on the table. 
 
    “No one made you do what you did, Aaron,” said Cole in a flat voice. 
 
    “What are you implying?” 
 
    Camilla glanced from one son to the other, and she clasped her hands tightly in her lap. Her husband looked suddenly very tired. 
 
    “Nothing,” said Cole softly, the gentle resonance of his voice reassuring. “Nothing. I think I’ve scared everyone. I shouldn’t have told you about the drones.” He cut himself another piece of fish and tried to smile. “It’s really nothing to worry over.” Several notes higher, he said, “On to better things. Who painted that beautiful picture on the wall? That wasn’t here last time.” 
 
    “Rose did,” said Camilla. Camilla had the unusual ability to relax into her shoulders and draw in her tall frame, somehow without slouching, and she did so now, as she rested in this achievement of her daughter. 
 
    Everyone looked at the painting. It pictured the marsh at dawn, with low misty clouds wandering over it. The sun was coming up, and Rose had painted the reeds and cattails a russet color. The lighting and perspective were so masterfully portrayed that it looked as if the water was about to pour out onto the floor and the wind to blow the smell of moss into the kitchen. At the same time, there was an intentional spirit of unreality to the painting, as though it were an image from a fairy tale. 
 
    Cole studied it for a long moment. “You should take lessons. They teach painting at the academy. The best students get to go to Verulamium to study.” 
 
    Rose laughed almost mockingly, but her eyes were glittering. 
 
    “Can you stay the night?” Camilla asked her older son. 
 
    “Can I?” 
 
    “I’ll make you up a bed in the loft.” 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    After dinner, Aaron went outside to the back of the house, where firewood was stacked under a gray tarp. A chill wind burrowed into his cheeks and hands, wherever skin was exposed. He began to gather up shards of the dry wood. He threw them into a bucket, and they landed with a dull clang. As he bent down to pick up a piece that had fallen from the stack, he heard Cole’s voice. 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    Aaron straightened. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    Aaron sighed. Then he rubbed his chin in mock deliberation. “Only if I can wear your fancy-ass hat the rest of the night.” 
 
    Cole laughed. He began to take pieces of wood and toss them into the bucket with vigor. “You’re not mad then.” 
 
    “Not at you.” 
 
    “You going to get your own place soon?” Cole asked after a moment. 
 
    “I’m saving up. The problem is, we eat most of the fish I bring home. There isn’t much left to sell. I’m pretty sure fishing is the worst career I could have chosen.” 
 
    “You’re good at it.” 
 
    “Yeah. Not as good as Grandpa was.” He paused and ran a sleeve over his nose, which was running from the cold. “It’s not a long-term play. I’m going to try to get a job at the generator. Or take classes there, anyway. Learn about solar power. It’s the technology of the age.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea. But—” He hesitated. “You know what Grandma said—it’s not entirely crazy.” 
 
    Aaron stared at his brother. “Reinstated? I thought you said it was impossible.” 
 
    “Technically it is. But I was thinking. Times are tough. They need more troops. Maybe you could get a probation, prove that you’ve grown up. Show that you regret your actions.” 
 
    Aaron placed his hands on his hips. “Well ...” He stretched out the word. “Problem is, I’m not really sorry.” He went back to wood-gathering. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That good-for-nothing had it coming. Strutting around like he’s in the imperial guard or something. Giving stupid orders. I couldn’t take it. He was always on my case, too. Didn’t like me for some reason—made me redo the bed every morning, called me out in drills, turned the others against me because they all had to do pushups when I screwed up. He had it in for you, too—don’t think I didn’t notice the way he treated you. And then when he was talking trash about one of the nurses, I’d had enough. It was the perfect chance.” 
 
    Cole’s brow was ruffled, a piece of wood hanging loosely from his hand as he stared at his brother. “Perfect chance for what?” 
 
    Aaron straightened again. “Revenge.” 
 
    “Revenge? What do you mean revenge? That wasn’t your job. It wasn’t your job to take revenge.” 
 
    “If I didn’t do it, who would? You mess with me, you mess with the people I care about, you’re going to regret it. We’ve got to be strong, stick together. You’ve told me that a million times. We’ve got to fight.” 
 
    “But what you’re talking about is not strength. It’s weakness. There are other and better ways to fight. In the end, anger destroys you, not your enemies.” There was a strange edge in Cole’s voice. “You didn’t do it for me or for that nurse. You did it for yourself.” 
 
    Aaron stood still a moment, meeting his brother’s gaze. Then he laughed. “Look, Cole, I’m not as perfect as you. You should know that by now.” 
 
    “Is that a no, then? About trying to re-enlist?” 
 
    “For now.” 
 
    “You’re being proud.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Aaron carried the bucket inside, unloaded it by the stove, and returned to the wood pile. The young men began filling it again. 
 
    “How is everyone, really?” Cole asked at length. 
 
    “Alright. Grandma’s still all tore up about Grandpa. So is Dad. He’s worried all the time now. Lot of guys in the comm department talk about pulling out. Dad hears it, thinks it over.” 
 
    “Pulling out? Why?” 
 
    “You know how things are here. It’s tough. Dad worries about the Voturans. The other day, he showed me this backpack he hid under the floorboards in his room. Five days of rations. Matches. Water. Knives. Stuff like that. ‘In case we ever have to leave suddenly,’ he told me.” 
 
    Cole shook his head. “That’s bad.” 
 
    The sound of shouting came indistinctly through the walls of a neighboring house to disturb the still night air, but the brothers did not pay it any attention. They’d grown up with it. 
 
    “Dad’s told me he thinks I should leave,” said Aaron. 
 
    “You’re joking.” 
 
    “No. He’s said it more than once. He says I should find a better place to settle down. Warmer. Not so near the border. He says we’d all go except he’s not sure Grandma could travel. He goes back and forth. Can’t make up his mind.” 
 
    Cole glanced at his brother’s face, dimly illuminated by the light shining through the window. “You’re not going to.” 
 
    Aaron shot him an incredulous look. “What do you take me for?” 
 
    Cole did not answer. He went back to the house and returned with another bucket to fill with wood. 
 
    “If I was in charge, I’d make sure we always had enough. I’d make sure we were safe. No one would mess with us. I’d make up my mind on things.” 
 
    Cole paused, about to toss a piece of wood into the container, looking at his brother. “What do you mean by that? Are you blaming Da—” 
 
    “Forget it,” Aaron broke in. “Forget I said anything.” 
 
    Cole studied Aaron for a moment, then sighed and turned back to the work. “And Rose?” he asked eventually. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know? She talks to you. She never talked to me.” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “Rose is Rose. She’s quiet. She worries about Dad because he’s so sad. She told me she thinks he’ll feel better in the spring though. She’s got ideas about weather and moods and stuff.” 
 
    “What about that painting? That was incredible. She’s gotten a lot better since last time I was here.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s all she does. She wants to study art someday.” 
 
    “Boyfriend?” 
 
    Aaron stared at Cole, speechless. 
 
    “What, is that such a crazy idea?” said Cole. “She’s pushing seventeen. She’s good looking, you know.” 
 
    “I just …” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I just never even thought of that. I still think of her as a 10-year-old. But no. No boyfriend.” 
 
    “Good, because we’d have to beat him up.” 
 
    This drew a half-smile from Aaron. A plump round moon hung in the sky now, casting its faint, watery light over the settlement, turning the rooflines silver. Cole looked up at it, watching his foggy breath mingle with the oncoming stars. “And how are you holding out these days?” he asked. 
 
    Aaron knew he was going to ask.  
 
    “Me? You really want to know?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Sometimes I feel angry, and I can’t show it. That hurts. This place, us just scraping by. Grandpa gone. I don’t know why we don’t go somewhere with a future. But I can’t complain. I like the marsh. It’s peaceful—though lonely now. But I have the family. We all have each other. That’s what matters.” 
 
    Cole nodded. The second bucket now filled, they returned to the warmth and security of the indoors. There, they found Rose feeding the fire with the wood they had already brought in. She stood up as they entered. 
 
    “There you are,” she said. “Is that the last of it?” 
 
    “That should do for tonight,” said Aaron. “I should clean the fish.” 
 
    “Don’t.” Rose shook her head. “Not tonight. You can do it in the morning. Put them on ice. Sit with us.” 
 
    Aaron laughed. “I have to go back out in the morning.” 
 
    Rose folded her arms and sighed. “When’s the last time the three of us were together?” 
 
    Aaron relented, and the girl led her brothers into the living room where they sat and talked until late in the night as the fire burned low, and Aaron thought his sister had the old golden light in her eyes that had been missing for so long, and he saw his father smile and laugh like he used to when Aaron, Rose, and Cole were small and he would toss them in the air and catch them again. 
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    Aaron came to the surface, his lungs burning for air, his body stunned from the cold water. He sucked in a long breath, but with it came smoke that seared his lungs. But the deeper searing was panic. The jumble of sounds and roiling smoke made it difficult to orient himself, but he struck out in the direction he thought the shore lay. The water was not deep, and soon he could feel the bottom. In a moment, he was running out of the water and onto the burning land. A churning, burning wash of sound and energy ripped at his ears—he could not tell whether it was human cries, explosions, thunder, or some combination of them all. The world was falling in on itself. All around him was the crackle and spit of flame and the stirring of smoke obscuring the street. As best he could make out, he was near the dockyards. Instinct told him to find cover, so he made for the nearest shell of a building, just visible through the haze, and flung himself down in it. The structure no longer had a roof, but he was at least momentarily protected on the sides. 
 
    A loud whining and whirring sound made him look up just as a drone swept by overhead, leaving a streak in the smoke. 
 
    I have to move. If I stay in one place, I’m dead. 
 
    He broke from the cover of the building, stumbling over fallen stone, and staggered up the street. He thought he heard someone screaming, but it was impossible to tell where the cry came from. He forced his way forward, waving his hand back and forth in front of his face in a fruitless attempt to expel the smoke. Then suddenly, he tripped on something and found himself lying on the dirt, a tiny river of blood flowing from above his eye. There was a screeching sound followed by an enormous crack and a wave of heat—a nearby shop disintegrated into fragments and fire. Aaron lay flat and clutched his head, squeezing his eyes shut as debris scattered around him. He wanted to vanish, to fall into oblivion. He sobbed in spite of himself. For a long time, he could not make himself move. 
 
    When he opened his eyes again, the smoke was clearing a little. He could see a patch of sky, just for a moment, above him, a blue island surrounded by gray waters. 
 
    He stood up slowly. 
 
    No sound or sight of drones overhead. The only noise now was the faint roar of distant fires spreading through the city and the whisper of smoke exploring every crevice and crease of it. He looked around him as the smoke cleared further. Bodies in the street. Tattered, abandoned bundles. 
 
    He clutched his throat. Looked away, looked at his feet. What he had tripped over was a baby’s high chair lying in the dirt. He stepped over it and moved on blindly, running a hand over his wet face. 
 
    His sole purpose resurfaced in his mind: get home. 
 
    He began to run past the grinning fires. 
 
    Then, like the waking of rats in a pile of scrap wood, like little sooty devils coming out of their caves, living people began to appear in the streets. A grime-covered face peered out of a window. Someone began to limp his way up the street. Someone else came up beside the struggling man and helped him walk. Someone else was digging through the rubble, looking for something. Or someone. No one spoke, until suddenly a call for help rang out in that forsaken place. Aaron turned. 
 
    “Where are you?” he called back. 
 
    “Here!” 
 
    Aaron walked slowly toward a smoldering building—the butcher’s shop—squinting, trying to catch a glimpse of the victim. 
 
    “Here!” the man called again. It was the butcher’s voice, strained with pain. 
 
    Then Aaron saw him, lying underneath a heavy beam. He ran up to him and knelt down. 
 
    The man’s white eyes stared out of his blackened face, mired in shock and terror. “Help me,” he whispered. 
 
    “D-d-on’t worry,” Aaron stammered. He slipped his shaking hands underneath the beam and tried to lift. It shifted minutely. Aaron strained; the tendons on his neck were hard ropes. The butcher pushed with his free arm. But the beam was too heavy. 
 
    “I’m going to die here,” said the butcher, and he began to weep. 
 
    “No, no you’re not!” Aaron shouted at him. Aaron tried to lift again. Then someone was beside him, also lifting. Between the two of them, they raised and rolled the beam away and helped the butcher to his feet. He was not badly hurt. Aaron turned, panting, to thank the stranger. 
 
    It was Cole. 
 
    They looked at each other sidelong, wonder in their expressions, as if they’d never met before. Cole’s handsome face was covered in dust and soot; a bruise covered one cheek, and burn holes marked his uniform. But he was unhurt. Both their hearts were too stopped up to experience much emotion, though Aaron felt relief that he was no longer alone in this new reality. 
 
    At last, he spoke: “Family?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Cole responded. “I was recalled to the barracks. I don’t know where they were when it started.” 
 
    “We have to find them. We have to go back to the house. If it’s still there.” 
 
    Cole squinted against the sunlight that was beginning to cut through the cloud of smoke and dust. He spoke in a dull tone. “It’s there, I think. The residential areas weren’t hit as hard. They were targeting the refinery and generator, I think. Let’s go.” 
 
    The butcher, placed his hand on Cole’s arm, clawing at him. “Don’t leave me!” 
 
    Cole shook it off. “You’re able to walk? Good. You’ll be OK. You’ll be alright.” 
 
    An odd crackling sound rattled through the air for an instant. The butcher started, as if he were about to speak, then he dropped to the ground with a grunt. 
 
    Cole’s face curled with horror. “Vanguards!” he shouted. 
 
    The refugees screamed. Aaron peered down the street, staring stupidly at the approaching figures of the soldiers, who were emerging out of the smoke. They wore knee and elbow pads and gas masks with visors, like the eyes of insects. Cole grabbed Aaron’s arm and pulled him down into a small crater shielded by stone and twisted metal. He held a finger to his lips. Then he unslung his rifle and rolled over. With trembling hands, he rested it on the makeshift wall and pointed it down the street. It was a simple model—20-round magazine, bolt-action.—all the military could afford for Town Watchmen in distant outposts—or all they chose to. No challenge to the automatic weapons of the Voturan Vanguards. The Vanguards, at least 50 of them, were approaching at a steady jog, their footfalls ringing out, the patter of hailstones. They gunned down or subdued and bound everyone in their path. 
 
    Cole’s chest rose and fell rapidly. Sweat flecked his brow. He whispered to his brother: “I’m part of The Watch. I have to engage them. Have to defend the city. When I do, you run.” 
 
    Aaron gripped Cole’s arm. “Are you insane?” he spat back. “You can’t defend the city when you’re dead. We have to get back home. They need us.” 
 
    The soldiers were close now. 
 
    Cole shot a glance over his shoulder. He swore. “More coming the other way!” 
 
    Aaron followed his gaze but saw nothing. The street was empty behind them. “What?” 
 
    “Now or never,” said Cole, setting his jaw. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Cole opened fire, his weapon snapping and recoiling like a striking snake. One of the Vanguards stumbled and dropped. The others broke rank and found cover. They couldn’t tell yet where the shots had come from. A tangy smell laced the air. 
 
    “How close are the ones behind?” Cole asked. 
 
    Aaron, his mouth agape, his brow ragged with confusion, responded, “What are you talking about? There’s no one behind us.” 
 
    Cole worked the bolt, then fired again. He hit nothing, and this time the Vanguards saw him. 
 
    This is it, Aaron thought. 
 
    But the Vanguards did not shoot back. One of the soldiers made a circular hand motion, and a dozen of the troopers left their cover and began to run toward Aaron and Cole’s position. Cole shot wildly, missed. 
 
    “Cole, come on, run. We can fall back!” 
 
    “No! We’re surrounded!” 
 
    With the fire of adrenaline pumping through his body, Aaron grabbed his brother, pulled him from the wall, and took off at a dead sprint down the street, away from the approaching soldiers. His blood gonged in his ears, and his breath felt like knives plunging in and out of his chest. But he was a good runner, swift, with good control of his lithe limbs. Before him, the withered street opened into a small plaza, with lanes radiating away from it. 
 
    We can lose them there. 
 
    But a backward glance revealed that Cole had faltered and broken step, terror in his eyes. He kept looking forward and back, unable to move in either direction. “Stop, Aaron!” he cried. 
 
    But Aaron couldn’t see the danger Cole feared. The street ahead of them was still as empty as a tomb. He didn’t stop. He ran harder, lept over a wheelbarrow. Reached the plaza, picked one of the narrow streets leading away from it, and followed it.  The exertion was making Aaron’s forehead bleed again. Blood ran into his eyes, stinging them as he went, but he paid no attention. He felt the heat from a house on fire to his left. He ran past it, up a flight of worn steps. He caught a glimpse of a street sign, which gave him his bearings. A few soldiers reached the plaza a minute after him, but they did not see which road he had taken, so they gave up the chase. 
 
    It was only when he finally reached his house, which was still intact, that Aaron fully realized Cole was not with him. He dropped to his knees before the front door, breathing heavily, staring up at the sky, his face deeply lined. Smatterings of distant gunfire could be heard, but he didn’t listen. 
 
    Cole, Cole, Cole! Why did you stop? 
 
    He wanted to go back, find his brother. But he knew it was too late, and his instinct for survival was too strong. Slowly, Aaron stood up. His heart clenched in apprehension, he pushed the door open. The house was dim. Aaron tried to switch on the lights, but no light came. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, and he could see that everything was untouched. Recently washed dishes lay on the counter. The embers of a fire slept in the wood stove. An easel stood in one corner, and an array of paints lay on the table. 
 
    Aaron wandered into the next room, calling the names of his family members. His parents’ bed was neatly made. The decorated pots his mother had brought from her homeland still lined the windowsill. Cole’s temporary sleeping area in the loft was a jumble of pillows and blankets. The living room was neat. Wooden chairs covered in furs stood solemnly underneath one of Rose’s paintings. The clock ticked on the wall. The crack in the plaster still formed a C shape. Over the whole house there lay a deep and subdued silence, the kind that comes with the first snowfall of the winter. 
 
    Aaron sat in one of the living room chairs and stared at the crack in the wall for a long time. Then he gazed at the shards of broken crockery lying strewn on the floor, shaken loose by the rumble and roar of the bombs, as though their shattered remains were some kind of clue or message. Then he studied Rose’s painting hanging slanted on the wall.One last time. 
 
    I will remember this place exactly like this. Untouched. Always. 
 
    He rose, walked to his father’s room, pried up the floorboards with a hammer left on the dresser for that reason, and pulled out the emergency backpack. He slung it over his shoulders and strode out of the house. 
 
    Back in the street. Everything clearer now. He could see a long way down the roads now before the smoke and dust veiled the distant details. He saw figures ahead of him and slowed, but they were townspeople, not Vanguards. The buildings under which they huddled slumped, the jagged backbone of a fallen beast. As Aaron approached one knot of people, he began shouting the names of his family. “Have you seen them?” he cried. 
 
    The refugees, whose faces were as pale and blank as the moon, shook their heads. 
 
    Aaron saw someone he knew—Clement, a nighttime supervisor at the generator. He ran up to him. “Clement.” 
 
    The tall man turned. A gash ran over his forehead, and one eye was withered shut, so that he looked lopsided. The remaining eye seemed to have lost its luster and reflectiveness. 
 
    “Have you seen my family? Do you know where they were when it started?” 
 
    Clement coughed. “Family?” he mumbled. 
 
    “Yes, my family. Have you seen them?” Aaron repeated. 
 
    “Seen?” He stared up at the sky with his one good eye. 
 
    Aaron cursed. “Can’t you help me?! Didn’t you see them?” 
 
    “Oh … yes … I passed them in the street on my way home this morning.” 
 
    “Where were they—” But Aaron’s words were cut off by a shriek from one of the women standing nearby. Vanguards were approaching up the street. Aaron felt his pulse leap again—he was a hunted thing once more. The refugees scattered. Aaron found himself flattened against the side of a brick building in a little dead-end alley with a few others. He heard gunshots, but they weren’t the rapid fire of the Vanguards’ automatics. He leaned around the corner just far enough to get a view of the boulevard. Someone was shooting from an upstairs window across the street. The Vanguards were pinned down momentarily, but it wouldn’t take them long to flush the attacker. Already their guns were sparking little white fires as they shot, and the side of the building was bristling with bullet holes. 
 
    Aaron turned to his companions. “Now. We can make a run for it.” 
 
    The young girl standing beside him shook her head and pointed in the other direction, away from the Vanguards. Aaron looked but saw nothing. 
 
    “It’s clear,” he whispered. 
 
    But she shook her head again and backed away. 
 
    Aaron took a long, slow breath. His fingers twitched at his side for a moment. He bobbed his head twice, felt the rhythm of the run he would make. Then he tore out of the alley and down the street without looking back. He saw the bite of bullets in the dirt around him, throwing up little blooms of dust, but he kept running. He heard footfalls behind him and shouts. His muscles seemed to bunch his back, shuddering with vulnerability. Heading straight for the edge of town, he turned north on a side street. A glass shop window shattered under a storm of bullets. They were still behind him, and he was gripped by a cold panic. He could see the outlying houses to his left and right. He thought of his family, and his pace slackened for a moment, but he could also feel the Vanguards still behind him. Lowering his head, he kept running. Kept running right out of the settlement, right out of his world, into the wild moors. 
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    The Vanguards did not want to waste time tracking down a lone fugitive, it seemed. They stopped pursuing Aaron at the edge of the city. But he feared the drones. He did not slow his pace until Fen had long disappeared into the folds of the land. 
 
    Aaron was in a rough country of gently undulating open shrubland with broken white stone breaking through the surface here and there, and thick buckthorn lining the occasional ravine. Ragged sprouts of grass and thistle blanketed the curve of the gray countryside. It was an infertile place, dominated by wind and sky. Exhausted, Aaron at last flung off his backpack and dropped down underneath a tangle of thorn bushes, partly shielded from the wind by a massive boulder. For several minutes, he could only suck up air and feel the burn of his aching muscles. He lay on his back. Above, only a seamless ivory sky. His eyes closed. 
 
    The burning city before his sight. The dodge and weave and scream of the drones. The wolf face on their undersides. The rumbling through the earth. Smoke and dust and flame. The twisted corpses in the street. The tramp of the faceless Vanguards. Cole’s ash-masked face. The crack in the living room. Clement’s bronzed features and lifeless eye. The blur of gunfire, the heat of bullets. 
 
    Aaron found that he was shaking, but not from cold. His stomach felt like it was boiling. He sat up and hugged himself and swayed, then leaned over and vomited onto the hard earth. Afterwards, his insides felt drenched in darkness. Everything wanted to shut down. He fell back and disappeared into unconsciousness. 
 
    When Aaron awoke, it was nearly dark and growing cold. A streak of red hovered above the fading horizon, as blood from a long wound. Yet he was aware of a spark within him, a ravenous spark that was quickly growing into a flame, keeping him warm. Suddenly, he was punching the ground in front of him, over and over again, saliva flecking the corners of his mouth. Rage at Cole for getting killed, or worse, captured. Rage at the rest of his family for disappearing into the smoke and ruin. Rage at the drone that nearly killed him. Rage at the Vanguards for slaughtering and enslaving his people. Rage at himself for running. If only the Vanguards would come for him now so that he could face them and tear them apart, bloody his fists on their faces. Then they could kill him, put an end to it. He began to pant hoarsely. But the flame, buffeted by the wind and cold and loneliness of that desolate place, soon died down to a sizzling ember, and then Aaron was shivering from cold instead of rage. His clothes were dry, but now that he was not moving, the wind cut at him sharply. 
 
    The demands of his weakened body forced themselves to the forefront. 
 
    Realizing he was thirsty, he opened his pack and sorted through it until he found a large canteen. He pulled it out, unscrewed it, and took a long drink. Then he knew that he needed to make a fire to warm himself. Would the light draw soldiers and drones to him? It was a risk he had to take. And part of him hoped they would find him. Let them come, he thought again.  
 
    Within the backpack, he found a heavy knife and a small metal box filled with matches, waterproofed with wax. With these and bits of buckthorn he scavenged and cut up, he managed to start a pitiful fire. But the moor had no significant tree growth and therefore lacked suitable burning logs. Aaron discovered that he had to keep adding bits of the nearby shrubs often because they burned so quickly. Still, the fire served to warm him a little. When he grew tired of adding more branches, he dug out a thick wool blanket from the backpack, wrapped himself in it, positioned himself as close to the fire as he could, and let the blaze die out. Unable to leave his wasted surroundings in body, he contended himself with escaping into dreams, though these proved confused and troubled. The wind did not give up its lament all night. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron became someone living after the end of the world, a refugee from his own past. He did not know whether it was a loathing fear of the Voturan, vagrant restlessness, guilt, or a terror of his own memories that propelled him across the wild country day after day. At first, he had no destination, only the dogged determination to keep walking, his pack slung over his back, jingling at every step.  
 
    As he wandered, the absence of his loved ones rifled through him more violently than he would have believed possible, leaving his chest full of holes. He saw his father sitting by the stove, his mother, gliding about the house, chattering to her husband in her dreamy way, his grandmother humming an ancient tune, his brother tuning his beloved fiddle, his sister laughing at something, or nothing, and at a certain moment, the agony of it all brought him to his knees on the cold ground. He let the pack slip from his back, groaned from deep inside, and turned his eyes to the sky. Then he wept as he had not wept since he was a small child, waves of anguish washing over him as once the lake waters had done when, in a great storm, he stood on the rocks with his grandfather, shoulders shaking, gasping for breath, until he had no strength left in him. 
 
    His second night on the moors found him crouched in a shallow ravine with no firewood to be found. Without the fire, it was cold enough to sting Aaron’s hands when he touched the earth and dark enough so that the edges of his vision crawled.  
 
    He awoke in the middle of the night, trembling. A thin sound, like the static on a shortwave radio, cut through the wind, and, looking up, he saw, far away to the south, a light gliding along the horizon. A drone. Were they looking for him? Why would a Voturan craft be this far north of Fen? Better move. No, the drone isn’t coming any closer, and I’m better sheltered here than I would be running across the moor. He watched the little blue light until it disappeared out of sight, like a distant ghost passing out of the world. Eventually, he fell back into a murky sleep. 
 
    On the third day, he passed from the moors into a wooded valley of white pine and cedar, heading roughly west, toward the Taurusian military base of Leon—assuming the map he had found in the pack and his own hasty calculations were correct. In the forest, the air was hung with the incense of fern and needles. The furry figures of the trees rose tall and solemn, silver and deep green, brushed by an easy wind. Good. This was a better place, with better firewood and more cover from wind and searching eyes. Snow began to fall. Great big sticky floating pendants of pure white emanating from heavy clouds. Soon, they fell so thickly that they obscured the tops of the trees, and then the branches of the undergrowth. The wood became a series of countless deep white tunnels leading only to the edge of nothingness. Muffled by flake, all was silent. No animals stirred. Aaron’s boots soon became wet, but he cared little—his mind was as cold and white as the valley. He trudged on through the wood’s winding ways until it grew dark and he could not bring himself to go any farther. The snow continued to fall, filling in his tracks. 
 
     He made a fire and ate sardines out of a can. As he watched the flames work their intricate dance, he kept seeing faces, faces he knew, but now their features were blurred. He couldn’t quite picture his father’s broad nose or his mother’s wide jaw. Their precise features always slipped just past the reaches of his groping imagination such that he was left with only rough images of them. Strange how hard it was to see the most familiar things. 
 
    If I had been there when it started… 
 
    If we had gone hunting that day… 
 
    If Dad had just made up his mind to pull out… 
 
    A gust of wind and flake sunk under his collar, and he shivered. At length, he put down evergreen boughs for a bed to keep himself off the snow, and when he lay down, he drew more boughs over himself. He feared its gathering on him, then melting and turning the blanket wet. In this weather, he knew that he could easily fall into hypothermia. 
 
    As a pale sun cracked the porcelain sky the following morning, Aaron rose, pulled off his blanket, which was stiffened with cold, and began rummaging inside his pack. His fingers felt only three cans, and the canteens were light. He realized that he hadn’t been rationing his provisions. No forethought. Very well. He would just have to reach Leon within the next week. He could always melt snow for water—he had heard of that being done—and he could walk on an empty stomach for a few days, if necessary, though he knew that this would slow his progress. As he ate a hasty and modest breakfast, his eyes wandered to the tops of the trees, and for a moment he glimpsed a ribbon of smoke ascending off to the east. His body tensed. Vanguards? Probably not. If there were any scouring these frozen lands, they wouldn’t be making fires. Aaron had heard that these elite forces always constructed well-camouflaged camps heated by solar cells. The Taurusian Infantry Corps could rarely locate Vanguards, even when the Vanguards were operating well within Taurusian lands. The Voturan shock troops had an eerie ability to vanish into any surroundings. 
 
    So if not Vanguards, who? 
 
    Taurusians from Leon, maybe. 
 
    The thought of making contact with his own people struck off a sliver of hope in Aaron’s tired mind. He smothered the embers of his fire in snow, stored his gear, shouldered the pack, and set off as fast as he could in the direction of the smoke. 
 
    Late in the afternoon, as dusk descended, he caught sight of a flickering light through the trees. Hunger for human companionship frayed his caution, and he began to run toward it. But as he drew close, he stayed himself. He began to walk slowly, setting down each foot with care. He could see now, through the twisting tapestry of branches, the campsite. 
 
    It was not a camp of Taurusian soldiers. 
 
    A lone man sat on a stump beside a ring of rocks that encircled a sputtering fire. Beside him rested a backpack, a satchel, and what looked like a large, semi-translucent umbrella. A rifle leaned against a nearby tree, and the man was cleaning a rabbit. Aaron could hear the click and snap of the blade as it cut through tendons. He could smell the red flame of blood mixed with the woodsmoke. The snow beneath the man’s feet was dotted with it. The man himself wore ragged long hair and his face was hardened—the grooves between muscles showed clearly in his cheeks. His legs and arms were thick and powerful, sturdy as the trunk of the pine beside him. 
 
    Aaron found himself standing quite still, his legs refusing to approach or retreat. 
 
    He watched the stranger work. 
 
    A quiet voice broke the stillness. “Are you going to stand there and freeze or come to the fire and warm yourself?” 
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    Aaron hesitated. He knew nothing of this man. But it was clearly too late to remain hidden and observe. He strode up to the fire. He was about to sit down on a stump opposite the stranger when the man made a clicking sound with his tongue and shook his head.  
 
    “It’s going to cost you,” he said, looking up. His eyes were purified with the intense blue of a person who is used to looking long distances and scanning mountainsides and watching storm fronts move in. His hairline began far up on his skull, and the roots were graying. His face was expressionless. 
 
    Aaron met the woodsman’s gaze evenly. He dropped his pack into the snow and pulled out a can of tomatoes. He tossed it to the stranger, who dropped the rabbit over his knee and caught the can with his free hand. “That’s about all I got,” Aaron said. 
 
    The woodsman sighed. “That’ll do, I guess.” He tucked the can into his satchel and patted it twice. Then he ran a sleeve over his nose and bent back over the rabbit. 
 
    Aaron watched him, unmoving. 
 
    The stranger coughed. “I’ve found that things are very real out here. Things like trees, roots, rabbits, and dying of starvation.” 
 
    Aaron wasn’t sure if this was some kind of explanation, or merely a piece of advice. The back of his neck twitched. “You’re a long way from Leon,” Aaron said. 
 
    “Yes. Some 40 mile.” 
 
    Further than I thought. 
 
    “You’re a long way from Leon too, my friend.” 
 
    “I come from Fen. I’m trying to get to Leon. Do you know the fastest route?” 
 
    “Ah,” said the stranger sharply and dismissively but with a lively nod. He tapped his chest. “Owen. Your name?” 
 
    Aaron ignored the question. He would say no more than was necessary. “Do you know the best way to get to Leon?” he repeated. 
 
    “Don’t go to Leon.” 
 
    “I must. Can you direct me?” 
 
    Owen looked up. “Ah, my apologies. Directions. Yes. Alright. You see that big spruce there?” 
 
    Aaron looked in the direction that Owen was pointing. “Yes.” 
 
    “Walk in that direction until you get to the funny looking rocks. Turn right. Walk till you find the tree that looks like a big spearhead. Turn left. Keep walking past the little gray squirrel. Leon will be right there. You can’t miss it.” He broke into laughter, which broke down into coughing. 
 
    Aaron crossed his arms. “Alright, alright. Have it your way. But tell me this: why are you out here in the middle of nowhere with winter setting in?” 
 
    Owen cocked an eye at Aaron. “I’m an ex-genius. There’s nowhere for people like us.” He paused. “But I’m not the only one in this empty place.” He stared hard at Aaron with his sharp, bird-like eyes. 
 
    “I’m not here by choice.” Without his realizing it, Aaron’s fingers had found the straps of his pack, and he was slowly twisting them, tightening them into a knot. 
 
    “Oh? What are you, then? A Voturan spy?” 
 
    In an instant, Aaron was on his feet, leaning down toward the woodsman, teeth flashing. With a wild note in his voice, reckless and pained as the wind: “A spy?” he rasped. “I am loyal. To death. You want to know why I’m here, Owen? You want to know? Because my world is gone. Ashes. My family is dead. I had to run. Fen was attacked. It’s in ruins.” 
 
    Owen stifled a smile. 
 
    Aaron’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “I don’t see the humor of that.” 
 
    Owen waved a hand in front of him. “No! No. It’s sad. Sad. But your family isn’t dead.” 
 
    “How do you know? How could you possibly know?” 
 
    “Tell me, is all your family as pugnacious as you are?” 
 
    “What? I don’t know … probably not. Except my brother, maybe.” 
 
    “Then they’re not dead.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “The Vanguards only kill weaklings. The Voturan government is always looking for slaves. They prefer slaves to corpses. Where’s the economic value in a decomposing skeleton? And actually, those who resist most bravely are coveted. Because they show spirit. They’ll be drafted into the Voturan Auxiliaries. So really, your family is probably worse than dead.” 
 
    Aaron stared, head thrust forward, arms crossed. “You’re lying. I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Don’t take your anger out on me, boy. Why would I lie? I’m telling you what I know of Voturans.” Owen didn’t look up. He was cutting a chunk of flesh from the rabbit’s flank. 
 
    “How do you know about them—the Voturans?” 
 
    Owen stopped cutting and looked up toward Aaron, through Aaron, into the wood.  “From long experience.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    Owen seemed frozen for a moment, unmoving, unseeing. Then he said only, “That’s a good question.” 
 
    Aaron watched his new companion. The lines of Owen’s face deepened as he stared out into the falling dark. He ran a sleeve over his face, sniffed, and turned back to the rabbit meat. He opened his pack, pulled out a long skewer, and stuck the meat on it. Then he placed two Y-shaped branches into the rocks around the fire, one on each side, and placed the skewer on them so that the meat hung over the flames. He leaned back and crossed his legs. 
 
    Aaron turned away with a shake of the head. He picked up his pack, brushing the snow off it with his hand, and slung it on over his shoulders. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Owen asked. 
 
    “Leon.” 
 
    “At this time of night?” 
 
    “Yes. I can travel in the dark well enough.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Well, luckily, I’m not you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t walk in the dark. The land begins to break up to the east. There are hidden cliffs and sudden dells. You’ll break a leg. Dangerous enough in daylight.” 
 
    Aaron stood for a moment, thumbs hooked through the straps of his backpack. “So you do know the way there.” 
 
    “Never said I didn’t.” 
 
    “Will you show me the way?” 
 
    Owen placed his hands behind his shaggy head. “Tell me, friend, why do you want to go to that city?” 
 
    Aaron felt his legs suddenly buckle beneath him. He sat down heavily. “Look … I’m out here with nothing but a few cans of sardines. I don’t have—I’m almost out of water. And for all I know, the army hasn’t even heard of the attack yet. I have to report it. I have to … think. I have to … begin ...” He trailed off. He realized then that he didn’t know what his plan was. Shaken loose and falling. Adrift. Leon seemed as good a place to go as any. “If my family has been captured, I need to get military help to rescue them.” 
 
    Owen snorted. “I can assure you the Taurusian military will have no interest in going on a hair-brained rescue mission to save some kid’s family.” He leaned forward and rotated the meat, which was beginning to weep blood into the fire and sizzle softly. “But I’ll get you through the rough land to more open country. Then you’re on your own.” 
 
    Aaron did not respond. His head hung, the syrup of weariness creeping through his veins. They sat in silence until Owen retrieved his skewer and took the meat off it. 
 
    Aaron said, “Are you going to share that meat, or do I have to wrestle you for it?” 
 
    Owen shot him a half-smile, then tossed him a hunk of flesh. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron awoke among the twisting columns of a heavy snowfall to find himself alone. An arching sapling of smoke was all that remained of last night’s fire. A single piece of meat rested on one of the large stones of the fire-ring. Owen was nowhere in sight. Aaron stood up quickly. The woodsman’s equipment had vanished with him, leaving only the trampled gray snow where he had slept and where his gear bags had lain. Tracks led away to the east. Aaron picked up his own pack, snatched the meat from the fire pit, and took off at a jog in the direction that Owen had taken. He caught up with him in less than half an hour. 
 
    “Hey! Owen!” 
 
    The woodsman turned around, backpack and satchel swinging and clinking. 
 
    Aaron stopped a few paces a way and bent over, hands on knees, gasping. 
 
    Owen scowled. “You slept in.” 
 
    “Sorry. But you could have waited.” 
 
    Owen laughed. “You found me, didn’t you?” 
 
    “No credit to you,” Aaron smiled ruefully.  
 
    Owen turned around and began to walk again. “If I wanted to hide my trail, I would have.” 
 
    With a groan, Aaron forced himself to move again, following a few paces behind his guide. Owen walked at a great pace, chugging through the deep snowdrifts easily. His strong body had a way of pulling itself together and springing forward over and over again to propel himself through and over any obstacle, as though his legs were pistons. He spoke little and never looked back at Aaron. Aside from the occasional bird call, the only sound for many hours was the crunching of their footfalls. 
 
    The landscape began to change. The wood thinned, and the ground began to slope away to the east. Boulders and rock structures thrust through the snow, silent gray faces mantled in white, watching the travelers pass. Many times that day, Owen would turn sharply to the left or right, and seconds later Aaron would realize that Owen had led him around a sudden drop-off, disguised by snow and brambles. Soon, the descent became so steep that they were winding their way beneath and alongside rock walls on paths that were no more than a seam between two rock faces, narrow as the slit of an angry eye. Aaron had to steady himself against the rock wall or the knotted, twisting branches protruding from chinks in it. But the jaws of stone did not devour the travelers. Owen’s knowledge of the terrain was too sure. 
 
    The temperature rose, and the snow turned to sleet. It stung Aaron’s face and hands—he had to narrow his eyes to keep it out. He pulled up the hood on his coat. A brief upward glance revealed a restless sky, marbled gray and white, filaments of cloud reaching down with elongated fingers to clasp the hilltops. The whole thing seemed to be sluggishly churning—a vortex in slowed time. 
 
    Near midday, Owen stopped abruptly and slid down under an undercut bank. Without speaking, he pulled out the can of tomatoes Aaron had given him the night before and began breaking its seal with his knife. Aaron dropped down beside him and took out his second-to-last can: tasteless, globular chicken. He took out his knife and cut into the lid. Now that he was sitting still, he could feel the wet of melting snow and sleet seeping into his boots and pants. 
 
     “They are best forgotten,” Owen said, the first words to pass his lips in many hours. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Slaves. They are taken away to the south or east, to Votura, to do all the hardest and most dangerous work. Many of them die. It’s better not to think about them.” 
 
    Aaron set his jaw. “What work?” 
 
    “The mines, sometimes. Once a man goes down, he will never see the sky again. Some work in the solar generators. Twenty-hour days, just enough food to keep them alive. Many go to the factories—dangerous places. Lots of accidents. Those slaves are always missing fingers or limbs. Strong ones, ex-soldiers, become part of the Voturan Auxiliaries. They go to the front lines. The officers can use them as barriers, sending them in to overwhelm a position by sheer numbers. Sometimes they aren’t even armed. They’re cannon fodder.” 
 
     Aaron stared silently at his guide. 
 
    “The lucky slaves go to the government palaces as servants,” Owen continued. “Except they aren’t lucky. Many masters are cruel. They don’t treat their servants like humans.” 
 
    Aaron felt a painful dizziness. Suddenly, he could see Rose’s face, quite clear. His lungs seemed to have emptied of their own accord. He could not speak above a whisper. “How do you know so much about Voturan slaves?” 
 
    “Because I was one.” 
 
    “You escaped?” Aaron’s voice was husky in his throat. 
 
    “Yes. Cost me this.” Owen pulled back his sleeve to reveal a long, withered scar. “And a lot more.” He had stopped chewing and was staring out at the distant blue hills. “I was valuable, so I was treated better than most.” 
 
    “The Voturans will pay, one day. Taurus will conquer them.” 
 
    Owen turned to face Aaron. “You think the Taurusians are much better?” 
 
    “I am Taurusian.” 
 
    “I know. But you’re from an outpost. All you know is the propaganda you’ve been fed. All this about Reintegrated Non-Nationals. Or the Alternative Employment Plan.” Owen laughed, which started him coughing. “Those, my friend, are just other names for the same thing. The power of language misused. The RNNs and AEPs are slaves. Taurus has the special distinction among modern countries of enslaving her own citizens. AEPs are just undesirable Taurusian citizens. Nothing more.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Owen shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’m just giving you friendly advice. Forget about your family. Forget about Votura. Forget about Taurus. Don’t go to Leon.” Owen stood up and slung on his pack and started out into the sleet. Aaron followed slowly. 
 
    “I can’t forget, Owen. Never.” 
 
    Without turning around, Owen responded. “I used to say the same thing.” 
 
    Aaron was about to retort when he heard, high above the pattering and smother of the sleet, a humming sound, like the buzz of a swarm of mosquitoes. 
 
    Suddenly, Owen had turned on him, crashed against him, and flung him to the earth, a wild glimmering in his eye. All the air was expelled from Aaron’s chest. He choked, scraped at Owen’s face. Owen had pulled something from his pack—an umbrella-like contraption—and opened it above them. He held his hand over Aaron’s mouth while they lay beneath the screen. Staring up at it, Aaron thought he could see tiny circuits embedded in its web. But it was semi-transparent, so he could see through it, too. 
 
    In the sleet and stormy sky above, a drone was slicing through. Its blue lights glowed. Its triangular body passed over the hilltops and sped away northward. 
 
    After a moment, Owen released Aaron and collapsed his screen. 
 
    Aaron lay gasping in the snow, curled, sucking at the air. “What was that?” he said at last. 
 
    “A Voturan drone.” 
 
    “I know—but what was—that.” He pointed at the screen. 
 
    “A Thermal Shield.” 
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “It shields our heat signature from the drone’s sensors.” 
 
    “Where did you get it?” 
 
    “I made it. Get up. We have to move. I have you to blame for this.” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “Clearly they’re tracking you. There’s no other reason they’d send drones this far west.” 
 
    “Why would they track me?” 
 
    But Owen was already disappearing down the slope. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    After the encounter with the drone, Owen increased the pace. He scanned the clouds for signs of drones. His long hair swayed as he swung his head left to right. The sleet stopped, and the sun emerged. As afternoon turned to evening, the trees began to leave long blue shadows on the snow, and a quiet, restless closeness enfolded the broken country of wood and towers of rock. Aaron’s strength began to wane, and he fell behind. His mind was hanging back, somehow, in Fen, on his decision to run, to leave them all behind—to abandon … He shook these thoughts from his head. 
 
    “Owen,” he called, “wait!” 
 
    But Owen only shouted back, “Keep moving. If you can’t keep up, you’re on your own.” 
 
    Exhausted, Aaron dropped to his knees and watched the figure of his guide grow smaller until it vanished. 
 
    Then, as night fell heavy and desolate, the Vanguards closed in. 
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    Lights began to appear among the rocks and trees. More and more of them. Aaron rose unsteadily and tried to run. He stumbled over roots and snow that gave way beneath his feet. His weariness was suspended by the more urgent instinct to survive. A pounding darkness pressed inside his skull, obliterating everything but the critical flashing decisions of the moment. Looking back, he could see dark shapes close behind. Above his head, enormous domes of parachutes appeared in the night sky, like other moons, drifting down with the grace of cottonwood seeds. 
 
    Skidding down a slope. Back on his feet and heading for a grove of pines. Maybe I can lie low there, in the undergrowth. Twenty feet. Ten feet. 
 
    A blinding light. Aaron fell to one knee and flung up a hand in front of his eyes, which were screwed shut with pain. The familiar purr of a drone. Then darkness. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Hunched in the trembling belly of the plane, the bowels of fear itself, the idea of pain and death awaiting him wormed its way into his heart and began twisting around, sniffing him out. It was uncomfortable, like a stomach ache, but not as terrifying as he had expected, not as terrifying as it had been when he was back in Fen. Nothing felt as real now as it once had. Fear itself, he realized, is just an internal state. An emotion that may or may not correlate with the external world. And all at once, he knew that he need not fear the Voturan or what they would do to him. No. He would hate them. Not fear them. Hate was a much more useful passion. 
 
    And he had one other thing: the anemic hope of finding his family again in the land of the enemy. 
 
    But thinking of them was a misstep. He was suddenly exposed again, and vulnerable. In the autumn, a tree can lose all its leaves in a single gust of cold wind. His face was wet. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron was in a cell. He didn’t remember arriving there. Every surface was smooth metal, smooth as marble, and shiny enough for Aaron to see his own reflection. A single light panel above filled the space with an oppressive blue tint, as though the air itself were electrified. There was no furniture, so Aaron sat with his back against the wall. 
 
    He studied his reflection. Did the Voturans design the cell this way intentionally? Did they want to force their captives to face themselves, to be hemmed in by themselves, the worst kind of prison? Aaron saw that his face was dirty, the seams of his clothing frayed. The contours of his face were sharp—sharper than he remembered them. And the eyes staring back at him burned out of the ashen face with a hard light that he did not recognize. They frightened him. 
 
     A jabbing, high-pitched sound preceded the opening of the cell door. A tall man in a gray uniform stood in the doorway. With him were two guards wearing knee and elbow pads and bulletproof vests. Their R6-38 automatic rifles inclined toward the floor. In a moment, they had Aaron on his feet, shoving him into the long corridor. 
 
    As they walked, the officer, a sallow man with a pronounced widow’s peak and heavily lidded eyes, spoke in Aaron’s own tongue, but in a dull automatic tone. “Prisoner 0622Z, your presence is requested in the Velvet Room by Chief General Anton Druxa. You will address him as Your Excellence and speak only when spoken to.” 
 
    Aaron was aware of a stone-cold sensation in his gut, as though he had swallowed an ice-cube the size of his fist. He made no answer. But his mind reeled. What did they want with him? It was impossible that standard prisoner procedure involved summoning slaves before Voturan generals. Were they going to try to get information from him? I know nothing. I will tell nothing. 
 
    They reached the end of the corridor and stepped inside the lift shaft. Hidden engines engaged, and they ascended through uncounted floors. The door opened. Aaron found himself walking through a gallery illuminated by a series of glass chandeliers made of countless intricate prisms of light. The hall was larger and grander than any that had ever strayed into his dreams. The floors beneath his feet stretched out in epicurean, glass-like purity and were made of a rich red stone that Aaron did not know. Enormous mahogany-colored marble columns supported a tiled and frescoed ceiling with gold crown molding running along its entire perimeter. Paintings the height of two men presided over the hall, picturing countless aristocrats with keen eyes and narrow noses and the dream of conquest unspoken on their lips. A scent of roses graced the air. Gilded tapestries from the ancient world filled in the gaps between massive crystal windows that looked out on a many-towered city, bathed in the fresh watery light of morning. 
 
    They passed through the hall, arriving at a set of carved oak doors. The doors opened from the inside, and Aaron was led into a high-ceilinged room of red. The carpet was dark red and thick and bordered by textured walls of red marble rising like trees from heavy undergrowth. Velvet curtains screened the windows such that only thin trickles of daylight reached into the space in long, angular beams, fingers from the outer world. Most of the room was lit by red lanterns hanging from the ceiling. In the center, a massive oak table surrounded by velvet-backed chairs, and resting on it: a little ebony box. Even aside from the monochromatism of the place, which was oppressive enough, the air felt strangely heavy on the back of Aaron’s hand and tasted almost sickly sweet at the tip of his tongue. 
 
    Three men were seated on the far side of the table. They wore gray uniforms with broad shoulder pads and multi-colored medals and ribbons adorning their chests. The middle one—who seemed to have a veritable flower garden of awards bristling on his uniform—had a round, drab face, close-cut hair, and serene little blue eyes that stood out all the more sharply against the redness of the room. The man on the right was shorter and sharper of feature, but with enormous hands clasped before him on the tabletop and with the heavily lidded eyes that seemed to be a part of Voturan genetics. In spite of these minor differences, however, this man looked so much like the middle one that they could easily have been brothers. The man on the left wore a trimmed red beard, and his forehead was broad and wrinkled, unlike the other two. He seemed faintly amused. 
 
    The guards forced Aaron toward the table, then down onto his knees before the panel of officers. The middle officer—Brigadier General Druxa, Aaron guessed—said something quickly in Voturan and waved his hand toward the guards impatiently. The guards raised Aaron to his feet and shoved him into a chair. 
 
    The middle man coughed and then spoke in perfect Taurusian, though with a strong Voturan accent such that the words came slowly and heavily, as though weighed down at their tail-ends. “Welcome, prisoner 0622Z. I am Brigadier General Anton Druxa.” 
 
    Aaron stared back, meeting the general’s gaze directly. 
 
    “You are from the town of Fen in Taurus, is that correct?” the general asked.
Aaron felt a smoldering in his chest, yet at the same time an impenetrable coldness. It gave him strength. He sat erect in his chair, stared back at the general, and said nothing. 
 
    The general frowned, more out of perplexity, it seemed, than anger. “You are not from Fen?” 
 
    Aaron did not answer. He let the silence lather the air, a thick frothing of unspoken defiance. 
 
    Then Aaron’s face was slammed into the table, and the world shimmered before his eyes as blood poured from his nose. He tried to straighten, gasping for air, and clutched the arms of his chair. He felt the burning in his back where the guard had hit him with the butt of his rifle, and his face felt hot and cold at the same time. “Yes,” he whispered, licking blood from around his mouth. It tasted electric and effervescent. 
 
    The general glanced from Aaron to the ceiling and back again. Then he studied his hands. When he spoke again, it was without looking at Aaron—at least, not much. When he did look at Aaron, he would stare at his bloodied nose. Then he would look away. He seemed to have a mild fascination with it, and at the same time to be disconcerted by it. “We destroyed the outpost of Fen and sent in our glorious forces to capture and subdue its people,” the general continued. “We had many divisions of soldiers.” 
 
    Between his throbbing nose and burning heart, Aaron could barely focus on what Druxa was saying, and his dizzy head hung low. 
 
    “All of our state-of-the-art drones are equipped with multiple cameras sending live footage back to OpCommand. So …” –Druxa coughed— “We saw that you … ran away from our troops.” 
 
    “You expected me to do otherwise?” Aaron spat. “Who ordered the attack?” 
 
    The red-bearded officer said something angrily in Voturan and pierced Aaron with his eyes, but Druxa said something back, and the officer fell silent. 
 
    The general turned back to Aaron and said, “It is the custom in Votura for prisoners or slaves to speak to their superiors only when asked a direct question. But, you are new here, so we will forgive you this time.” He offered a narrow, paternal smile. Then he said something to the guards behind Aaron, who exited the room and returned carrying two small crates, which they set on the table, on either side of the small ebony box that already rested there. The officer on Druxa’s other side touched the box. 
 
    Druxa nodded to the guards, and they removed the lids on the crates.  
 
    “Now, 0622Z, which crate contains a living thing?” 
 
    The room still seemed distant to Aaron, as though he were viewing it through water. I’m dreaming. I must be. None of this makes any sense. 
 
    “0622Z? The crates,” Druxa urged. 
 
    When Aaron was small, his mother used to call him the angry one, and she said he got it from her grandfather, Aaron’s great grandfather. She said it almost with pride. He said in a low voice, “General, I’m not playing any of your games until you tell me what happened to my family and who ordered the attack on my town.” 
 
    The red-bearded officer’s face turned almost the color of the room, and he leapt to his feet. “This is outrageous! Insufferable. Let him be executed! This prisoner has defied the Brigadier General!” 
 
    General Druxa did not stir from his chair. He coughed, looked up at the officer, and said something to him. The officer stood for an instant, chest rising and falling, staring at Aaron with a gaze of white-hot fury. But then, with a deferential bow to the general, he sat down and held his peace. 
 
    Druxa turned to Aaron. “Again, you have violated a sacred rule of our people. But you are young and excitable. I will let it pass. Let it pass. There is too much at stake here to stand on ceremony.” He waved his hand vaguely. “Now, if you would attend to the crates?” 
 
    “Not until you answer my questions.” Aaron almost wished he hadn’t said it. Almost. 
 
    A slow smile wafted across the General’s face, fading immediately. He signaled to the guard standing behind Aaron.  
 
    Searing pain. Aaron’s nose gushed blood from its second contact with the tabletop. To his shame, tears sprang to his eyes. 
 
    “I had to do that,” Druxa apologized. “In all honesty, I admire your courage. It is misplaced, but at least you have strength. You are going to be even more useful than I thought. Nevertheless, insubordination must be punished. Consider that a second warning. There will be no more warnings. Now, prisoner, look in the crates. Tell me which one contains a living thing.” 
 
    Aaron obeyed. The pain dulled his mind and he had no choice. 
 
    He rose unsteadily, his head roaring with pain, and peered into the two crates. The one on his right contained a small potted plant that climbed up and entwined a central twig placed in the dirt. It was an orchid. The other crate was empty. Aaron pointed to the crate on the right.  
 
    “Now will you tell me where my family is? Are they alive?” 
 
    The officers exchanged looks. Druxa said something to the guards in Voturan. They brought in two more crates and placed them on the table. 
 
    “0622Z, which crate contains a picture?” 
 
    Aaron looked in the crates. This time the crate on the right was empty, and the crate on the left contained a diagram of a Voturan drone. Aaron indicated this crate. 
 
    The dark-haired officer on Druxa’s left turned to the general and said something quickly in his native tongue. Druxa nodded but did not look at him. He was studying Aaron’s face. The guards brought in another pair of boxes, and the process was repeated, this time with an electronic scroll reader. So it went, for several minutes, until the table was filled with crates, and at last, General Druxa stood up. Aaron took a step back. Druxa shouted a command; the doors opened, and a stream of armed guards entered the room. Aaron staggered back, eyes widened, and tripped over his chair, barely maintaining his balance. The guards lined up in a long row facing Aaron. 
 
    This is it. They’re going to kill me.  
 
    He raised his forearm to shield his face. His stomach was a vacuum, lungs empty. His nerve-endings tingled throughout his body, and he suddenly felt like there was something very important he had forgotten to do but would never now accomplish. In a moment, it all felt like a terrible mistake, and he was not ready. Not remotely ready for it all to be over, ended. He was floating out toward eternity with nothing to stop him, nothing to hold on to … 
 
    Then he felt a light touch on his arm. 
 
    It was the general. 
 
    “0622Z, how many guards are in the room?” General Druxa asked. 
 
    Aaron, his forehead riddled with lines and flecked with sweat, lowered his arm and looked at the general, who was standing so close that Aaron could feel his breath. What did this man want from him? Why had he not already been killed or sent to a labor camp? The general’s steady blue eyes stared back at Aaron, then flicked over to the row of armed men. “How many?” His voice was not demanding. It was quietly encouraging, though somehow its smooth shell seemed to hide a deeper urgency. 
 
    Aaron turned and counted. “Ten,” he said. 
 
    Druxa nodded. Then he led Aaron to one of the windows and pulled back the curtain. Light and dust floating in its wake. 
 
    “Tell me what you see,” he ordered. 
 
    Aaron swallowed and took a breath. He was so grateful to be alive that, for once, he didn’t hesitate to answer. “It’s very bright—many colors. I see a great square, filled with many people. Their attire is foreign to me. It looks expensive. I see buildings of glass and gold and marble. I see columns and domes—much taller than any buildings at home.” 
 
    “Be more specific.” 
 
    Aaron looked closer, intrigued in spite of himself. “There is a fountain in the center of the square, but …” He frowned and leaned forward. “But there is no water in it.” 
 
    Druxa’s shoulders stiffened almost imperceptibly. 
 
    “Now I see that not all the buildings are marble and brick and glass and aluminum. Some have plain, rusty metal siding. Some are made of wood. And there, lining the street, there are stumps but no trees. I see some of the people are poorly dressed. Rags. They are practically wearing rags. What does it mean?” 
 
    Druxa kept his gaze fixed out the window. His voice, when he spoke, was thin and shrouded, like a knife in the dark. “Tell me more.” 
 
    Aaron studied the scene again. “Those people on the street, they’re all stepping aside, moving out of the way of something, but I can’t see … I can’t see what …” He shook his head. “Nothing. There’s nothing coming down the street, but they are standing aside and pointing.” He turned to his captor, fear replaced with bewilderment. “I don’t understand. What is this place? Why do you ask me all this? What is this terrible place?” 
 
    “You see nothing else?” 
 
    “No … I don’t know what you …” 
 
    “No special building? Taller than the rest?” 
 
    “There is the one with the big circle window, like a rose.” 
 
    “No, not that one. Behind it. An enormous tower, glinting in the sun, countless windows, a great clock face, its peak hidden in cloud? Or the aqueduct, further away, the one made entirely of gold? Or the floating screens broadcasting live footage from around the empire? Or the exotic birds filling the sky? Or the waterfall and lake and observatory? Or the statues?” 
 
    Aaron felt his hand shaking on the windowsill. A nightmare. A quickly darkening void. A city of invisibility. That’s where he found himself. That was his punishment. Punishment for cowardice. “No,” he cried. “I don’t see it. None of it. Am I blind?” His voice rang forlorn in his own ear. 
 
    A long slow smile—slow as silt—spread across the general’s face, and his eyes grew distant and dangerous, and hungry. “No. You are not blind. It is we who are blind.” 
 
    General Druxa turned to face his fellow officers. He said something to them in their tongue. Aaron could not understand the words, but the excitement in his tone was unmistakable. The two officers’ faces were pale as moons.  
 
    Then to Aaron the general said, “What is your name?” 
 
    The question echoed in Aaron’s mind. What is your name? In the past few days, reality had entirely collapsed around him, such that he was no longer certain of the answer. But after a moment he said, “Aaron Castillian.” 
 
    The general saluted. “Colonel Castillian, welcome to the Voturan Military High Command.” 
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    Aaron stared back uncomprehendingly. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    General Druxa said, “You’ve been freed. You’re no longer a prisoner. You’re a citizen of Votura, and you’ve been promoted to the rank of Colonel.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Aaron’s voice was a ghost of a whisper. 
 
    Again, that long slow smile on the general’s face. “Holograms.” 
 
    “Holograms? General—Your Excellence—I’m free now?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “This doesn’t make any sense. I don’t want your promotion. I want out of here. I want to go home to Taurus. I want my family back. Please, my family. Where are they? Are they alive?” 
 
    An aching tore at Aaron’s heart, claws running over his raw soul. He tried again: “Is my family alive? Did you take them?” 
 
    General Druxa shot a swift look at his subordinates. Then he looked straight at Aaron and placed a trembling hand on his shoulder. “Don’t think of them. Soon, they will not matter.” He leaned in close, his lips slightly wetted, his eyes aglow, his voice quavering. “A future so glorious awaits you—and me—that you will soon forget your family.” 
 
    Aaron stepped back. “No!” he shouted. “Tell me where they are! Tell me what happened.” 
 
    General Druxa straightened and let out a soft little sigh, so good-natured as to be almost apologetic, even indulgent. “Colonel Castillian, you must not shout. You must not shout.” He shook his head. “It hurts my ears. Now, sit. I will explain.” 
 
    Aaron sat. 
 
    “Colonel,” the General began, “you have a remarkable and unique gift. You can see.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “What is real.” 
 
    Aaron planted his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it. Our holograms, projections. You can see through them. Right through! Magnificent. That’s how you escaped back in Fen—you knew which soldiers were real and which were fake. I’ve never heard of such a thing.” 
 
    The General’s words made little sense to Aaron as they hung in the air. Aaron wanted to reach out and pick them up, weigh them, feel them, take them apart, investigate them. Understand them. They were utterly foreign. Holograms. 
 
    “You mean—you can make projections of soldiers … and people think they’re real?” 
 
    The General laughed. “Not just soldiers, although it is originally a military technology, and the applications in that area are almost endless. We can make holograms of anything, practically. With the right projector and the right conditions. Remember the golden tower I was describing to you, the centerpiece of the city? It’s a hologram. The water in the fountain. The carriage on the street that everyone was moving out of the way for. Even some of the fine garments. All holograms. That’s why you didn’t see any of them. But for the rest of us, it’s a way of life. And a way of death. Against our enemies we send fleets of nonexistent drones, armies of substanceless mechs, divisions of ghost troopers, mixed with our real forces. Our foes do not know who to shoot at. The holograms confuse and terrify. Trap and overwhelm. Distract and divert. And our enemies’ holos do the same to us.”  
 
    He took a sip from a goblet that had been set before him by a slave as he spoke. “Taurus, for example, has used holograms against us in many wars, just as we have used them against Taurus.” 
 
    Aaron’s mouth was dry. “Taurus? I am Taurusian. I’ve never heard of holograms before.” 
 
    “I know. But you lived in an insignificant outpost. Holographic technology is expensive. Only the most important cities are allowed to have it.” 
 
    Aaron slumped back in his chair. “How—how is this possible?” 
 
    “The wonders of science,” said the General. “And you—you are a scientific mystery. You are our greatest new weapon. With you in our High Command, we can decipher all the deceits of our enemies. We can see through their fake forces. Let me congratulate you, Colonel. You just became the most important person in all Votura.” 
 
    With a sudden, unexpected clarity, Aaron intuited his lone chance of survival. He would have to fight the long battle. Play the long game. He must hold himself back—at least for now. He steadied himself with a long breath. 
 
    “General,” he said in a voice soft yet firm, “What can I say? I thank you for this great privilege.” He bowed. “I will be honored to serve Votura.” 
 
    “Excellent.” 
 
    “I have only one request. One thing I wish to know. I have already spoken of it.” 
 
    “Ah yes, your family. For that, I defer to Colonel Rugor.” 
 
    The man with the large hands cleared his throat. “We don’t know where they are. Some of the inhabitants of Fen were killed in the attack. Most were taken prisoner. We have a complex system of slavery, with new streams of human property entering Chrysoberyl constantly. If your family was taken as prisoners, they are probably currently at the processing center, being assessed for their new assignments. Slaves have no names, no identifiers to connect them to their previous lives. They are now simply a number and a face in a crowd. I’m afraid we cannot divert resources … cannot assist in finding them.” 
 
    Aaron felt a burning inside. His vision dimmed with the force of his fear and anger. But he dug his fingernails into his palms and stifled his anguish. “Where will they be assigned after processing?” 
 
    “Oh, difficult to say. Some slaves will be drafted into military service. Others will go to the mines or factories. Some will become government property—palace servers and the like. Others go to the general market.” 
 
    “Which reminds me,” General Druxa said, “that you must be shown to your quarters and introduced to your own entourage of servants and attendants. As a colonel of the Voturan Military High Command and a valuable military asset, you will be given the respect and comfort worthy of our most honored citizens. The Council already agreed to it—on condition that you passed my little test. And now you have. Captain Corinth will take you to your estate immediately.” The general gestured to the man who had led Aaron from his cell to the red room. “You must report for duty in two days’ time.” 
 
    The guards began ushering Aaron to the door, though with more respect than before, now that their charge was a member of the Voturan Military High Command. 
 
    “Wait—” Aaron began. “Wait—I need more answers—” 
 
    “One thing more,” said the General, his eyes hard as diamonds. “Do not assume that there is any incompatibility between being a prisoner of war and a member of the High Command. You are free in a legal sense. But in no other. As long as you cooperate, all shall be well. But make one move of insubordination, and you will wish that you had gone the way of most prisoners, that you had been made a slave, cast into the mines, and never heard or seen again.” 
 
    “General, can’t you tell me—” 
 
    “And Captain Corinth, get his face cleaned up.” 
 
    “Where’s the processing center? How do I—”  
 
    But Aaron found that he was already out in the corridors and the massive doors had shut behind him.    
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron caught glimpses of strange sights. Galleries of glass, archways of gold, steel, and stone hurtling skyward at impossible angles. Each building seemed a trumpet blast cast at the unmoved sky, a gauntlet thrown against the heavens. Fountains of crystalline waters edged with verdure that somehow remained green despite the dusting of snow that covered everything and made each surface sparkle. Plazas lined with pear trees and filled with tradesmen, slaves, merchants, soldiers, and tourists, their lavish fur-trimmed cloaks and scarves embroidered with interlacing patterns that reminded Aaron of ancient maps and that flickered like flame in the sunlight when the people walked. A placid pond that somehow had not even the thinnest sheet of ice, despite the cold that made the foreign words of pedestrians foreign words take physical shape as coiled fog when they spoke. Chrysoberyl was an impressive city—even to Aaron, who could see only three quarters of it, the remaining quarter residing in the realm of holograms.  
 
    He rode in a carriage, which was much slower than the hovercraft and drone transports that commoners rode, but far statelier, and its comparatively lethargic pace was meant to give people more time to admire it. Some did. They stared at the white chargers who bore it along. They stared at the youth who rode inside among fur blankets and who was flanked by the black-clad guards and the sallow-faced officer. They stared at the Voturan flag fluttering from the roof. Until something invisible, something-not-there, would catch their eyes and they would turn aside, enchanted by the illusory world in which they dwelled. 
 
    Aaron’s estate was mostly vertical. A great, tall building, the color of bronze, deep in the city. He was forced out of the carriage and, surrounded by guards, led up a flight of broad stone steps to the building’s door, where a doorman bowed and pressed a button, which caused the glass doors to slide apart. It was unclear to Aaron whether the guards were there to keep him safe or to keep him imprisoned. Both, he guessed. 
 
    Captain Corinth spoke in an uninterested tone as they entered the building’s foyer. “Your new home is eight stories high. This floor houses the foyer, guardroom, and storage cells. Below us—the basement—is the exercise room and garages. Directly above us is the ballroom and pool. The floor above that contains the kitchen and dining areas. Above that, the conference and communications rooms. Then the lounge and billiards rooms. Then the library. Then the slaves’ quarters. And finally your private suite. Oh yes—and on the roof, there is a garden.” 
 
    Aaron stared up at the ceiling, which was painted with apocalyptic scenes from history, primarily the Fall of the American Republic. Also depicted were tales from Voturan mythology. In one mural, a great fire burned at the edges of sight. Speckled, marbled smoke made up the sheet of background nightfall. Some figure wearing strange clothing led a group of people to the top of a hill, where he held aloft a glowing object. Another figure in a flowing robe seemed to be descending to meet him. The figures were presented as heroic yet somehow despairing, as though they had made a terrible bargain. And some of their eyes were cruel.  
 
    Aaron looked away.  
 
    “And here is your household,” Captain Corinth was saying. “You have a cook, servants, and a chief of security. A detail of government guards will work under him.” 
 
    Several people stood before Aaron. Dressed in long, matching tunics, they held themselves erect. Stoic. Unmoving. Frozen in the beams of sunlight that coursed through high-set windows. 
 
    Aaron looked closely at each in turn. 
 
    Who are these people? Where did they come from? Do they know that I almost became one of them? Do they know anything about the processing center? 
 
    Captain Corinth was already moving toward the elevator, and he looked over his shoulder, surprised to see that Aaron’s attention was still directed towards the slaves. “Colonel, if you would allow me to show you to the other rooms now—” 
 
    But Aaron wasn’t listening. Here was one. Here was a human being. A human being Aaron now owned, apparently. A life that belonged to him. More importantly, though, here was a person who was not a part of the Voturan machine—at least, not originally. She was an older woman, with pure, silver hair, tall and straight for her age. Her watery blue eyes seemed to be looking far in the distance. She was missing her left hand, though she had attempted to hide this fact by wearing flowing sleeves. However long she had been enslaved by the Voturans, Aaron wanted to believe that she could never have become fully one of them, fully integrated. Surely, she still retained a glimmer of her old, free self, deep in her wintered heart. Or was she so completely reformed by her long, leaden years of enslavement that she had come to believe she was what they told her she was? 
 
    “What is your name?” he asked. 
 
    “Aurora, sir.” 
 
    About the next slave, a girl around his own age or perhaps a little older, Aaron had no doubts. Though she fully possessed herself and maintained the strict, yet submissive posture of the others, Aaron saw that for her, it was an act. Her lips, which were slightly downturned on one side due to a scar on her cheek, were held stiffly, her jaw clenched, as though she were biting back her tongue. He looked in her eyes, and they maintained the distant expression he had seen in the older woman, but for a micro-instant, for a quarter of a second, the expression broke, and she was not looking into the distance—she was looking at Aaron. And here dark pupils held the venom of rebellion. As quickly as it had manifested, however, it faded, and again she was a statue, staring through him.  
 
    “What is your name?” 
 
    “Kyla. Sir.” 
 
    Aaron walked to the next slave. This one was a man, taller than Aaron by almost a head, and powerfully built. His sleeves were tight around his arms, his legs solid as tree trunks. A little gray flecked his temples, and his eyes looked tired. 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Clay, sir.” 
 
    “Quiet one, that,” came Corinth’s voice across the room. “Which can be trying. But you’ll find he’s strong as an ox. I used to own him years ago. Now, if you would like to see your apartment—” 
 
    Aaron made no response. He was studying the next member of his household—a boy, around 11 or 12. He had black, untrimmed hair and wild, black eyes. His fingertips were trembling minutely. But Aaron thought that if he had not been a slave and had not been terrified and had not been hundreds of miles from whatever forsaken place he called home, he would have been a boy who laughed easily. 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Eli.” 
 
    Clay whispered, “Sir.” 
 
    “Sir,” Eli added. 
 
     The last slave was an old man. Long, disheveled hair, a missing finger, and an expression of sheer wonder on his face. Before Aaron could ask him his name, he leaned in close, glanced from Corinth back to Aaron, and whispered urgently and confidentially, “Between you and me, laddie, where the hell are we? How did we get here?” 
 
    Aaron stepped back, surprised. There was a commotion. Corinth appeared from nowhere, and delivered a powerful blow to the old man’s shoulder, knocking him to the ground. The old man twisted and groaned. 
 
    “You must not speak to the Colonel unless spoken to!” he roared. “You know the punishment.” He hauled the jabbering, shaking man to his feet, and began dragging him toward the door. 
 
    “Wait! Stop! You can’t take him.” 
 
    It was the younger female slave who had cried out. 
 
    Corinth dropped the old man to the floor and strode toward her with a swift, deadly step. “What is this? Any slave can just say what they want now? The rules mean nothing to you rabble. You have violated the law. You’re both going.” 
 
    “Please, please, don’t take him. Bex doesn’t know any better.”  
 
    Corinth had a hand on her arm. Aaron felt his skin go cold. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” she shrieked. Her eyes spit sparks of fury and fear. Her voice rang shrill and desperate in that awful, silent room. 
 
    The guards moved to assist their captain.  
 
    “Captain.” Aaron had finally found his voice. “I command you to stop.” 
 
    Corinth froze, more out of shock than obedience, his hand still gripping Kyla’s arm. But it took him little time to recover himself. “Colonel Castillian, forgive me, but you are unfamiliar with Votura and our laws. The slaves must be kept in check. Believe me, I know their kind. Our rules may seem harsh, but it is only in the interest of the common good, the collective. It’s in the interest of preserving peace. Once the slaves begin to feel that they can get away with insubordination, it is only a matter of time before tragedy strikes.” With these words, he signaled to the guards to retrieve the old man, while he began to pull Kyla toward the door. 
 
    “Captain,” Aaron said in a louder voice. “I said stop.” 
 
    Silence filled the foyer like a poisonous gas. 
 
    After a long pause, Corinth released the girl and walked slowly across the room, bridging the space between him and Aaron. Closer he came, his pace neither swift nor slow, until he stood only a few inches away. Aaron’s breath caught in his throat, and he took a step back. He hated himself for it. 
 
    Slow, slicing words. “May I remind you, Colonel, of your own precarious position here. You will recall what General Druxa said to you regarding insubordination and its consequences. Defense of the rebellious acts of slaves by one who is so recently freed himself hardly demonstrates the kind of dedicated loyalty to the state that General Druxa and the Council demand. At the moment, I would propose that you try to show as much loyalty as you can. I have in my jacket here a comm direct to the General’s apartments. I could use it right now to get you summoned before him for interfering with law enforcement. Or you can let me do my job, and we can forget about this.” 
 
    Aaron tried to fight himself, to remain calm. But the words came louder and shriller than he intended. “Yes, and when you bring me before the General, I will tell him about how you disobeyed the direct order of your superior officer. And threatened him. Then we can let the General decide who really demonstrated insubordination. Is that a risk you want to take?” 
 
    Corinth remained motionless, his eyes moving back and forth over Aaron’s features, as though taking their measurements. Corinth’s eyes held more than just the glint of insubordination Aaron had seen in Kyla’s. They spoke of rebellion. And they held also hatred. It was not disguised. Something passed between them in that moment, as they stared eye to eye, that Aaron could not forget, though he could not have put the communication into words. Finally, Corinth whispered, “One day, your recklessness will cost you dear.” He stepped back and saluted. “As the Colonel commands. Let the slaves go.” 
 
    “Where’s my chief of security? I want you removed from my property,” said Aaron, his voice wavering despite his attempt to control it. 
 
    Corinth smiled. “I am your chief of security. And I assure you, wherever you go, I will be near.” 
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    “If you touch me, I will cut you,” she spat. 
 
    Aaron recoiled. “What do you take me for?” 
 
    “A kid who thinks he has some power. I will make you hurt if you mess with me.” 
 
    “You threatening me?” 
 
    “Yes, genius.” 
 
    “Who do you think you are? I should have you whipped!” 
 
    “You wouldn’t—you’ve already demonstrated that. You’re weak. But I wish you would. Anything to get me away from you.” 
 
    Aaron crossed his arms. Corinth had finally gone to the guardroom on the first floor, leaving Aaron alone. He was a prisoner within the estate, but at least he finally had the opportunity to talk to the slaves. He had found Kyla scrubbing the floor of the dining room. Now he almost wished he hadn’t. 
 
    “Is that the thanks I get for saving your skin? Next time I’ll let them take you.” 
 
    “You didn’t do it for me. It was a power play. I’ve been around Voturan politicians long enough to know how you operate.” 
 
    “I’m not Voturan.” 
 
    She paused. 
 
    She wasn’t expecting that. 
 
    “And I’m not a politician,” he added. 
 
    “What difference does it make? I know your kind.” 
 
    Aaron silently noted that she spoke almost perfect Taurusian. "And what kind is that?” he said.“Look, the Voturans don’t give you an estate and slaves and a place in the Military High Command unless they’ve thoroughly corrupted you. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    “Well, if they’ve corrupted me, they made fast work of it. I’ve only been here … I don’t know, a few days.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make you a good person.” 
 
    “So you’re not going to say ‘thank you’?” 
 
    “Is that what you want from me? Is that why you won’t leave me alone? I’ll say it if it will get rid of you.” 
 
    “Actually, all I want from you is information.” 
 
    She snorted. “See? All you politicians are the same. Intrigue, blackmail, espionage. I don’t know anything.” 
 
    “Not that kind of information. I want to know about slaves.” 
 
    “Slaves?” 
 
    “Yes. The processing place that you go through. Where is it? How long does it take? How could I track down recent prisoners?” 
 
    She stopped scrubbing and looked at him. Her voice lost its edge for the moment. “Why do you want to know about that?” 
 
    He dropped down beside her and spoke in a whisper. “My family. I’m trying to find my family. I come from a small town in Taurus. We were attacked. Everything was—” he swallowed. “Doesn’t matter what happened. Point is, I was taken captive. I don’t know what happened to my family, but some of them may have been taken, too.” 
 
    For a moment she said nothing. Then, “How on earth did you end up here?” 
 
    “It’s a long story. I don’t really understand it myself. But now that I’m here, I have the opportunity to find my family. To save them. Maybe buy them back or something.” 
 
    She nodded. But then she frowned. “It’s hopeless. Sorry.” She went back to scrubbing. 
 
    A divot appeared between Aaron’s eyebrows. “What is wrong with you? Can’t you help me? What do you mean it’s hopeless?” 
 
    “Hundreds, if not thousands, of POWs go through the Processing Center every day. They get assigned a number. They get shipped off somewhere. There is no way to tie them to who they were … before.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that. I won’t. They must take their pictures or something. Don’t they have records?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There. See? I will look through the pictures until I find their faces.” 
 
    She turned back to her work with a sharp, aggressive, yet controlled, motion—which seemed to characterize most of what she did. “That data isn’t public. And even if you could somehow get access, you’d be searching through thousands of pictures. It’ll never work.” 
 
    “But I could limit it to the window of time when they might have been brought in. That will cut down the possibilities.” 
 
    The thought of searching through mug shots brought Cole’s face to his mind, the quick, dark smile, teasing but always gentle. Aaron leaned his head against the wall. 
 
    Kyla sighed. “You’re determined. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    He roused himself. “As if you have a right to judge me. Don’t use that tone with me. Don’t patronize me.” He spoke louder than he meant to. Remembering his newfound power, he said with as much dignity as he could muster, “I, uh, command you to give me the location of the, uh, place.” 
 
    “Processing Center?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She hid the shadow of a mocking smile. “As the Colonel commands.” And just like that, she became stoic, silent, and subhuman again, as though a switch had flipped in her head. “If you will be so good as to follow me to the communications room.” 
 
    They entered the lift and ascended. One half of the communications room held a series of massive screens that displayed glowing charts, maps, controls, and graphs that meant nothing to Aaron. The other half contained a round table with some type of projector in the center of it. Kyla strode up to one of the monitors and tapped on it for a few seconds. A map appeared with a red dot and a green dot. 
 
    “Here’s you. Here’s the Processing Center.” 
 
    “You know how to use all this equipment?” 
 
    “Of course. It’s not that complicated. And once—” She broke off. 
 
    He turned to her. “Once what?” 
 
    “I used to know something about coding. That’s all.” 
 
    “You mean, before—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.”  
 
    Aaron shrugged. He leaned close and studied the map for several seconds. Then he turned to thank her, but she was already gone. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    The garden was deep and quiet, and smooth in its vitality, high above the restless city, a place steeped in the aged, intoxicating wine of growing things, nourished by undisturbed sunlight and hushed moonbeams. Somewhere not quite so foreign. Small trees, the names of which Aaron did not know, arched up and over the soft grass caressingly. Their exposed roots formed crevices and hollows where ferns thronged. Exotic flowers shone gently among the green. 
 
    Aaron breathed, and breathed again. He could hear the hum of hovercraft and drones and people far below, but it was muffled, and if he closed his eyes, he could believe for a moment that he was far away, in the beckoning hills near Fen, in a place not made by human hands and not clouded with human facades, the empty shells of holograms, which, though invisible to Aaron, could still be felt by him, pressing all around, like feverish dreams. He could convince himself that hum was only the wind coming off the marshes to blow away all fears, make him new again, and whisper of things untouched since the making of the world. 
 
    He breathed again. He sucked in the air as though he had been holding his breath for a long time. He couldn’t get enough of the smell of the plants. Though the day was failing and the first stars were slicing through the indigo sky and snow dust still coated the city, he felt quite warm. Some Voturan technology seemed to condition even the outside air around buildings. Aaron leaned back against the trunk of a tree, then slid down until he was sitting at its base. He turned his face up, keeping his eyes tightly shut, remembering. 
 
      
 
    Once, Aaron was eight. 
 
    He was at a dance with his family. The Fen community hall had been transformed into a place of laughter, light, color, and music. Someone had strung lights and streamers along the ceiling, and on each person’s face was an expression of ease. All burdens were momentarily forgotten. The spinning, turning bodies all shared some unnamable current of energy—something much lighter and cleaner than the currents of electricity flowing through the lights overhead. 
 
    Dune was dancing with Rose, a broad grin on his face as he looked down at his little daughter. Grandma and Grandpa sat on the sides and clapped their hands, their faces somehow younger, their bodies remembering, their hearts alive with long-forgotten memories, stirred by the rich tones of the fiddle. Cole, sheepish but happy, had the neighbor girl by the hands, spinning her round. But Aaron was afraid to ask anyone to dance, even though he desperately wanted to. He sat alone at the edge of the room, a sole mourner in that place of joy, though he was too small for his sadness to be noticed.  
 
    Except by his mother. 
 
    She appeared suddenly, in her best blue dress, face flushed from dancing, that playful shimmer in her eyes. She stooped down beside her little son. She didn’t even ask him—she knew that he needed to dance. She just crouched down, looked in his eyes, and smiled. Then, suddenly, she had pulled him to his feet and they were twirling, twirling, and laughing, laughing like fools. Aaron felt light as an elf. The room was a blur of bright colors as they spun—all was a blur. 
 
    Except his mother’s face. And to him, she was the most beautiful thing in the world. 
 
      
 
    When Aaron opened his eyes, he was back in the sky-garden in the City of Dreams—the City of Nightmares. And she was lost, perhaps, forever. He wept, long and hard, until his head hung down, and it ached, while the branches and leaves above hung over his bent figure and swayed and sighed. After some time, he found he was not crying anymore but staring ahead, through the labyrinth of vines and leaves, to where stars and city lights intermingled and surged in the gathering darkness. His head throbbed, but otherwise he felt now completely numb. For the first time, somehow unexpectedly, he wondered if his nose was broken, though he felt like he was analyzing another person’s injury, not his own.  
 
    Following swift upon this thought, he remembered Owen and wondered what had become of him. Perhaps he had been killed in the snowy forest. The idea sounded peaceful: dying in the snowy forest. The heaviness inside deepened. He wanted to climb out, climb up and out of this bad dream, reach through the frayed seams of his torn reality. End it. The thought of suicide entered his mind involuntarily, slipping past the sentinel of his conscience. A few steps to the edge of the building. Not far.  
 
    But in a flash, he pushed the proposal away with disgust and cursed his own weakness. Besides, there was hope. Somehow, there was always hope. He would try. He must try, for the sake of his family. If there was any hope of saving them, he could not let it pass through his fingers, and his current, impossible position gave him a better chance than perhaps anything else could have done. He had run once, to his shame. He would not run again. And there was the slight victory over Corinth as well as the unspoken declaration of war between them. He would fight it out, if only for the pleasure of making Corinth pay in whatever way he could. Yet in spite of his anger, he realized he was afraid of Corinth. All the more reason to fight. And I have the advantage. 
 
    And what strange blessing or curse had set him apart in this way? How could he see what no one else could: the difference between the real and the unreal? Everything depended on this stroke of fate. Were it not for this unasked for ability, he would not hold the position and power he now held. Were it not for this unasked for ability, he would not face the constant surveillance, either. And were it not for this unasked for ability, he would likely be dead—or worse. Was it some genetic anomaly? The result of a long-forgotten injury to his eye or brain? Was it permanent or temporary? 
 
    Aaron ran a hand over his face and shook his head. He had no answers. And such questions would have to wait. He had more pressing tasks at hand. 
 
    Two days. That was how much time he had before he must report to General Druxa and the Military High Command. Much could be accomplished in two days. I must begin the search. The question is how to get the records from the Processing Center. Maybe if I—  
 
    “Pardon me, sir.” 
 
    Aaron leapt to his feet. He could make out the bulky, somewhat awkward shape of Clay, standing in the glow of the lift-shaft hatch. 
 
    “Your bath is ready, sir.” 
 
    “My what?” Baths were the rarest of luxuries in Fen. Aaron was genuinely puzzled for a moment. 
 
    “Your bath, sir. In your suite.”  
 
    “Oh. Of course. My bath. Right. Everyone has a bath every night, of course!” He began to laugh for no reason, then stopped suddenly, overwhelmed with fatigue. “Yes. A bath. And then sleep.” 
 
    “Right you are, sir.” 
 
    Aaron walked slowly to the lift. As he and Clay stepped onto it and it began to descend, Aaron took one last look at the garden. He saw a man in a dark uniform materialize from the black bulge of the trees just before the garden slipped from view. 
 
    Aaron spat, muttered an oath, and dropped his gaze to the floor of the lift. Of course. Of course there would be a guard. He was ten feet from me the whole time. Stupid. Stupid. How could I be so stupid? I will have to be more careful. 
 
    Looking up, he caught Clay’s eye just before it turned back to the wall. Was that a look of mockery? Or—heaven forbid—compassion? The silent giant was all but unreadable. 
 
    I don’t want his pity. And yet. And yet if it would make him sympathize with my cause, he could be useful. I may need him. I can’t do it on my own. 
 
    A plan was already growing in his mind, and he would need help. 
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    General Druxa stood up and spread his arms wide, as though to encompass the entire world, as Aaron entered the Oak Room. The General’s bushy eyebrows were raised, his round face bright, though somewhat taut, and his blue eyes shimmered as they moved over Aaron standing in his stiff, uncomfortable uniform in the arching doorway. Druxa looked elated—almost as if he were going to clasp Aaron in a warm embrace. Aaron glanced around. Like the Velvet Room, the Oak Room was one of the many grand spaces in Druxa’s sprawling and palatial personal quarters when he was in Chrysoberyl and not on campaign. It was a perfect circle, with deeply grained wood beams intersecting in the middle of the ceiling, like the spokes of a wheel. Between the beams, the ceiling glittered with a strange, semi-phosphorescent metal that was carved with geometric, interlocking lines. This substance provided most of the light in the room, and it was a strange, shifting, circling light, playing over the faces of the officers like the ribs of luminescence that dance upon the walls of underground pool rooms or caverns with lakes. The only other light came from a large, round table in the center of the room, around which the men were gathered. It seemed to be covered with glowing maps or diagrams, but Aaron could not see it clearly from where he stood. 
 
    “Colonel Castillian. Welcome,” said Druxa. 
 
    The other officers had stood up when the General did, and Aaron recognized the red-bearded officer from his first interrogation, whose name, he had since learned, was General Groves, but all the other faces were unfamiliar. They looked ghostly in that light, and they gave no sign of emotion or thought or human feeling. Aaron felt the quivering of his fingers against his jacket sleeve, and he cursed it, but could not suppress it. His legs, too, felt somehow unreliable, and he wished he could sit down. Captain Corinth stood close behind him, and Aaron could feel his gaze heavy on his shoulder. 
 
    “Colonel Castillian. Welcome,” said Druxa, and he waved Aaron in with the manner almost of a man hosting a dinner party. “Come in, come in. You will excuse us if we finish the matter we were discussing?” He did not wait for a response. “A drink?” His delicate courtesy and joviality amidst that circle of silent, cadaverous faces was somehow more terrible than anything else could have been to Aaron in that moment, who found he could not answer this simple question. Fortunately, Druxa had already decided for him.  
 
    “Captain Corinth, bring Colonel Castillian something from the bar downstairs. Use your best judgement.”  
 
    With only a microsecond of hesitation, Corinth saluted and then vanished out the doorway. 
 
    “Now, gentlemen, you will no doubt have gathered that this is the Colonel I was telling you about, who is now also a member of the High Command and our newest—” He paused, glancing from face to face, his eyelids narrowed “— asset,” he finished, in a low tone and with emphasis. 
 
    Aaron found himself moving across the room, shaking the hands of the dozen officers around the table. He forced a smile. He was determined to control himself better this time.  
 
    Play the long game.  
 
    But all his thoughts were dark and bitter, and he wished nothing but pain for them—slow, exquisite pain, seeping from nerve to nerve throughout their bodies, their souls. Murderers, murderers.  
 
    He wanted to strike them then and there, but after greeting each of them, he stuffed his hand in his pocket to hide the shaking. The shaking. Was it nerves or hatred? He could not tell. But he worried that it was obvious. Then he realized that placing his hands in his pockets was not fitting military posture, so he took them out again. 
 
    The group turned back to their maps and began murmuring to each other. Aaron felt an opening in his chest. His shoulders lowered. He could breathe again. The officers seemed, for the moment, to have no more interest in him, except that every minute or two, one of them, without turning his head, would look at Aaron for several seconds. One officer in particular—short, narrow-faced, entirely bald, and swift of movement—seemed to study Aaron more than the others. He would also glance at General Druxa with the corners of his mouth lifted, then back at Aaron.  
 
    “The main thrust of the Sarpedon offensive has run aground, more or less,” a young officer was saying. “They got mired in the salt flats—pretty torn up by our minefields and mech installations, from the reports. Our casualties there have been negligible. It’ll be some time before the Sarpedons can dig themselves out of that mess, and even then, they won’t have the resources to push much further north. And the right wing of the advance retreated when confronted with our holograms. They believe themselves to be well outnumbered. But what concerns me more is the left wing, here. They’re following very different coordinates, attempting to encircle our positions, and we have little in the way to stop them. We have some slave divisions in the bunkers in the hills and some drone support, but that won’t hold them long.” 
 
    “Vanguards?” suggested a tall, bearded man, half-hidden in shadow on the outer edge of the ring. 
 
    Druxa shook his head. “No. I don’t believe that will be necessary. The 105th and 88th—which are the only divisions in the region—are engaged in Operation Stormcloud, and I don’t want to pull them out. Not yet. Plus I have something else in mind.” 
 
    The bald officer spoke up. His voice was soft, well-oiled, but somehow penetrating. “With all due respect, Chief General, Operation Stormcloud is hardly likely to produce any meaningful results. I say we scrap the whole thing and work on putting down the Sarpedon offensive once and for all.” 
 
    “Destroying the vulnerable industrial centers of Taurus is, in fact, proving very meaningful, Colonel Fathom.” 
 
    “You call places like Fen industrial centers?” Colonel Fathom replied with a guffaw. 
 
    Aaron straightened, listening.  
 
    Colonel Fathom made a clicking sound with his tongue and folded his arms. “Skirmishes. Mere skirmishes,” he continued. “They will make no lasting impact on Taurus’s industrial capabilities.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” Druxa replied evenly, “they already have. Only you do not have the eyes to see it.” 
 
    “What do you propose, Chief General?” asked the young officer who had given the situation update. “Time is short. We await your command.” 
 
    Before Druxa could answer, Fathom interjected. “Allow me to make a proposition. I propose that Votura has become weak.” He drew out the words, beginning in a loud voice and ending almost in a whisper. He paused. “Gentlemen, how is it that we find the primary military operations in our time are taking pot-shots at Taurus and forestalling Sarpedon—Sarpedon, which was nothing but a scattering of villages a generation ago!—from advancing on our colonies?” He paused for emphasis. Then, with eyes lifted toward the ceiling, as though celestial visions were swimming before his eyes, he continued, “Where are the true campaigns? Where are the days of conquest? Where the days of Votura’s glory, which were long and numerous in the time of our fathers and our fathers’ fathers? What has become of our leadership?” 
 
    Silence overwhelmed the room. The ghostly lights played over the men’s faces like moonbeams. Captain Corinth entered and was at Aaron’s side, handing him a drink. He seemed to understand the atmosphere of the room in a flash and stood motionless behind Aaron. 
 
    Druxa’s face remained its usual mask of congeniality, but his mouth was working, the muscles of his jaw contracting and relaxing, contracting and relaxing as he met Fathom’s eyes. Five seconds passed. Ten. Fifteen. Aaron could sense Corinth tensing behind him, a cat preparing to spring. At last, Druxa nodded in his direction. In an instant, Corinth, along with two guards, had reached the table and seized Fathom by the shoulders. 
 
    Druxa drew himself up. “Expressions of insubordination are not tolerated by the Council. Furthermore, they are not tolerated by me. Colonel Fathom, you are hereby expelled from the Voturan Military High Command, suspended from active duty, and demoted to the rank of Private. Thank you for your service.” 
 
    Fathom did not struggle as he was drawn to the door. A paleness—made paler in that light—had overtaken his features. But he did not struggle. He walked between the guards to the doorway without speaking, but as he passed Aaron, their eyes met for an instant. Fathom smiled, and seemed even on the edge of laughter. Then he was gone. 
 
    “Now,” Druxa articulated, with only a slight sigh. “For the rest of you, allow me to reveal to you just how profitable the raids on Taurus have actually been.” 
 
    Aaron’s stomach turned. He could guess what was coming. 
 
    “Major, how many troops, by your estimation, would be needed to completely overrun the main body of the Sarpedon offensive in the salt flats?” Druxa asked. 
 
    “Some 30,000, at least. And some squadrons of drones.” 
 
    “If you will recall, we have 40,000, along with drones, here.” He tapped the map. “Ready to withstand the enemy’s left wing that you fear so much. They are sitting around growing fat and doing nothing.” 
 
    General Groves, the redhead, coughed. “You’re not suggesting we remove our only Northern protection—”  
 
    Druxa cut in. “I am suggesting nothing for the moment. I have a suspicion, that is all. A suspicion regarding this left wing. I believe not all is as it seems. But I wish to demonstrate the matter, so to speak, scientifically. For certain. We reconvene tomorrow and make our final decision. In the meantime, we are going to launch a small operation. This is not to be spoken of outside of the High Command. It will be Colonel Castillian’s first mission. I am sure you all understand me.” 
 
    All turned toward Aaron. He felt a tingling down his neck, wished he were anywhere else at that moment, even back in the burning, charring Fen after the attack. 
 
    “Captain Grild, be so good as to escort the Colonel to the Aerial Command Unit.” 
 
    Aaron coughed. “B-but I—I have not accepted the mission. I’ve had no training. I will not accept. That is—I must have more information.” He placed a hand on the table to steady himself and began frantically drumming his fingers against it. 
 
    Druxa said simply, “You will accept.” 
 
    To still the simmering rage and fear, Aaron repeated to himself in his head again and again, The long game. The long game.  
 
    He followed the captain to the door. 
 
    *    *    *    * 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Aaron sat beside Captain Grild and Lieutenant Formos inside a hovercraft that was speeding over the glittering, many-tentacled city. The craft’s engines moaned a gentle lament. Occasional wafts of turbulence jarred the craft with bitter winds and sleet, as though it were shaking off tears. Another quarter hour would bring them to the airfield and the ARCU—Aerial Reconnaissance and Command Unit. Formos, Aaron had been informed, was the pilot of the ARCU. Captain Grild was in charge of the mission. Grild was stiff, silent, preoccupied with protocol. He checked his watch repeatedly to ensure they would not be a minute past their scheduled takeoff. Formos, on the other hand, seemed uninterested in protocol. To Aaron’s shock, he had been trying to get Aaron to talk to him for the last several minutes. 
 
    “So where you from, then, magic boy?” The pilot leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Can’t tell me? Top secret? Or maybe they drugged you up and you don’t remember.” 
 
    “I remember,” Aaron spat suddenly. 
 
    “Oh, so you do have a voice, then. Clearly not from around here, though, are you—Look at that!” he interrupted himself, pointing out the window. “That’s a new one! Haven’t seen that before!” 
 
    In spite of himself, Aaron turned to look. But he saw nothing. 
 
    “What won’t they come up with next?” Formos chuckled. “So, anyway, where you from, then?” 
 
    “You’re not to ask the Colonel more questions,” Grild snapped. 
 
    “You know what, Grild? You’re an ass. And I don’t mind telling you,” Formos shouted back. 
 
    Grild looked uncomfortable and said nothing in reply. 
 
    Turning to Aaron, Formos added, with a confidential smile, “Poor Grild. I give him hell. But they don’t reassign me. They don’t have another pilot as good as me. Excellence gives you power. Words of wisdom. No charge.” 
 
    The craft lowered in altitude as it approached the airfield. They were now low enough that when Aaron peered through the sleet-filmed window, he could clearly see the causeway below. Throngs of people lined the streets under the shadow of buildings. The glass-covered towers and arches of impossible angles rose above the people’s heads, looking like immense mirrors, reflecting nothing. For though the street was lined with excited citizens who were shouting, pointing, cheering, singing, dancing, laughing—some dressed in exquisite robes, others wearing little but rags, adorned only by holograms—the street itself was empty. Aaron’s brow furrowed. 
 
    Formos’s sharp eyes caught the look. “It’s the Winter Festival, which always begins with a procession. They’re admiring this year’s Winter’s Creatures, Ice Goddesses, and the carriages full of artifacts and riches. Do you know, last year there was a dragon? A snow dragon that breathed actual fire! All holograms, of course. But they’re symbolic—and so real looking!” 
 
    Aaron snorted. “But holograms are not real.” 
 
    Formos laughed as a thought struck him. “To the holograms, we probably don’t seem real either!” He paused. “But seriously, who’s to say? What does it mean to be real, anyway? We created them (at least according to some legends), but does that make them less real? They appear real to us. Isn’t that what counts?”  
 
    “No,” Aaron replied with conviction. “They have no substance, no essence. They are visual lies. If you try to step onto a holographic platform, for example, you’ll fall right through. They are just tricks of the light, projections. Or so I’m told.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right! You can’t see them. I am an idiot!” Formos slapped his knee and laughed again. “I pity you. It’s quite a sight. A beautiful city. And a beautiful parade.” 
 
    “And I pity you,” said Aaron under his breath. 
 
    Formos continued, either not hearing or indifferent. “And, as far as essences go, the Winter Creatures are still symbolic, as I said.” 
 
    “Symbolic of what?” 
 
    Formos looked straight at Aaron. “The spirits of Lord Asperil’s Realm.” As he said this, Formos’s smile slipped a little from his face.  
 
    Grild bowed his head at the words and made some motion with his hands.  
 
    “Lord who?” Aaron pressed. 
 
    “Asperil. The light-bearer. The wise one of old. Strong master of this world. He provides us with all good things, all pleasures—some say even the holograms. That’s what the Festivals are all about—honoring him.” 
 
    Aaron frowned, then looked back out the window. The colorful, bubbling, writhing crowd stretched on without end on either side of the road below, like two iridescent serpents. 
 
    “Where will the procession end?” Aaron murmured, half to himself, half to Formos. 
 
    The response came unexpectedly from Grild. His voice was a rapid hiss. “At the temple. For the Offering. Let us speak no more on the subject.” The smile was gone from Formos’s lips.  
 
    Aaron felt as though icicles were slowly being pushed into his heart at these words, but he did not know why. Then an overpowering longing took him—to be home again, in Fen, by the fire with Rose and Cole. Almost at the same moment, he felt a pain of a different kind. The gnawing sense of having committed a great fault, something that could not be put right, had finally wormed its way from deep in his soul to break the surface of his mind. He had run. That was the truth. He had left them—Rose, Cole, Father, Mother, Grandmother, everyone—when they needed him most. Fear had taken hold, and he had turned his back on Fen without knowing the fate of those he claimed to love. 
 
    I don’t deserve to survive. What was I thinking? He wanted to curse himself. But what was the alternative? 
 
    Aaron turned back to the frosty window, but this time he wasn’t looking at the congested street below. He stared into the nothingness above the city—past the rim of clouds, he saw the deep, lonely, and liquid blue color peculiar to winter skies. 
 
    By the time they reached the airfield and were disembarking from the hovercraft, Formos had recovered himself and was speaking again. Every few seconds he waved his hand in the air or shook his fist for emphasis. 
 
    “War is the greatest of evils, don’t you think?” He blurted without waiting for an answer. “All we can think of to settle our disagreements is blood. Oceans of blood. Look at history. We’re no different than our ancestors—we never change! One people—or rather, one ruling class—always demands something of another people: land, wealth, power, resources. And if there’s no compliance? Bam. Bloodshed. Everyone else must pay for the wicked dreams of the few in power! It’s unbearable! Name one thing other than war and violence that has brought more suffering to this world.” 
 
    “I can think of something,” muttered Captain Grild, trying to put as much distance between himself and the pilot as possible as they walked toward the ARCU. 
 
    Aaron stopped, mid-stride. “Aren’t you a soldier, Lieutenant?”  
 
    “Yes. Sort of. What’s your point?” Formos shifted his weight from one foot to the other. 
 
    “You kill people for a living, yet you don’t believe in violence?” 
 
    “Actually, I just gather intelligence from the ARCU at high altitudes. She has a few defensive weapons, of course, but I’ve never used them. I don’t use violence.” 
 
    “But you’re still helping the military kill innocent people. Maybe not directly, but you’re still guilty.”  
 
    Formos smiled a slow smile. “That makes two of us, then, doesn’t it, Colonel?” 
 
    Aaron’s lips parted a little. Somehow, this had not occurred to him. Whatever it was Druxa had in mind for him—and Aaron had a good guess—he would be helping the Voturan military, aiding their campaigns, campaigns that resulted in the deaths of innocent people and the destruction of harmless settlements—settlements like Fen. Aaron shoved the thought aside. He couldn’t dwell on it now. Right now, I just have to keep my head down, at least long enough to find—  
 
    “Gotcha,” Formos crowed. 
 
    But Aaron was not defeated. Taking a few rapid steps to catch up, he fired back: “What will you do if the ARCU is attacked some day?” 
 
    “Won’t happen.” 
 
    “Could.” 
 
    “Well, if it did, then I’d die a noble death, without firing a shot.” 
 
    “I doubt that. When the threat of death is staring you down, you’d crack. The survival instinct kicks in.” He spoke louder than he meant to. 
 
    Formos studied Aaron for a moment. “Sounds like you know what you’re talking about.”  
 
    Aaron’s eyes lowered. 
 
    Formos sighed. “Let’s hope it never comes to that.” 
 
    “You should find a different line of work.” 
 
    Formos laughed—a deep, hollow laugh. He began walking again, shaking his head. “I keep forgetting. You’re new to Votura. You don’t know our ways. You think I want to be a soldier? I have no choice. Desertion is punishable with death. Besides, it pays well. And I suppose there’s the thrill of it, too. I’ve grown to like it.” 
 
    By this time, they were in full view of the ARCU, which lay hunched on the runway amidst the blur of sleet, like an enormous bat with crooked wings, waiting to launch into darkened skies. It was bigger than any craft Aaron had seen before. The underbelly was light, to match the skies, while its back was mottled with dark patterns to match the earth. A clear, spherical dome hung from its belly, something like an egg-sac. In a few moments, they were stepping into the dark and yawning hatch, and then the beast was coming alive with flickering lights and the roar of engines. 
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    The earth below was in motion. It flew past, a rushing river of emerald, russet, burnished yellow, and streaks of white where snow clung to crevices, valleys, embankments, and the shadows of trees. Aaron watched, mesmerized. A craggy range of hills would suddenly rise up toward him, then fall away into a gentle slope and the depression of a valley. Then grasslands would stretch on for a minute at a time, a velvety expanse of green that would gently deepen and gain texture until it was the rich foliage of a coniferous forest, which in turn would be suddenly broken by the silver slash of a river, running deep and wild in a gorge. As they gained altitude, the landscape melded more and more into a single marbled tapestry, with less distinction of terrain. Soon, the forests running down the slopes of the hills were so far below that they looked like the spidery tendrils of moss on rocks. 
 
    As the ARCU turned, the whole plane of the world below tilted. Due to the clear bottom of the observation sphere, Aaron seemed to be floating—perhaps about to fall. He felt dizzy and reached for the rungs that led up from the sphere—the egg-sac—into the main cabin of the craft. They gained more altitude and speed. A tattered cloud obscured Aaron’s view for a moment, then passed. 
 
    “How do you like it?” Formos’s voice came crackling through Aaron’s headset. But Aaron did not reply. They had flown through the night—a miserable night for Aaron of half awakenings and troubled dreams, marked only by the occasional flickering of the cabin lights seen through bleary eyes. He was not in a mood for chatter. And the great bulk of a line of cliff-scarred hills was appearing on the horizon. They were close. 
 
    “Approaching target observation area,” Captain Grild’s voice said over the radio.  
 
    In spite of himself, Aaron could not choke down the stirrings inside him of excitement and fear. They were nearing enemy lines. What if Druxa is wrong? What if the army is not holographic, but real? We have no support besides a couple drones. No backup.  
 
    Formos spoke again from the cockpit overhead, via the headset. “I’m going to get above the cloud line and make one pass over the enemy’s position to test the waters. See if they send anything up at us. Then we’ll descend and take another pass at a lower altitude for you to make your observations, Colonel.” 
 
    A sudden jolt seemed to leave Aaron’s stomach 50 feet below him. They were rising again. The milkiness of clouds obscured Aaron’s view of the ground. He could see nothing but featureless white, hear nothing but the murmur of the engine. Then they were above the cloud line, and Aaron was looking down on the tops of the clouds—a landscape as detailed as the one below, with its own valleys, hills, and mountains, but all white and cream and billowing. This strange landscape, like the surface of another planet to Aaron, who had never flown prior to his capture, moved slowly past, underneath the observation sphere. This lasted for what seemed hours. Aaron felt again the quiet burning of his conscience. What justification was there for helping the Voturan military—his enemies and the enemies of his people? What unforeseen consequences might his actions have? 
 
    It’s a necessary evil. If I don’t comply, I have no chance of helping my family. And I’m not directly hurting anyone. 
 
    But these rationalizations did not fully soothe his mind, which retained a splinter of uneasiness that he could not work out. 
 
    His reflections were cut short, however, by another transmission from Formos. “No sign of anything so far, though the heat sensors are picking up signatures. But those could be fake too. So now for the tricky bit. You ready, Colonel?” 
 
    Aaron swallowed. “Y-es,” his voice crackled and broke up in his own headset. 
 
    “Here goes, then.” 
 
    In a flash, the ground opened up below them as they passed through the cloud layer. They were coming down swiftly, and soon Aaron could make out individual trees speckling the rough, uneven, and rocky landscape. He heard a whispered oath from Grild, then a low whistle from Formos at almost the same moment. The craft jolted to the right and began to pick up altitude. 
 
    “You’re seeing this, aren’t you, Colonel? Because I’m not going to wait around for you to make up your mind. There’s a whole stinkin’ base down there!” 
 
    Aaron scoured the landscape with his eyes. He saw unusual bulges on the horizon, but a few seconds revealed them to be nothing but rock formations. 
 
    It was empty, lonely wilderness. 
 
    Formos was rapidly pulling up, however. “We’re out of here before they initiate their AA systems.” 
 
    “Wait!” Aaron found his voice. “Nothing. There’s nothing there. What you’re seeing isn’t real. Holograms. Why are you still taking us higher?” 
 
    There was silence from the cockpit. Finally, Grild’s voice, quavering: “You better be sure, Colonel Castillian. Our eyes are telling us something different.” 
 
    “Are you absolutely certain?” Formos added. “If you get us killed, I’ll never speak to you again.”  
 
    Grild again: “If those mechs down there aren’t real, I don’t know what is.”  
 
    “The trees.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The trees are real. And the rocks. And the wind. But there’s nothing else,” Aaron said with a firmness in his voice. 
 
    After another long pause, Grild finally responded. “Alright, we’re trusting you on this.” 
 
    Formos brought the nose of the ARCU down and began to bank left for the return trip. 
 
    Then Aaron saw it. 
 
    A little point of light quickly expanding. It was a heat-seeking, surface-to-air missile. 
 
    “Incoming! Incoming!” Formos shouted. 
 
    “Launch the deflectors! Drone screen! Evasive action!” 
 
    The ARCU shuddered, dropped, and seemed to be falling down and to the left. The guard drone dipped into view under Aaron’s observation dome, trying to come between the ARCU and the oncoming missile. With a sickening spiral, the ARCU curved back to the right. Aaron clutched the handrails, and as the world below revolved and blurred, he lost sight of the missile that was trailing them. He had lost all sense of up or down and felt he was going to vomit. Another sudden drop in elevation left Aaron’s stomach churning, his head pounding in his temples and the base of his neck with hot blood. He squeezed his eyes shut tight, willing it all to be over.  
 
    “Colonel—Colonel …” 
 
    Now, in addition to the nausea, Aaron felt lightness and coldness in his head, a kind of extreme and sudden fatigue. He wondered vaguely if he was about to black out. 
 
    “You’ve got to get out of the observation sphere, Colonel—you’re exposed.” At this suggestion from Formos, Aaron felt annoyed; he wanted, above all, to be left alone and not to move. Yet he began to climb up—if it was up—the ladder slowly, even as he guessed that it would make no difference where he was in the craft if they were hit. They were all going to die. 
 
     Just as Aaron reached the main cabin, there was a sudden roar and a massive trembling through the craft. He was flung against the wall.  
 
    This is it! We’re hit! 
 
    “Drone escort intercepted first missile!” Grild cried over the headset, his voice a bit shaken.  
 
    Formos: “Don’t celebrate yet. Another incoming!” 
 
    “Bring the other drone in behind us. Initiate holographic decoys.” 
 
    “Roger that. Decoys deployed. Increasing speed.” 
 
    The scream of the ARCU’s engines intensified. Aaron huddled against the wall of the cabin, lights flickering on and off, on and off. A red light he had not noticed before was blinking rapidly overhead, dousing everything in ruddy hues.  
 
    For a long time, there was no sound besides the engine and no spinning, no banking, no diving. Aaron waited, a slender hope blossoming inside him. He felt the mild vibrations of the craft, his breathing easing a little. With nothing from Formos or Grild, he began to wonder if his headset was damaged, but just when he was about to test this, he heard Formos’s voice over a bed of static. 
 
    “Think we’re clear. Looks like the second tracker followed one of our decoys off to the south. If there was a third missile it would have shown up on our radar by now.” 
 
    “Right,” said Grild. “Make course for Chrysoberyl. When we return, Colonel Castillian, you can try to explain your actions to the Chief General. Nothing down there, huh? Curse you!” 
 
    The return journey was another feverish reverie for Aaron. He sat huddled inside the cabin, clutching his knees, as the lights flicked on and off, on and off. He had nearly died for the second time—or was it the third?—and now he certainly would die when they returned to the capitol and he was condemned as a traitor who had intentionally misled the Voturan military and almost gotten two officers killed. That’s what they would say. They wouldn’t listen to the truth. To all appearances, he had perfect motive, opportunity, and means to harm his people’s enemy. That’s how they would see it. 
 
    Where did it come from? There was nothing down there. There was nothing. Nothing.  
 
    He beat his head against his knees. 
 
    Three days? Three and a half? That’s how long I survived in Votura. Pathetic. I’ll be executed, and my family, if any of them are alive, will waste away as slaves, wishing they could share my fate. 
 
    One conversation. That was all he wished for, now. The chance to talk with his siblings and parents one last time and explain to them that he was sorry he had run, that he would give his life itself for the chance to make it up to them, somehow. One conversation. And also one gun to bring with him into that room of Voturan officers. But it was all too late. All too terribly late … 
 
    He dozed. 
 
      
 
    He dreamed of his grandfather sitting in the skiff fishing with him on the marsh, as they had once done, long ago, before everything changed. His grandfather carefully picked up a hook and, with fingers remarkably steady for his age, tied it on. Five twists and then through the loop. Five twists were more secure, actually, than six, he had told Aaron many times. Grandfather sniffed, lifted his gray eyes to the wicked wind. “There’s a storm coming in. See those misty sort of clouds low on the horizon, almost kissing the water and the reeds? They’re just the vanguard of something worse. Behind those clouds, see the dark mass of the storm front rolling over the marsh?” 
 
    Aaron looked where his grandfather was pointing but could see nothing.  
 
    Just then, a heron alighted on the bow, long, graceful neck twisting like a snake. It seemed agitated, hopped up and down. It croaked loudly. Grandfather smiled, reached out his strong and gentle hand to it, but on its wing there was carved into the flesh the symbol of Votura: a wolf’s head. And blood fell upon the boat like large warm drops of rain. 
 
    “I have to be strong, like you,” Aaron was saying. “I have to make them. . . ” 
 
    Grandfather’s eyes turned to Aaron. They swelled and churned like the invisible storm clouds. “Where are you going, Aaron?” His voice sounded distant, and Aaron suddenly realized he was sliding away from the boat, levitating above the water, moving toward shore, where he could see trees of smoke rising. He wanted to cry out but couldn’t. 
 
    “Where are you going, Aaron?” Grandfather repeated, fainter this time. Aaron could only make out a few words of what he said next: “Long … long ways … yet.” 
 
      
 
    Upon waking, Aaron found nothing had changed. They were still flying. He was still alone in the cabin, with no word from the cockpit. But the vision of that room full of officers just before he had dropped off, along with the much-needed rest and the strange dream, had sharpened his mind and his resolve. He would not go down without a fight, and like a thin and watery pre-dawn light slipping through a prison window, a gamble that could clear him of suspicion was beginning to materialize in his mind. 
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    Aaron faced the tribunal of grim officers in the Oak Room. 
 
    Druxa stood in their midst. His hands were folded in front of him, like a schoolboy preparing to give a recitation that he did not want to give. 
 
    Druxa cleared his throat. “Colonel Castillian, you have heard what Captain Grild has said. You are aware that Captain Grild is accusing you of sabotage, attempted murder, and espionage activity. You claim that the target area was clear of hostiles—that what both Grild and Formos insist they saw were merely holograms. Yet you do not dispute that the ARCU was nearly shot down. I must admit this looks very bad. Very bad for you. Very bad for the glory of Votura. And very bad for our strategic position in the colonies, for, if the enemy forces in question are indeed real, we are going to be hard pressed. Hard pressed. All of this would be most disappointing …” he trailed off, and his face somehow sunk and tightened at the same time. He recovered himself. “And for you, one in a very, shall I say, delicate, position, whose loyalty is not, as it were, so firmly established as we might wish, having been warned, and having been so recently freed from imprisonment and not native-born—for you, this is quite unfortunate. How do you justify yourself?” 
 
    Aaron took a deep breath. His fingers tapped at his side. He looked from unreadable face to unreadable face. He was as alone as a person could be. There was not a glimmer of compassion or understanding or pity. He had no one and nothing to rely on but himself. But with this realization came a sudden surge of daring, even excitement. He took one last mental glance at his plan—what he had worked out during the return journey on the ARCU—turned it over, felt it, found it solid, and, just as Druxa was about to press him again for an answer, he began. 
 
    “General Druxa, Officers of the Voturan Military High Command. I understand how the situation appears to you. I understand you must think I’m a traitor who tried to feed you false information. How could my report on the lack of enemy forces be accurate when we were fired on? This looks suspicious. But let me remind you—sir, gentlemen—that things are not always what they appear. I should know!” 
 
    No one seemed to appreciate this witticism, so Aaron hurried on. “My explanation is very simple: it’s the truth. There are no significant Sarpedon forces in those hills. I saw nothing. Definitely no major military base, as my”—he shuddered to use the word but forced himself to— “fellow officers claim. What we encountered was a lone anti-aircraft installation.” 
 
    “A lone one? In the middle of the wilderness? What was it doing there, then?” demanded Captain Corinth, who was standing at Druxa’s right. 
 
    A direct challenge from Corinth only intensified Aaron’s determination. He did not hesitate. “I propose that the Sarpedons placed a few pieces of real equipment in that location in order to sell the deception. The rest of their so-called army is holographic.”  
 
    “Sell the deception?” Corinth was incredulous. “What possible—” 
 
    But Druxa held up a hand for silence. “How would this help them, Colonel?” 
 
    “Well, in a situation like this. They wanted to have a few real missiles to fire in case you—we—sent aircraft near them to investigate more closely. They could also use a few surface-to-surface missiles to harass our defensive force in the hills and keep it pinned down, believing it was facing a massive army. It makes the whole thing more believable.” 
 
    No one spoke. Aaron could not tell how this explanation was received. Several seconds trickled by anemically. He turned to Formos. “How many missiles were fired at us, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Two,” said the pilot. 
 
    “Two! You hear that! Two missiles! If there was an entire base down there, as Grild claims, why didn’t they shoot more than twice at us?” 
 
    A twitching at the corners of Druxa’s mouth. Was that a smile forming? Druxa’s eyes locked into Aaron’s. Aaron wanted to look away but forced himself to hold the gaze. At last, Druxa said, “You make some reasonable points, Colonel, but I’m afraid you have no proofs for your claims. For in the end, that’s all they are: just claims. Give me one reason why I should not have you dragged into the street outside the palace and shot?” 
 
    Corinth stirred, about to step forward. Aaron’s heart flipped inside him, and his words came shrill, almost panicked, but not without force. “Victory! Victory is the reason.” 
 
    Corinth stopped, looked questioningly at Druxa. 
 
    “Victory?” General Druxa repeated slowly, tasting the word. 
 
    “Yes,” Aaron said. “This is what I propose. Pull out most of your divisions from the hills. Send them against the Sarpedon offensive—the part we know is real. You yourself said you have enough to overrun their position. You’d greatly outnumber them. You could crush them with this sudden reinforcement. No need to waste those troops defending against a threat miles away that doesn’t exist.” 
 
    Murmurings and even laughter broke from the officers, but Druxa watched Aaron steadily. 
 
    “And if we redirect our troops as you are suggesting, and it turns out that you are lying, and the Sarpedons then flank our entire position and destroy our forces, perhaps even capture some of our colonies, what then, Colonel?” 
 
    Aaron straightened. “Then kill me. You’ll know I’m a traitor once and for all.” 
 
    The murmuring stopped.  
 
    General Groves sputtered, “Absurd. This is not a risk worth taking.” 
 
    Aaron kept his eyes on Druxa. “Or, General, you follow the advice of your cautious subordinates, drag me out into the street right now and shoot me, remain deadlocked on the Sarpedon front forever, never win the decisive victory, and go to your grave wondering whether I was telling the truth or not—go to your grave wondering whether you had within your grasp the greatest military asset Votura has ever known, the greatest possibility for unspeakable triumphs and victories, only to throw it away. Go to your grave wondering if you could have restored Votura’s glory. Go to your grave wondering if you could have won the fame to make your name undying for ages to come. Go to your grave wondering forever about me.” He ended almost in a hiss. 
 
    Druxa turned to the diagram-infested table before him, leaned against it. Sweat glistened on his brow, and the veins along his forehead bulged. His rapid eyes moved over the images before him, but he was not looking at them, did not see what they meant. His mind was far away, submerged in purple dreams of glory. After a minute of silence, he stood up, like a man roused from sleep, and laughed. He turned to General Groves. “Order the slave divisions out of the hills and against the main body of the Sarpedon offensive. Let’s put the Colonel’s explanation to the test. I do not think we will be disappointed.” 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron had never seen so many colors in one room. The gold of the gilded ballroom ceiling, the glittering blue light tubes adorning its walls, the blood red of the curtains flanking each floor to ceiling window through which the constellation of city lights sparkled, the collage of many-colored gowns, robes, tunics, and furs of the hundreds of guests, the gray of Voturan military uniforms among them, the glinting silver of dishes and fresh purple of grapes, the yellow of the lambent chandeliers overhead and the flaming orange of the torches in the middle of each table, the white and emerald and blush and green of the garlands hung across the doorways, and the stage where musicians in long robes plucked at insect-like instruments that sounded disharmonious yet somehow soothing and alluring—all these colors were caught, magnified, reflected, and dispelled by the sprouting fountain that had somehow been set up in the middle of the room. And there were other colors and forms that Aaron could not see: holograms forming wolves and leopards, gods and genii, walking among the crowd. Some dignitaries who could not be present had sent projections of themselves, instead, to maintain good form. A holographic screen on one wall played footage from the triumphant battle where, just six months after Aaron’s first ARCU mission, the Voturans had shocked and routed the Sarpedons, collapsing their entire offensive and sending them back, deep into Sarpedon, ending the two-year threat to Voturan colonies in a single blow. Or so Aaron was told, for he could not see it for himself.  
 
    Aaron had spent the past hour greeting dignitary after dignitary, government official after government official, celebrity after celebrity. General Druxa, rubbing his hands together, eyes delirious, would introduce him to each, offer some words of enthusiasm and praise, then pull him along to the next circle of people. Only now, after a grueling hour of false smiles, had Aaron finally spoken to everyone in the room. Or almost everyone. Here and there, he had caught glimpses of his slaves, serving drinks and food with lowered eyes: Kyla, her defiance subdued for the occasion; Clay, quiet, stately as ever; Aurora, briefly emerging from the kitchen with fresh platters of food in her tired arms; Eli, standing at attention and looking uncomfortable by one of the pillars; and the old man, Bex—whom Aaron and Kyla had saved from Corinth—and whose simple task was to receive coats and place them in the cloakroom, a job he still struggled to perform, often losing his way or bumping into guests and exploding into apologies. The greetings having been completed, Aaron stood on the edge of the room, surveying all this.  
 
    His plan had worked and victory come to Votura. And the Voturans fawned over him, as Druxa’s brilliant protégé. He was honored—adored, even. In spite of himself, he found it exhilarating. In Fen, Aaron had been a poor fisherman, little more than a boy, ignored by all except his family, dishonorably discharged from the Town Watch. Now, standing in his estate in the capitol of his enemy, there was an intoxication running through his veins, deeper than wine.  
 
    But the wine was the more immediate drug. Wine. The best wine. Sweet, golden and violet wine that bloomed inside him delightfully, bringing a lovely unreality and lightness to everything around him. He was not drunk. At least he didn’t think so. Not yet. But he wanted to make the feeling stronger, richer, and more overpowering. 
 
    “The man of the hour,” said a smooth voice beside Aaron. Aaron turned, expecting to see the pilot Formos, who had transformed into his greatest supporter following the success of the attack on Sarpedon. With surprise, he saw that it was not Formos, but the small, bald man he had seen when he first came to the Oak Room—the former Colonel Fathom, now Private.  
 
    “Fathom, isn’t it?” Aaron exclaimed. “But you’re—Didn’t you?—I mean, I thought you were—”  
 
    “Disgraced?” the Private smiled. 
 
    “Yeth. Yes.” Aaron’s tongue felt thick in his mouth. 
 
    “Not to worry, dear Colonel. They can’t get rid of me entirely. I have friends in high places. I’ve been demoted, yes, but I’m not out of the game yet. Not remotely.” He pursed his lips and a distant look came over his eyes. “Not remotely,” he repeated. Then, breaking into another smile, just as though he and Aaron had known one another all their lives and cherished a deep friendship, and just as though he had seen Aaron through all his struggles to this triumphant moment, he said, “But look at you! The fresh new Colonel has already distinguished himself by helping to bring about Votura’s greatest victory in a generation. You are unparalleled, sir.” 
 
    Aaron laughed a big laugh, and gripped Fathom’s shoulder. “Thank you, thank you …” 
 
    “A man like you—you have a bright future. You could do great things, great things for Votura. Great things for yourself. If—” Fathom leaned in, almost whispering, “If you could get out from under the thumb of Druxa and the rest.” 
 
    In spite of his slight dizziness and drowsiness, Aaron straightened at these words, and looked hard at Fathom. He sensed a shift in the other man’s manner. Fathom met his gaze. His eyes seemed to be swimming with something unspoken.  
 
    “Something to think on,” the Private murmured. After half a moment, his smile widened, and before Aaron could ask what he meant, he reverted to his former attitude. He clapped Aaron on the back and chuckled. “Don’t trouble yourself about it just now. I’m merely joking with you.” 
 
    Aaron smiled. Everything seemed suddenly humorous—Fathom seemed a witty man to him. 
 
    In a louder voice, Fathom said, “You know what I’ll do?” 
 
    “No,” Aaron replied, shaking his head and grinning. 
 
    “I’ll get you another drink.” Fathom beckoned to Clay, who was passing with a tray of goblets. “You there, your master needs another drink.” 
 
    Clay paused, turned toward them. He looked at his master and his master’s new friend with a long, slow gaze, that seemed to take everything in and consider it with wordless reckoning. A crinkle appeared between his brows, a slumping in his massive shoulders. 
 
    “You! Are you stupid? Get over here!” Fathom cried again. 
 
    Clay approached, carrying the tray of goblets. But when he was a few feet away, he stumbled, and the tray flew forward, out of his hands. All the goblets fell and shattered, and one gave up its contents all over Fathom’s uniform. Fathom turned red, spit and swore, brushed frantically at his jacket, struck Clay a tremendous blow, and stalked away. 
 
    Aaron stared at the crystals of shattered glass at his feet that gave the illusion of movement as they caught and reflected all the dancing lights of the room. Then he looked at the big man crouched before him, who was trying to recover his feet after Fathom’s strike. After several blinks, Aaron’s mind began to work again, and he reached down to help Clay to his feet. Clay gripped his hand and looked up. Aaron saw pain in his eyes. But whether through some strange fancy of his own, through the influence of the wine, or through a trick of the light, Aaron was struck with two ideas that puzzled him. The first was that Clay was not pained for himself; he was pained for Aaron. The second was that Clay had spilled the drinks on purpose.  
 
    After this, Aaron did not drink any more wine. 
 
    Just as Clay recovered his feet, there came the sound of a bell gonging. It marked the arrival of another important politician, or scientist, or artist, or celebrity. 
 
    Not again, Aaron thought. But then he considered that it could be General Druxa returning. Druxa had left to retrieve his family and escort them to the victory celebration.  
 
    And so it was.  
 
    As Druxa and his family entered, the room fell silent, and all eyes turned. But the guests were not looking at the General, despite his importance and imposing figure, as he came strutting into the room. They were looking at his daughter. 
 
    Antonia Druxa rarely entered public society. When she did, there were always reports and photographs and murmurs of a “sighting” among her devotees that would keep the glow of her reputation alive for another six months. Aaron had already heard these rumors of her beauty, intelligence, and unmatched grace, though he could not comprehend how a girl of eighteen, no matter how pretty or dignified, could inspire such awe and devotion among even the hard military men who had made up the bulk of Aaron’s company since his arrival in Votura. Now he understood.  
 
    Behind the tall girl came her mother, whose raven hair, strong jaw, and glittering eyes made her a beauty as well, and who, in different company, would have been the object of all eyes herself. But not tonight. To Aaron’s astonishment, General Druxa led his daughter by the hand, past all admirers, right to Aaron himself, who still stood in a little ring of shattered glass. 
 
    “Colonel Castillian, allow me to introduce to you my daughter, Antonia. Antonia, this is the famous new Colonel in whom we all place such hopes for the future, Aaron Castillian.” 
 
    Aaron closed his mouth, which meant, he realized, that it had been open for some time. He stepped toward Antonia, his footfall accompanied by the sound of crunching glass.  
 
    “I am—it is—how very—”  
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid. Too much wine! 
 
    He bowed, then wished he hadn’t, for the room spun a little when he straightened. Without thinking, he reached toward Clay, who gave him an arm to steady himself. “Happy,” he said at last. “Happy to meet you.” 
 
    She extended her hand on a delicate wrist. “I am pleased to meet you as well, Colonel Castillian. I am—we all are—so grateful for what you’ve done for the glory of Votura.” 
 
    Hearing her speak and meeting her gaze was the greatest shock among all the shocks of the past minute. Aaron had been certain that a Voturan girl of her rank, standing, beauty, reputation, power, and wealth would display great pride, haughtiness, and condescension. But when the musical tones of her voice met his ear and his eyes fell upon her reddening cheeks, he realized that she was almost as uncomfortable as he was. The thought was as a lightning bolt, and he was again speechless for a moment. 
 
    “And this is my wife Desdemona,” Druxa was saying. 
 
    Without thinking, Aaron bowed again and murmured something about his pleasure in meeting her, but his attention lagged. He wanted to think of something to say to this beautiful creature, this Antonia, for fear that she would move on to others with her father. This was the only chance he might have that night—perhaps ever—to speak with her, but if he did not begin a conversation swiftly, the opportunity would slip out of his grasp. 
 
    “So … you are …” he began, uncertain where his words were headed, “You are Voturan?” 
 
    He winced as he said it. Clay sighed audibly. 
 
    But Antonia laughed. “Yes, I am Voturan. But you are not, I think. You are from Taurus, no?” 
 
    “Yes!” he said. “I am from Taurus.” He laughed, as though this were some kind of joke. 
 
    “You must find our Voturan ways strange, then,” she continued. 
 
    She is so much better at this than I am. 
 
    “Well, yes, rather strange.” 
 
    Antonia’s eyes dropped and the General coughed. This was not the right thing to say. Fortunately, someone came up to the General and his wife at that moment and began engaging them in conversation. 
 
    “What I mean is,” Aaron hurried on, “Different. Not so strange, exactly, as just different … in a strange way.” 
 
    “What is strange?” she asked, her voice lower and more strained than before. 
 
    “The city—I guess. It is so huge. Not like the little town I come from. And the technologies are much more … impressive. The gliders and hovercrafts. The holograms—of course, invisible to me—I feel them and their effects all around me.” 
 
    “Invisible!” she cried, and Aaron realized that perhaps the fact of his special ability was known only by the Military High Command. He cursed his stupidity again. 
 
    “What I meant was, ‘In visibility terms, they are very impressive. Very visible.’” 
 
    Was that quiet mockery in her face? She leaned forward and said in a lower tone, “Please do not be anxious. I should not be so cruel. I am only teasing you. Of course, I know all about your … gift.” She smiled. “I will keep your secret.” 
 
    Aaron felt a warmth spread over him from his chest to the ends of his fingers. He smiled back. 
 
    Then, in her former tone, she asked, “Besides our holograms, what else is strange to you?” 
 
    Encouraged, he decided to return her honesty with honesty and to name the most mysterious part of Voturan culture he had so far encountered. “To tell you the truth, it’s all this about Lord Asperil. And the temple. I don’t understand it at all.”  
 
    Immediately, he saw that he had made a mistake, and not even her grace and charm could rescue him. Antonia’s eyes dropped to the floor. Clay stiffened. And General Druxa, whose ears were ever-alert, broke off his conversation and turned to Aaron with something close to a yell.  
 
    “Once more, Colonel Castillian, I must attribute your words to ignorance, else the consequences for you would be most serious. We do not speak of such matters in gatherings such as this. You will not name that deity nor refer to his worship again, on pain of severe punishment. Do you understand?” 
 
    Aaron straightened and nodded, heart thumping. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    So much for impressing her. 
 
    But after the slow, painful pulse of the moment had passed and all had returned to conversation, he found she was still there.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I always mess things up. This is all very new to me.” 
 
    She lifted her eyes and flashed him a quick smile. “I am sure it must be hard for you to adjust to so much … and leave so much behind.”  
 
    Aaron was again so surprised that he did not know how to continue. She seemed to wait, eyebrows raised, head tilted in a questioning manner, until at last she sighed and looked away, an indication that the conversation was about to end. “I’m afraid now I have offended you,” she said. “Pardon me.” 
 
    “No!” he exclaimed, finding his voice. “Not at all. It’s just—it’s just that you’re the first person in Votura to say that to me. I was surprised, that’s all. No one has shown any understanding for … for what I’ve been through.” 
 
    “Sympathy is not my father’s way, I’m afraid. Nor the way of most Voturans.” 
 
    “I’ve come to see that. Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For being different.” 
 
    “Are you implying that I am not a loyal Voturan—” 
 
    “No!” he cut her off again and muttered an oath. “I keep saying the wrong thing. It’s just—I meant it as a compliment.”  
 
    She laughed again. “Aaron Castillian, you give compliments in strange ways.” With that, she was gone, trailing her father to the next important guest. Aaron watched her go in silence, with an unfamiliar churning in his heart. 
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    The ballroom was empty, the last guests having vanished into the swirling streets of Chrysoberyl’s nightscape as the darkness and chill of the early morning hours enwrapped the city like the coils of an enormous adder. The only souls remaining were Aaron’s five slaves and a guard. Even Corinth, who had drunk and eaten much, decided to stumble to his quarters for sleep, leaving one of his men to watch Aaron. Now, Aaron’s slaves were beginning to force their tired limbs to gather up the vast remnants of food and drink and move it to the kitchen. 
 
    Aaron watched as Eli, the boy, lifted a platter of strawberries dipped in a velvety chocolate. Eli’s weary feet betrayed him; he stumbled, and one of the strawberries fell to the floor. He looked up, eyes wide, his muscles wincing like those of a dog who is accustomed to blows. Aaron was bearing down on him. Aaron saw the trembling in the boy’s face, so he said all in a rush, “Don’t worry! I’m not going to hurt you. It’s alright.” 
 
    Eli straightened a little but looked uncertain. 
 
    Aaron smiled to reassure him. “In fact,” he said, “why don’t you eat that one that fell on the floor? I’m sure the owner of the food won’t—” he stopped, placing his hands on his hips. “Wait a minute. This is my food, isn’t it?” 
 
    Eli nodded. He was about to smile, reconsidered, and instead continued to nod. 
 
    “I keep forgetting. In that case, Eli, eat the whole platter! Heck, eat as much as you want!” A thought struck him. He strode over to the guard who was half-slumped against the wall with reddened eyes. Aaron pulled his own digital wallet from his pocket, and with the tap of a few buttons, he sent the guard a sizeable tip. Then he showed the guard the receipt on the screen and said, “Get some rest.” It was a crude tactic but one that had already worked several times before when Aaron wanted some privacy. The guard staggered off, grinning. Then Aaron turned back to his slaves and said in a louder voice, “Everyone, we’re going to have a little feast of our own now. Heaven knows you’ve earned it. All the remaining food is for you.” 
 
    Kyla, Clay, Aurora, Bex, and Eli stared, uncomprehending, at their master. He had to repeat himself several times before they believed him. When the reality of his statement at last sunk in, smiles began to tug at their mouths, and they exchanged glances full of surprise and delight. After a moment, Kyla broke the silence. “Well, I’m not going to stand on ceremony,” and she began to devour a nearby kabob.  
 
    Then everyone, including Aaron, began to laugh. The late night and their fatigue had removed some of the habitual barriers in their minds between master and slave, and something of their formal manner was lowered, then dropped. Aaron saw them, for the first time, as they saw each other. As friends. Aurora insisted on conducting the feast properly, however, and she made everyone—famished though they were—refrain from further indulgence until she had set a table. Then food was passed, cups filled, and the eating began.  
 
    Clay stood up, his glass brimming with a blackberry wine that winked and shimmered in the torchlight. “To our Master, Colonel Castillian. Long years, wisdom, and protection.” 
 
    Aurora lifted a goblet without hesitation. Eli reached across the table and raised another, but with a deft motion, Kyla snatched it from him. “No wine for you,” she scolded. Then she considered her own glass, her eyes hooded under dark lashes, one corner of her mouth drawn down. She swirled the contents once, and at last raised her glass along with the others. Old Bex only managed to say between mouthfuls, “Colonel who, now?” But Aaron felt sure he would have raised his glass too if he had understood. Aaron was the last to raise a cup. Then all four touched rims. The slaves drank, but Aaron did not. He felt a warm sort of shiver down his back. 
 
    Must still be the wine, he thought, though he had not tasted any for several hours. 
 
    As the rush of food and drink subsided, they began to make table chatter. 
 
    “These crab cakes are most excellent, Aurora,” said Clay. 
 
    Aurora gave him only a terse nod, but she looked pleased. 
 
    “Save a little for the rest of us!” Kyla cried. “You’ve downed a whole platter already.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he replied gravely, offering her the platter.  
 
    She lifted her chin. “I don’t want any now. You’ve had your grubby fingers all over them.” 
 
    “I’ll eat them!” Eli shouted, scurrying around the table to retrieve the tray. 
 
    “Thank you!” cried Bex with a round laugh, his long, stringy hair trailing across the table as he reached for the tray when Eli rushed past him. “Don’t mind if I do!” 
 
    Kyla watched with hungry eyes. She cracked. “Oh, bring it here, Eli. I don’t want you to eat all of them, either. You’ll be sick.” 
 
    Aaron laughed at her. “You know how to put away a good meal.” 
 
    She turned on him, the white stroke of her scar standing out against reddening cheek. This, along with a scowl, marred what would otherwise have been a pretty face. 
 
    “Settle down, Kyla. I didn’t mean to offend you,” he said. 
 
    “Then try harder to be polite.” 
 
    He leaned forward. “Look, just because I’m generous enough to give you some extra food that doesn’t make us equals or give you the right to talk to me in that tone.” 
 
    She cast her eyes heavenward. “Oh, I am so grateful to my most bountiful lord! He is so amazing, so generous! I grovel before him!” 
 
    “That’s enough, Kyla,” said Aurora in her sharpest tone. “Respectfully, Colonel, you, too, would eat heartily when you could if you only received one half-decent meal per day.” 
 
    Aaron spat out part of a shrimp. “One half-decent meal per day?! That’s all they feed you?” 
 
    Eli sighed. “One measly half-loaf of bread and some cheese each day.” 
 
    “That’s outrageous!” The silverware clattered as Aaron brought his fist down. “If I had any say in the matter, I’d make sure you got three times that much, at least. You work hard every day. I’ve seen it. You deserve much more.”  
 
    The slaves looked down at their plates, and at first no one spoke. After a pause that was punctuated only by the snapping of the torches and the clink of utensils, Clay said in a slow voice, “Well, sir, I don’t know if anyone has told you, but as the head of the estate and owner of the human property in question, you have complete control over us, including our nutrition, which is to say—” 
 
    “Which is to say, genius,” Kyla cut in, “that you do have say in the matter. Obviously. You can feed us however much or little you want! Haven’t you figured that out by now?” 
 
    Aaron gaped. Why hadn’t he thought of this? Without hesitation, he brought his knife down on the table so that it stuck in the wood. “Enough. Consider it done. You’re all getting a fourfold increase in your daily food allotment.” 
 
    “Amen! The heavens are bountiful!” Bex cackled from the end of the table. He leapt to his feet and danced around his chair, which caused Eli to break into such robust peals of laughter that Aaron thought he might fall over. The others—even Kyla—could not restrain their smiles. But soon Aurora’s face darkened, the smile eroded from her lips, and she began to shush Eli. When he was somewhat quieted, Aurora looked directly at her master and said, “We are grateful to you, Colonel. Truly.” Clay nodded his assent. 
 
    “It’s Aaron. I never asked to be a Colonel, and here, at least for tonight, I am just Aaron.” He lowered his eyes, and a sudden exhaustion—coursing deeper into his being than mere physical fatigue ever could—gripped him. He stared through the table, through the floor, through it all, his mind sliding back to that night beside the fire with Rose, Cole, Father, Mother, Grandmother. That night before the ashes and the waste and the wild. 
 
    “Thank you, Aaron, then,” said Aurora after a beat. 
 
    And Clay rose from his seat. “Sir? You are ready to sleep, perhaps?” 
 
    Aaron stirred. “Y-yes. No. I mean, I was going to help you clean up. Clean the ballroom.” 
 
    “I think we can manage,” Kyla murmured, darting him a look that sparked with a strange light. 
 
    Aaron stood up. “No. I insist. I know how to work. Believe me. I used to …” he trailed off. The marsh. Grandfather and the fishing skiff. The herons and the reeds and the smell of mud and the slime of a pike on his hand … 
 
    Aurora compressed her lips, then began, “Sir, it is hardly a part of Voturan custom for a master to—” 
 
    “Curse Voturan custom!” Aaron shouted. The slaves stared. Then he brought a hand to his forehead and said in a softer manner, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to yell. But I’m giving you an order. It’s not for you to tell me what I can and can’t do. Now let’s get to work.” 
 
     Clay and Bex began carrying the piles of dishes to the kitchen where Aurora began to wash them. Aaron, Kyla, and Eli wiped tables and took down decorations. As they worked, Aaron’s mind wrestled with his plan with feverish intensity, working out the final calculations. At last, he said to the slave girl, “Kyla, we spoke of the Prisoner Processing Center when I first came here. And you showed me where it is.” 
 
    “Yes,” she gave a quick nod. “What of it?” 
 
    “Kyla,” he spoke in a lower tone, fearing hidden cameras or the unexpected return of a guard, “I need to get that data. The data on recent prisoners. I need to see if any members of my family were taken after the attack on my city, and where they are now, and if I can rescue them.” 
 
    She looked at him under dark, wondering brows. “I already told you it would be a mess to sort through. A face. A number. A destination. Then on to the next. That’s all they save, from everything I’ve heard. They definitely didn’t ask my name when I was processed. And besides, maybe your family wasn’t taken.” 
 
    “If they weren’t taken—” he paused “I refuse to think about that. I don’t want to hear all your doom and gloom about it again. I just want to ask you this: if we got the data, could you write a program to sort it, or at least limit it to the timeframe when they would have been processed? Cut it down into a manageable chunk that we could look through? Help me figure out how to search through it?” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yes. You. You said you knew how to code.” 
 
    “Well, a bit, but I have no idea what format this data is in or exactly how much there is or what metadata we’d have to work with or—” 
 
    He sighed and ran a hand over his eyes, then regretted it, for his hand was wet from the rag he’d been using to wipe the table. “So that’s a no?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    He met her gaze. “What, then?” 
 
    She bit her lip, looked away, then back at him. “Maybe. I mean—I could try. But it probably won’t work. And how are you going to get the data?” 
 
    He grabbed her hand, a burning in his eyes. “Oh, thank you! Thank you!” He looked down, dropped her hand, and coughed. “I already sent Clay to the Processing Center to scope it out for me. He thinks he knows where their mainframe computers are. We just need to somehow get into them and …” 
 
    She frowned. “How exactly do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “Well, that was the second part of my request—” then he remembered himself and straightened. “The second part of my command I should say ...” 
 
    “If you’re going to try to command me, then I won’t do any of it. I liked it better when you just asked.” 
 
    He frowned in turn. “What is with you? Who do you think you are, refusing orders?” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Have me whipped?” 
 
    “Don’t give me any ideas.” 
 
    They glared at one another for a long moment. But she tired of this quickly, and she was intrigued in spite of herself. 
 
    “Why all this sneaking around, though? Why send Clay? Why try to steal this information instead of just asking for it?” 
 
    “Well, it may surprise you to learn this, but I’m almost as much a prisoner as you are. They watch my every move. Monitor me. Whenever I’ve mentioned anything about my family, they shut it down. I think they want me completely severed from my past. A blank slate for them to work with.” His jaw clenched, teeth scraping against one another. “They want me to be a tool or weapon with no human sympathies or connections. At least that’s the best I can figure. And, also, I don’t want them to know what I’m thinking or planning. About anything. Call it an intuition. Or maybe I just value my privacy.”  
 
    “There’s something else you don’t know that might help explain why they shut your inquiries down.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “It’s a sacred rule for the followers of Lord Asperil that slaves are never, never to be freed, for any reason.” 
 
    “What about me?” Aaron asked. “They freed me almost immediately.” 
 
    “Well, technically, until you pass through the Processing Center, you are a prisoner of war and not a slave. You never went there—you were only ever a prisoner. If your family has been enslaved already, as you think, then General Druxa and the others wouldn’t dream of helping you to free them—assuming you could find them in the first place. They might let you free them, given your importance to them and since you are not of Lord Asperil—not yet, anyway. But they could not assist you in any way. They could not become ‘unclean.’ Still, I’m not sure you understand the power you have. Why not just demand the data from General Druxa but don’t tell him your whole plan?” 
 
    “He’ll know why I want it.” 
 
    “Alright, then, bribe the Warden at the Processing Center.” 
 
    Aaron blinked rapidly. “Bribe him?” 
 
    “Sure. You bribe the guards to leave you alone all the time. I’ve seen you do it.” 
 
    “You have?” He corrected himself quickly. “I mean, do you think that would work?” 
 
    She smiled in an unpleasant way. “Clearly, you haven’t been around Votura and Voturan politics as long as I. You don’t understand the extent of corruption and bribery under the surface of this holographically beautified society. With the money you have now, you could practically buy the Processing Center.” 
 
    After a stunned silence, Aaron crossed his arms and laughed. “I should have come to you sooner. All of my complicated planning is for nothing, then.” 
 
    “Not necessarily. You still need to throw your babysitter off your trail, don’t you?” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    She laughed in turn. “Corinth. What kind of cover did you have in mind for going there in the first place?” 
 
    “Nothing too complicated. I was just going to tell Corinth that I wanted to buy more slaves on the open market.” 
 
    She nodded. “That could work. But you don’t need me to come, then, if you’re not hacking into any computers.” 
 
    He considered. “Actually, I do. I need you to verify that the data they give us is genuine.” 
 
    She ran her tongue along her cheek as she weighed this. “Alright. Fine. That makes sense.” 
 
    “That was an order, not a request,” he added. 
 
    “Agree to disagree. I prefer to think of it as a request.” 
 
    He was too tired to argue the point. “Fine.”  
 
    They spent another minute in hushed conversation, working out the details of the expedition to the Processing Center. As they concluded, Aaron asked, “You’ll tell Clay his role?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you,” he smiled. Then after a moment, he added, “How did you learn all this about computers, anyway?” 
 
    She did not answer immediately but instead busied herself collecting the torches—which by this time Eli had put out—from the tables. He watched her sharp, precise, almost birdlike motions, waiting for an answer that he felt would come if he was patient. He was not disappointed. 
 
    When the last torch had been placed under her arm, she took a breath and faced him. “I was brought here when I was thirteen. My first master owned a hologram projector factory. The factory had many complicated computer systems. A few of us—the smart ones—were trained in programming to be able to maintain the computer systems. I was good at it. He—my master—even sent me to school for it, hoping that I could eventually improve the efficiency of the factory. And I think … I think he wanted to help me. I didn’t want to go. I didn’t much enjoy the work. But, of course, I had no choice. And it broke up the monotony, and it was satisfying, in a way, to do something complicated and find I was skilled at it. Then he sold me to—someone else.” 
 
    A tremor seemed to come over her then, and she looked to Aaron suddenly hollow and frail, a dead leaf on the slumbering forest floor, about to be blown away in the teeth of the wind. Aaron feared that wind, wanted to delay it somehow, if he could, but she seemed to recover on her own. 
 
    “Now you,” she said. “Tell me. Your ability—” 
 
    His brow furrowed and he waved his hands before him. “I—I have no ability, what are you talking—” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be a fool,” she snapped. “You think we slaves don’t know why you’re here? Why you’re so important to the military all of the sudden? And you’re not a good liar, so don’t try. Enough of that. Tell me how you can do it—how you see through the holograms.” 
 
    He sighed. “I would if I knew. It’s as much a mystery to me as to you.” 
 
    She tilted her head. “Really? You don’t know? It can’t be learned? Were you injured somehow? Were you born this way?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know! I don’t know. I never encountered holograms when I was younger. So I don’t know how long I’ve been this way. Maybe I was born with it.” 
 
    “Strange,” she said, staring at him as though she might glean the secret if she studied hard enough. “Strange,” she repeated, but her mind was not on what she was saying. Some idea seemed to have taken hold of her. 
 
    Aaron shifted his weight. “So … and before you came to Votura? Before … this?”  
 
    At this, she looked away again. Her gaze was directed somewhere above him, lost among the gilded designs atop the arch of the grand entrance to the ballroom—and lost among the wraiths of a world that could never be reclaimed. She spoke slowly and quietly. It was the first time he had ever heard her speak in that way. “I had a mother and a father. I had two older sisters. I had a cat. A calico cat. There was a garden outside our house—a wild garden, a tumble of wildflowers and herbs of every color you can picture, growing right up to the walls in the summer. And I remember that there was a pond in the wood that I wanted to walk on in the winter, when it was covered in smooth ice. But I was never allowed to. They said I might fall through. They were worried about things like that. But I just said, ‘I don’t care, I don’t care. I just want to walk on the water.’ I screamed and cried, but they wouldn’t let me. I could never understand why. But my sister Kira made us both a pair of snowshoes so that we could walk on the snow together, the deep drifts, the long treks through groves of white trees. That was before she died. Before they all died.” 
 
    She stopped, froze, then swayed, such that Aaron feared she was about to fall. But Aurora, who had come up as Kyla was speaking, put her arms around her, the stump of Aurora’s missing hand resting on the girl’s shoulder. Kyla was pale—pale as a snow-smothered forest. She leaned against Aurora, devoid of strength. Aaron looked away, embarrassed. 
 
    “I think it’s time to rest, Kyla. It is late. It is very late,” said Aurora in a voice so soft it barely broke a whisper. 
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    A hesitant dawn spread over the City of Dreams. It sent frosty and austere winter light through the panes of Colonel Castillian’s estate to inspect its corners and crevices. The light began as a mere whisper of morning, then swelled to a proclamation, and at last the red sun burst upon the pearl sky like a wound, scarlet bleeding along the horizon. 
 
    The master of the house was already awake.  
 
    Though he had not retired until the early hours of the morning and had slept little, Aaron found himself electrified with a current of nervous energy. He washed, dressed in uniform, checked his comm for anything from Druxa or the High Command, and, finding nothing, stepped onto the lift that began to purr as he descended floors through the silent building. Before drifting into sleep, he had messaged Captain Corinth not to wake the slaves early after their late night. But now he had to struggle against the urge to wake them himself for the critical work they had agreed upon the night before.  
 
    Aaron stopped in the communications room to retrieve several large data storage units and tuck them away in his uniform. Then he began the descent again. He stepped off the lift into the main foyer at ground level. The grand room sent his footfalls back to him as echoes.  
 
    What else do I need? Did I get enough DSU’s? 
 
    He was just about to reach into his pocket and take another look at the storage units when he was hailed by a voice.  
 
    “Colonel,” it rang out, echoing in that empty space. It was Captain Corinth. 
 
    Aaron jumped. He whirled around to face his Chief of Security. “Captain—for heaven’s sake—” 
 
    “Did I startle you?” Corinth smiled in something less than a friendly manner. 
 
    “Yes. But never mind that. I have instructions for you.” 
 
    “As ever, I eagerly await them.” 
 
    “First off—where’s breakfast? I’m starved.” 
 
    Corinth smiled again. When Corinth smiled, only the muscles around his mouth moved. The skin around his eyes did not wrinkle and his eyes did not light up, his cheeks did not fill out but remained hollow. “I am afraid, sir, that you have only yourself to blame for that. You specifically instructed me not to wake the cook. So. No breakfast.” 
 
    Aaron ground his teeth. “Never mind—never mind. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Was that the Colonel’s only command?” 
 
    “No. Well, this isn’t a command, exactly. I’m just telling you that I am going to the Processing Unit today with Kyla and Clay because I need more slaves. I want to see what’s available at the market.” 
 
    “More slaves, sir?” 
 
    “Yes! More slaves. Take this breakfast issue, for an example. Nothing gets done around here,” Aaron spat. “You need authorization to leave the estate.” Corinth didn’t bother with “sir” this time. 
 
    “What? Since when?” 
 
    Corinth’s expression remained impassive, but his voice raised in pitch minutely. “Chief General Druxa made it very clear to you your position here. You are both a prisoner of war and a member of the High Command. Do not let the latter lead you to forget the former.” 
 
    Aaron began tapping his fingers at his side. “Fine. I’ll get authorization. I’ll contact the General.” 
 
    Corinth creased another slight smile. “You mean General Druxa? He is currently out of the capitol, conducting a review of front-line troops. He is not to be disturbed with trivialities such as—” 
 
    “Triviliaties?!” Aaron almost choked. “What do you—?” A burning in his chest prevented him from finishing his sentence. 
 
    “Yes, trivialities,” Corinth continued, undisturbed by the outburst, “such as buying more human capital for the Colonel’s comfort. Truly, the Colonel should not trouble himself over such trivialities—let alone the General. Simply allow me to go to the market for you. I will happily purchase whatever you require.” 
 
    Aaron grappled with the anger inside, subduing it sufficiently to find his voice again. “No!” he almost shouted. “No, no. I need to go—that is, I don’t want to trouble you.” He tried to chuckle in a lighthearted way, but the sound was more like a croak. 
 
    Corinth observed Aaron with unmoving eyes for a long, laborious moment. Then he said, as though replying to the pleading of an uncooperative child, “I think not.” 
 
    At this, Aaron closed the space between them and gripped Corinth’s jacket. Waves of frustration washed over him, and he wished he was a few inches taller so that he could look down at Corinth instead of up. No help for it. “Now, you impudent little ass,” he spattered through locked teeth. “What General Druxa doesn’t know won’t hurt him. As you said, no need to bother him with trivialities. I’m going to the Processing Center, not you. You are not going to tell him about it. If you do, I will …”  
 
    “You’ll what?” 
 
    Without releasing hold of his jacket, Aaron shoved Corinth, who nearly tripped backward, unprepared as he was for the sudden movement. “I’ll accuse you before the General of insubordination to a higher-ranked officer. You saw what happened to Fathom.” 
 
    Corinth tried to smile, but his lips twisted into a loathsome shape instead. “He wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Really? Wouldn’t he? Who do you think is more valuable to Druxa and the High Command right now? Me or you?” 
 
    Something passed over Corinth’s face. He was ashen. The vein along his temple, pulsating, stood out against its pale, opal background.  
 
    Is that fear? Or anger?  
 
    Corinth seized Aaron’s hand at a pressure point that sent a bolt of pain along Aaron’s arm. He released Corinth and staggered back, gasping and clutching his arm. Corinth’s muscles twitched, catlike, and Aaron half expected him to leap forward and tackle him to the ground. But all that Corinth said was, “As the Colonel commands.” 
 
    The pain in Aaron’s arm passed. He straightened, fought for composure. “Good. I—I will be leaving as soon as the slaves are awake.” He turned his back and began to cross the foyer.  
 
    “But Colonel,” Corinth called into the empty air. Aaron stopped and looked back. Corinth’s face still looked pale—as pale as the dead. “You can’t prevent me coming with you. I was specifically assigned as your Chief of Security, ordered to protect you day and night by the General himself. To do otherwise would be insubordination.” The final word came as a growl. 
 
    Aaron, sensing the advantage, however small, of having riled his opponent, met Corinth’s look. “I expected no less.” 
 
    And he turned away. 
 
    *    *    *    * 
 
    The party—Aaron, Kyla, Clay, and Corinth—stole through the cold morning streets under the watch of monolithic silver and jade buildings surging skyward. Aaron knew the Processing Center was not far, based on the map Kyla had shown him when he first came to Chrysoberyl, so he insisted on walking, overriding Corinth’s muttered objections. He could never feel comfortable gliding through the labyrinth of skyscrapers in a hovercraft. It felt somehow like a betrayal. And it made his legs unsteady when he stood again on solid ground.  
 
    On the cobblestones of a nearby plaza, the group moved through a silent crowd of people. Strange sounds from unidentified sources mixed, overlapped, and buzzed about their ears—the lilting of a strange music, the cry of an exotic bird, a strange rhythmic stamping, an electronic beeping and churning, a grunting like that of an enormous animal, and a shrill cry—perhaps human, perhaps not—that chilled Aaron. All this, but scarce a word from the dozens of faces around them. The air was alive, but the people seemed barely so. Some were walking; a few spoke to one another in quiet voices, but many of them stood absolutely still, their hair wafting a little in the wind but otherwise, like statues. Their eyes were fixed in stupefied fascination on the phantoms around them, phantoms invisible to Aaron.  
 
    These, he realized, were the explanation for the sounds. Sensuous dances, mythical creatures, unearthly musicians, complicated and lifelike machines, spectacles of light and impossible physics, acrobatics and interactive dramatic performances, mesmerizing patterns and explosions of color, displays of riches and finery, unthinkable plants and animals—all this, limited only by the designers’ imaginations, could have been surrounding him in the moment, yet he saw only the stones and the buildings and the empty faces. Only the cold yet somehow comforting reality. He sensed an intoxicating feast for the eyes, could almost smell it, but he could not see it. Though he identified in odd corners the compact holographic projectors, all aglow, he did not dream the dreams they spun. And he was washed in a sudden wave of gratitude without understanding fully why.  
 
    The others, on occasion, could not prevent themselves from stopping and looking with open mouths. By turns, Clay appeared appalled, amused, bewildered, and somehow guilty, shaking his head, as they passed through the plaza and down the street. Kyla looked as though a great struggle had transfixed her mind. She would snatch glances at the marvels only to force her head down to the ground again. Captain Corinth, raised among such wonders, showed in his face the least emotion yet somehow the most bewitchment. A film seemed to coat his eyes. Aaron began to regret his insistence on walking. But there was another matter troubling him. 
 
    He slackened pace, coming up even with Kyla.  
 
    “Kyla,” he whispered, keeping his eyes on the stiff form of Corinth a few steps ahead, “change of plans.” 
 
    She said nothing and kept her gaze on the ground, but he knew she was listening. He pressed his digital wallet into her hand. “You have to get the data.” 
 
    Her step faltered, but she showed no other sign. Corinth cast a backward glance but saw nothing to arouse suspicion—just Aaron and Kyla walking side by side. When the coldness of his eyes was off them again, Aaron continued. “I didn’t realize he’d be coming with us. He’s going to be watching everything I do—even with Clay’s distraction. But he won’t be observing you as closely. When the time comes, I need you to do it for me. Besides, you’ll have to verify it’s genuine.” 
 
    She nodded almost imperceptibly.  
 
    A smile flickered over his features. Then he quickened his pace again. 
 
    The Processing Center was an old building, somewhat out of fashion, a product of a passing architectural fad from 50 years before, influenced by Zifan culture when that region had been assimilated into the empire. The massive circular structure stood on hundreds of pillars with yawning windows above them, showing only darkness, and it was crowned with a dome. Beside the dome, there lay a landing pad, the cement and wire of which stood out against the adobe walls of the Center, revealing it as a later addition, where transports settled and lifted off in a perpetual stream, night and day, carrying their suffering cargo to all ends of the empire. As the group drew near, Aaron saw a shimmering blue light between the pillars—some kind of electrical gate, he guessed. Corinth strode up to one of these and addressed the gatekeeper. The blue light inside the nearest archway vanished, and they passed through. 
 
    Aaron’s eyes took several moments to adjust to the dark interior, but his nose did not. There was a heavy, moist stench assaulting him immediately. He coughed and spluttered but could not rid himself of it and had to content himself with covering his nose and mouth by way of a sleeve. Everything felt crushed, crowded, confused, heavy. Shadows and haze lathered the air in the flickering light. Aaron was disoriented, as though he were spinning. Eventually, he realized he was looking at walls of prison cells completely encircling an open ring, used for auctions, in the center of the building. Rising up into the gloom, catwalks ran along the walls like cobwebs, giving access to even the most remote cell, perched somewhere haphazardly far above. Aaron realized then that the high-security and high-value government cell in which he had been kept during his first night in Chrysoberyl was a place of luxury by comparison. 
 
    And there were faces. So many ghostly faces looking back at him from behind the bars. Only they were not looking at him. They were looking at all that other lost life. The past years of sunlight and cobalt blue skies. The inside of their houses. Their father’s farm. Their spouse’s eyes. They were hearing the croak of a red-winged blackbird in the rushes by the creek. Some were seeing the dancing holograms that they, too, had once loved in their own glittering cities, far away. They were hearing the songs they used to sing together in the factories and in the fields, or the blare of trumpets in their assembly halls and houses of government. They were hearing, too, the screams, the rumbling explosions; they were feeling the shaking of the wounded earth, tasting the blackness bitterness of the dust in that moment when some heavily gloved hand had forced them to the ground.   
 
    So many faces. Young children. Old women. Ashen-faced men. Every age and race and rank. Every tongue was there, whispering curses, prayers, warnings, threats, and words of consolation (they knew better than to speak aloud). Every type of tattered clothing clinging to their worn limbs. Aaron stood and stared for a long time into the countenance of haunted humanity. One thing all had in common: the light was gone from their eyes.  
 
    His own burned. 
 
    Among all those faces, he did not see his mother’s or his father’s or his sister’s or his brother’s or his grandmother’s. He did not know whether to be relieved or crushed. He did not know what to do or say. He felt a hand on his shoulder. It was Clay. Aaron turned a questioning look to that sober face. Clay did not speak aloud or even move his lips, but he said I know. I know.  
 
    “Excuse me. Once again, I must ask, what kind of slave is the Colonel looking for?” A small, neat man in a spotless uniform was peering at Aaron. Apparently, he had been yammering for some time. 
 
    “Slave?” Aaron repeated. He felt a giant hole growing in his heart, sucking everything into it. 
 
    “Yes,” replied the man, with imperturbable patience. “Captain Corinth informs me that you are in need of another one, sir. What type? For physical labor? Technical expertise? Personal attendant? Or—” 
 
    “So many ...” Aaron mumbled. 
 
    The jailer had mistaken Aaron’s silence. He believed the foreign-born young colonel to be impressed. “It’s no trouble, sir. Lots of options. I have all the forms. Feel free to look around. We have another lot coming in about 20 minutes. They’ll need to be scanned, and entered into the system, and assessed, of course, but after that, you may—Oh, here they are.” 
 
    A column of captives was entering through one of the gates. 
 
    A blackness swallowed Aaron and his limbs moved without his direction, striking out against the nearest cause. 
 
    *     *    *    * 
 
    “That was supposed to be my job!” Clay was hissing into Aaron’s ear. 
 
    Aaron, breathing heavily, found himself pressed against a wall, restrained by Clay’s massive forearm. There was a great commotion around him. Guards and jailers rushed about, holding back the swarm of newly arrived prisoners, who were straining to see what had happened. Shouts and stamping and clattering, echoing around him. The shrill blowing of a whistle. Some of the young men in the group were even struggling with their guards, thinking that a chance for escape, or at least a brawl, had arisen. The small jailer sat on the floor, eyes wide and blinking, holding a reddened hand to his temple.  
 
    “Your job?” Aaron stammered. 
 
    “The distraction. Yes. I thought I was supposed to do that,” Clay repeated. 
 
    “You were. I just got … overwhelmed.” 
 
    “So did he,” Clay replied, looking at the stupefied jailer on the floor. 
 
    From nowhere, Captain Corinth materialized. “Colonel Castillian, did the sergeant insult you? Did he threaten you? Did he strike you? If not, I must protest against your behavior.”  
 
    Why is he smiling? Aaron thought. In a flash, he realized, and Corinth, almost gleeful, couldn’t resist revealing it himself. 
 
    “I am afraid, Colonel, that I am obligated to report this incident to General Druxa. If there has been a threat to the Colonel’s safety, he would certainly wish to know. Or if, perhaps, the Colonel has … acted rashly … the General may be required to further restrict the Colonel’s freedom. For his own safety.” 
 
    Aaron felt in that instant like throwing a second punch, but he had glimpsed, through the shifting shapes and figures around him, the form of Kyla speaking intently with the warden across the room. She was showing him something in her hand. If Corinth turned around now, he would see it. 
 
    “Captain—” Aaron tried to make the rage in his voice sound like fear. “Captain, I beg you, don’t tell the general. Nothing. It was nothing. I’m perfectly fine. It was just a moment of … folly. Maybe we could come to an agreement between us?” 
 
    Corinth’s mouth twitched. He seemed to be holding back laughter. “Agreement? What do you mean by agreement?” 
 
    “I, uh, I mean, what do you mean by agreement?” 
 
    “I don’t mean anything at all. You’re the one who used the word.” 
 
    “Did I? I don’t remember. Now, look here, what about getting some slaves?” 
 
    “The Colonel wishes to simply drop the matter of the … encounter he just had?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I do.” Aaron glanced at Kyla and the warden. The latter appeared to be growing agitated. He gesticulated dramatically. 
 
    “I can’t guarantee,” Corinth began slowly, savoring the words, “that this encounter will not be reported to the Chief General.” He crossed his arms and began to turn around. 
 
    “Wait!” Aaron cried. 
 
    Corinth froze and pinned Aaron with an intense look. 
 
    “Wait …” Aaron repeated, his mind reeling. “What—what can you guarantee?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean—can’t you … can’t you guarantee my safety? Isn’t that your job? I was almost killed. Maybe Druxa should hear about that.” 
 
    Corinth shrugged. “Almost killed? You weren’t even touched.” He began to turn once again. 
 
    “Hang on—” Aaron began, but he found himself at a loss for words when Corinth’s gaze was again upon him. 
 
    Clay coughed. “I believe, sir, that you were going to ask the Captain’s opinion on which slaves you should purchase.” 
 
    Aaron let out a quiet sigh. He nodded. “That’s right.” 
 
    “Slaves?” Corinth's usual dull tone returned. “How many do you want to buy, sir?” 
 
    “All of them,” Aaron replied. This at least was true. 
 
    “Don’t be absurd,” Corinth spat. 
 
    “I’m serious.” 
 
    But before the argument could proceed further, a number of guards approached Clay, Corinth, and Aaron and ordered them out. Corinth protested and reminded the guards of his own rank and Aaron’s, but to no avail. 
 
    “Look, sir, do it as a favor. We’re about to have a riot on our hands, here. Please. Leave. You can come back when things quiet down.” 
 
    And in a few moments, they stood outside in the cold air, trying to blink away the sun, stabbing their weakened vision. 
 
    Where is she?  
 
    Aaron scanned his surroundings. The blue electromagnetic wall had re-formed behind them, sealing off the sound, the smell, and the suffering within the Processing Center and concealing it from the world. And it had captured Kyla.  
 
    Corinth was already walking into the miasmic cityscape, shaking his head. “What disrespect …” he mumbled. 
 
    “We can’t leave without Kyla,” Aaron called after him. 
 
    Corinth stopped and turned. “Who?” 
 
    “The slave girl.” 
 
    “Ah. You weren’t exchanging her, then?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Corinth waved a dismissive hand and turned away again. “I’ll send someone over to recover her tomorrow. I’m not going back in there after the way we’ve been treated.” 
 
    Aaron was preparing to fight another battle with Corinth when he felt a touch on the arm. Kyla stood there, shivering in the watery sunlight.  
 
    “You’re out,” Aaron stated, brows raised. “How? Do you have …” 
 
    “We can’t talk here,” she hissed. 
 
    And they set off after Corinth into the maze of visions. 
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    Several hours passed before Aaron and Kyla had a chance to speak again. Back at the estate, Corinth reported to Druxa over his comm, and then strutted and lectured, a triumphant rooster. He insisted on watching Aaron closely for the afternoon. Aaron did nothing but stare at the wall in his suite, trying to process what he had seen and consumed with worry that Kyla might have failed in her mission. At length, Corinth grew tired of watching his immobile prisoner and turned the task over to one of his subordinates, whom Aaron paid to leave him in peace. In the process of accessing his digital wallet, he noted that a new limit had been placed on his daily expenditures—no doubt the work of Corinth’s appeals to Druxa. Aaron relaxed a little at last. He had long since swept his room for security cameras and disabled them. He paid the guards to keep quiet about that too. 
 
    Either Kyla had been waiting and watching, or she had an instinctive sense that Aaron was alone, for she appeared shortly after the guard disappeared, slipping without noise into the room. Aaron sprang to his feet. “Did you get it?” 
 
    Her face lay half in darkness as the evening sun elongated the shadows into a grasping finger, stretching out from the objects in Aaron’s room that cast them. She held her head still in the bent and tired but determined posture she had used when crossing through the sea of holograms in the city. She didn’t answer, and after a moment Aaron, breathless, repeated the question.  
 
    She nodded. “Yes. I have the data.” 
 
    Aaron collapsed onto a chair and sighed. “Thank heavens. How did you get out?” 
 
    Her jaw tightened. “When the Warden saw that you had left without me, he was just about ready to put me back on the market and sell me again, but I explained to him who you were.” 
 
    “And that did the trick.” Aaron smiled grimly but not without relish. 
 
    “No, but paying him with some more of your money did,” she replied as she came forward into the room and sat across from him. She crossed her legs and her back was straight. There was a firmness in her manner that Aaron did not know how to interpret. 
 
    “Well, anyway, the important thing is that you got the data.” 
 
    She turned her face away, toward the window, which was filled now with a rosy light, the sun having just set. the city’s speckled nightscape was beginning to emerge. A hovercraft throbbed through the sky at a short distance, then faded away, a mechanical spirit summoned by some conjuror distant in the gloam. 
 
    Aaron frowned. “You got the data, right?”  
 
    She swung her head back to him. “Yes, I already told you that.” 
 
    “Well, have you looked at it? Will you be able to sort through it somehow? I can give you the approximate dates that my family could have come in because it can’t have been more than a week before I arrived, and that was on—”  
 
    She interrupted. “I should be able to write some program to sort it, yes. The date range will be helpful.” 
 
    Aaron rose to his feet again. “Great. Let’s get started then. Put it up on the monitor over here.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A transport passed overhead, sending pulses vibrating through the whole building. 
 
    He stared down at her. “Somehow, I knew you were going to say that. What’s the matter, Kyla?” 
 
    “I will give you the data and help you sort it on one condition,” she answered in a flat voice. 
 
    “What condition?” 
 
    “My freedom.” 
 
    He sat down abruptly. “You’re joking.” 
 
    “I’m not. I want you to set me free.” 
 
    Aaron didn’t know what to say, so he said, “You know I can’t do that. You’re being irrational.”  
 
    “Irrational?” she screeched, suddenly on her feet, bursting from her composed shell, tears and anguish flashing in her eyes. “Is it irrational to want freedom? Is it irrational to be myself again? Is it irrational to want to go home? I had a family too, once. Now, all I have to remember them by is a place … a place far away from here.” She swayed. Then she blinked away the tears furiously and took a threatening step toward him. “You try living with no rights, no dignity, no humanity. Treated like an animal, or worse, year after bloody year. Subject to the whims of your master, the whims—sometimes—of evil men. When you have done that, you can call me irrational. That fate you’re so desperate to save your family from? I’ve lived it, Aaron. I’ve already lived it. And when I try to stand up for myself, this is what I get!” She pointed to the scar on her face. “I—I can’t do it anymore. Being back in that prison, that pit, today—and those cursed visions—it’s too much. I have to get out of here.” A sob swallowed her words, and she crumpled to the floor, where she sat clutching her knees, rocking, rocking, rocking. 
 
    Aaron felt suddenly very young and very inexperienced. He had seen suffering, and he had experienced suffering—far more in the past months than he had ever known before. But grappling with his own pain—or even witnessing that of others from a distance—was one thing. This was different. This was close-up and raw. He felt utterly lost and useless, and for a long moment, he considered walking out of the room. He was aware, too, of an unexpected anger and resistance toward her idea that threatened to stifle him. But just as quickly, the battle inside was over. 
 
    He knelt beside her and touched her shoulder. “Kyla, of course I’ll make you free once we find them. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner. But where will you go? And how soon?” 
 
    She kept rocking, rocking. “I’ll go home,” she murmured, and that was all he could get out of her. 
 
    *     *    *    * 
 
    A dull haze hung over the following months. When Druxa returned from his inspections, though he was polite as ever, something had changed in his manner, and he had a series of plans for Aaron, whose schedule would become much fuller than before. He was sent to the Academy for courses in military strategy taught in part by General Groves, whose agile mind impressed Aaron, though his lumbering temper did not. He was trained to become fluent in Voturan as well, which was not as difficult as he expected, the language being a close cousin to Taurusian, and both of them derived from English. Aaron was also sent to the Gym for weapons training where a muscular Voturan sergeant drilled him mercilessly. The High Command forced Aaron to log many hours in the ARCU as well, scouting and surveying, though the missions lacked danger or significance enough to rival his first. The one advantage, however, was the opportunity to speak with Formos, who, oddities notwithstanding, showed genuine originality of thought and even friendship towards Aaron. There were even times, perched there in the sky, unmoored from earth and gravity and hurt, that Aaron could almost forget the pain.  
 
    Aaron was not permitted to leave his estate at first, but when he gave Druxa his explanation of the events at the Processing Center, it became clear to both of them that Corinth had exaggerated the truth, and the restrictions were lightened accordingly. Aaron’s spending limit was increased, and he was allowed walks, though not without a supervising guard, and he was not allowed near the Processing Center. On one of these walks and at another of Druxa’s parties, Aaron was able to see and speak to Antonia, and he found her warmth unwavering, despite the awkwardness of their first meeting. These brief encounters stood out in the midst of those dark days like stars seen suddenly through a gap in the clouds at night.  
 
    Usually, after grueling days of training, Aaron tumbled into bed exhausted in the evening, and whether through his fatigue or Corinth’s design, Aaron saw very little of his slaves and had few opportunities to learn of Kyla’s progress for some time. He had given her parameters for her work and detailed descriptions of each of his family members, in case she happened upon them in the ocean of photographs, but that was all there was time for. He had to wait until she was finished and could present him with a collection of candidates to look through, and he did not know when that would be. Days passed—long and varied in the moment, but swift and colorless when Aaron looked back on them, such that time both dragged in drudgery yet also slipped out of his grasp and vanished into a seamless mass, like the surface of the sea. 
 
    Some nights, though, he did not fall instantly asleep. He thought of all the brightly colored memories in his other lifetime and of the ghostly faces in the prison, side by side with the ghostly faces in his mind. Twice, he thought he heard Rose call his name, and he sat up suddenly in bed, blanket clutched in sweating hands, longing to save her, but the only sound was the wind rushing through the city, trying to tear away its dreams.  
 
    At the core of his being there lay a question, a question that could not be put into words, a question about how his story and the story of everyone he knew had somehow broken off in a single instant and could never be put right again. The question drifted in the limpid waters of his soul, and it had something to do—at least in his half dream-state—with Kyla and something to do with his grandfather and something to do with the fish they used to catch, but it was none of these things. The question touched on Antonia and the drones and the holograms, on his father’s decision not to leave Fen even when there were warnings of an attack, but it was none of these things. Sometimes, he thought he almost had hold of the answer and that it lay in an obscure childhood memory, or discarded at the bottom of his skiff, or had been tucked up under a bush in the wilds when he fled Fen, and he had just missed it, just missed the key that could unlock the meaning of what had happened to him. 
 
    Some answers come too late, or too early, and leave us staggering through a darkened landscape, journeying from beacon to beacon, each beacon flashing and fading from view, while we cling to the hope that we haven’t lost the way completely. 
 
    He used to visualize a point in the grand timeline where the narrative threads suddenly grew slack and unraveled. Nothing about his life or the lives of his loved ones had turned out the way he had once dreamed, the way he had once been certain they must. It seemed as though there had been some malfunction in the wheels of the universe, some kind of mistake; something busted, and he had slipped through a fissure into the void. He was living someone else’s life.  
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    The girl tilted her head toward the light streaming through the carriage window, her jawline cutting an angle against the sky, her dark hair turned to a halo in the evening gleaming. 
 
    “I’m almost starting to enjoy this part of my job,” said Aaron. 
 
    She turned to him. “Which part?” 
 
    “Escorting the General’s daughter to fancy banquets and parties and things.” 
 
    Antonia laughed—a gentle yet wild sound. “Then why do you always look so stern and dour the whole time?” 
 
    He smiled a little. “I said almost.” He looked out the window again as they passed over a stone bridge carved with twisting lions, their sinews glistening and flaring in the sunset, as though they were readying for the pounce. 
 
    She watched him for a long moment filled only with the jangling of the carriage. “You do not enjoy it, I think. At least not all of it. It is all strange to you. And you long for home.” 
 
    He met her look, surprised. “Yes—something like that. I don’t like—” he checked himself. “I don’t understand Votura. The excess. The formality—everyone stuffed, stiff, and empty somehow. False. The cruel—” he stopped again, ashamed. 
 
    “Cruelty? You think us cruel? You think me cruel?” her voice was low. 
 
    “Sorry. I forget you’re Voturan, sometimes. You—I don’t know what to make of you.” It was the truth. 
 
    “Again, you Taurusians give strange compliments.” 
 
    “Maybe it wasn’t a compliment.” But there was a smile in his voice, and she knew it. “With you—I think you’re lucky. Born into the nobility. Comforts. Protected from the dirty things that make it all possible. You don’t see everything … that goes on. And you always know what to do.” 
 
    She bit her lip. “Lucky? Maybe. I don’t know. I’ve spent my whole life training to know what to do. Every hour of every day. Year after year.” 
 
    “I guess I shouldn’t jump to conclusions.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Had he offended her? He sighed. “I just—I guess I tell you what I really think. Because you seem to understand.” 
 
    “But I don’t understand most of what you say.” This was tempered by another light laugh. 
 
    “But you’re honest about it.” 
 
    “That, maybe, is true.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why do they chant at the gatherings?” 
 
    “Chant? For Lord Asperil, of course.” 
 
    “Back to him again? Who tells you these things?” 
 
    She twisted her lips as she considered. “These are secret things, dark matters. Terrible, in a way. But very solemn. Very important. We don’t speak about them much.” 
 
    “Who decides you have to do the chanting, though?” 
 
    “About that. You might want to join in, sometimes. Just for show, at least.” 
 
    “I can’t. I just can’t. Now won’t you at least tell me who decides?” 
 
    “The High Priest, of course.” 
 
    “And who is the High Priest?” 
 
    “The greatest of us all. They say Asperil himself speaks directly to the High Priest. And he speaks to us.” She spoke in a near whisper. 
 
    “And—” he began, but he caught her look, and he felt a strange stickiness in the air between them, so he fell silent. 
 
    They had arrived at the villa. The carriage jolted, the pummeling of horses’ hooves ceased, the animals snorted. A coachman opened the door, and they stepped out. They walked up the path lined with glowing lanterns—like bulbous, otherworldly plants—toward the marbled façade of the building that swam with decorative lights and looked like bacteria teeming and scurrying under a microscope. As they drew near the heavy wooden doors, Aaron could hear the hum and murmur of the assembly, and something inside him felt tired, tired beyond words. 
 
    A touch on the elbow. Aaron started. 
 
    “Only me, Colonel, only me.” It was Fathom, smiling at him from beside a large arborvitae in the villa’s garden. He stood alone, a sparkling cocktail glass in his hand. “Beautiful evening, isn’t it?” 
 
    Aaron hesitated. Antonia had already passed on into the villa. What did this man want with him? He must want something, the way he trailed Aaron, kept appearing at the back of the room, kept sliding in unnoticed at the gatherings of Chrysoberyl’s elites, lingering just outside the spotlight, his eyes always on the young Colonel. Should he ignore him?  
 
    Anything is better than those barbarians in there. 
 
    “Yes,” said Aaron, and he stepped off the path and into the garden. 
 
    “Makes you feel alive, doesn’t it? Drinking such fine, ethereal stuff, and breathing the evening air.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you were invited to this,” Aaron replied. 
 
    Fathom laughed. “I’m not. Of course I’m not. But I have friends. And you won’t tell on me, will you?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be here either,” said Aaron. “But for different reasons.” 
 
    “It’s bold of me, I know. But it’s amazing what you can get away with when you have a little boldness.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “You suppose?” Fathom almost spat out his drink. “Why, sir, you’re living proof of it. How does Druxa keep his position? Boldness. Taking you in, treating you like royalty, even though you’re not Voturan, and making you into a weapon. It’s shrewd. It’s daring. And you, yourself, you’ve risen to the challenge amazingly. Remarkably well. Success. Power. It’s always a matter of daring. Both keeping it and gaining it in the first place.” 
 
    “Daring. Like the daring of criticizing your superior officers? The kind of daring that gets you demoted to private?” 
 
    Fathom laughed, unperturbed. “Yes, well, that did backfire a little, didn’t it? But one must try. And here I am. Still in the game. Maybe—” he paused, swirling the fizzing liquid in his mouth, running his tongue around the inside of his teeth, cheeks sucked in— “maybe more in the game than ever. People don’t pay much attention to a private, after all.” 
 
    Is he drunk? Aaron wondered. 
 
    “You know,” Fathom went on, “They say—they say—the Director himself started as a private. And if ever there was a daring man …” he trailed off and widened his eyes expressively as he took another sip. 
 
    “The Director?” Aaron was intrigued in spite of himself. 
 
    Fathom swiveled his eyes on Aaron. “Well. That’s what they say. Just old stories, maybe.” 
 
    Aaron considered the comment for a moment, then made a movement to leave. “Well …” 
 
    With sudden energy, Fathom continued. “You know what else daring is good for? Protection. Daring brings power. Power brings protection.” 
 
    Aaron straightened. Is he threatening me now? 
 
    “The best defense is a good offense and all that,” Fathom said. “Or is it the other way around?” He laughed. “One thing I know for sure. The safest man in this city—this country—is the Director. And the safest people are those he cares about. His family, for instance.” At this, Fathom looked hard at Aaron. “If he had one, which he doesn’t. Or if he cares for anyone, which I doubt.” Another laugh. “But, you can be sure, if he had a family, no one would dare lay a finger on them. And if anyone did … well—it’s gruesome to think about the possibilities, what he would have the power to do to them. What revenge the Director could bring to his enemies.” Fathom ended with a low whistle. “But it all begins with daring.” 
 
     Aaron waited for his companion to say something more, to say what he really meant, but Fathom had fallen silent. There was nothing more to be got out of him. The two of them stood in the silent garden for a minute, then two, while the party in the villa hummed on behind them. At last, Aaron turned to go, but Fathom touched him again on the elbow. “By the way, Colonel Castillian, if you ever need anything—anything at all—you can reach me here.” He handed Aaron a note. Aaron nodded, part of his mind comprehending, part of it still bewildered. A strange throbbing in his wrists. He strode toward the villa, but something flickered in the back of his mind for a long time afterward. 
 
    *    *    *    * 
 
    The series of faces rolled on like a never-ending river. It was a panoply of humanity, with grief written in their eyes, projected by the indifferent computer onto a screen in the communications room. A face, a name, a few physical characteristics, a destination—these the only faintly glowing embers of their lives. 
 
    “So, this is the reduced version of the data, right? You’ve filtered it by date range and age and so on?” 
 
    “Yes. Of course. I’m not an idiot. I’ve been working on it since the summer.” Kyla shot back. 
 
    “There’s just … so many …” Aaron shook his head, bewildered. 
 
    They had already looked through the old women from days one through six of the target timeframe. Grandma Zillia was not among them. Now they had moved into a collection of men in late middle age, searching for Dune. Face after face passed before their eyes. Some showed anger. Some showed fear. Still others showed resignation. But sadness held them all.  
 
    The scanning grew long, and the day waned. Aaron yawned. He was on his third game of chess with Eli, glancing from board to screen and back again every few seconds. He’s not here. He’s not among them. 
 
    Click. Click. Click. 
 
    Kyla kept pulling up the next and the next and the next. A few seconds were sufficient for Aaron to study each face. Then he would say, “No,” and she would move on. 
 
    “No. No. No. No. Check,” said Aaron. 
 
    Kyal turned. “What?” 
 
    “Sorry. In the game. Eli’s in check.” 
 
    Eli scrunched up his nose. “Ohhhh, you’re the worst.” Despite losing every game, Eli never grew tired of playing chess with Aaron. He seemed to have boundless energy for any activity if Aaron was involved. And Aaron found time for Eli whenever possible. 
 
    There comes a point after much toil and long waiting and repeated disappointments when the heart no longer believes success possible, even if the mind still does. Aaron had nearly reached that point. He rose to try to shake the webs of gloom and sleep that hung about his head. And as he did, he froze. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    Eli knocked over a piece in surprise. Kyla flinched. She had already clicked two faces more onto the screen because she had fallen into an unthinking pattern and did not expect Aaron ever to call out. Suddenly charged with energy, she flicked back to the face that had caught Aaron’s attention. He peered closer. 
 
    “Is it him?” she asked in a gasp. 
 
    “No. No, it is not.” 
 
    Her shoulders drooped. 
 
    “But I know him,” Aaron added. “I know this man.” 
 
    “You do? Was he from your village?” 
 
    “No. He wasn’t.” 
 
    “Then how do you know him?” Eli asked. 
 
    “His name is Owen. I met him in the woods after I escaped from Fen. He helped me, a little. He was going to show me the way to Leon. But I was being tracked by the Voturans, and we didn’t make it far. I was with him when they captured me, but I didn’t know if they got him or not.” 
 
    Kyla folded her arms. “Now you do.” 
 
    “Yes. I bet he hates me for leading them to him. He used to be a slave here, I think. But he escaped. I don’t know the full story. He was mysterious about it.” Aaron read the slave’s destination under the photograph. “‘Halls of the Grand Council.’ What’s that?” 
 
    Kyla frowned. “It’s the capitol building. Not far from the Defense Headquarters, actually. You’ve been there, right? Looks like he’s working for the government.” 
 
    Aaron tapped his fingers on the wall for several seconds, mind churning. Then he said, “Let’s find him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? Because he’s a good man who tried to help me. And it’s my fault he got captured again. Maybe I can free him. I owe him that. Besides, he’s the only other person I know who was in the vicinity of the attack on Fen. Maybe he knows something about my family. It’s a slim chance, but it’s a chance.” 
 
    “Didn’t you ask him about that when you met him?” 
 
    “He wasn’t forthcoming about much of anything. But circumstances are different now.” 
 
    She stood up and placed her hands on her hips. “You mean, circumstances like you can now bribe him with his freedom? Like you’re doing to me?” 
 
    “Hold on, there. You don’t have to make it sound so conniving. And you’re the one who brought up the freedom thing, not me. So you can’t call it bribery.” 
 
    “That’s true. You weren’t going to give me any reward for helping you.” 
 
    Curling his hands into fists, he was about to reply, but she cut him off. “What about the rest of the pictures?” 
 
    He sighed. “We can finish this group and then take a break. I’ve had enough of this for one day anyway. We need to find Owen.” 
 
    “And we’ve got to finish the game!” Eli cried. 
 
    “Of course.” 
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    Kyla and Aaron, followed by a guard, stepped off the hovercraft’s hydraulic docking arm onto the docking port connected to the Halls of the Council. A series of lies about Druxa summoning him to the Defense Headquarters had been sufficient to keep Corinth at bay and obtain travel privileges. About these deceptions, Aaron felt a kind of chill inside him, like he had sometimes experienced when fetching wood for the stove on damp spring mornings, the kind of chill that is less severe than winter’s blasts but sinks deeper into the bones, but he managed to keep it mostly at bay.  
 
    They found themselves walking through a long, clear, circular tube. The walkway passed over several immense rooms below. In one, far underneath Aaron’s feet, he could see countless officials sitting at monitor-filled desks or gesticulating with one another or speaking through headsets. A small group stood around a platform, pointing and scratching their chins. But there was nothing on the platform that Aaron could see. In the next room, a large number of bureaucrats sat in an auditorium, listening and watching intently, though whatever or whomever was on the stage remained invisible to Aaron. 
 
    “So, this is where the Council meets?” Aaron asked at length. 
 
    “Well, in this building, yes. But not in that room. The people down there are just low-level administrators. The Great Hall, where the Council assembles, is probably a mile further in, yet.” 
 
    “A mile?” 
 
    “Yes. Didn’t you see the size of the complex as we flew in?” 
 
    “I guess I wasn’t paying attention.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true. Miles and miles of these rat tunnels with enormous rooms below. That hatch leads to a lift that would take us down into the room.” 
 
    “You’ve been here before.” 
 
    “Yes. I was sent a few times to obtain licenses and file patents and things like that for the factory when I worked there.” 
 
    “So, you never saw the Council or its members yourself?” 
 
    “Me? Of course not.” 
 
    “And the Council rules all of Votura?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who’s in it? How many?” 
 
    “There are seven. Six Council Members and the Director. Each of the six major corporations—Holograms, Weapons, Solar, Manufacturing, Agriculture, Media—gets to appoint a Council Member. Often the appointed Council Member is the CEO of the corporation.” 
 
    “That sounds like a bit of an inside game,” Aaron said with a grimace. 
 
    Kyla shot a glance backward at the guard, but he appeared to be distracted by something outside the walkway—a hologram. She skewered Aaron with a bitter look. “Watch what you say, fool. You’re going to get us both in trouble.” 
 
    Aaron lifted his hands as though she were pointing a gun at him. “Sorry, sorry. Cut me some slack. Still learning.” 
 
    In a louder tone, Kyla continued. “Actually, the system is quite democratic. Technically, anyone can get voted onto the Council if they pay the Council enough money. This is meant to ensure that only people who are serious about politics can get into it. It’s just that no one other than the six corporations has enough money to earn a place on the Council. Yet, anyway.” 
 
    “But someone could?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “In theory.” 
 
    “What about the Director?” 
 
    “The Director is elected by the Council from among the Council Members. See? More democracy.”  
 
    He noted the rueful smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “Is the Director the one in charge, then?” 
 
    “No, no. Certainly not,” Kyla replied archly. “What would give you that idea? Every single decision is voted on by the Council Members because … democracy. It’s just that the Director’s vote counts as five votes.” 
 
    Aaron snorted—then shot a look at the guard, who, to Aaron’s relief, was still trailing a few paces behind and still staring through the glass wall of the walkway. Leaning closer to Kyla, he murmured, “So the Director would always get his way unless literally all the other Members sided against him.” 
 
    “Which has never happened,” she whispered back. 
 
    “So it’s a dictatorship.” 
 
    “Kind of a mix between a dictatorship and an oligarchy, really. The other Members can propose bills, for example. And, at least in theory, if they all opposed the Director on something, they’d get their way. But even then, they’d represent only the interests of the major industries.” 
 
    He nodded. “Who handles the slave trade? Another corporation?” 
 
    “That’s intertwined like an octopus with all the industries, so it’s not its own corporation. It’s managed by a special subcommittee under the Council. The Conciliar Subcommittee for the Inter-Industrial Assimilation of Aliens. Catchy, isn’t it?” 
 
    Aaron stifled a laugh. 
 
    “Ah—here we are,” she said. 
 
    They had arrived at a nexus point for the many tunnels, which radiated out in all directions from it. At the center of the node was a circular kiosk. An illuminated map of the Halls of the Council glowed on its surface along with extensive lists of names and departments. A microphone protruded from this assortment of charts. Kyla approached it, cleared her throat, and spoke into it. “Owen.” 
 
    A computerized voice—the kind of voice that always just missed the proper, natural inflection of human speech because it had no knowledge nor understanding of the integral whole of language or thought, only a vast array of particular words and details strung together without cohesion or guiding vision—responded. “There are nine-teen OWENS in the Halls. Which OWEN are you LOOKing FOR?” 
 
    Kyla looked at Aaron, eyebrows lifted. “Last name?” 
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    “Show me the list,” she said into the microphone.  
 
    A list of names and departments sprung into being on the monitor next to the microphone. Aaron scanned it. “There,” he said, pointing. “Owen Clymes. Research and Development. That’s got to be him.” 
 
    Kyla tapped the name on the screen. 
 
    “Credentials?” the computer asked with needless aggression. 
 
    Aaron, Kyla, and the yawning guard each presented their IDs for scanning.  
 
    “Welcome COLONEL Cast-eh-lee-on of the Military High ComMAND.” 
 
    “Cast-eh-lee-on?” Aaron repeated. “What the hell kind of pronunciation is that?” 
 
    The kiosk spat a handheld location finder at them with the directions to Research and Development, and they set off down a nearby tunnel. 
 
    Nonmembers of Research and Development were not allowed into the lab itself, so at its entrance, they paged Owen. Aaron’s heart tapped a little harder. This was the first time he would see or speak to anyone from that other life, the life before Chrysoberyl. Maybe that was the reason he so intensely wanted to find Owen. The former fellow traveler was a link—however fragile—to a time when all was not yet lost, like a song or a photograph or a smell encountered unexpectedly, an instantaneous transport to a memory long forgotten, the heart aching for something that cannot be got back but seizing on the sweetness of the memento. Aaron held his breath. 
 
    Owen, dressed in a long lab coat, sauntered out after a few minutes, then stood stalk still, pupils glinting at Aaron from under heavy brows.  
 
    Yep. He’s angry. 
 
    Aaron took a breath. “Remember me?” 
 
    Owen—his leathery face, his steel-colored eyes, the hard lines in the skin around the mouth, body turned halfway to the side, one shoulder slumped lower than the other, but the whole frame charged with the unmistakable latent strength that Aaron had watched propel the woodsman through the snows of that other world—seemed just the same (aside from the fact that his long hair was now pulled into a pony tail). Or did he? Grim his expression had been before, when they first met, but now there was something like a despairing amusement, even, perhaps, a mild cruelty, that shaped his features. He observed his visitors as though analyzing a map or sizing up a cliff-face he might have to climb.  
 
    At last, Aaron extended his hand. 
 
    “Hello, friend,” Owen said, but he did not take Aaron’s hand. “Nice uniform.” 
 
    “Yours too,” Aaron replied. “It looks like we both ended up in the same sort of situation. Working for—” He was going to say our enemies, but he stopped himself. “—the Voturan government.” 
 
    Owen smiled, his yellowed teeth exposed. “Yes, something like that. Except for me it’s a kind of homecoming. I’m home, you might say.” 
 
    “Were you here before, then?” asked Kyla, who was feeling ignored as Aaron and Owen assessed one another. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked, looking at her for the first time. 
 
    She pulled herself up to her full height, which was still several inches shorter than Owen. “I asked a question first.” 
 
    Owen turned back to Aaron. “She yours?” 
 
    “Yes. You could say that,” Aaron replied coolly. “This is Kyla. She helped me find you.” 
 
    “And why, Colonel,” (for he had seen the insignia on Aaron’s sleeve), “did you want to find me?” 
 
    “To thank you, first of all. You showed me some kindness at a time when I was … completely lost and alone.” Aaron dropped his gaze. An unexpected twinge inside. 
 
    Owen snorted. “Lot of good it did me! I have you to thank for my homecoming.” 
 
    Aaron pressed on. “That’s the other thing. I wanted to tell you I was sorry. I had no idea … about a lot of things. I had no idea they were following me.” 
 
    Is that a flicker of forgiveness in his face? Or mockery? 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    Aaron took a breath. “No. There’s something else, too, but it’s—confidential.” 
 
    Owen flashed a look at the guard who stood behind Aaron and Kyla and jabbed a thumb in the direction of a nearby corridor. “Get lost, soldier.” 
 
    The guard, a tall, slim man with a profusion of stubble on his face and neck, began to stammer a retort, but Aaron turned to him also and said, “It’ll be worth your while.” The guard withdrew. 
 
    “We can talk in my office,” said Owen. He led them through a door next to the lab, down a short tunnel, and into a spacious room. Two monitors hung on the walls over a desk and chairs. Several projectors lay on top of one another in the corner. Scraps of paper littered with numbers, formulas, and diagrams lay crumpled like fallen leaves on the desk and floor. Owen motioned them to a bench against one wall, where they sat down. He took the chair behind the desk, crossed his legs and cupped his hands on his knee. 
 
    “What do you want from me, and what are you offering?” 
 
    “You don’t beat around the bush, do you,” Kyla mumbled, arms folded in front of her. 
 
    “No, Kira, I don’t. I’ve lost enough time in my life already. I’m not going to lose any more.” 
 
    “It’s Kyla.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    Aaron let his words come rushing out, both to prevent further conflict between the other two and because he knew he had only a little time before Owen lost all patience and sent them away. “Owen, I want to free you—even if you can’t give me the thing I came for. It’s the least I can do for you. You don’t want to stay here and invent technologies for the Voturans. You hate them—maybe as much as I do. I want to get you out.” 
 
    Owen raised one eyebrow. “Now, there’s an interesting idea.” His tone defied the statement. 
 
    “You don’t believe I can?”  
 
    Owen ran his tongue along his lower lip. “Well, that’s the interesting part. I believe you’d actually have a shot at it. From what I’ve heard, you are pretty valuable to the Voturans.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Kyla demanded. 
 
     “Well, Katrina, they hunted him down in the wilds. They didn’t enslave him. Instead, they made him a colonel of the Military High Command, by the look of it. He must have something … some expertise or something—unless he was simply a spy all along and they sent him to track me down. Either way, I would say Aaron has some real power and influence.” 
 
    “A spy?” Aaron croaked. His fingernails bit into his palms. “Are we back to that?” The coals inside him were fanned into flame. 
 
    Owen shrugged. “Well, you tell me. Last time I saw you, you had found me in the middle of the wilderness. You had a story about being a fugitive. As soon as we joined forces, the Vanguards showed up and took me back into captivity. Now, next time I see you, you’re wearing a Voturan officer uniform. What am I supposed to think?” 
 
    Aaron blinked. Strangely, this perspective had not occurred to him until Owen articulated it. Of course. Of course, he’s not going to believe me. Even the anger fizzled out. How could he blame Owen for coming to this conclusion? 
 
    He was stunned into silence. 
 
    Kyla, however, was not. “A spy?! Are you a lunatic?! You should see how they treat him. They keep him under lock and key! They force him to work for them because of his power with holograms. Why do you think that stupid guard is with us?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. To protect you from me, perhaps?” 
 
    “Look,” Aaron broke in. “If I was a spy, and my mission was to capture you, why would I show up here months after completing the job? Why would I ever talk to you again?” 
 
    “You were sent to investigate me. To find out if I was trying to escape again,” Owen retorted with venom in his voice. 
 
    “You’re paranoid,” Aaron shot back. 
 
    “Am I?” A thin, lifeless smile spread slowly on his face, just as a leaf slowly curls up and dries out when held to a flame. “I think, friend, that if you had been torn from your home by invaders and brought to live in this haunted place with your wife and daughter; if you were separated from them and forced to invent things for your captors; if you had then tried to rescue your family, watched them get killed in the process, and then, after you’d finally escaped, been recaptured and brought back to the hell you had left—if you had been through all that, then you, too, would be paranoid, as you put it.” 
 
    After a long silence that seemed to bring along with it a darkness over the room,  Aaron finally said, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. But the offer still stands. I will try to get you freed if you ask it.” 
 
    “Freedom?” the word rang out hollow in that confined room. “What use is freedom to me now? I tried that once. It only brought more pain.” 
 
    “All right,” said Aaron, quietly. “Have it your way. You can’t say I didn’t try.” And he rose to go. 
 
    But Kyla leaned forward, unshaken by the brooding hatred prowling in Owen’s eyes.  “Aaron—I mean Colonel Castillian—wants to know if you know anything about his family. He thinks they were captured in the attack on Fen. Did you witness anything when you were traveling through the area? Or have you heard any word of them since you came to Chrysoberyl? You can believe we’re spies all you want. I can’t change that. But we’re begging you to tell us if you have any information. You may have lost everything, but he hasn’t, yet. Don’t you at least want to spare others from the suffering you’ve endured?” 
 
    No one, not even Owen, could have doubted the sincerity in her words. He examined her face, bent towards him, tilted toward the light, glowing with passion, deeply etched by the chisel of her own loss and the loss she hoped to prevent for Aaron. 
 
    Finally, in a gruff voice but with the sting gone out of it, he said, “I've learned nothing of them. I’m sorry. You had best leave.” 
 
    Kyla stood up slowly and joined Aaron at the door. Aaron gave Owen a terse nod, but just before they left, Owen stopped them: “Wait,” he said. “This power with holograms you claim to have—what is it?” 
 
    Aaron turned back to Owen, who still sat in the chair behind the desk. “If I tell you, will take my word that I’m not a spy?” 
 
    Owen said nothing for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    Aaron explained. Owen would not believe it at first, but after several tests using the projectors in the office, he finally accepted the explanation. He could not deny the obvious truth. When the full force of it had settled upon him, he leaned back in his chair, hands behind his head, and let out a low whistle. “Remarkable. And you don’t know the cause of it?”  
 
    Aaron shook his head. 
 
    “If I was you,” Owen said, “I’d try to find out.” 
 
    Kyla’s gaze dropped to the floor. 
 
    Owen’s eyes wandered to the ceiling, hung there, his brow furrowed. After a moment, he said, “I suppose I owe you an apology. But I’m not ready to pay that debt just now. Leave.” 
 
    And they did. 
 
    In the labyrinthine corridors of the Halls of the Council, the colonel and the slave walked in silence together until, casting a cautious, pained, and hope-tinted glance, she said, “I’m sorry it was a dead-end,” and he turned his face to the white, sun-washed sky as they burst from the bowels of the building, heartsick.  
 
    Shrugging, he answered, “No matter. We tried.” 
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    General Druxa himself strode into Aaron’s suite. An unexpected arrival. Aaron knew why he’d come. Five months after Aaron’s journey to the Halls of the Council, reports came that Taurus—he thought of it as Taurus now, sometimes, and not my country—had attacked. In need of raw resources for silicon to manufacture solar panels as their cities and outposts developed, they sought to expand into the deserts on the western edge of Voturan territory. So Voturan intel reported, anyway. And retaliation for Operation Stormcloud seemed a probable motive too. The incursion began with isolated missile and drone strikes and cyberattacks, followed by ground troops and occupation—the most serious provocation from Taurus in more than a decade. This movement brought the Taurusian forces into conflict with Votura’s 81st Airborne, Alpha Drone Strikeforce, and C21 Mech Brigade, based out of Lazolai, and making up Votura’s primary field army in the region. The past months had evaporated for Aaron in a barrage of conferences, arguments, councils, alarms, and reconnaissance flights with Grild’s replacement, Alexios, and the trusty Formos in the ARCU. They had avoided detection and used enhanced optics to view the enemy position from a distance, Aaron marking out which forces were real, which fake; but even without facing surface-to-air missiles, the trips had been harrowing and exhausting. Aaron had forgotten the meaning of sleep. His head pulsated with a headache, the pangs like thin needles shoving into his brain and eyes repeatedly. A lull in activity at Defense Headquarters had afforded him a scrap of a rest, and he had rushed back to the estate and collapsed in his room. But now, even this was to be yanked from him, like a shred of meat from a starving dog. 
 
    Aaron refused to stand or salute. 
 
    “What’s happened?” he asked. 
 
    “They’ve taken the outskirts of Gosyryl.” 
 
    Aaron sat up. Sooner than expected, he thought. 
 
    “I have a map, dear Colonel. Show me again, if you would be so kind.” Druxa’s eyes were red and puffy. But even in this state, pushed to the edge of the cliff by the events of the previous week, he maintained his manners. 
 
    Aaron studied the map for a moment. “This is real. This is not. This is not. This is not. This is,” he said, pointing to the markers of the Taurusian units. 
 
    “Wonderful, wonderful,” Druxa murmured as he ran a hand over his forehead. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Aaron said flatly. 
 
    “Don’t understand what, Colonel?” 
 
    “If you withdrew this battalion to here—because I told you they don’t need to be over there, there’s nobody there to fight—if you withdrew them to Gosyryl, how has it fallen so quickly?” 
 
    “But we did not withdraw them to Gosyryl.” 
 
    Aaron stood up. “Why on earth not?”  
 
    “You will forgive some of the notions of some of the members of the High Command. It appears that not everyone, in this instance, has such faith in you as I do.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I’ve won you every battle you’ve wanted me to.” 
 
    “Ah, quite so. Against Sarpedon and the rebels, yes. But against Taurus? Against your own people? Will it be the same? That is the question that some have raised.” 
 
    “Even now, you doubt my loyalty?” Instinctually, Aaron knew that this was an opportunity to play up his trustworthiness. 
 
    Druxa shook his head violently and waved his hands before him. “No, no, no, no, no. Not I. Others.” 
 
    Aaron remained incredulous. “But you’re the Chief General. You make the final decisions. Just tell them to believe me.” 
 
    Druxa laughed, tilted his head, squinted at Aaron. “If only it were so simple. I, too, must play the game, you know. I can’t make too many enemies. But we will prove to them your loyalty, will we not?” 
 
    A tremor touched Aaron’s heart. Screams and clouds of smoke as black as ebony flashed through his mind. The surge of water, then rising up to the electrified air and roar of sound. Fen the crumpled bones of a town. Fen become a mass grave. But the faces of his family were there, too, his family who might not be beyond saving. The familiar fire torched his chest and his hand shook, but he had taught himself ways to hide it. 
 
    Not now. Not now. I can’t afford to think that way now. I can’t afford the anger. The only thing that matters is finding them, saving them. So close now. Must avoid suspicion. 
 
    “Yes,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Excellent!” Druxa exploded with good humor. “All of the doubters, all of the heretics, all of the heathen—they will see, will they not? They will be reminded of who you are. The glory of Votura and our own significance, yours and mine, will increase.” Druxa’s forehead glistened.  
 
    Aaron forced his eyes back to the map. At that moment, Clay and Aurora entered, carrying with them Aaron’s dinner, but neither he nor the general took notice. Aaron sucked breath into his lungs, held it, tasted it, let it out slowly. His mind whirred with calculations and probabilities. He could almost see the units move on the map according to his will—the give and take, the dance, the coordination, the tightening of the noose, the deadlock, and then, when all was in position, the deathblow that would end the enemy offensive. It seemed so clear to him. He decided to try selling it to Druxa. 
 
    “Well, you’ve made things harder on yourselves by giving up Gosyryl, but anything can be turned to an advantage. Let them in. Let them be the spearhead. We want the whole force to follow their lead, thinking that they’re sinking the blade into our side as they push deeper in. But meanwhile the 3rd battalion will be encircling from the west. They can march right through this enemy fortification because it doesn’t exist. The 8th battalion and this detachment of mechs will hold position here to the southeast. They won’t be overrun because they’re actually facing only half, maybe two-thirds, of the troops you think they are. So let the Taurusians push into the town and through it, but hold these two edges. Let them think they’ve broken through our line, but in reality, you retreat it. You keep some 10 to 20 miles ahead of them. And down here you have the pincer movement. You envelope them and what do you have? You have an operational cauldron to entrap them. If these two forces can’t quite connect behind Gosyryl, you use holograms to fill the gap. And there you have it. They’re surrounded. Or at least they think they are. You cut off their supply and reinforcements, and you demolish.” 
 
    Aaron ended and met Druxa’s gaze. Druxa glanced from Aaron to the map and back again. He nodded, slowly: “I think you are right. I had the same idea in mind, but there are risks.”  
 
    “Risks?” 
 
    “Well, because of our passive approach, because we don’t hit them hard right away but lure them into our trap, it’s possible we’ll stress the line too much. It’s possible our line won’t hold. The situation could escalate very quickly if that were to happen.” 
 
    “It’s worth the risk,” said Aaron. 
 
    Druxa nodded again. “Just so,” he said. Then, snatching up the map, he was gone as quickly as he had come. 
 
    Clay shuffled forward from the perimeter of the room and set a plate of food before Aaron. Aurora filled a glass with some effervescent liquid and handed it to him. He fell upon his meal like a predator on prey. “Thank you,” he mumbled through bites. 
 
    Aurora, standing tall and erect and composed, watched him eat. Aaron let out a sigh of satisfaction through his nose as he chewed. He stopped and looked at her. “Is something the matter?” 
 
    “No, sir—at least, I hope not.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She pursed her lips. “Well, you look tired, sir.” 
 
    “Stop calling me ‘sir,’ damn it!”  
 
    She said nothing, and Aaron regretted the outburst. “Sorry—I’m sorry. But I’ve told you before, you can call me Aaron. At least when there’s no one else around. I didn’t mean to shout, though. I’m a little fried from the past few days.” 
 
    “That’s what I mean, si—Aaron. Don’t they allow you any rest?” 
 
    “This is it. Right here, right now.” He smiled with half his mouth. 
 
    “The war … it goes well?” 
 
    Aaron wiped his mouth with his sleeve. Then, seeing the grease mark on the uniform, tried to scrub it off. “As well as can be hoped.” 
 
    She clicked her tongue and stepped toward him. “Here—let me take that. I will clean it for you. And … do you hope, Aaron?” 
 
    “Thank you.” Aaron gratefully removed his stiff jacket and handed it to her. “Hope what?” 
 
    She folded the jacket over her arm. She had long since learned how to fold neatly and swiftly with one hand. “For victory. Over Taurus.” 
 
    Aaron paused with his fork suspended in the air, halfway to his mouth. He set it down on the plate with a clatter. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It’s just … would you really hope to defeat your own people?” 
 
    Aaron felt as though he had been standing in a snowstorm for many hours and pitiless wind had suddenly torn away his cloak, leaving him exposed to the flurry of flake and chill. His hand went to his forehead and he rubbed his brow, as if to scour away a stain. 
 
    “And what business is it of yours? You’re a slave, not a soldier. You don’t know what it is like to be in the High Command. You’re not one of them.” His voice came taut and pitched, a rope stretched to its limit. 
 
    Aurora’s eyes narrowed, and she began to speak in the scolding tone she used with Eli so as to keep him from corruption, from getting carried away by the dark tides of that dark dream they inhabited, when Clay interrupted. 
 
    His voice, though always low and slow, rang deeper and richer than usual, like the voice of the earth itself. “You are not one of them, either, Aaron.” 
 
    Aaron looked at him in surprise, stricken, miserable. “How do you know? Who can say what I am anymore?” 
 
    “I know,” said the older man, seating himself beside Aaron and clasping his hands together, “because you are different. I don’t know why you are fighting the Taurusians, but it’s not because you’ve become Voturan.” 
 
    Aaron tightened his jaw and stared straight ahead, past Clay and Aurora, gazing at the city out his window, where the shining buildings rose up like a cluster of crystal. “I fight because I have to. I fight for my family.” 
 
    “Your family?” Aurora questioned, taking the chair across from him. 
 
    “Yes. I am working always to find them. I believe they may have been captured shortly before I was and brought to the Processing Center. I believe they must be here, somewhere in the Voturan Empire, and I’ve got to save them. I know what happens to slaves. I—I can see it …” His eyes grew wide. “My brother, on the battlefield, to be torn to shreds as cannon fodder or cast down in the mines, never to see the sun or stars again. My mother and sister sold on the market to be the sport of some corrupt politician. My grandmother and my father, sent to one of those cursed factories …” 
 
    He trailed off.  
 
    “Pray it isn’t a factory,” Aurora whispered, staring with glassy eyes at the stump at the end of her forearm. “Dangerous … “But why does that mean you must use your ability against your own countrymen?” Clay pressed, leaning forward with searching eyes. 
 
    “Don’t you see?” Aaron cried, a wild, storm-wracked note in his voice. “Don’t you understand? As long as I am valuable to the Voturans, as long as I hold some power and influence, I have a chance of finding my family and freeing them. But if I refuse to do what they ask, or if they realize that I have no loyalty to them, or if I undermine them in any way, everything collapses. At best, they’ll keep me locked in a cage and bring me out like some kind of trained animal, some kind of bloodhound, when they need me to see through some holograms. I’ll have no freedom. No chance of rescuing my family. At worst, they’ll kill me.” 
 
    A long silence followed. Aaron’s mouth contorted in a strange shape, eyes still fixed on the City of Dreams, separated from him only by a thin pane of glass. He would not cry. He would not allow weakness. 
 
    Clay placed a hand on his shoulder and spoke softly. “But, Aaron, you are aiding your own enemies. You are helping them to kill more people. Soldiers, yes. That’s bad enough. But even civilians. After they have defeated the Taurusian army, what do you think they will do to the civilians who supported the invaders?” 
 
    Aaron turned furiously toward him. “You think I don’t know all this? You think I don’t feel the weight of it on my heart every single moment of every single day? You think I don’t hear the screams and see the blood and see the accusing stares at night when I try to go to sleep? I lived it! I was one of those civilians! I know. But I have no choice.” 
 
    Clay remained unmoved, a mountain against which the battering of the storm has no effect. He spoke as slowly and simply as ever. “You always have a choice. That is the burden of living with the code. We are the ones who must make the impossible decisions. But we can’t pretend there are no decisions to make. We can’t walk blindly, acting on instinct and appearance, like they do. But you are different. You treat us differently than any master we have ever had. And you resist the holograms.” 
 
    Aaron lifted his weary head, eyes shimmering. In a tone of infinite fatigue, he said, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t just mean that you can see through them physically, though that is significant. You see through them psychologically and spiritually. You understand them in a way that almost no one does. It is not just that they are dangerous to the body—through military trickery or what have you. They are dangerous to the soul. They seduce the mind. They enslave the passions. They have all the glimmer and the flash and sparkle, all the appeal of reality, but they have no substance, no essence—” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it!” Aaron cried, strangely revived. He realized suddenly that he had long wanted someone to say these words. 
 
    Clay continued with composure. “Somewhere in our darkened past, we made a terrible deal. We agreed to disconnect ourselves. Disconnect from reality in exchange for power—or the illusion of power. We wished to remake the world in our own image. We could control reality, we thought, create marvels of untold wonder with just the click of a button, form our environment to fit ourselves, change what we didn’t like, add what we did, make every fantasy swim before our eyes, limited only by our imagination. Never before had we wielded such creative power. Intoxicated. We grew intoxicated by it. All we had to do was hand over our connection to the world as it really is. It seemed a simple enough exchange. After all, we didn’t like the world as it was—dirty and hard and painful, with tears and blood and guilt. And so we made the deal. We didn’t realize that we were losing ourselves in the process. What makes us who we are if not our ability to know the real world and one another? But if I’ve sold myself to the world of holograms, then I believe only what I see, only what appears to my senses, and I don’t care if there’s any substance behind it or not—nothing there for me to know. And if I no longer care about what is really there, then I no longer care about the substance of another human being, either. I can see a real one or a fake one—they look the same. It makes no difference to me. The human form is cheap. So is it any wonder that war and slavery and human sacrifice—I see the look on your face, but what did you think the offering to Lord Asperil in the temple was?—is it any wonder that these things followed swiftly on our surrender to the hologram?”  
 
    He brought his fist down on the table, not in anger, but in an outward sign of condemnation.  
 
    “If we cannot even value and respect a rock or a tree or a cold creek for being real, for simply being what it is, then we cannot value and respect each other. If we try to bend and shape the world to our will, then we will bend and shape other human beings in the attempt. This is why we must be different from them, from the ones who have sold themselves, the ones who no longer believe in anything, who do not value human lives—whether they be Voturan or Taurusian, whether they have power over us or not.”  
 
    Aaron lowered his eyes and considered Clay’s words for a long time.  
 
    The room lay in absolute silence. The smooth, metallic table before Aaron reflected his face and the faces of the two slaves, the slaves who possessed more freedom, perhaps, than Aaron himself. He studied his image there, glossy and ghostly. His cheeks looked empty, his mouth strained and bent. The hollow of his eyes seemed sunk in shadow. 
 
    At last, he said, “I won’t say that you’re wrong. But it’s too simple. You don’t understand the complexity of my position, the complexity of the situation. No choice. I have no choice.” 
 
    At that moment, Antonia glided into the room. 
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    With grace, she bowed. “Colonel Castillian, I am sorry for my unannounced arrival. Are you otherwise engaged?” 
 
    Aaron, with a sudden tingling in his chest, stood up abruptly, upsetting his plate of food. The slaves stood up a moment later. 
 
    He swore, staring at the now messy table. “Sorry—yes, no, I am not otherwise engaged.”  
 
    She laughed. “Excellent.” She stood before him with silver jewels in her hair, like glittering constellations, and a thick braid over her shoulder, her face luminous with undisguised pleasure at seeing him. She wore a long tunic with a wide, silver belt, the buckle carved with the shapes of leaves and vines. The familiar yet mysterious peace of her came upon him, such as he had only known back in Fen, and even then, only rarely, when he was alone in the skiff and the reeds rustled and water lapped and shimmered among the islands, right out to the edge of the horizon, right out to the edge of unknown possibility, and the sky began to sigh into night, and the coordinates of the universe, for one breathless moment, clicked into place. 
 
    Clay and Aurora bowed and disappeared. 
 
    Aaron led Antonia to the couch, and they sat down side by side. “So—why—why are you here?” 
 
    “Are you not happy to see me?” Her look was somewhere between teasing and concerned. 
 
    He almost leapt from his seat—“No! It’s not that.” 
 
    “Are you sure? My visit is not urgent. I can come back another time.” 
 
    “No!” he almost shouted. “Don’t go!” 
 
    She sat quite still. 
 
    He laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to shout at you. I have a terrible habit of doing that. I just meant that I am glad to see you and that you should stay. It’s been—what?—almost two months since the Jasmine Ball? Or was it at the conference your father gave that we last spoke? Too long, anyway. Especially when you have as few real friends as I do.” 
 
    She crossed her legs and tilted her head. “Have you still no friends here?” 
 
    “Just a few,” he said as he sat down by her again. “And you, I’m happy to say, are one of them.” 
 
    She smiled. In that moment, he craved a camera with which he could capture that look of hers and keep it safe from the greed of time forever. But the smile faded, and she placed a hand on his arm. “Oh, but look! You are so tired. I can see it in your eyes. Are you well?”  
 
    “Me? Of course. A little tired, yes, I guess. It’s been a long week. And it doesn’t help when I get into arguments with the slaves.” 
 
    “Are they being troublesome? I’m sure my father would be happy to arrange for replacements if—” 
 
    “No,” he cut her off. “Absolutely not. I may not agree with them on everything. They may be difficult sometimes. But they are not replaceable. No one is.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “Are you so attached to mere slaves?” 
 
    He took her hand imploringly. “Mere slaves? Is that how you, too, think of them, Antonia? Can’t you see that they are human beings like any other?” 
 
    She almost withdrew her hand at this, but she did not. Instead, she studied him carefully, glanced at the floor, then back at him. Very slowly, as though she were navigating a dangerous ledge, she said, “That is not the usual way to think of them in Votura …” 
 
    His shoulders slumped. 
 
    “However,” she went on, “I understand what you mean. In fact, I have often felt that way myself, but I never said it, because I was afraid of being laughed at.” She finished with a sort of questioning look. 
 
    “I knew you would understand!” he exclaimed, almost laughing. 
 
    She smiled another mesmerizing smile. “Yes, of course you wouldn’t want different servants. They are your other friends, are they not?” 
 
    “I—I suppose so. But even if they weren’t my friends, they’re still people.” 
 
    “Of course. They should be treated well. I think it’s lovely that you see it that way.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you.” The fatigue struck him again, and he stifled a yawn.  
 
    She sighed. “My father works you hard. I know. Or else I am boring you?” Now the teasing tone was definite. 
 
    “No, of course you’re not boring me. You know that very well.” 
 
    “Good. I am glad.” 
 
    He slapped his forehead. “I am a terrible host! I apologize. Can I get you anything to eat or drink?” 
 
    “Don’t concern yourself about that.” 
 
    “No, really, it’s no trouble.” 
 
    He went to the kitchen and took something from the cooler and brought it back to her on the couch. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. I could use a drink myself, actually, after this past week.” 
 
    He went back to the kitchen and poured himself a glass of wine. He returned to her, and they both drank deeply. Then she asked, “And the work makes you tired?” 
 
    “The work is draining. But …” He bit his lip. “But it is necessary.” 
 
    “That was actually the main reason I wanted to see you. To thank you, with all my heart, for everything you have done for us and continue to do for us.” 
 
    He forced a smile, though inwardly he felt a stab of pain and the specter of another unpleasant and accusatory feeling. He took another swallow of wine. 
 
    “What? What is it, Aaron? You have a look about you.” 
 
    “Is it so obvious?” 
 
    “To me it is.” Her eyes were steady. 
 
    He gripped her hand more tightly. “I don’t know how much you know about the situation. I probably shouldn’t even tell you this, but there’ve been continued attacks on our frontiers. I think we finally have things under control. But … but the attackers are … Taurusian.” 
 
    She gave a start. “Oh! It can’t be!” She shook her head, at a loss, catching the grief in his face that he no longer tried to hide. “I’ve seen the news, of course, but they keep so much hidden. They said it was just a small band of rebels.” She shook her head again. “I don’t know what to say,” she added after a moment. 
 
    “Nothing.” He stared at the floor, sunk in upon himself. “There is nothing to say.” 
 
    Several second passed, the only sound the occasional rumble or murmur of a passing hovercraft. 
 
    “Yes, there is,” she whispered. “There is this to say: I’m sorry. I know this must be—a horror for you. A nightmare. I am so, so sorry. To have to fight your own people …” 
 
    He looked up and met her eyes and saw the shimmer of tears in them. Those eyes, both known and unknown, looking so full. In a low tone, he answered her, “If anyone could understand, it would be you. I knew it would be you, Nia.” The last words were a whisper. 
 
    She smiled a little. “No one except my parents has ever called me that before.” Then she added in a near whisper, “I’m so sorry for everything, Aaron,” and she reached up, hesitatingly, and touched his chin with her fingertips. He took her hand in his and brought it to rest on his knee.  
 
    They sat that way, facing one another, fingers linked, for a long, bright moment.  
 
    Then Antonia leaned toward him, and their lips met. 
 
    At that moment, Kyla entered. She almost dropped the data storage unit she held in her hand. Silently, she saw all, understood all. Without a word, she spun on her heel and disappeared. Aaron jumped to his feet. He stopped, turned to Antonia—“Sorry! I—” and then rushed out of the room. 
 
    “Kyla!” he called. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Leaving.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You’re clearly preoccupied. I’ll come back later.” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    She wouldn’t wait but slipped into the lift and began ascending. When the lift returned, he leapt onto it. He pursued her all the way to the roof garden. At last, among the rustling leaves of the trees, he caught up to her, but still she would not listen to him. He caught her arm, pushed her toward a tree trunk. “Stop.” 
 
    “Get your hands off me.” Tempests in her eyes. She tried to push his hands away, but he held on to her wrists. 
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    “I—I didn’t expect that. That’s all.” Her nostrils flared as she breathed fast and hard. 
 
    As with so many times before, he didn’t know what to say to her. “Why—why not?” 
 
    With her long-troubled eyes, she pierced him with a look he would remember long afterward. “I didn’t think you were using your position in … in that way. Taking advantage. I thought … I thought you were different. I thought you weren’t one of them.” 
 
    He let go of her wrists and dropped his hands to his side. “Why does everyone keep saying that? I am what I am, alright? I don’t even know what you mean by that.” But he did. “I’m not Voturan, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    The fire went out in her eyes, and with it her strength. She leaned against the tree. 
 
    “Why did you come to my rooms in the first place? At least tell me that,” Aaron pleaded. 
 
    She met his gaze. “I think I found your brother. He looks so much like you.” And she dropped her eyes to the ground while his own eyes widened with wonder and blooming hope. 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    “Show him what?” Antonia had followed them and approached as they were speaking without either of them noticing. 
 
    Aaron smiled at her, barely able to contain his excitement. “Come with us.” 
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    Fifteen miles from the blackened, broken edge of Grosyryl, the rubble of buildings looking like a mere jumble of coals from the air, some still aglow, the ARCU touched down. These were the front lines—the front lines that Aaron himself had designated. These the last bitter trenches and sand-laden fortifications, bunkers, tunnels—like the dwellings of rats or ants—that Aaron himself had imposed upon the Voturan divisions.  
 
    Precision weapons of massive destructive force made surface positions largely untenable. Most of the troops had to recede underground or into bunkers to survive, a few keeping aim on the plain through portal holes in the rock, but leaving only the drones and mechs on the surface as the first line of defense. At all hours, exhausted soldiers woke in their tunnels with the tang of blood in their mouths and noses, the sound of buzzing drones or the combustive clanking of the trudging mechs or the roar of a missile strike breaking in on their ears. Here, through the endless inky hours of night-turned-to-day and day-turned-to-night, the fire rained down from the sky upon the men and their war machines like Heaven’s vengeance. Hidden in the womb of the earth, in the darkness or the flickering light, the soldiers moved through a chaotic labyrinth of coughing, hacking men, bundles of supplies and weapons, the glow of monitors, and the rumble of explosions, subdued colors and sounds from some unwanted dream on the fringes of consciousness.  
 
    Another labyrinth filled Aaron’s brain during the long flight aboard the ARCU before they descended into this hellscape. It was the labyrinth of his own thoughts as he sped ever closer to his lost brother. It had been simple enough to justify the flight to the front lines to Druxa and Corinth on the grounds that he needed to observe and identify any new holographic forces. Kyla, Clay, and Antonia, who had come with him, knew the real purpose of the mission. The information below Cole’s photograph in the slave database made it clear that he had been drafted into a slave division currently deployed to the front lines against Taurus.  
 
    Aaron commanded the slaves and the general’s daughter to stay behind, to not enter the warzone with him. But they rebelled in unison against his command and insisted on their right to join him. With even the dutiful Clay on their side, Aaron knew it was hopeless, and he gave in, though he neglected to tell the general that Antonia was with him. Having come to trust Formos with his very life, Aaron told him also that they were flying in to rescue Aaron’s brother—a mission to which Formos happily agreed.  
 
    Once airborne, Aaron turned in on himself, grappling with all that this meant. He would see Cole again in a matter of hours—at least, he hoped. Just a few hours. After almost two years apart. But suppose they arrived too late? Suppose Cole was already killed in action? And it would be Aaron’s fault. Entirely his fault. He was the one who ordered Cole’s division to the front lines. Back then, they had been merely markers on a map in a kind of strategic game—not real people. Not his brother. This thought caused the worm of panic and guilt to chew at Aaron’s insides. 
 
    A sudden bout of turbulence caught him off guard. He was thrown against the sharp corner of an ammo can. It drew a little blood from his arm. He grimaced and situated himself further from the cargo. He was so absorbed in his own thoughts that he did not notice Kyla reach down, soak the tip of a rag in the blood on the box, then quickly pocket the rag. 
 
    Soon they were landing on the blistering, glaring plains, near the network of defensive tunnels and trenches. The next hour passed in a blur. Clutching an R6-38 rifle, Aaron burst into the blinding sun at the head of his little band. Then, sudden darkness came over them as they reached the nearby hatch and a burly lieutenant led them into the depths below. In the dim light of the bunker system, Aaron saw the faces of the soldiers with hollowed out eyes and cheeks. They looked to him like the faces of the slaves he had seen in the Processing Center—wraithlike—except with even greater fear and anger in some and even less humanity in others. Aaron did not hear the bombastic words and laughter of the lieutenant or the false flattery of the station commander to whom the lieutenant presented him in one of the few comfortable rooms in the entire complex. But he did have enough awareness to insist that Kyla and Antonia remain in this relatively safe and luxurious section of the fortifications, under the protection of the station commander, while he and Clay and Formos moved deeper into the underworld.  
 
    The lieutenant struggled to identify the man they’d come for. In a slave division, no names were used—only numbers. Aaron could not remember the details later of how they got the lieutenant to understand—did they show him the photograph?—because he could only think about Cole, wherever he was, rescuing him from the heart of the darkness. Once he had the correct trooper ID, the befuddled lieutenant began searching his scanner for the current location. Aaron remembered, or half-remembered, a breathless moment when the lieutenant incorrectly reported “that trooper” as dead or missing. Clay had to hold him back from flinging himself on the lieutenant as he shouted, “Check again! Check again!” But the lieutenant identified his mistake and corrected it, and soon they were moving off through the tunnels, following the signal of Cole’s microchip implant, and the air was growing more stifling.  
 
    Piping and wires ran along the ceiling. An endless row of weak lamps lit the passageway, which receded before them as far as they could see. They passed more troopers, slumped against the wall. One group, huddled in the gloom, was playing with some kind of hologram projected onto an overturned ammo can. To Aaron’s eyes, they simply sat in a circle and stared at the can, the flash of white teeth in their grinning mouths standing out against their grimy faces. Formos told Aaron later that they walked for nearly an hour through the dark winding ways, always the air growing thicker and the cobwebs of darkness all around the borders of their vision. Aaron had no sense of time. All time was the same in that place. Or perhaps there was no time at all. The only events to break the monotonous trudge was an occasional rumble, shake, and trickle of dust upon their heads when some explosive struck the surface far above them.  
 
    Finally, the lieutenant vanished from in front of Aaron. He pulled up short, then realized that the soldier had ducked into a nearly invisible doorway to his left. Aaron stooped and entered, and as soon as his eyes fell upon the man lying in one of the bunkbeds inside, the dream state fell from him, and he was fully aware again, intensely aware of everything, as he had never been before. 
 
    “Is this the guy, sir?” the lieutenant growled.  
 
    Aaron nodded. It was Cole. 
 
    “Good.” He handed Aaron a small electronic device. “Take this map, then. It will lead you out when you’re ready. I can’t stay. I’ve got to get moving. Plenty to do. I have to …” his last words were inaudible, vanishing through the doorway into the dark, along with his bulky frame and whatever it was he could possibly have to do in that forsaken place. 
 
    Cole was asleep. His pale face seemed almost to glow against the dark walls. It looked peaceful, the kind of peace that comes from total exhaustion and complete abandonment, when there is no longer any energy to entertain even fear anymore. It was thinner than Aaron remembered, but still handsome. Yes, still handsome. Still the same. He felt a strange relief wash over him and realized in that moment how much he had feared that he would not recognize his brother. A corrosive fear had gripped him since they left the capital that Cole would be somehow different, that he would have lost himself in the suffering. But the face, at least, was the same. 
 
    Aaron handed his weapon to Clay, took a few quiet steps forward, and knelt beside the cot. Clay and Formos observed in silence. For a long moment, Aaron watched Cole’s chest rise and fall, rise and fall. Another thought took hold of him: what would Cole think when he saw him? Would he not remember that moment in the rubble of Fen when Aaron had left him, had run away? Would he not be angry? Aaron could not ever forget the look of confusion—or fear of betrayal?—that had marked Cole’s face as he stood uncertain between doom and doom and watched his brother run toward the Vanguards. Surely, Cole remembered the moment as well. Now, of course, it was clear why he could not follow Aaron when he ran.  For the first time, Aaron realized how Cole must have feared for for his brother’s life. Perhaps even now he thought Aaron was dead. In fact, Aaron felt almost sure of it, looking at the lines of that sleeping face. Those lines wrote more eloquently than any words what grief Cole had known. The look of loss and loneliness—a look that Aaron knew from his own mirror. But there was still strength in Cole’s features, too, and a certain degree of acceptance. So much could one brother read in the resting face of the other. Aaron, after all, had known that face when it was smooth and boyish and not marked by a single line of care; the change that suffering had etched into it meant more to Aaron than it could to anyone else, to any of the thousands of other slave-soldiers in these caverns. Cole was known once again, not by a number, but by his name. And in that knowing, Aaron felt suddenly ashamed, felt his own lack of the qualities possessed by Cole, the strength and steadiness and love of duty, those qualities Aaron had never admired enough when they were young together, when the first fingers of sunlight would come creeping into their loft and the older boy would gently shake the younger boy awake and, with a smile, tell him they needed to bring in wood to keep the family warm. 
 
    Cole sighed deeply, and his lids opened slowly. Aaron made no motion, not wanting to startle his brother. He waited until Cole’s eyes had adjusted and focused and fallen upon him there, kneeling by the cot. Then he took Cole’s hand. Cole’s eyes widened. He shifted, tried to sit up, but the bunk above him prevented this. For a long moment they looked at each other. Cole seemed uncertain, almost fearful. 
 
    Aaron said in a whisper and with a smile, “Brother, it’s me. I’m here to rescue you.” 
 
    Then, all the hours and days and months of the horrible loneliness were washed out of Cole’s soul by his tears. 
 
    *    *    *    * 
 
    They ascended toward the stars. By the time Aaron had negotiated Cole’s release with the station commander, which required him to buy his brother as a slave, and the whole group had returned to the ARCU, evening had fallen. They flew through the night, but no one slept. Everyone except Formos sat in the ARCU’s command compartment, gathered around Cole, who was wrapped in a blanket and eating a packet of Voturan military rations. A few minutes had been enough to observe that his health had deteriorated, and Aaron insisted that he strengthen himself with food, to which Cole did not object since he had been deprived of full meals for months. 
 
    For some time, they could get little out of Cole other than expressions of gratitude. He looked from face to face and radiated joy, relief, and thanksgiving. Aaron introduced him to the others, and as Cole asked them questions about themselves in his grave, attentive manner, glimmers of his old sense of humor breaking through now and then, Aaron began to feel the sense of ease and safety he used to feel in his brother’s presence but had never before noticed. But Cole’s voice was softer, too, and he spoke more hesitatingly than he once had,often lowering his gaze, unwilling to look the others in the eye, except for Aaron. When he met Aaron’s gaze, his own seemed to swirl with a mixture of emotions: confusion, relief, protectiveness, and, perhaps, hurt. On the can of soup, his fingers trembled. 
 
    Eventually, Aaron’s patience with the polite conversation wore out. He interjected: “Cole, I know you’re probably exhausted. And you’re probably shocked to see me. I’m sure you have questions and would like some time alone to process all of this. But I have some very important things to ask you.” 
 
    Cole’s mouth formed a hard line. “I know, Aaron. I know you do. And I do have questions for you. But,” and he smiled a little, “you saved my life. I wasn’t going to last there much longer. So I guess I can let you ask first.” Cole took a spoonful of soup and chewed, the muscles of his jaw rippling in his thin face. 
 
    Aaron did not hesitate. “What happened to you? And what happened to Rose, and Mom and Dad, and Grandma?” 
 
    Something like a wave of dizziness seemed to pass over Cole’s face and he stopped eating abruptly. He glanced at the others. “Antonia. Kyla. And Clay. It is Clay, right?”  
 
    The older man nodded. 
 
    “I wonder if you could give my brother and me a few moments alone?” 
 
    Kyla opened her mouth. “But, we want—” 
 
    Clay shot her a look, and she fell silent. 
 
    “Of course we can,” said Antonia, flashing Cole a smile.  
 
    The three of them rose, unsteady in the vibrating craft, and exited the compartment. When they had left, the only sound was the rumble of the aircraft. Cole fixed his eyes on the curved metal paneling behind Aaron that formed one side of the ARCU. “I’m glad you’ve found some friends, Aaron. Heaven knows how in this forsaken place.” 
 
    A feeling of dread or panic, like a far-off but steadily increasing wail, was growing inside Aaron. “You’re stalling, Cole. Tell me what happened.” 
 
    Cole continued in the same tone of voice. “It’s hard—it’s hard to know … hard to know how …” He trailed off. 
 
    Aaron pulled himself to his feet. “Cole, I know you’ve been through a lot, but please, I beg you, tell me what happened. Even if it’s hard to hear. Tell me where they are.” His last words were almost a moan. 
 
    Cole looked up at him. He set his can down and rubbed his knees. “You’ve changed, you know. I didn’t recognize you at first.” 
 
    Aaron waited. 
 
    Cole coughed and shuddered a little. “Why did you run? Why did you run right at them? And if you somehow escaped from the Vanguards, why didn’t you come back for me?” His brows were drawn and dark, his voice edged with ice. 
 
    Aaron was taken aback, but he felt that ice in his heart, and he knew he had to tell the truth. He felt a stir of anger as well. “So, I guess it’s going to be your questions first, eh brother?” 
 
    Cole stared. 
 
    “All right,” said Aaron. “All right.” He swallowed. “At first, I thought you were right behind me. By the time I realized you weren’t there, I had run far. And I just wanted to get out of there. Get out of the city. Escape. Survive. I … was afraid.” 
 
    Cole’s dark eyes remained locked on him. 
 
    “Look,” said Aaron, his voice strained and ragged. “I’m not proud of it. I’m not. I’m sorry. So sorry.” He dropped onto a crate beside his brother. “But Cole, I did come back for you. I tried to make it right. The moment I got to Chrysoberyl, I dedicated myself to finding you.” 
 
    Cole remained unblinking for a moment. “I can’t forget what happened in Fen.”  
 
    Aaron searched his face but could not read all that lay there. 
 
    Then Cole’s features softened a little—a snowbank melting in sudden sun. He continued, “But it is possible to forgive without forgetting. There’s nothing you could have done anyway. I have plenty to blame myself for, too. And you have saved me. I will never forget that either.” He gripped Aaron’s shoulder, and Aaron gripped his in return. He felt, with strange dismay, that his own hands were now stronger than Cole’s.  
 
    We’ve both changed. 
 
    Cole took a breath. “I’ll tell you what happened.” 
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    “I saw you run,” Cole began. “There were bands of Vanguards coming at us from both directions, but you didn’t seem to notice the group behind us. You just turned and ran at them. The other squadron was encircling us. I didn’t know what to do—I was terrified they were about to shoot you. You disappeared into a bank of smoke, and in the few moments that I hesitated, the Vanguards had closed in. There was no time left. I fired off a few more shots, but they were all around me. Something hit me from behind. I lost my rifle. There was so much smoke and dust—I could taste blood and ash. I felt strong hands on me—I fought back, I struggled, Aaron. I didn’t stop struggling. It was my job. But they wore me down. They wore me down then, and they’ve been wearing me down ever since.” He paused and slumped forward on his knees, rubbing his eyes. “Worn down,” he said in a softer voice. Then he looked at Aaron. “I feel I have no fight left in me.” His eyes were empty pools in the dimness of the compartment.  
 
    A battering of turbulence shook them; they felt cut loose from the air for a moment, perhaps about to plummet, about to be brought back to the reality of gravity, and Aaron had to steady himself against the wall. Then the craft steadied. Cole continued. 
 
    “So, I was being dragged along by these two Vanguards in those hideous gas masks, but, you know, I wished I had one because it was so hard to breathe. I wonder if they jabbed me with some kind of tranquilizer, too. I didn’t black out or anything, but I felt sort of weak and dazed, almost like I was dreaming. I couldn’t resist very well. The rest of the squadron moved off, clearing the city house by house, but these two guards dragged me toward the edge of the town. Everything looked foreign to me. Maybe it was the drugs, but I hardly recognized anything because so many buildings were in ruins, and the flames were gleaming and spitting in all the crevices. All these places I knew once! The refinery, the repair shop, the bakery. All that was left was some kind of poor imitation of the real thing. And I saw bodies in the streets.” 
 
    He stopped again, straightened a little, as though he were squaring himself up to a danger or a burdensome task. “I failed, Aaron. As part of the Watch, I was supposed to protect those people. I failed them.” 
 
    Aaron crouched beside his brother, taking him by the shoulder once again. “No, Cole. What could you have done? You were outnumbered. Outgunned.” 
 
    Cole shook his head miserably. “I don’t know. I don’t know. I couldn’t even protect them.” 
 
    Aaron stiffened. “Who? Who’s them?” 
 
    Cole took another breath, his gaze seeming to pass right through his brother and lose itself in the shadows. “I was taken to the edge of the city, by the market. There were big oblong shapes outside the city—like some kind of tumors bursting up from the ground. They were troop transports, I guess. That’s where they were taking me. Seeing that sort of jolted me more awake. I found just enough strength to pull away from the guards one more time. They weren’t expecting it, so they dropped me. I stumbled away from them, down a side street, and that’s where …” 
 
    He stopped again, his chest rising and falling more rapidly. “I found them. Rose was screaming. She was being pulled away by a Vanguard, pulled away from two shapes on the ground that were half buried under rubble. Dad was there, standing a few paces from her, already bound and held by two soldiers. But he and Rose were both staring at the shapes on the ground. I ran closer, but my head was whirling. It was hard to see, hard to tell what I was looking at. Maybe some part of me didn’t want to see. Then my vision cleared.” 
 
    Cole clenched his jaw so tightly that his whole head shook. He focused his eyes on Aaron again, and choked out through locked teeth, “Mom. Grandma. They were dead. Hit by shrapnel and debris when one of the missiles struck.” 
 
    The ARCU slid through the darkness of the night, passing from empty sky to empty sky, while all the world lay embalmed in dreamless sleep below, its color and its brilliance and its light and its life drained forever from it. It was a world of ghosts and illusions, a poor imitation of what had once been there. A cattail shivering in a cold wind. The dirge for all the kings and all the heroes of its long history was made of electronic beeps and whirrs, and after the final battle, the final defeat, the plain spread with bones, the drying up of the river, the parching of the earth, the decaying of the trees, and the complete silence—after the end of all things, some souls were cursed to live on.  
 
    She appeared suddenly, in her best blue dress, face flushed from dancing, that playful shimmer in her eyes. She stooped down beside her little son. She didn’t even ask him—she knew that he needed to dance. She just crouched down, looked in his eyes, and smiled. Then, suddenly, she had pulled him to his feet and they were twirling, twirling, and laughing, laughing like fools. Aaron felt light as an elf. The room was a blur of bright colors as they spun—all was a blur. 
 
    Except his mother’s face. 
 
    Aaron stood up slowly. He walked across the cabin, turning his back to Cole, placing his hands against the wall and letting his head drop forward. Some moisture, sweat or tears, he felt upon his face. His throat so dry, he could barely speak the words, “Is that all?” 
 
    “We couldn’t even bury them. The Vanguards caught up with me as I knelt there in the dirt. They took us—Dad and Rose and me—and locked us in the prison ship. We were hauled away, packed in like animals with the other captives from Fen. They unloaded us in a place of despair, a place they called the Processing Center. I realized we were now slaves. They liked my fighting spirit, I guess.” Cole gave a mirthless laugh. “They made me a soldier.” 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “The mines.”  
 
    Another blade in the heart. 
 
    “Rose?” 
 
    Cole hesitated. “She … she was sold on the open market.” 
 
    Aaron heard a strange sound, half-human, half-inhuman. He realized it was his own cry of anguish, welling up from some deep retreat of his soul he had never touched before with his conscious mind. His hands were pummeling the metal, striking again and again as the anguish transformed to rage. He struck, he struck, impervious to pain, until the blood flowed over his fingers. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron let Cole summarize the fate of their family members to Antonia, the slaves, and Formos—the rest they could read in Aaron’s face. They looked grave. Antonia wept. Even Formos had no laughter in him for some time.   
 
    After their return, Aaron spoke very little for many days, using few words to explain to Cole all that had happened to him. He sought solitude. Kyla, Aurora, and Eli found him in the rooftop garden, once, and tried to comfort him. 
 
    The group walked up to where he sat in the shadow of a gently swaying tree. 
 
    “I brought you some blueberry pie,” Aurora said. 
 
    “It’s really good!” Eli added, trying to smile. “Have some.” 
 
    Aaron took the pie with a murmured “thank you” and the lifting of one corner of his mouth, not because he wanted it but because he knew that if he did not take it, they would try to persuade him, and he did not have the energy for that. He took a few bites and nodded without smiling. But it tasted like water and sawdust to him. They watched anxiously as he ate, as though he were an invalid who might not be able to stomach the food. A breeze ruffled Kyla’s long hair. No one moved. 
 
    “Is that all?” Aaron asked. 
 
    Aurora hesitated. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the General Druxa wishes to speak to you.” 
 
    In a static tone, Aaron replied, “What makes you think I don’t want to see him? Tell him I’ll be down in a minute.” 
 
    Aurora tilted her head. “I just thought that you—wanted some—space. And, after all he is …”  
 
    “He is what?” 
 
    “Voturan,” she finished, though she had clearly not said all that she wished to. 
 
    “I do want some space,” Aaron replied after a moment. “Leave me.” 
 
    Eli’s face became drawn, his head drooped. Aurora seemed about to speak again, but instead, she turned, placing her hand on the boy’s head to direct him toward the lift. They walked slowly away, the old woman rubbing the boy’s hair gently, the wind tousling her own. But Kyla merely folded her arms and did not move. 
 
     “You’re still here,” Aaron said at last. 
 
    She stared at him through strands of windblown hair, her eyes two points of strange light. 
 
    “Genius observation.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear my order?” he said. 
 
    “Yes. I heard it. But I wanted to—” 
 
    He cut her off. “What does it matter what you wanted? You’re disobeying. Do you think you get special treatment or something?” 
 
    Her lips parted a little, and her arms dropped to her sides. “No. I suppose not. But I do expect a ‘thank you.’” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Don’t be obtuse. For finding your brother! As we agreed.” 
 
    He dropped his gaze. “Fine. Thank you. I guess I do owe you one.” 
 
    She seemed to tense, her body quickening. She bit her lip. “Yes. As a matter of fact, you do.” 
 
    He looked at her, wondering. 
 
    “Don’t you remember?” she flared. “Our agreement?” 
 
    “Oh,” Aaron’s voice sounded dull and empty in his own ears. A tinge of guilt and a kind of reticence and repulsion he did not understand filled him at her words. 
 
    “‘Oh?’” she said. “That’s it? After everything I did for you? You owe me my freedom! That was the deal. I held up my end of it. I helped you find your brother. You must free me.” 
 
    Aaron stood up. “And you have to bring it up at a time like this?” he exploded. “You don’t know what it’s like! You have no idea what I’m going through. They killed them, Kyla. You heard Cole. My mother, my grandmother—are dead. And my father and sister are worse than dead. Can’t you have a little respect?” 
 
    She stepped back from him, shaking her head, momentarily quieted. “I’m sorry. I am truly sorry for your loss, Aaron. If only you knew how sorry. I know what it’s like—better than anyone!” She almost reached out to him, involuntarily, but stopped herself. Then her eyes began to blaze. “But how you can—how you can even think that I don’t know what it’s like—I lost my family too. You’re not the only one. And now all I want is to be free, to go back to whatever is left of my home and try to remember them. I thought you were a man of your word. I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    She turned from him. 
 
    Desperate and miserable, an idea struck him. “Wait, Kyla,” he said, softer. “Wait.” 
 
    She glanced back over her shoulder but would not face him. 
 
    “You’re right. You’re right. Of course, I will set you free—all of you: Clay, Aurora, Bex, and Eli too. I always intended to do it. I’ll start the paperwork right away. But will you do one more thing for me before you’re … free?” 
 
    She did not respond, but she did not leave. 
 
    “Help me to find my father and sister. You clearly have a talent for it.” He attempted a smile. 
 
    Pain pierced her brows, an agony of indecision on her face. Finally, she said, almost as though forced, “Yes.” 
 
    And she was gone. 
 
    Afterward, Aaron went down and told General Druxa the truth in short and simple words: he had found his brother, bought him as a slave, and was in the process of freeing him. He demanded that Cole be given medical care and treated as well as himself. He was to have every luxury and honor. Druxa could not refuse. Aaron learned in the following days through many meetings with the Military High Command that his battle plan against Taurus had succeeded beyond even Druxa’s most ambitious hopes. Taurus’s offensive was, at least for the present, routed. Aaron’s loyalty, it seemed, was confirmed, and his reputation was beginning to rival even the great generals of old. People began to fall silent and rise to their feet when he entered the room. No one spoke against him anymore. Even Corinth acted with deference, though the old, pronged tongue of flame burned still in his eyes.  
 
    In the weeks and months that followed, honor was lavished on Aaron and his mentor, the Chief general. This meant, Aaron knew, that Druxa, whose food and drink were honor and reputation, depended upon him. He relished that dependence. Balls and parties were given for Aaron, and more and more, Antonia was by his side at these events, as Druxa looked on with approval. But all this passed before Aaron’s eyes like a children’s pageant. The wine had no flavor for him, the food no savor. When women smiled and generals nodded to him and even Archibald Lockett, one of the six Council Members, gushed praise on him, Aaron felt no thrill of pride. His thoughts moved in another direction.  
 
    Fathom’s voice echoing in his memory: 
 
    “A man like you—you have a bright future. You could do great things, great things for Votura. Great things for yourself … If you could get out from under the thumb of Druxa and the rest.” 
 
    He could see Fathom’s sparkling glass held up to the lantern glow in the garden. 
 
    “The safest man in this city—this country—is the Director. And the safest people are those he cares about. His family, for instance … you can be sure, if he had a family, no one would dare lay a finger on them. And if anyone did … well—it’s gruesome to think about the possibilities, what he would have the power to do to that person. What revenge a Director could bring to his enemies. But it all begins with daring.” 
 
    The glimmering of the bald man’s eyes. 
 
    “If you ever need anything—anything at all—you can reach me here.” 
 
    Aaron pulled the scrap of paper from his pocket and read the number. 
 
    An idea began to take root deep in Aaron’s mind. A dark idea. A desperate idea. A beautiful idea. A way to make them pay—make them pay a thousand times over for the deaths and imprisonment of his loved ones. The payment would be in blood. 
 
    Aaron had learned to survive. But he could do more than just survive. 
 
    He could rule. 
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    Another Victory Celebration. Another barrage of garish lights and sounds and crowds, when all Aaron wanted was to organize an expedition to the mines to find his father. With Cole’s added information, Kyla had trimmed down the Processing Center data sufficiently to locate the specific mine that Dune had been sent to. But then Aaron—and now Cole by way of his relationship to Aaron—were swept up in the gilded, glinting, head-pounding blur of parades, demonstrations, and parties, accompanied by the distant rumble of applauding masses like the sound of the sea onrushing.  Aaron’s heart slowly constricted with fear for his father—what if they were too late? They had no time to plan, no time to themselves amidst the chatter and blare, the finery and foppery, and, behind it all, the dancing luminescence of empty holographic shapes and the ostentation of emptier hearts. 
 
    Now, the two brothers stood on a dais in a grand banqueting room at the Halls of the Grand Council, the capitol building, next to Antonia and Druxa. The four of them were alone in the room, awaiting the guests. The walls rose up many dozens of feet above them, terminating in a coffered structure of interlocking squares—thousands of them—with gold filigree. From that distance, the glittering surface of the ceiling looked like scales on the back of a reptile. A sea of tables clothed in black cloths and adorned with torches covered the floor, radiating in all directions from the dais, which stood in the center of the enormous room. Three of the walls were made of brick and sheaths of metal, while the fourth was made of crystalline glass, from floor to ceiling, many storeys above. The cityscape loomed large through this nearly invisible partition, its jagged backbone spotted with many lights, while the stars above were nearly blotted out by the electric glow. Some of the spots of light dodged and weaved. They were distant hovercraft spiraling and careening between buildings. Silence, deep and somehow stifling as a drug, soaked the room. The sound of their footfalls rushed out into that empty place seeking a resting place, but came back as restless echoes. 
 
    Aaron and Cole had reached the dais through a staircase deep beneath the banquet hall. When they first stepped up onto the platform—Aaron in his now-decorated uniform, Cole in the fashionable suit of Voturan high society—Cole had come to a sudden stop and let out a long breath, a half-smile playing on his lips. 
 
    “This is incredible,” he murmured. 
 
    At first, Aaron thought he was speaking of Antonia, who stood on the dais in a long ball gown next to her father, because the same word had entered Aaron’s mind when he saw her. But a closer look showed Aaron that his brother’s gaze was sweeping the entire room.  
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Cole said quietly. 
 
    A faint tremor passed over Aaron’s heart, but he tried to push it away. He leaned toward his brother. “Who? What?” 
 
    Continuing to stare into the distance, Cole replied, “The dancers. And all the strange animals. And those colors and shapes floating in the air.” 
 
    “Cole,” said Aaron in a firm tone. “They’re holograms.” 
 
    Cole turned to him at last, reluctantly tearing his eyes away from the visions. But his gaze had something of that empty look about it that Aaron had seen back on the ARCU, a kind of void that Cole had tried to hide from him since their return to the city. “You mean you don’t see any of this?” 
 
    “No, thankfully,” Aaron growled. “There’s nothing there. Just an empty room.” 
 
    A gentler voice intervened. “You do not like the first of your guests, Aaron?” It was Antonia, who had come up as they were speaking. 
 
    He smiled at her. “You know me. Not the biggest fan of holos. And I can’t see them to appreciate them anyway,” he added. 
 
    She laughed. “Fair enough.” She turned to Cole with a tilt of her head. “And you, Mr. Castillian? You see all of it?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Fascinating.”  
 
    Something in the way she said this last word caught Aaron’s attention. It sounded as though it were spoken more to herself than to them. But what happened next consumed all his attention. 
 
    “Mr. Castillian,” Antonia said after a moment, “what is your favorite animal?” 
 
    Cole considered. “That’s a hard question. I don’t know. When I was young, I would have said the lion. So noble and fierce. Though of course I’ve never seen one. As I’ve grown older, I have come to appreciate the subtler animals, though. I’m fascinated by the chameleon and its ability to protect itself through blending in, through camouflage.” 
 
    She nodded. “A good choice.” She walked to the edge of the dais and knelt beside a large black box that rested there. Her fingers tapped away at a small screen, and then she stood up. “There. What’s that on your shoulder, Mr. Castillian?” 
 
    Cole swirled his head around and nearly fell off the dais. “Wha—? How did you—? ” 
 
    She laughed. “Do you like him?” 
 
    Cole fingered the air above his right shoulder. “He’s so lifelike. So beautiful.” He turned to her. “You made this?” 
 
    “I did. I can make anything you like.”  
 
    “Fascinating,” said Cole in turn. 
 
    Aaron felt sick. 
 
    Druxa was greeting a few officers who had just arrived, including General Groves, Captain Grild, and, of course, Captain Corinth. A request to Druxa for more privacy had resulted in Corinth’s dismissal as Aaron’s chief of security, but Druxa kept him at Aaron’s estate as a “liaison.” And so, though from a slightly greater distance than before, Corinth remained ever haunting Aaron’s steps—just a room or two away or a hovercraft behind. Formos was stationed at the estate too, now promoted, against his will, to Major for his services as Aaron’s pilot. Formos had tried to appeal the promotion. “Against my beliefs!” he had told Aaron in disgust, though it hadn’t convinced Druxa. But Aaron was grateful for his companionship. 
 
    Against the far wall behind the officers a detachment of troopers had formed up. Aaron recognized a few of the faces and saluted them with a slight smile. It never hurt to endear himself with the rank and file. They saluted back. As he scanned the group, Aaron’s gaze locked onto one trooper with surprise. It was Fathom. Fathom became aware of Aaron’s gaze. He remained at attention, head forward, but his bright little eyes followed Aaron and, was that a smile? Yes, unmistakably, he smiled.  
 
    Finished with his polite welcomes to the officers, Druxa strode up to Aaron. “Are you ready, General? The rest of the guests will arrive any moment.” 
 
    Aaron still had not grown used to his new rank, and it took him a moment to realize that Druxa was addressing him. He was also distracted at that moment by a distant sound like a wind or the patter of rain. “What’s that noise?” 
 
    Druxa smiled and clasped Aaron on the shoulder. “Those are the guests.” 
 
    At that moment, the massive doors at the end of the hall swung open of their own accord, the sound of wind suddenly swelling to the roar of voices, and a sea of people surged forward into the hall.  
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    After the speeches and after the applause and after the draughts of warm wine and the plates of meat covered in rich sauce and after Druxa announced the formation of a new unit, the Castillian Paratroopers, to be placed under Aaron’s direct command as a kind of reward, and after the dance—when Aaron had asked Antonia to the floor and had her to himself for a few precious moments and she, with her good cheer,did what no one else had done and softened the hard edge in him a little, the constant weight on his soul that had been with him ever since he learned of Camilla and Zillia’s deaths (they did not speak of the kiss but it was in both their minds)—after all this, the crowds dispersed, and Aaron and Cole were nearly alone save for a few intoxicated individuals sleeping in their chairs and a few slaves cleaning the hall. 
 
    They sat on the edge of the dais, dangling their feet off the edge, a bottle of wine between them. They were, Aaron realized hazily, in a similar state to the remaining guests. 
 
    “I didn’t know you drank,” Aaron murmured. 
 
    “I don’t,” Cole replied. “It was forbidden in the Watch. Even afterwards … as a prisoner … I kept to the old habit. I hardly know why.” 
 
    “I do,” said Aaron, his face flushing, suddenly impassioned. “Because you care about your duty, you care about controlling yourself, and doing the right thing. You were always that way, and I love you for it.” 
 
    Cole turned watery eyes to Aaron. “Thank you, brother. Thank you. Sitting here with you, a little drunk, though, watching these birds flying around, I feel more alive than I have in a long time.” 
 
    “The birds aren’t real.” 
 
    “I know. But so lovely.” He paused. “I didn’t know you drank either.” 
 
    Aaron laughed. “Just another bad habit I’ve gotten from Votur—” then he stopped himself. “No. No, actually. I haven’t drunk anything in a long time. But tonight … well … you can’t deal with the reality all the time. You want to escape sometimes.” 
 
    Cole nodded.  
 
    “I wish Dad was here. And Rose,” Aaron said after a moment. 
 
    Cole placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “We’ll find them yet! But I don’t know if I agree with you.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About wishing they were here. Why would you want them to be cursed like us? Look at us. Why would you want them here? I guess it’s better than being in the mines. But every morning, I wake up thinking: I’m living with my enemies. I’m living like my enemies. And they could kill us today if they chose to.” 
 
    “Are you afraid?” Aaron asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Sometimes.” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, brother. Be angry.” 
 
    Cole shook his head. “We just have to be careful. We have to do these parties. Have to blend in. You have to keep doing what they tell you. It’s your duty. For both our sakes. And for Dad and Rose, if we can get them back. Our lives are balanced on the edge of a—of a knife here. I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    Aaron held his peace, though there was much he could have said, much in his mind that Cole did not know.  
 
    He took another drink of the wine, which flooded his head with sparkling lights. Then he stood too quickly and almost toppled off the stage. But a strong arm caught him. It was Clay, who had been assigned to serve at the banquet. Aaron had not noticed him among the throngs of guests. He looked up at Clay’s grave face. Bex shuffled over from somewhere and supported Aaron under the other arm, chuckling under his breath. 
 
    “Thank you,” he mumbled. “Clay. Bex. Good to have you here.” 
 
    “You should get some rest, Aaron,” said Clay. “You should try not to—” He broke off. 
 
    “What?” Aaron was steady enough now to stand on his own. 
 
    “Never mind. I’ve said it all before.” 
 
    Aaron blinked, and his vision cleared a little. Behind Clay, he saw Kyla, watching him. Their eyes met for the sliver of a second. Then she clasped her hands and stared at her feet. Was that a shake of the head? 
 
    Aaron moved off, a little unsteadily, toward the hovercraft port.  
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    When at last a brief window of time opened for him, Aaron sent the new, highly-trained airborne unit, the Castillian Paratroopers, given him by Druxa, to recover his father from the depths of the mines. His duties with the High Command prevented his participating personally, but, after he had given them the data recovered with the help of Kyla, Clay, and Cole, the Squadron Leader assured Aaron that they would not fail. After hours of bureaucratic meetings at Defense Headquarters, throughout which Aaron kept checking the time—they’ll be lifting off now … they’ll be reaching the mine now—he was finally released to return to the estate. The old fears began to freeze him deep inside as he entered the echoing foyer. Suppose Dune was dead already. Suppose it was Aaron’s fault. Suppose if he had not run out of Fen like a coward, he could have prevented the capture. Suppose … 
 
    The estate was dark and quiet. Cole and the slaves had retired for the night. Only a few Paratroopers greeted Aaron, materializing out of shadow and then standing to attention and saluting when they recognized him. The Paratroopers had taken over security for Aaron, which was an improvement from Corinth and his crew, though Aaron remained uncertain as to what degree they were meant to be his bodyguards and to what degree his jailors. He saluted back with a forced grin and made his way to the lift. 
 
    As he walked, he returned his mind to the fears, but this time, he quickly came to his own defense. Why must he always blame everything on himself? His actions in Fen were hardly even conscious, and therefore not his fault. He had tried to get Cole to run with him. How could he have known that Cole was seeing imaginary soldiers standing in the way? And he was making it right, all of it, right now, at this very moment, by rescuing first Cole, next his father, and soon Rose, perhaps, though they had nothing to go on but Cole’s recollection of the face of the buyer. And then … he felt a sudden stab of pain that left him breathless as he remembered that two of his family members could never be rescued. He could not save them. Every now and then he forgot about their deaths for a few seconds, perhaps a minute, let the reality simply slide out of the river of his thoughts, but it would return, and every time was worse than the previous. The crushing weight came over him again, and he felt his bones creak under the strain. They were dead. 
 
    “Dead,” he whispered into the darkness of his suite. 
 
    Whose fault was it all really? Whose fault that they were gone? Not Aaron’s, surely. Aaron thought he knew the answer, but it lurked in the corners of his mind like a spider that he preferred not to notice. But now it scuddled out into view. He remembered his conversation with Cole, just before the attack, and many conversations with his father before that. They had talked about leaving Fen for somewhere safer. Dune had even packed the emergency backpack. At times, he had seemed determined to get his family to safer quarters. But then his resolution broke down somehow, and the difficulties, such as traveling with his elderly parent, overwhelmed him. And so, back and forth he went. 
 
    Why couldn’t he make up his mind? Why didn’t we leave Fen years ago? If he had taken action, none of this would have happened. Grandpa would have taken action. He would have insisted on it if he was still alive. 
 
    Some part of Aaron whispered that Dune could not have known the future.  
 
    But he knew enough! another part insisted. 
 
    Suddenly, Aaron felt heartless. These were not at all the thoughts he wanted to have on the night he was to be reunited with his father. This was not how it was supposed to go. He slumped into a chair and stared out the window at the shimmering City of Dreams. There was another creature in the corners of Aaron’s mind, worse than the spider. It demanded, now, to be fed. Were Dune’s faults, his guilt, any greater than Aaron’s? But he turned his mind away from that. He couldn’t feed the thought now. 
 
    There it was, outside the window, Chrysoberyl, the jewel of Votura. Surely, the Voturans, above all, incomparably more than Dune, must be blamed for all that had happened to Aaron’s family. They had to be punished—this city, the whole land, and everyone in it. He looked at the distant towers. One of the sparks spitting from the spires of the night-clad city was growing larger. It was a hovercraft headed toward the estate. Aaron’s heart quivered. He felt certain it was the Paratroopers returning. 
 
    A few frantic whispers in the half-light of morning roused Cole and they were standing together in the foyer when the Paratroopers came in. 
 
    If Aaron’s meeting with Cole had begun with a profound sense of recognition and familiarity, his encounter with this prisoner was the opposite. He was disappointed to see that the Paratroopers had the wrong man. He regretted not having gone himself, but as he was about to reprimand the rescuers for failing their mission, Cole rushed forward and took the stranger under the arm, leading him to a chair in the adjoining room. It was only when they were kneeling next to the man and the lights were fully on that Aaron finally recognized this skeletal, hollow-eyed and haggard figure as his father. He was too shocked to speak. But Cole was staring intently into Dune’s much-too-angular face and speaking gently: “Father, father, it’s us. It’s Cole and Aaron. You’re safe now. You’re going to be free. Father, don’t you know us?” 
 
    A flicker of recognition passed through the man’s blood-streaked eyes. He reached out a spidery hand and touched Cole’s hair. But the effort was too much. His hand dropped back to the chair, and his head slumped forward. Two of the Paratroopers lunged forward and began attending to Dune with some kind of medical equipment they unstrapped from their backs. In the haste of the moment, Aaron was pushed backward and lost sight of his father.  
 
    “Is he dead?” Aaron almost shrieked. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “Is he dead?” he repeated. 
 
    The Squadron Leader, a man named Zel, sturdy, tall, with a tinge of gray along his temples, placed a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. “No. He’s not dead. But he’s been through hell.” 
 
    Aaron had not known Zel long, but he knew him well enough to tell that there was more emotion in his voice than usual. 
 
    As the Paratroopers lifted Dune onto a hovering stretcher and Cole followed them from the room, keeping his hand on the supine form, speaking softly and soothingly, Aaron remained rooted in place, watching them go, feeling helpless and alone. How could the man who had loomed over him from his earliest days, the pillar of his childhood, be suddenly reduced to this? 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron waited, each hour mired in mud, each sound jolting him from dismal reveries, but no word of Dune’s condition reaching him. All he knew was what Zel told him early on: that the Paratroopers and Cole had gone to the nearest hospital and that Dune remained unstable. Aaron dozed once, waking to the same fretful reality, the limbo of inaction and inability. He found it much harder than when he had known Dune to be in the mines because at least then, Aaron had been taking action, taking steps to free him. Now he could do nothing. 
 
    Once, Eli slipped into the room. Aaron leapt to his feet, thinking it was Cole at first. 
 
    “I heard what happened,” said the boy. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I hope your Dad is OK.” 
 
    Aaron tried to smile. “Me too.” 
 
    “I wondered if you want to play chess?” 
 
    “Not today, Eli. But thank you.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    And he was alone again.  
 
    The specter of his father in all his mortality and what the Voturans must have done to him to strip away his humanity crystallized the determination in Aaron’s mind and imagination. The fire inside could not be put out this time. Something had to be done. 
 
    He pulled his comm from his pocket and composed a brief message. 
 
    From: General Castillian 
 
    To: Major Formos, Captain Zel, Private Fathom, Owen Clymes 
 
    Dinner at my estate in four weeks. 19:00. A small affair, just for close friends, to celebrate victories both past and future. All of you have played important roles in my previous successes and may play even bigger ones in those yet to come. 
 
    Clear enough for the intended recipients, but innocuous enough not to draw attention if Aaron’s communications were still being monitored. 
 
    At last, Cole came in, quietly, so that Aaron did not notice him at first. 
 
    Cole came across the room and sat down with a sigh and rubbed his red-rimmed eyes. 
 
    Aaron turned to him. “Well?” 
 
    “He’s stable—for now. They’ve gotten fluids and food into him and cleared his lungs.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with him?” 
 
    “He’s more than half starved to death. And overworked. And suffering trauma. Not to mention he’s been breathing bad air for months.” 
 
    “Will he be alright?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The doctors are hopeful.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I just—I don’t know what came over me. It was awful, Cole, seeing him like that. I couldn’t get over it.” 
 
    “It’s alright. I understand. I think you’ve done more than enough for now. If it wasn’t for you, we never would have found him. And I’d probably have been blown to bits by now in the war. But don’t think you get out of it completely.” He smiled. “I know your ways. You’re going to have to take a shift at some point so I can get some sleep.” The smile faded. “You know what he said to me when he was more alert again?” 
 
    Aaron waited. 
 
    Cole sighed again. “Just four words: ‘I’m sorry. Find Rose.’ I think he blames himself for everything.” 
 
    Aaron put his head in his hands. “And we’re no closer to rescuing her. Do you remember anything else about the man that bought her? You sure you’ve told me everything?” 
 
    “I was in one of the cells, looking down from above. I couldn’t hear much. I just saw his face and I saw him pay the Warden. That was all.” He groaned, a deep, wrenching groan, and raised his eyes toward Heaven. “More than anything in the world, I wish I had more for us to go on.” 
 
    Aaron gritted his teeth. “I can’t believe that’s the best you can do.” 
 
    Cole gave him a long look from under dark brows. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Aaron said after a moment. “That’s not fair. It’s just that … we’ve all been so helpless. I’m tired of being helpless, Cole.” 
 
    “Better to be helpless than dead. Sometimes the best way is to let go of the past. We have to look to the future if we want to make it here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Assimilate. There’s no going back. I know you have influence here, but you’re still a prisoner, and the moment they think you’re a threat, they’ll kill you, kill all of us. The more we keep our heads down, the better.” 
 
    “I can’t think that way.” 
 
    Cole’s eyes flashed. “Look, you have to understand something about Dad. He’s never coming back. Not the way he was. I looked in his eyes and saw it. He lost part of his mind down there, and he’ll never recover completely. And that’s what’s going to happen to all of us if we resist them, if we stand out. Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Some things are worse than dying or going insane.” 
 
    Cole seemed suddenly tired, and his rare anger evaporated. “I just … I just can’t stand to lose anything more, Aaron. We have to cut our losses.” 
 
    Aaron jumped to his feet. “Cut our losses! You mean Mom? Grandma? Everything you’ve been through? Those losses? Just forget about them?” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “You can’t hear yourself, brother. If only you could.” Aaron left the room.  
 
    As he strode through the halls, he heard a voice borne back to him through time, echoing off the ornate ceilings: it was the husky, rasping, but warm sound of his grandmother’s voice, who used to rock him when he was a child, rock him to sleep if he was tired or sick or hurt, her warm breath on his face. He went to the garden so the rustling leaves could drown her out. *     *    *    * 
 
    What terrible dreams he must have. 
 
    Dune lay on the hospital cot that bristled with tubes and wires and blinking lights, hands on his stomach, lips thinly parted, chest expanding and collapsing in a slow, labored rhythm, the breath shallow and stagnant in his ruined frame. If he was dreaming terrible dreams, his face did not betray it. It was quite still. Not the stillness of peace, but of emptiness.  
 
    It was the afternoon after Dune’s rescue. The doctors told Aaron that his father had recovered enough to speak to him, but Aaron was not to wake him if he remained asleep. So Aaron waited. I’ve waited years. What’s a few more hours? 
 
    The patch of sun travelled across the floor, over the chair where Aaron sat, and when it climbed onto his father’s chest, Dune finally awoke. 
 
    It was sudden—his eyes popping open, nostrils widening, breath surging. He began to struggle with the breathing tubes. Aaron knelt beside him and caught his hand.  
 
    “It’s alright. It’s alright. You’re safe.” 
 
    The eyes, which were rolling back in the man’s head like a frightened stallion’s, steadied when they fell on Aaron. His chest rose and fell softer, softer, softer. 
 
    “I thought I was in the mines again.” His voice was rough, coarser than Aaron remembered it. “It’s everywhere down there.” 
 
    Aaron didn’t know what this meant. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. “How do you feel, Dad?” he asked. It sounded sharper than he meant it to. But he could never make his voice as gentle as Cole’s. 
 
    Dune swiveled his eyes back on his son. A slow, guileless grin overspread his features. “Aaron! My boy!” Tears splattered the sick man’s pillow. 
 
    Aaron did not cry. He did not feel anything.  
 
    Dune took Aaron’s hand and kissed it. 
 
    Abruptly, the tears stopped, and Dune looked around, as though scanning for threats. “Where are we? Where’s Cole? Where—?” 
 
    “You’re in the Voturan capital, Chrysoberyl. In a hospital. Cole is safe.” 
 
    “Oh yes. Yes. I remember. I remember when the lights came and took me away and that  … that sweet music … But how … how did you come here? How did you survive?”  
 
     Aaron told him in a halting, broken way his own story, and Dune nearly smiled when he learned that Aaron had avoided both his own and Cole’s fates in Fen. But at other moments during the narrative, he would stare out the window at the heavy clouds over the city that were beginning to spit forth snowflakes, like smoke emitting ash, and his eyes became scales, like the eyes of an ancient statue, unblinking witness to the rise and fall of empires, his body unmoving, no understanding registering in the worn features. After a few seconds, he would come back, attentive again. Where he went in those moments, Aaron did not know and did not want to know. When Aaron finished the tale, Dune fell into a fit of coughs, struggling to get his words out. Finally, he was able to say, “Proud of you.” 
 
    Aaron stiffened.  
 
    Proud? How can you be proud of me? I ran away from Fen like a coward. I served your wife’s killers. I have helped them shed more blood. I sent Cole to a warzone. Fool. He has lost his mind. 
 
    But aloud he said only, “Thank you.” 
 
    “I won’t tell you about the mines,” Dune said. “That’s one thing I can spare you. And, somehow, none of it quite fits together right, doesn’t join up, somehow, in my mind, like I want it to. I can’t make it … make sense.” Gaze out the window again. Stillness for several moments. 
 
    Aaron didn’t know what to do. He wanted to talk to his real father. So he said nothing. When Dune’s mind returned to the hospital room, he became agitated. He clutched Aaron’s hand. “Listen. Listen. This is important. Under the floorboards in my room, there’s an emergency backpack. Enough supplies to last several days. In case we ever have to leave Fen quic—” He stopped short, mouth agape, confused. Aaron pulled his hand away. “What am I saying? That’s all over now.” 
 
    With a long sigh, Aaron said, forcing the words out as though they tasted bitter, “It’s alright. You’re still recovering. But you know what? That backpack saved my life. It helped me escape and survive out there. Before I was caught.” 
 
    A smile fluttered over the man’s face. Then he was solemn again. “Aaron, I wanted to say something to you. I already said it to your brother. I wanted … I wanted to apologize. I should have gotten us all out of there. I failed you all.”  
 
    “Don’t say that Dad. I can’t … I can’t bear it.” 
 
    Dune’s gaze floated toward the window once again. A shiver ran through his ragged bones. Then he fixed Aaron with a look that seemed to burn with a cold brightness. Aaron wished to look away, but he was somehow transfixed by this stare, this stare that had a sudden lucidity to it. Stifling a cough, Dune went on, “When I became a father, I swore two things: the first was that I would always be kind to my children. The second was that I would keep them safe. I broke the first resolution when Cole was small and I got impatient when he tore one of my socks—he was just sliding around on it, pretending to ice-skate, but we didn’t have money to buy me another sock, and I needed it for work, and I had told him to stop, and when it caught on a nail and tore—I shouted at him. And I broke that first resolution many times after that. You remember plenty of times. Maybe those are forgivable. At least I never hurt any of you. But I broke the second resolution the day the Vanguards came. And I can never forgive myself for that.” 
 
    Aaron looked away, ashamed, both for himself and for his father. Ashamed for himself because of the anger and repulsion he felt. Ashamed for his father for having to say such things to him. But his shame was partly contrition and partly pity, too. He could not say the word “forgive,” so he said, “It’s alright, Dad. It’s … there’s no use talking about it now.” 
 
    They fell silent. 
 
    Dune began to shake his head. “I can’t—I can’t wrap my head around it. I can’t wrap my head around it at all.” He repeated this again and again until Aaron placed a hand on his shoulder and said, “You need to rest. We can talk more about it later.” 
 
    Neither of them knew exactly what “it” was. But they both knew something remained unsaid. 
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    Lukas Dorian stood before them, a withered form whose clothes swung loosely on him, as though there were no bones and ligaments and limbs within the folds of cloth at all: only the staring eyes, too big for the face, and the tuft of his white pony-tail hovering above a golden robe. He stood on the edge of the terrace that overlooked a sun-breathed city flaring red in the dying of the day. The glaring towers of Chrysoberyl beamed back the brilliance of the sun and lit his golden robe so that he seemed wreathed in flame. It was an impressive backdrop for the least impressive of men. 
 
    He lifted his arms in greeting, as though about to cast a spell. “Ah, my dears, please come in, please drink deeply of this vivacious vintage I have prepared for you.” 
 
    Druxa swept a bow. “You are most generous—most generous. As always. Just the same as you always were, my dear sir.” He clapped his hands, a grin creasing his face. “Allow me to introduce my protégé, my young genius, as you might put it, General Castillian.” Aaron stepped dutifully, though a bit stiffly, forward and bowed. 
 
    “And here,” Druxa continued, “is his delightful brother, recently arrived in the city.” 
 
    Aaron tried not to laugh in disgust. “Recently arrived” is it? He doesn’t mention where Cole was before that. Or why. Or who rescued him. 
 
    But Cole was bowing and complimenting Dorian on the beauty of his villa. They had passed through most of the structure to reach Dorian on his terrace, and Aaron had found it far from worthy of compliment. Strange, twisting plants grew from the walls and the ceiling in the foyer such that visitors found themselves inside a tunnel of vegetation. The stalks seemed to be constantly moving, constantly stirring—restless, though there was no wind. They were not, Aaron could tell, real plants, but some mechanical imitations. They did not have a rich and living scent, the scent he knew so well from the wind-kissed moors and marshes around Fen. Beyond this vegetative passageway, the building had opened into a wide room, this time made of glass walls filled with water and fish. The next room was entirely empty—glass walls, floors, and ceilings—adorned, Aaron assumed, with holograms he could not see. After that, they had come to the balcony where Dorian now welcomed them. 
 
    A meal of unidentifiable substances and wine too bright in color had been laid out for them by their host. Aaron could see the look of repulsion thinly disguised as a smile on Cole’s face. Cole gingerly took a bite, and his face relaxed a bit. Aaron left his food and drink untouched. 
 
    “My dear sirs,” Dorian was saying, “I have heard so much of you. And I am so sorry to hear your father is unwell. How is he?” 
 
    Aaron ignored the question. Cole stiffened a little, but replied, “He is improving. Thank you.” 
 
    “Good! Good! I am so glad.” Turning to Druxa, Dorian went on, “What brings the honorable Chief General and his compatriots to grace a humble Servant of the Temple with a visit?” Dorian bubbled. “It is such a privilege—such a privilege—but what could you possibly need me for?” 
 
    Druxa smiled. “Indeed, the privilege is entirely mine. Entirely. And isn’t it possible I just want to visit an old friend and mentor?” 
 
    Dorian shot quick glances at all his guests. Aaron did not like the looks. There was something calculating in them that belied the ingratiating tone of voice. 
 
    “So you are a priest of the temple?” Aaron interjected.  
 
    Dorian’s large eyes swiveled suddenly around to Aaron, sharp and intent, yet their beams lifeless. His voice, though, was as relaxed as before. “What? Me? Certainly not. You are so charming, General Castillian! Charming! Imagine it. Me a priest. No. I am merely a humble Servant of the Temple. Just a low-level administrator, really. But a charming thing to say!” Then he became grave and spoke like a teacher. “To be a priest is a position infinitely beyond my abilities and ambitions. It is a great honor and requires much training. Much too grand for me. Besides, I could never deal with the politics of it. You know, being a priest is practically synonymous with being a Council Member. And the High Priest”—at these words, Druxa and Dorian bowed their heads— “is, of course, also the Director himself.” Dorian paused to sip his wine and run his tongue over his lips. “But you know what,” he began after a moment, “Speaking of politics, is it something political you’ve come to ask me about, Anton? Is it about that little insurgent group?” 
 
    For a moment, Aaron wondered who Dorian was speaking to. He so rarely heard Druxa’s first name. 
 
    Druxa, chewing a mouthful of some orange substance, waved a hand. “No, Dorian. That’s been settled already. We staged an assassination of one of the Advisors to the Council using holograms and blamed it on the insurgents. You must have seen it on the news? This gave us the excuse we needed to round them up. They’ve all been arrested. Will be sent to the Temple as offerings very soon. Then they become your problem,” Druxa chuckled. 
 
    Dorian nodded violently. “Oh yes, now I remember. There’s been some talk of it amongst the Servants. Preparations to be made.” 
 
    Something about Dorian’s shifting glance as he said this made Aaron feel that he had been fully aware of the crushing of the insurgents all along. Indeed, how could he not be? The newscasts had spoken of nothing else for days. 
 
    After several more minutes of mindless conversation, Dorian clicked his tongue thoughtfully. “So, this really is just a friendly visit, then?” 
 
    Druxa dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “It is, though we may consider it also a professional introduction. You have now met Votura’s new rising star.” 
 
    The bug eyes locked onto Aaron again. “Indeed! Indeed, I have. And what a charming man he is! It’s been an absolute pleasure. As long as we’re doing introductions, why don’t I introduce you to my family?” 
 
    “Excellent idea,” said Druxa. 
 
    “Certainly,” Cole added. He looked unsteady to Aaron. The coruscating wine appeared to be powerful stuff. 
 
    Dorian snapped his fingers at a slave, who hastened over. Dorian whispered something in his ear. 
 
    “Come with me to the drawing room, if you’re all finished,” Dorian said. 
 
    They followed the old man to an oblong room filled with, from what Aaron could see, more ordinary furnishings, apart from an empty pedestal in the middle of the room.  
 
    “Now there’s a strange creature for you,” Cole whispered as he pointed to the pedestal, a grimace on his face. Aaron was glad he could not see it. 
 
    “And here they are!” Dorian’s face was all aglow. “This is Mina, my dearest and adorable wife.” 
 
    Aaron turned to where Dorian gestured, near the sofa.  
 
    But there was no one there. 
 
    What on earth…? 
 
    Then Aaron felt cold all over inside, like he was filled with a sharp, late-autumn frost, as the reality slammed into him. 
 
    A melodic female voice floated through the air, originating in emptiness. “It’s lovely to meet you.” 
 
    “And here’s my daughter, Ophelia,” said Dorian. “The pride and joy of my life.” 
 
    Druxa bowed. “A pleasure, as always, to see you both. This is General Castillian, and his brother, Cole Castillian.” 
 
    Cole stepped forward and reached out to shake hands. His body froze, arm outstretched, and he twitched as though a mild electric shock had coursed through his body. Aaron knew that as Cole’s fingers grasped empty space, vainly clasping where the women’s hands should have been, he was realizing what Aaron had realized a few moments prior. But Cole recovered himself and even managed a smile. 
 
    Another female voice, higher-pitched and younger, squeaked from the voided air, “Oh! You look so impressive in your uniform, General Castillian! And what a nice suit, Mr. Castillian.” 
 
    “Th-thank you,” Cole stammered, casting a confused glance at Aaron. 
 
    “General Castillian,” said the first voice, “We want you to know how grateful we are for everything you’ve done for Votura. You—and of course, General Druxa—are our new hope for a prosperous future and, even, the restoration of Votura’s former glory.” 
 
    In one sense, this filigreed compliment in the typical Voturan style was like so many Aaron had received before. But in another sense, it was completely different, a species of encounter for which he had no reference point. A hologram was speaking to him. Certainly, he had experienced the projected auditory capabilities of the technology before. Many holograms made noise. He had even experienced some that mimicked human speech—such as the night when, sleepless, he had paced up and down the street outside his estate and heard whisperings and murmurings of almost human voices suddenly flood the space around him, rushing out of the dark and empty air. Their chatter and their laughter hounded his footsteps all the way to his own gate. 
 
    But he had never yet been spoken to directly by a hologram. And he had never been expected to respond. He knew enough, now, of Voturan culture to know that such flowery praise—the formal compliment—required a formal reply. The others would expect him to offer at least a “thank you,” and even that, such a terse reply, would border on insult. But could he manage any words at all to her—to it? 
 
    Two paths lay before him. To begin treading either one was to commit, at last. He knew, somehow, that this moment was decisive, that it would lead, step by step, to others, more grave, others that would shape him little by little, for better or worse. He would either enter the dream or turn his back on it for good. Even if he only put his feet in the dream, like a man wading the shore of a cold, ebony lake, its waters might then have some claim on him, might begin to pull him deeper in. Or so he feared. What piece of his soul would he lose, never to be recovered, if he replied, if he treated the hologram as though it were real? Cole had done it a minute before, more, probably, from surprise than anything; that observation troubled Aaron, but he pushed it aside for the present. Cole, he knew, wanted to protect Aaron and Dune, did not want to endanger his family by angering the Voturans. Shouldn’t that be my first concern as well? Is it, after all, so dire to make this small compromise in order to avoid an unnecessary disturbance? I cannot afford to offend Druxa by slighting his friend. Especially now, with certain of my plans afoot. On the other hand, one small misstep (I could plead ignorance of proper manners) would not seriously endanger my position with Druxa, would it? After all I’ve done for him and Votura? Dorian, though, is too strange. He strikes terror in me. What might his reaction be when I publicly reject his false reality? 
 
    All this passed through Aaron’s mind in seconds. His mind felt its gears lock; his heart seemed snagged, caught and conflicted. His mouth opened. He glanced at Cole, but Cole wasn’t looking at him. He was looking at something else, his eyes widening. Following his gaze, Aaron saw it. 
 
    Hanging on the wall next to where Dorian grinned like a skull, watching his guests and his holograms interact, there was a painting. 
 
    It pictured a wild country at nightfall, a few stars just beginning to shimmer in a sky that was the darkest blue and gray. The artist had expertly depicted the lighting, and somehow portrayed the combination of evening stillness with a rising wind, the stirring of the grasses, so that Aaron half expected a gust of cold wind to blow off the wall and catch him in the face. In spite of its realism, a sense of enchantment hung about the painting, so that it might have been showing a landscape from myth or legend. But it was no legend. For the wild country in the painting was the moors, the moors Aaron knew so well, the ones he had escaped to, where he had spent his first night after the attack on Fen.  
 
    Aaron and Cole exchanged a look. In it was more than words could ever compass. 
 
    Impossible, Aaron thought. Then he blurted, “The painting!” 
 
    Everyone jumped. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Aaron added hastily. “I’m sorry to change the subject so suddenly. Forgive me. But it’s very important—this painting—I have to know—right away—who painted it? Where did you get it?” 
 
    The old man’s oversized eyes bugged out even more. “Oh!” and a bloodshot stare was all he offered for a moment. He recovered himself. “The painting, yes. Quite lovely, isn’t it? Mina just adores it.” He paused, and having brought the conversation back to Mina, stared hard at Aaron. But he went on in a friendly tone after another moment. “I was rather pleased with myself for tracking this one down. I have a true passion for art. You see, I have an acquaintance, a Sub-Lawyer for Intercorporate Exchanges and the Distribution of Assets to Class II. Strangest story you ever heard. I had some paperwork for him one day, and we got to chatting, and I found out he had just been married. I was asking him all about it, and in the course of conversation, he mentioned that his wife was a painter. And I, as you know, adore art. So I asked if I could see some of her work. Extraordinarily fine. A bit of a foreign, exotic feel. I fell in love with it instantly, and I ended up buying this piece from him.” 
 
    “And the man’s wife—” Cole began, barely containing the strain and excitement in his voice. 
 
    “Yes! Yes! The wife. That’s the absolutely incredible part about of the story. You won’t believe this. It’s simply scandalous!” He placed a hand on his heart. “But it’s true; I heard it right from the source. Apparently, this fellow, Desmond, bought the girl as a slave, and then he freed her”—Dorian whispered these indecent words—“and married her. Can you believe it?” 
 
    Aaron and Cole could believe it. They had to believe it. And that belief struck their souls like lightning. 
 
    “What was the lawyer’s name?” Cole asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Desmond. Desmond Dross.” 
 
    “How long ago?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “My, my!” Druxa said. “So many questions for poor Dorian. Can it wait, gentlemen?” 
 
    “Just answer this last question.” 
 
    Dorian considered. “A year and a half, I think.” 
 
    It was the right timeline. It was not a mistake. The painting could not be a mistake, and the brothers knew it. 
 
    And now they had a name.  
 
    *     *    *    * 
 
    Shooting over the city in the hovercraft with his mind latched onto a single, urgent task, Aaron barely listened to Druxa’s excuses for his friend. “You may have found my friend a bit unique. He’s a remarkably fine and intelligent fellow. He’s had trials in his life. The previous iterations of his family members all died in a terrible hovercraft accident, many years ago. Fortunately, their biochemical data was preserved sufficiently to create the holographic versions. It is a great comfort to him.” 
 
    Cole nodded. 
 
    “I hope,” Druxa went on, a frown materializing on his face, “that, with this added information, you can find it in yourself, General, to treat Dorian with sufficient respect in the future. Dorian is a great man. And you … you are a great man as well. But I fear you have not yet fully assimilated to our way of life.” 
 
    Aaron was tired of Druxa’s indirect way of speaking. “What is your point, General?” 
 
    “See that you make an effort, that is all.” 
 
    Aaron took a breath to calm himself. “I’m sorry, Chief General, but the painting—it was important. It is. I won’t hide it from you. The girl who painted that painting is our sister, Rose. I’m going to find her, and I want her to be treated with honor. I want her and her husband—if he really is her husband, and if he really did free her—I want them taken care of.” 
 
    Druxa ran his tongue along the inside of his cheek. “Another former slave raised to such a status? I do not like it. People will begin to talk.” 
 
    “They won’t talk if they know that she’s my sister. They’ll treat her like royalty,” said Aaron, with more conviction than he felt. 
 
    Druxa folded his arms and looked out the cabin window. “I don’t know. Perhaps I should bring the matter to the attention of the Council …” 
 
    “General,” Aaron interrupted. The flame of hatred sprung to life within him, hatred for this man, who brought about the deaths of his mother and grandmother. 
 
    Druxa looked back at him, and something other than the usual pride passed over his face. “Yes, General?” 
 
    “I’m not asking.”  
 
    Aaron regretted the words as soon as they were spoken. Was he showing too much of his hand? But Druxa, after a brief hesitation, merely nodded. 
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    A woman and a man stood in the doorway of Aaron’s suite. 
 
    He looked up from the reports he’d been reading, his vision blurred with fatigue. Two ghosts they seemed at first, pale in the gray light. 
 
    Aaron stood up and his vision cleared. 
 
    It was Rose and a grim-faced stranger. Cole appeared behind them, a faint smile on his lips. And Clay was there too. The three men came into the room behind Rose. 
 
    Rose swept across the room in a flash and had her arms around Aaron, not crying, only holding him close, so close, so tight, and rocking with him, with her face buried in his chest. Aaron locked his arms around her, too. Then he held her at arms’ length, neither of them speaking. She looked so much older than he remembered. Her face wore lines it had never known before. For an instant, Aaron thought he was looking into the face of his mother, but as the impression washed over his mind and dissolved, his heart twisted with both pain and joy. Rose’s gray-green eyes spoke all that her lips could not say of grief and struggle. And of something more, too. A light glowed there that Aaron could not yet understand. She looked as one who had heard the tolling of a high and distant bell, calling her, and ever after was changed. 
 
    “You’re here,” Aaron said softly and almost puzzled. 
 
    She nodded. “I’m here.” 
 
    “I tried so hard to find you. I—I would have come to get you, but I couldn’t get away from my work here, so Cole and my servant Clay went for both of us. I’m sorry. So sorry it took so long for us to find you—” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “It was well. It was all well. I’m here now.” 
 
    “What happened to you?” 
 
    There was a small whimper, and Aaron realized for the first time that the stranger was holding a sleeping newborn infant. “Who is this?” 
 
    Rose looked toward the man and the child, and for a moment the lines on her face were not the lines of hardship but the lines of a smile. “This is my husband, Desmond, and our son, Oliver.” 
 
    “Husband? Son?” Aaron’s mouth hung open a little. 
 
    Cole laughed. “Yes, dimwit. You’re an uncle.” 
 
    Rose took the child and placed him in Aaron’s arms. Aaron looked down into that small, golden face, those eyes vast and glittering like the Andromeda galaxy itself. The child smelled fresh, like linen and fresh bread. Kicking rhythmically against Aaron’s arm, he stared up, unblinking, at his newfound uncle. An utterly strange sensation—a species of wonder. Then the little face contorted, and the baby began to cry. Aaron looked up, panicked. Rose laughed, took Oliver back to her chest, soothed him. Aaron turned and reached out a hand to the quiet stranger who had somehow become a brother. The man, somewhat older than Cole, had dark hair and dark eyes. He stood very straight, but his smile was warm. 
 
    Aaron turned back to Rose, now that Oliver had quieted. “Tell me everything,” he said. 
 
    “Yes,” Cole added. “Tell us. I’ve been biting my tongue not asking you, so that you wouldn’t have to tell me and then tell it all over to Aaron when we got back. But now you can tell us both. Dad will want to hear, too. The doctors say he’s asleep, but we could go to his room and wake him.” 
 
    Rose shook her head. “No, don’t wake him. Let him rest. I know he needs it, from everything you’ve told me. We will come back. I will see him again.” Rose took a breath. “You both know what happened in Fen. Cole and Father and I made that journey in the dark and the fear of the transport ship. But we had each other. Oh, we were so afraid for you, Aaron! We had no idea what had happened to you. Cole thought you might have been killed. And we were afraid for ourselves. It was a kind of death to me—passing out of my old life and into something incomprehensibly new and terrifying. We hardly spoke during that journey. Most of the other prisoners were from Fen—people we knew—but everyone seemed a stranger in that place. 
 
    “We came to the Processing Center. I have never seen so much human misery in one place.” She paused, turned pale like porcelain. “They took our pictures, assigned us numbers, and sent us to cells. That’s where we were separated—that was even more terrifying than being captured in the first place. We all got put in different cells. I was with some other girls around my age—just as scared as I was. I should have tried to comfort them, but I could only think of myself in those days.” She spoke as if those days were decades in the past. “I spent a long time in the dark cell, listening to the groans and screams of others in the prison. I suppose it was a few days, but it felt much longer than that. I kept thinking, so many times, of mother and grandmother—and you, Aaron, too. I grouped you with them because I thought you were dead. You’ve come back to life. You’re like a ghost, except flesh and blood.” She paused, studying him. “Then I learned I was going to be sold at market. I knew enough, and I heard enough from the others, to know what kind of fate awaited a teenage girl sold like that. And this is the worst part of the story, the part I don’t want to tell but have to. When I learned that, I wanted to die. Not as a mere passing wish, but as a resolution. I was determined. I tried to figure out how to do it, how to die. They were careful not to give us anything we could use to harm ourselves. In my darkest moment, I tried to convince one of the other girls to kill me. I was like an animal—hardly thinking anymore, just desperate to get out of the nightmare. But she was good, not like me, and she wouldn’t listen. Besides, she was too weak and scared to be able to do anything anyway. And that was a gift to me, though I didn’t know it then. 
 
    “The day of the sale came. One after another, slaves were led out, taken away, led into a miserable future. My turn came. My heart seemed to have vanished from within me. I couldn’t feel anything except that it was hard to swallow. I just saw a sea of faces against me, mostly men. I was hardly aware of what was going on. A big fat man seemed to have the highest bid. Words were spoken—I could only understand part of the language then—and I was led away by the guards toward the fat man. But then I realized it wasn’t him who had won me. It was a younger man. It was Desmond. He took me to his home. I was relieved not to be with the fat man, but still, I was terrified of my new master.” She laughed, a bright, glancing laugh, sudden and unexpected, the most carefree sound Aaron had heard in a long time, and as she did so, she looked at her husband. “He didn’t say a word during the whole flight on the hoverbus. We landed, and he led me into his home. Only when we were alone did he finally speak. Do you want to tell it?” 
 
    Desmond cleared his throat. His voice was supple—soft but with a current of strength under it. “You tell it, Rose.” 
 
    “Alright. Once we were alone, he knelt down in front of me, and in broken Taurusian he promised me that he would never hurt me. He said he was going to set me free and that he had only bought me in order to rescue me. He took pity on me. I thought he was mocking me at first, but he laid no hand on me. Instead, he made me food, and I realized I was starving. You can’t imagine what it was like. You can never know what it was to go from a state of terror to feeling suddenly safe, to feeling that all was well after all, miraculously. The shadow had passed, and I was unharmed. It was like … it was like … Heaven.” All while she was speaking, she kept her eyes steadily on Desmond’s face. The words came more like the recitation of a prayer than the telling of a story. And by the end, they were not directed at Aaron or Clay or Cole, but at Desmond himself. 
 
    “He was as good as his word. The process is complicated and takes many weeks, as you know from trying to free Cole and Dad, but eventually Desmond had me freed. In the meantime, he agreed to go back to the Processing Center to try to find Cole and Dad, but they had already been shipped off, we didn’t know where. Once I was free, he gave me money and told me how to slip out of the city unnoticed. We made plans together for how I would get back to my own country. But when the day came, I didn’t go. I stayed. And I think you know the rest.” 
 
    As her voice faded to silence, Aaron pondered what she had said. The images from her story swirled inside his head like a flurry of leaves in the wind. Shadows and ghosts of her past coursed through his imagination. Aaron looked from her face to the face of Cole, to the face of his nephew, to the face of Desmond, then back to Rose. “This isn’t how I pictured it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The reunion of the family.” 
 
    Rose’s head drooped. “They’re gone, Aaron. We must let them go.” 
 
    He took a step away from her. “That’s what Cole said. But you both know I can’t do that.” 
 
    Cole sighed and was about to speak, but Rose said simply. “I know you can’t, Aaron. Not yet, anyway. The storm has come to you, and it will not pass gently.” It was what their mother or grandfather would have said—strange and inscrutable, yet somehow Aaron understood perfectly. 
 
    He felt weak. He sat down. “I thought … I thought when we were all together again, we could go back. Back to the way things used to be. Even here in Chrysoberyl. All of us around the table or at the hearth. Singing. Laughing. Safe in our own little world. We would sing and talk and laugh and the world could never get in. We all knew each other, then, and trusted each other completely. But now … now they’re dead. And all of you have changed in an enemy land.” His eyes stung.  
 
    Clay placed a hand on Aaron’s shoulder but said nothing. Rose sat down beside him. “It had to be this way, Aaron. There’s nothing we could have done to stop it. Most things break, sooner or later. But remember what doesn’t break.” 
 
    Aaron stood up. “You’re wrong. It didn’t have to be this way. They did this to us.” His voice was like iron. He watched the movement of the hovercrafts over the city, like bees around a hive. “Things only break if we let them.” 
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    19:00. The frigidity of the winter night seemed to have crystallized the vault of stars above and swathed the city below in silence. Stars and moon both burned in frosty and unmoving white. The men were gathering, one by one. Aaron felt a clenching in his chest. This first, fatal stage of the plan must not fail, or all would be undone, all hopeless.   
 
    One false step, and … 
 
    “Will you go see the parade of the Winter Festival tomorrow? It’s supposed to be especially jaw-dropping this year,” Formos queried. 
 
    “No, Formos,” Aaron said. He forced a smile. “You must know me better than that by now.” His eyes were on the streets outside the windows of the hall. 
 
    Formos smiled in turn. “I’m not surprised. To be honest, I doubt I will go either. My! This looks like some very fine wine you have here. Don’t trouble yourself, Aaron. You just relax and keep staring out that window. I’ll just serve myself. It’s no problem at all. Please don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Aaron laughed and turned to him. “Yes, you may. Go ahead. The others will be here soon.” 
 
    At that moment, Owen came through the doors of the hall, stamping snow from his boots, a great, fur-lined coat sweeping behind him. Bex was there to remove his coat and hurry it off to the coat closet. As he joined Aaron and Formos by the table, which was set in finery for the evening’s food and drink, Owen measured up his host. “Still wearing that uniform, I see. But with some more medals and a new rank insignia. I must call you general now.” 
 
    Aaron shook his hand. Owen’s grip was iron. “General—not spy this time?” 
 
    Owen crossed his arms and watched Aaron with those weathered eyes. “Not spy, I think. I still owe you an apology. And I still withhold it. Did you invite me here to get it out of me at last?” 
 
    Aaron shook his head. Before he could reply, Zel and Fathom entered the room. Aaron was grateful because he could not yet reveal the real reason to Owen, and under the man’s cold stare, Aaron knew his lies would wither.  
 
    “Welcome! Welcome to you both,” he said, shaking their hands in turn. The servants took their coats and brought them drinks. When everyone was settled, Aaron addressed them all: “As you know, I have a special debt of gratitude to each of you. Without you, I would not enjoy the honor that the Voturan people have so generously poured out on me. Owen, you saved me from starving in the woods when I was a lost refugee. Formos, you were my first friend in this strange new world. And you kept me out of view of Votura’s enemies many times during reconnaissance flights in the ARCU.” He clapped the pilot on the shoulder. Then he turned to Zel. “Captain, you and your team of Paratroopers keep my family and me safe every day, and you have faithfully carried out many missions for me. Thanks to you, my father is now safe with us.” 
 
    Captain Zel gave a slight bow. “It’s an honor to fulfill our duty for you, General.” 
 
    Fathom, dressed in uniform, his bald head gleaming in the light of the chandeliers, gave a little laugh. “Well, well, well,” he said. “Quite the reunion. And I have to say I’m very honored to be one of your chosen guests, General. But also, I am just a bit confused. Just a little bit.” He smiled and laughed again, louder. “Truly! I fail to see what gratitude you could possibly owe toward me. The gratitude should all be on my part. I have had the privilege of watching your star wax just as mine waned. There must be a mistake.” He stared straight into Aaron’s eyes. 
 
    For a moment, Aaron wondered, have we both agreed to this, already—this mutual manipulation? 
 
    Aaron met his look. He straightened his shoulders. “I thank you for the flattery, Private Fathom. You’re Voturan, through and through. But there was no mistake in my inviting you. The debt of gratitude I owe to you is for something you have not done yet.” 
 
    No one expected this response. The officers shot each other looks. But before more could be said by way of explanation, dinner was announced. Kyla, Aurora, and Eli brought in platter after platter, while Clay served drinks in silence. Aaron’s guests ate with relish. He could afford to provide them with the best in Chrysoberyl. The talk tended toward military matters, war stories, the state of the city, the Winter Festival. Aaron let himself be carried by the current of conversation, laughing and carousing with his guests, allaying all suspicion—he hoped. It was easier to seem natural by pushing the thought to the peripheries of his mind and letting the present moment overcome him until the right opportunity came. He noted with half-unease that Owen drank little and stared at him often with unblinking gaze. 
 
    The wine had brought a sparkle to Formos’s eyes. “So, Aaron—General—General Aaron. I notice one guest missing tonight.” 
 
    “And who is that?” Aaron asked.  
 
    “A certain general’s daughter.” 
 
    Aaron’s face felt a little hot. He decided to run with it. Why not play the part? It was close enough to the truth. “Is it that obvious?” 
 
    “My dear sir,” said Fathom. “Everyone who’s anyone knows about your interest in Antonia. And her interest in you. That’s just the life of a celebrity.” 
 
    “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised, then.” 
 
    “Count yourself fortunate, that’s all,” said Fathom. “She’s the jewel of Chrysoberyl. Everyone thought she would marry a member of the Council, not a foreigner. But you’re no ordinary foreigner.” 
 
    “A-a-aren’t I?” Aaron stammered, still wrapping his head around that unexpected word—marry. 
 
    “General Castillian,” said Fathom, dabbing chicken grease from his chin, “Has anyone told you how like a Voturan you’ve become?” 
 
    Aaron winced inside but only smiled. “Have I?” 
 
    “Yes!” Formos added in a loud voice. “I bet if you asked a stranger to identify which officer here is a foreigner, they wouldn’t be able to do it. They’d pick Mr. Clymes, I suppose. And I guess he is foreign, isn’t he? Aren’t you?” He turned to Owen, who gave no reply. Unperturbed by the silence, Formos spoke again to Aaron. “You look a little different from us, but your accent is much better than Mr. Clymes’s, and your knowledge of our culture and politics—and, of course, military—is unparalleled.” 
 
    Private Fathom nodded. “You are better informed than most of our city’s people. They entertain themselves and don’t worry about politics or war. And this is fitting for their station. It is not for them to think of such things.” 
 
    “Do you agree, Captain Zel?” Aaron asked. “You’ve been so quiet.” 
 
    “The Council is quite expert in ruling. The slaves are quite expert in working. The military is quite expert in fighting. What else is there for the people to do other than amuse themselves with holograms and banquets and games? It makes them happy. Certainly, it makes them easier to control.” 
 
    “You haven’t answered the question. Is all of this fitting? Is it right?” Aaron pressed. 
 
    “What does it matter what I think?” 
 
    “I’m just curious. We’re all friends here.” 
 
    “The system is efficient. It is most efficient when the people focus on pleasure and entertainment. However, what is efficient is not always what is fitting.” 
 
    Owen raised his glass. “Well said.” 
 
    His heart quickening, Aaron stifled the impulse to tell them everything. He could not yet risk it. 
 
    Not yet, not yet. 
 
    Fathom leaned forward intently, creases deepening around his bright eyes. “Efficiency! Yes, it is an important piece of the puzzle. But you’re right that it’s not the only piece. Efficiency alone does not make for greatness in a civilization. You need something more. Whatever increases Votura’s glory—that is what is fitting.” 
 
    Eyes on the table, Zel said, “No one is more dedicated to the glory of Votura than I.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll ask the obvious question, Fathom,” said Formos. “What exactly increases Votura’s glory? What do we need other than efficiency?” 
 
    Fathom leaned back in his chair and said without hesitation, looking at Aaron, “Ambition.” 
 
    “What kind of ambition?” 
 
    “Major Formos, do I even have to say it? Military ambition. Conquest. Empire. There was a time when all Votura knew this.” 
 
    Formos slammed his fist down. “But that means more war! And war is the root of all evil! War is the enemy!” 
 
    “Oh, here we go,” Aaron murmured. “You got him started.” 
 
    Formos laughed good-naturedly. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” His eyes dropped to the table, and he said, in a softer voice, “We should know better than most. We’ve seen it firsthand. Peace would be a greater glory for Votura than conquest.” 
 
    Fathom nodded, “Certainly. I’m all for peace. Peace would be the final goal … once there’s no one left to fight.” 
 
    Everyone except Owen laughed at this. 
 
    Now? Aaron wondered.  
 
    The idea of it filled his insides with a chill. He felt the rhythm of his blood throb stronger in his ears. He was tired of waiting. It was time—he would make it time. After the laughter had subsided and each man had taken another sip of his drink, Aaron laid his napkin on the table and said in a voice charged, he hoped, with spontaneous emotion, “If only there was a mirror that could show you your hidden worth, Fathom! If you could see yourself! I don’t think you would just accept the demotion that you received.” 
 
    The table became still and quiet at these words. 
 
    The bald man answered in a flat voice. “I have not ‘just accepted it,’ as you put it.” 
 
    “Then what are you doing about it?” Aaron hoped enough alcohol was in the man’s system to generate some honesty. 
 
    “I’ve not been idle, I can tell you that.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You’re still a Private, aren’t you?” Aaron intentionally ended the question with a gentle laugh. 
 
    “That’s not my doing. I’ve been working hard to make connections and gain support among the lower ranks, as well as the officers. That’s the only way I can hope to be reinstated. If enough people recommend me, maybe they’ll take me back into the High Command.” 
 
    “Is that the best way?” 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions. But there’s Druxa. And the Council itself. I fear they will prevent my promotion.” Something of Fathom’s bravado was gone from him as he said this. 
 
    Aaron drummed his fingers on the table as he considered his next move. Fathom practically knew already. His words had, in a way, started it all, hadn’t they? But was he the one to start with? Was he the one to use to crack the whole thing open? Did Aaron know enough of the others, yet? The cautious approach grated on him—the habit wasn’t natural to him. It was the result of months of living always within the grasp of failure and death, where caution was necessary. But he could not wait forever. The flame inside goaded him to act. This was the best thread he’d been presented with so far in the course of the conversation. He would pull on it and see what unraveled. 
 
    “You fear them, then?” 
 
    “Fear is a strong word.” 
 
    “Sorry—not fear, then. Desire independence from them? Is that a better term for it?” One thing Aaron knew without doubt. It needed to seem like their idea. He needed to lead them to it as gently as a stream carries a leaf to a waterfall. 
 
    “Something like that. Something very much like that.” 
 
    Aaron’s next comment would be interpreted as simply a statement of solidarity and sudden honesty. At least that’s what he was betting on. Honesty, he hoped, would relax them and might beget honesty. “I’ll give it to you straight, gentlemen. I don’t know how much you know about my situation, but I am still a prisoner here, in spite of everything. Zel is under orders to protect me but also keep me within certain limits—it’s OK, Captain, I know all about it and I know you’re just following orders—no need to explain yourself or apologize. I’m just saying this to show you that I understand what it means to be under the thumb of Druxa and the Council.” 
 
    “But you have so much … influence with them,” Formos said. A cool smile. 
 
    “Some, yes,” Aaron replied. 
 
    “But not enough, in my opinion,” Fathom added, frowning. 
 
    Aaron timed a pause, counting six seconds in his head. Then he said with furrowed brow, “What are you suggesting, exactly?” 
 
    Owen, Zel, and Formos locked their gazes onto Fathom, who tilted his head and folded his hands in his lap. “I’m not suggesting anything,” he said. 
 
    Aaron laughed. “Sorry—sorry. I think I misunderstood you. I’ve just been sitting here this whole time trying to figure out why you set all this up, and I thought maybe that was—you know, never mind.” 
 
    Fathom stiffened a little. “What are you talking about? I didn’t set anything up.” 
 
    “I mean,” Aaron went on, “this dinner. I was trying to understand why you invited everyone to the dinner.” 
 
    “But you invited us, not Fathom,” said Formos. “Gratitude and all that? Remember?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I sent the message, but it wasn’t my idea. I’m just following Fathom’s instructions. He wanted me to invite each of you. And I think I’m beginning to understand why. Each of you has certain skills as well as certain motivations. I think—I think—I see how all of us can help each other.” Then Aaron looked hard at Fathom. “Fathom’s moment, his opportunity to regain his status, and more, has come. Do you want to give us the details, at last?” 
 
    A long moment passed. Fathom’s eyes glittered.  
 
    He understood the invitation that Aaron was making. Or was this Aaron’s acceptance of Fathom’s invitation? 
 
    Aaron hated the strange pale that seemed to come over the man’s features. He feared it, too. And he feared something in himself that was lurching toward the surface of his heart. But it had worked. Fathom fell into his role seamlessly. Standing up, the former officer said, “General, could the slaves be dismissed?” 
 
    “Of course! Of course!” said Aaron, and he signaled to Clay, Kyla, Aurora, Eli, and Bex to leave the room. As Clay passed Aaron, headed toward the door, he laid his large and gentle hand on the young man’s shoulder for an instant. A warmth spread through Aaron from the touch, like water soaking through a piece of cloth, and for a moment, a weight came off him, just long enough for his soul to take one deep breath of the free air. It occurred to him that he could simply stand up and follow the slaves out of the room. But then he shook himself. What am I thinking? It’s now or never. And he stayed motionless in his chair. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” said Fathom, standing at his place and looking from face to face. “It is time for Votura to be restored to her former glory. Our current leadership has lost sight of our high calling. But we have here a newcomer. A boy who has proven himself a man. He has shown himself to be, perhaps, the greatest general Votura has ever known, due to his mysterious gift and his natural strategic talent. He has revealed himself, also, to have a true love for the Voturan people, defending us and attacking our enemies—both those without, and those within.” Fathom was in full swing now, caught up in his own sudden excitement. “But we have a chance to do our duty for our country and our people if this young hero will take up our cause.” 
 
    “What cause is that, exactly?” said Owen, his low voice breaking into the conversation for the first time in many minutes. 
 
    “The glory of Votura.” 
 
    “And how do we bring about the glory of Votura? And why should we want to?” Owen asked. 
 
    Here, Fathom faltered. Aaron took control again. He hoped that Kyla and Dune had carefully searched the room for any hidden microphones, as he had instructed them. He could not turn back now. “I think what Fathom is proposing—if I’m not mistaken—is that we free the people from the … difficult … leadership—” 
 
    “Tyrannical and cowardly, you mean!” Fathom almost shouted in his frenzy.  
 
    “Fine. Those aren’t the words I would use, but I guess they work. The tyrannical and cowardly leadership that Votura is currently under.” 
 
    “And why should I care about that?” Owen repeated. 
 
    Aaron grit his teeth. “That is up to you, Owen. But I know that it was this tyrannical government that killed your family and made you a slave, stuck in their labs, designing their technologies. Maybe you owe it to your wife and daughter to do something about it.” 
 
    Owen’s lips curled in a cruel smile. “And the harm done to family would have nothing to do with your motivation, I suppose?” 
 
    Aaron’s breathing quickened, but he tried to speak calmly. “I have rescued my family. My only concern is to protect others from suffering what they went through. Maybe we both owe something to our families.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Owen replied, still smiling. “I certainly have debts to pay.” 
 
    “What you’re discussing is treason. It’s a coup,” Zel burst out at last.  
 
    Aaron clasped his hands in front of him, leaning forward across the table to face the captain. “Captain Zel, you are well aware of the corruption that has taken hold in the government. This must be met with a strong hand. It is our duty to stop it. But it has reached such extreme levels—only extreme measures can counter it. We are not the traitors. We are trying to punish the traitors.” 
 
    Zel remained silent and gave no sign of assent or dissent.  
 
    Aaron knew that at any moment, one of the men could walk out and message Druxa or the Council. He had to win their allegiance in the next few seconds or all was lost. He turned to Formos next. “You, Major Formos, you’ve always told me how you hate war. You’ve wanted to get out of it your whole career. Now you have the chance, the chance for peace, once we take control. And not just for yourself. You can bring peace to others. And a quiet life, finally.” 
 
    Formos, his face wracked with conflict, looked from one of his companions to the other. A long moment passed. Finally, he asked, “Will I have to kill anyone?” 
 
    This broke some of the tension in the room. Aaron smiled. “No, Formos, no. Don’t worry.” 
 
    “Then I’m in.” 
 
    “And the rest of you?” Aaron asked, breathless. 
 
    Silence filled the room for many seconds, as thick and heavy as the snow that robed the city. Aaron knew it might be a premonition of the silence of death if any one of them refused. Or it might be the coming silence of peace—the stilling of his heart that surged and roiled always inside him—when it was all over and he had gained enough power and avenged the deaths, psychological and physical, of his family members. Then he could rest in a silence like this. 
 
    Owen swore under his breath, at last, and said, “Why not?” 
 
    And after one last hesitation, Zel nodded. 
 
    And the conspiracy was sealed. 
 
    They talked late into the night. It was the beginning of plans and the first of many nights like it. In the early hours of the morning, the men departed, and Aaron watched them pass into the street. But he turned away from the window before the appearance of a tall man, in the snow-deadened street outside the estate, who caught Owen by the arm as he left. The two men spoke for many minutes in the shadow of the building, then separated and vanished in the dark, leaving only their blue footprints filling up with flake. 
 
    As he undressed for bed, for a few hours of sleep to be snatched from the coming morning, Aaron felt a frantic delight inside, felt the singe of sparks from a fire. It was happening. He had read each of the men correctly. He had his band of conspirators, and the plan was at last in motion. He lay awake for a long time.  
 
    But when at last he slept, he did not dream of Chrysoberyl or Antonia or Cole or Rose or Dune, as he had many other nights, or even of his plan. He dreamt only of his mother, grinding wheat and baking loaves of bread. He called out to her again and again, but she never turned, she never heard, and he could not go to her. 
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    “We need to talk.” 
 
    Aaron looked up from the map before him. It was not a campaign map this time. It was a map of Chrysoberyl. “Why, come in Kyla. Thanks for knocking. Very polite of you. What do we need to talk about?” 
 
    Kyla’s eyes were almost as silvery and troubled as the sky outside the floor to ceiling windows of Aaron’s suite. Another storm was percolating. Green ribbed clouds were stirring high above the city into a morass of filaments and flecks of shadow ready to envelop the towers in a shroud of sleet. 
 
    She ignored his sarcasm. “I have information you need to know. But first, the paperwork. Have you finished it yet? I did my part. All your family has been found. When will I be free?” 
 
    He sighed. “I’ve submitted all the forms. They said it would take a few weeks. It will happen soon. You’ll be free soon.” 
 
    In her sudden and precise way, she came into the room and sat next to him at the control table. She studied his face with her eddying eyes. “Thank you, Aaron. Do you know what Aurora said when I told her what you were doing? She said she’s never heard of a master voluntarily freeing his slaves. Not once. At least not until we heard what happened to your sister. And not until you. She said you were one in a million. I’m so ready to go home. To whatever is left of it.” 
 
    He felt a tremor run through his weary chest. “Of course. I know you are. I thank you for all the help you’ve given me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we couldn’t rescue your mother and grandmother.” 
 
    “We tried. And there’s still something I can do for them.” Before she could ask what that meant, he hurried on. “Speaking of which, I … I wondered if you …” He trailed off and began tapping his fingers on the tabletop. 
 
    “You always do that when you’re anxious,” she said. “What is it?” 
 
    He stopped tapping. “No, I don’t. That’s ridiculous. I’m not anxious. But there’s something I need to ask you.” 
 
    She clasped her hands in her lap. She became very still and her eyes widened. In a thin voice, just above a whisper, she said in expectation, “What? What did you want to ask me?” 
 
    He grimaced, unsure how to explain to her. “I was wondering if you would stay … here. Even after you’re free.” 
 
    She kept her eyes still fixed on him, and a faint smile formed on her lips. Her shoulders seemed to relax with a sigh, as of the release of a great burden. “Aaron … ever since I came here, my only thought has been how to get away. That’s all I dreamed about. All I planned. Until …” She trailed off. 
 
    “Until what?” 
 
    “Until … Oh, don’t you understand—? Nothing.” The smile faded. “I need to go away as soon as I can. That’s the point.” 
 
     “Just listen, though,” he said, urgency tinging his voice. “What I mean is, I need your help one more time before you go. I need a hacker.” 
 
    Her lips parted; she stared at him in wonder for an instant, then her gaze dropped to the floor. “Oh. Right. What is it this time?” 
 
    He took a deep breath. “A coup.” 
 
    She looked up, prepared to laugh, but then saw that he was serious, and the smile dissipated. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Aaron put a finger to his lips. “Not so loud.” 
 
    “This is a joke, right? Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes. Completely.” 
 
    “You’re mad. You’ve gone mad. What do you mean, a coup?” 
 
    “I’m going to take over the government of Votura.” 
 
    “You and what army? And you’re what? 19?” 
 
    “20. Not that it matters. Just listen to me—” 
 
    But she wouldn’t. “You’re not making any sense. Why on earth would you want to take over the government? Is this what that meeting the other night was about?” 
 
    The words burst out of Aaron’s chest, where they’d been so long restrained, almost rending him with their force. “Yes, if you must know. This is the point. I didn’t want any of this to happen. I never asked to be in the army. I didn’t ask for privileges. I didn’t ask for influence and power. But I got all these things. And then I find out what these people—these animals—did to my family. They murdered my mom, Kyla. Her skull smashed, her bones buried, blood in the dirt. And my grandmother too. And the rest of them, Dune, Cole, Rose—well, it’s like I never rescued them at all. They’re almost as dead to me. I can’t go back. What’s left? Now I know what I need to do. Retaliation. Before this anger burns me up. And the only way to make it right, the only way to punish Votura, is first to own it. Once I—we, the others and me—are the rulers here, I will have all the power I need to exact justice. Blood for blood. The guilty will die. And I’ll end these terrible wars once and for all.” 
 
    He finished, practically panting, leaning over the table, pulled toward it, strung out, wrung dry. 
 
    She looked at him in horror, shaking her head, all words fled from her for a long moment. She reached out her hand, partly to touch him, partly to ward him off. “Aaron, what has happened to you? What?” Two wet marks streaked her face, though Aaron could not remember seeing any tears. 
 
    “I thought you were different,” she whispered. Then she lowered her chin and straightened her shoulders. The sudden density of her voice surprised Aaron as she said, “I will have nothing to do with this. I just want to get out of here. I can’t watch this anymore. I can’t watch you fall to pieces any more. And I won’t have blood on my hands.” 
 
    He bit his lip. “They killed your family too! Don’t you want to do something about that? Don’t leave. I need your help. You can’t leave.” 
 
    “What do you mean, I can’t leave? Did you lie about the forms? I can’t trust anything you say anymore.” 
 
    He sighed in exasperation. “No, that’s not what I mean. I did submit the forms, of course. I don’t believe in this slavery stuff any more than you do. I want you to be free and happy.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Show me the forms.” 
 
    “Not until you tell me the information you have. You said you know something I should know. What is it?” 
 
    She was on her feet now. “This is just childish! Show me the forms. Prove that you’re freeing us.” 
 
    Aaron felt a coldness like the blast of a wintry wind, decimating and scouring the countryside, in his heart. “First, the information.” 
 
    She considered. Her face, flushed, fuming, contorted with anger, but finally resigned. “You won’t like it,” she said, somewhat calmer. “But I guess you have a right to know.” 
 
    “Then tell me.” 
 
    She laughed in scorn. “I was more right than I realized, I guess.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About you. I was always afraid that you wouldn’t really free me. Even though I trusted you—heaven knows why. I just have a skeptical streak, I guess. And I was curious.” 
 
    “Kyla, get to the information.” His voice edged with ice. 
 
    “I ran tests on your blood.” 
 
    “You what?” he gaped. 
 
    “Yes,” she said impatiently. “Get over it. You cut yourself in the ARCU, remember? Also, you may see some charges show up on your account for some lab equipment.” 
 
    “Why did you …” 
 
    “Your ability. To see through holograms. Haven’t you ever wondered how you can do it? Why you’re different? I did. And so did others. Druxa, for one. He’s been running tests on your blood, too.” 
 
    Aaron, suddenly tired, dropped back into his chair. “He’s done what?” 
 
    “I overheard him and Corinth discussing it once. That’s an advantage of being a slave: people tend not to pay attention to you. They didn’t notice me in the adjoining room. Anyway, they identified something in your blood. So I wanted to find out what it was. ‘And,’ I thought, ‘if I can figure out what’s different, I can exchange that information for my freedom if he changes his mind.’ Like I said, I have a suspicious side. And rightly so, in your case.” 
 
    Too overcome to notice the jab in her words, he stared at her and whispered, “What did you find?” 
 
    “I found some anomalous genetic markers, not too different from those indicating achromatopsia. My best guess is that you have a reduced sensitivity in your eyes’ photoreceptors to certain frequencies of light. Hologram projectors take a great deal of energy. They emit light at varying frequencies to give the illusion of depth and motion and also to reduce the amount of power needed for them to run. Some of those wavelengths are extremely high, some extremely low—higher and lower than anything you’d encounter in the natural world. Your photoreceptors don’t pick up on those extremes like most people’s do. The images are fragmented for you. So your brain just blocks them out.” 
 
    Aaron stared at her in amazement. 
 
    “These are just my best guesses,” she continued. “We’d have to do more research to know for sure and to know exactly what’s different about your photoreceptors. But the short version is, it’s in your genes. One of your parents wasn’t Taurusian, based on what I saw.”  
 
    “My mother. But if that’s the case, then why don’t my siblings have the ability?” 
 
    “Not every possible gene is expressed in every child, even if the parents carry it.” 
 
    “And Druxa and Corinth figured all of this out?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, yes.” 
 
    Aaron ran a hand over his forehead. The fight had gone out of him in the swirl of new information. Somehow, because Druxa had learned this and told him nothing, he felt suddenly exposed, naked, alone. He put his head in his hands. “I should pull up the forms for you.” 
 
    “There’s one more thing,” she said, biting her lip. Then she sat down again suddenly and cast her eyes toward the ceiling and moaned. “Why does it have to be me telling you this? Why does everyone have to lie?” 
 
    “Telling me what? Lie about what?” 
 
    Kyla’s gaze drifted to the window, her mouth twisted in an odd shape Aaron couldn’t interpret. 
 
    “You’re killing me here. Who lied? About what?” he pressed again. 
 
    “About her.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Kyla’s eyes snapped back to his face. Something swirled inside those eyes. “Don’t be stupid. Antonia. This—everything I’m telling you—is the reason for it.” 
 
    “The reason for what?” 
 
    Kyla threw up her hands in exasperation. “Don’t you get it? Why do you think Antonia has been so focused on you? Why do you think she pretends to love you?” 
 
    “No one said she loves me.” 
 
    “Let me make this really, really simple because you’re being stupid on purpose. Druxa told Antonia to win you. It’s part of his plan. He wants you to marry her because he hopes you will pass the gene on to your children, children he’ll be able to manipulate as their grandfather. He wants to breed a whole clan of people with this special ability to see through holograms. The power of the Druxa family will then extend for generations, maybe forever. I heard him and Corinth talking about all this.” 
 
    It was like someone had just lifted the roof off his whole estate and the snow was swirling in on them. And the cold. And the dark. But if it was true, it only made the fire inside burn hotter. Could it be possible? Maybe Kyla was wrong. But it struck a kind of horrific note of truth. Antonia. Her understanding, her compassion, her humor, the peace she brought with her … lies? Political maneuvering for the Druxa dynasty? How could it be so? Was there no true concern for him in all she had said and done? Not even a fragment? He could believe it of Druxa, but Antonia? If it was true, it would extinguish one of the last beams of light in the prison cell his life had become. Nothing left but darkness and hatred. He needed to hide in the solitude—no, the loneliness—that had never really left him since his first night on the moors by Fen. 
 
    “You should leave,” he said at last. 
 
    “Aaron, I’m sorry …” Once more, she reached out as though clutching at a firefly hovering between them. 
 
    “No you’re not.” 
 
    She fell silent. After a moment, her forlorn eyes resting heavy on his face, she said softly, “The forms?” 
 
    He stirred, as though waking from a slumber. “Oh, yes. Sorry. Of course.” Almost without conscious control, his hands pulled out his comm and pulled up the files on his slaves, his mind far away. “Here you go, it shows the status right here—” He broke off, eyes enlarging as he stared at the screen. 
 
    Kyla’s fingernails bit into the tabletop as she gripped it. “What? What’s the matter?”  
 
    “It … the status has changed.” 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    He met her gaze. “I swear to you, I did not do this. I don’t know how this is possible.” There was a catch in his throat. His tongue felt suddenly dry. 
 
    “What? Stop torturing me!” 
 
    Meeting her gaze. “It says all my slaves were sold.” 
 
    She stepped back as though she’d been struck. “To who?” she rasped. 
 
    “Captain Dacien Corinth.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The sleek hovercraft sped through the air above the endless grid of the City of Dreams, spiraling between steel and glass sprung aloft, bursting through the prisms of light reflecting off the towers, a great mechanical beetle. It droned and whined and shifted under Aaron’s feet. He clasped the grab bar beside him tightly, peering through the windshield as they hurtled toward a tower, careening around its edge at the last moment before impact.  
 
    The Halls of the Council could not appear soon enough. He wished the craft had a higher speed setting. He had maxed it out already. Its autopilot was programmed to avoid even holographic buildings to help maintain the illusion, so sometimes they found themselves suddenly rushing up and over an obstacle that was not there. In spite of these unnecessary detours, they were making good time. But it felt an age to Aaron. 
 
    Cole leaned over and touched his arm. “It’s going to be OK, Aaron. We’ll work it out.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand,” he spat. “How could Corinth do that? He must have hacked into my accounts, my systems. He must have impersonated me and then conducted the sale with himself as the buyer.” 
 
    “Maybe it was just a mistake. We’ll fix it. I promise. I’m sure when you explain everything to the Subcommittee in person, they’ll cancel the sale.” 
 
    “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.” 
 
    Outside the window, the side of a skybridge passed within inches of their face, a blur of color that rushed by them with a roar. Aaron scanned the jumbled horizon and checked the mapping system. They still had a few minutes until arrival. 
 
    “Cole, when does it end?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “This nightmare. When will we wake up shivering in the loft at home? When will we wake up and get up and go outside and gather some firewood to heat the house, just you and me, in the early morning?” 
 
    “Aaron, we can’t go back. We have to face reality. We have to live in the present. And things aren’t so bad. They could be much worse.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Aaron flared. “Worse than half the family dead? Worse than Dad losing his mind? Worse than you waking up in cold sweats every night? I told you, it’s a nightmare. These people with their slaves and their sacrifices in their temple—look, there it is, you can see the tip of the tower rising up on the horizon. See it? Like a spider’s back? Or a scab? What horrors do you think go on in there? And worst of all, all the people here sleepwalking in their false realities, like that awful Dorian …” 
 
    “Dorian? I thought he was kind of fascinating, in a way.” 
 
    “Yeah, in the way that toads and snake nests and those flies that lay their eggs in your flesh are kind of fascinating. He’s literally pretending to be married to a hologram, a shadow, a figment of his imagination.” 
 
    The hovercraft dropped suddenly over a building, leaving Aaron and Cole grasping the grab bars and clutching the brief maelstrom in their guts. 
 
    Then Cole said, “But it comforts him. It makes him happy. Doesn’t that have some value?” 
 
    Aaron stared at Cole for a long moment, then shook his head in disgust. “What’s happened to you? You’re not thinking straight. These people don’t need more comfort. They don’t need more ‘happiness’ as you call it, even though they’re not really happy. They need health. They need humanness. They need reality, even if it hurts. Dorian might feel nice and fuzzy, living with those holograms. But that doesn’t make it right, and it doesn’t make it true. What’s really going to help Dorian? To keep pretending his family is alive, to develop feelings about these beams of light impersonating real people or to face the truth of their deaths and accept it? His holograms are just a bandage covering the wound. And underneath that bandage, the wound just festers and festers. Reality is pain, most of the time. Healing wounds is painful, but it’s better than covering them up. I’d rather be unhappy in the truth than happy in a lie.” 
 
    “I agree that you have to accept the deaths of loved ones. Maybe you should take notes on your own lecture. And acceptance takes different forms. Maybe for Dorian, the holograms are part of his acceptance—” 
 
    “No. He’s in denial, and so are you. This is the city of denial, the city of illusion. People think it will make things better, but under all the glamor and the glimmer of the holograms, their souls are in anguish. Can’t you hear the groans? I hate this place.” 
 
    “It’s not beyond repair. Even the holograms … they have a kind of beauty to them.” 
 
    “Beauty? Repair? Really? Who's going to fix it? You? Don’t you remember what these people did to us? To Mom? No, it has to be punished. Destroyed, even.” 
 
    Cole gave a mirthless laugh. “Yeah? And who's going to do that?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Cole’s dark eyes were riveted on his brother’s face for a long moment. The only sound was the churning and wailing of the hovercraft’s engine and the squeaking and trembling of its frame, catapulting through the void. “I wish you had said that in a different tone of voice. It almost sounded like you were serious.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cole’s voice was thin and lifeless. 
 
    And Aaron told him, at last, in hushed tones, about the coup. About the conspirators and their nocturnal meetings. About how, once he held the sword of power in his hands, he would use it to slice through the city, the country, and punish the Voturans. Cole listened in silence. When Aaron had finished, Cole looked toward the window, the great expanse above the spires of the city, filled with other hovercrafts like motes of dust floating in sunlight.  
 
    Without looking at his brother, he said, “What happened to us, Aaron? What happened? You have far too much fight in you, and I have far too little in me. I just can’t bring myself out of the shadows that have been hanging onto me ever since … it’s like I’m dreaming … it’s like I’m still in the dark of those tunnels where you found me …” 
 
    Impatient, Aaron demanded, “So are you going to help us or not?” 
 
    Cole snapped his attention back to Aaron. “I can’t, Aaron. I don’t even mean that I won’t. Or that some part of me doesn’t want to. I mean that I can’t.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    A fog was filling up his eyes. “I am unable to do something like that anymore. It’s hard to explain. I think if you’d been in the war, the dark and the terror of it—the real nightmare—and then you’d come to this peaceful place with its people, and you, too, had seen the holograms in their splendor and beauty … I don’t think you could really plan something like this …” 
 
    And Aaron knew in that moment that a chasm had opened between him and his brother that could never again be crossed. For once, he didn’t argue.  
 
    He simply nodded. In a softer voice than he had yet used, he said, “Don’t tell on us, please.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    And they fell into private and silent channels of thought for the remainder of the ride. 
 
      
 
    *     *    *    * 
 
    In the Halls of the Council, The Conciliar Subcommittee for the Inter-Industrial Assimilation of Aliens comprised several floors. At the reception desk, a tall woman with hair drawn back in a bun stared out at the waiting room when she wasn’t tapping away at a screen, sometimes eyeing visitors, sometimes watching the invisible figures and shapes on the projection pedestal. She never called anyone forward, as far as Aaron could tell. The line of people at her desk never moved at all. 
 
    Aaron surveyed the situation for a few minutes, counted the large number of silent guests, waiting their turn that never came, and marched to the front of the room. There was no time to wait in line. 
 
    “I demand to speak with a Coordinator,” he said. 
 
    The woman’s eyes popped. “General … General Castillian, isn’t it? Of course, right away.” 
 
    The others in the line were too awed—more by the fact that the receptionist had spoken and helped a customer than by the arrival of the celebrity general—to object. 
 
    The woman led Aaron and Cole to an office where a round man with long locks of greasy hair spilling over his shoulders sat gaping at a screen. He looked up at the receptionist with a look of childlike wonder and confusion and pitiable fear. The receptionist just shrugged at him and walked away. 
 
    “Help you?” the man blurted. 
 
    “Yes,” said Aaron, dropping into the seat across the desk from the round man. “I’ve called this office multiple times, but I just get passed around and never get to talk to a real person, or when I do, they say I need to make an in-person appointment. So here I am.” 
 
    “What’s problem?” the man squeaked, round, bloodshot eyes looking from Aaron to Cole and back again. 
 
    “There was an accidental sale of the slaves on my estate, as well as my father and brother, to a man named Dacien Corinth. I’m not sure how it happened, but I never authorized it.” 
 
    “I’ll look it up,” said the Coordinator, grateful to have a reason to look back at his screen and away from his guests, flashing them the occasional shocked glance out of the corner of his eye. He tapped on the screen for several seconds and then asked, “What were the names?” 
 
    “Of the slaves? Kyla, Clay, Aurora, Eli, Bex, Dune, and Cole. Belonging to General Castillian. All of them were in the process of being freed.” 
 
    At these last words, the man gasped and jerked back from his screen, like he’d been electrically shocked, staring at Aaron with horror. “Freed?” he repeated. “I can’t, I can’t.” He shook his head and waved his hands in the air in dismay. 
 
    Aaron tightened his jaw. “Yes. Freed. I’m not asking you to do that part. I just need you to cancel the sale to Corinth. And if you don’t get your fat fingers back to work immediately, you’re going to get to learn what slavery is like, firsthand.” 
 
    Cole shot Aaron a look. Under his breath, he asked, “Can you do that?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Aaron mouthed back. “But he doesn’t know that. By the looks of it, he doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    The Coordinator stared obediently at his screen and began poking it again. Finally, he gave a little sigh and said, “The sale’s irreformable.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It can’t be cancelled. It has your seal on it. Everything done according to the forms. Simply can’t be cancelled. Will be finalized and completed in two months. The forms, you know!” 
 
    “Why not?” Aaron was on his feet. “I’m right here. In person. If I’m the one who supposedly sold them, why can’t I cancel it?” 
 
    “Th-th-th-that would require agreement from both parties.” 
 
    “I’d have to get Corinth to agree to it?” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    “That’ll never happen.” 
 
    The Coordinator shrugged. “Good news! Good news is that not all the slaves were sold. Looks like one was vetoed.” He peered closer at the screen, reading the name. “Cole Castillian.” 
 
    “Vetoed? So I’m not being sold?” Cole broke in. 
 
    “Right, right,” said the Coordinator, nodding. “Someone vetoed it.” 
 
    “Someone?” said Aaron. “Who?” 
 
    The Coordinator peered at the screen again to read another name. “Antonia Druxa.” 
 
    Aaron and Cole looked at each other. “Antonia. You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So why can Antonia veto a sale but I can’t?” 
 
    “Because it looks like Corinth agreed to it as well.” 
 
    “Alright. Come on Cole, let’s go.” 
 
    *     *     *    * 
 
    On the flight back to the estate, Aaron’s mind drowned in the flood of information he had gained in the last 24 hours—everything Kyla had told him, as well as the fruitless journey to the Halls. His framework for understanding his life in Chrysoberyl was breaking down, its fragments scattered to the wind and the sea. He was left only with questions cluttering his mind. And with the questions, a welter of emotions battered him, most of which he did not understand. He could not fathom day upon day without his friends. And was his father to be taken from him so soon as well? At least Rose was safe with Desmond. And Cole, too, remained to him, though their grasp of each other was quickly weakening in the torrent of all that had happened to them. Who was Cole, now? And why had Antonia prevented his sale? 
 
    Antonia, Antonia. Was all of it as empty as the holograms? When no one understood me except for you … was I really still alone? 
 
    And his ability, something genetic--if Kyla was telling the truth, and he had never known her to lie. This genetic anomaly—it was one more gift from his mother and her foreign blood, like his wild streak, the knowledge of it coming to him as a kiss, sweet and bitter, from beyond the grave. But Druxa’s plans for Aaron’s genetics repulsed him. He wanted to wretch. He wanted to sleep. He wanted to drift into oblivion or maybe rise above those rose-colored clouds to a place where the air was thin and pure, high above all this, lost even to memory, so that he would forget the world, and the world would forget him, and he could move in a realm of crystalline light and air, listening to the gentle hum of the universe.  
 
    He almost condemned himself for longing to escape, just as the people of Chrysoberyl, whom he despised, tried to escape through the holograms. But then, he reconsidered, who’s to say that the realm of crystalline light is not more real than this one? 
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    Corinth had disappeared. 
 
    His intrusions on the estate as Druxa’s liaison had grown less frequent in recent weeks, but now they stopped altogether. Aaron searched for him—at Defense Headquarters, at the Halls of the Councils, even in crowds in the streets—but found no trace. Druxa pleaded ignorance, though Aaron did not know if he believed him. With Corinth gone, Aaron was unable even to attempt to cancel the sale. Repeated assaults on The Conciliar Subcommittee were futile. The day of finalization, the day the slaves would leave, including Aaron’s own father, drew near, and all they could do was wait for it in dread, like they were watching a storm front move inland from the sea. He could not guess Corinth’s motivation. Spite, maybe. Envy? 
 
    Aaron had not given up, though. If the plan moved quickly, the conspirators would gain control of the government even before the finalization of the sale, and Aaron could put a stop to it by his own fiat. If, on the other hand, the plan was delayed, Aaron would rescue them all afterwards, once he had control of the city. So, with a narrowing and steeling of his will, he turned all his attention to the preparations. Mercifully, his military obligations receded a little as Votura experienced a period of peace—more peace, at least, than its people usually knew. Aaron avoided his friends and family, partly because his time was devoured by the plan, partly because he did not want to see the looks of anxiety in their faces as the finalization approached. Many nights, conspirators shrouded in darkness, would come through Aaron’s gates, and they would talk late, sometimes until morning began to whisper through the streets. During the late winter days, Rose and Desmond visited often, trying to cheer the others, and Aaron’s regard for his sober brother-in-law increased. Desmond watched those around him with attention, waiting for an opportunity to offer a quiet word of strength or offer his hand to help lighten burdens, whether big or small. Aaron was grateful, though he couldn’t find it in himself to show it. Always he carried the weight inside, the weight of those who were gone, the weight of what might happen to those still with him. 
 
    Spring came with its golden touch. The smell of rich, warming, wet, oozing earth filled the air like incense, even in the city. And the free sound of trickling, seeping water ran in the gutters. Dawn came earlier. Dusk delayed. Chrysoberyl had many airy shadows of birds made from holograms. But it had real birds, too. And they came back from the north. They thronged about the plazas and rooftops, singing simply, undisturbed by the ghostly sounds that haunted the roadways, alleys, and parks, undisturbed by the substanceless creatures flickering in the skies, made in envy and mockery of themselves. 
 
    And, step by step, plans were laid. A day was chosen. The revolution was coming. 
 
    *     *    *    * 
 
    “You don’t visit as much as you used to,” said Antonia. 
 
    “No. I’m glad you came here, though.” 
 
    They were sitting in Aaron’s rooftop garden, feet dangling off the edge of the building, gazing at the cityscape, while the bows of the trees enacted their slow dance above them and the first buds of the year were stinging the grass with color at their backs. 
 
    “Are you? Are you really?” She seemed hopeful, excited even. “You know, there was a time when I thought we had … I thought we had an understanding. But something’s changed. I guess maybe we both became busy. You got your family back. I am so happy for you. They’re lovely.” 
 
    Will she bring up the sale? Will she bring up her strange part in it? Or only give me more lies behind smiling eyes? 
 
    Aloud, he said, “You like them, then?” 
 
    She laughed her silvery laugh. “Very much!” 
 
    “Who’s your favorite?” 
 
    “What strange questions you Taurusians ask. You, of course.” 
 
    He laughed. “Well, that goes without saying. But apart from me.” 
 
    “I thought you had learned more of Voturan manners by now. That is not a polite question.” Her look was gently mocking. 
 
    “It’s just you and me, Nia. We can set aside the manners.” 
 
    “A Voturan never sets aside manners.” 
 
    “That’s the truth. So, you won’t tell me?” 
 
    She pretended to be considering. “Well …” she drew out the word. “Since you are a particular friend, I will be honest with you.” 
 
    “Will you? Will you be honest with me?” he said in a wooden tone.  
 
    She rested her head on his shoulder. His heart beat a little faster. “Cole is almost as handsome as you are,” she said. 
 
    Aaron nodded. “I thought he might be your favorite.” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes. “Did you?” 
 
    “Why else would you have prevented his sale to Corinth?” 
 
    She lifted her head from him, straightened, stared at him, and he thought he saw her fingers tremble, but she swiftly tried to mask her alarm. “Oh, that! I was trying to get it vetoed for all of them because I knew there must have been a mistake, but they said I could only veto one. I meant to tell you.” 
 
    “Just slipped your mind?” 
 
    She bit her lip. “Something like that.” Her face was drawn now. She wouldn’t look in his eyes. The mask was already slipping. They both knew, in a flash, that it was over. 
 
    “It’s no use, Nia.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Yes you do.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “What is going on with the slaves?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Aaron, honestly. It was all Corinth’s idea. He and my father were talking about it. Corinth said that you had requested better slaves, and so he was going to take the other ones off your hands.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “I—I—should have told you what was going on.” 
 
    Are those real tears forming? He wondered. 
 
    “Yes. You also should have told me that you and I are just a part of your dad’s genetic experiment.” 
 
    Horror on her face, breath catching in her throat: “That—that’s not true—” 
 
    “Spare yourself the trouble. I know you were under orders.” He laughed in a hollow way. “No wonder you liked me so quickly.” 
 
    Her head wilted forward, but she said nothing. 
 
    “Did the lying get hard? Was it hard to make eyes at me all the time?” He went on, a thin smile forming on his lips. “Did that poisonous kiss turn your stomach?” 
 
    Into her eyes there came a wateriness that she blinked away. But even this, he could not freely trust. Is it part of the act? 
 
    She cleared her throat after a moment. “No, Aaron, you have to understand, I really did like you—maybe not in that way, not at first—but there was something real there. You thought it was real, didn’t you? Doesn’t that make it real?” 
 
    He was on his feet, standing over her. He had expected to be angry. But for once he felt only sadness, sadness deep as the ocean. “No, Antonia Druxa. It doesn’t make it real. I wish it did. The only sincerity was on my side. And, honestly, I blame myself for that, too. I wanted you to be good. I wanted you to be genuine when no one else was. I wanted you to love me. I wanted too much of you. Now I that I know the real you, I don’t ever want to see you again. I don’t know what would make anyone act the way you did.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she said in a tone he had never heard her use before. “You don’t know what it’s like. I try to be a good daughter, that’s all. And it wasn’t all fake.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Until you met Cole, at least. So—one brother’s as good as the next, is that it? Maybe he carries the gene too? Maybe it’s recessive?” 
 
    “You must think me a witch.”  
 
    He sighed. “In a weird way, I pity you. How is it that you don’t hate yourself?” 
 
    “Maybe I do.” Her voice was very low now, dead. 
 
    “That’s justice, then, I guess.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose it will do any good to ask you to forgive me?” 
 
    He looked down at her. Her eyes were not laughing anymore, and he realized he would never see them look that way again—at least not directed toward him. He sensed that there was at least some truth in what she had said, that her feelings about him had been conflicted, that she had been torn in different directions by duty, obedience, conscience, and, no doubt, fear. He took a deep breath. “Antonia, all I can say right now is that I hope … I hope someday to be able to forgive you. I really mean that.” 
 
    “Probably more than I deserve, I guess.” 
 
    He helped her up. She stood, swaying in the breeze, looking out at her city, her gown undulating a little, tasting the wind. 
 
    “What are you thinking, Nia?” He wanted to use the nickname one more time. 
 
    She turned to him. “How quickly bright things can disappear. You will not believe me, maybe, but my friendship with you was a bright thing in my life, in spite of everything.” 
 
    He nodded. “I need to tell you something. And then you should leave. Forever. Working in the High Command, I hear things. There’s rumor of some kind of attack, some kind of crisis, coming soon—very soon. Things are going to change in the city, maybe the whole country. You may want to leave for a while. Or at least find a safe place.” 
 
    Her brows wrinkled. “You’re frightening me. I thought you’d be above that.” 
 
    “I’m not saying this because I’m angry with you—I’m not angry, anymore. I’m saying this to help you. Because it’s the truth.” 
 
    “OK. It’s ominous, though. Is that all you know?” 
 
    “That’s all I can tell you.” 
 
    “Alright. Thank you.” 
 
    “And one more thing. Promise me you’ll be truthful with Cole.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    He didn’t know if he could trust her word, but it was all he had. He led her below and watched her enter her ceremonial carriage and ride away. She didn’t wave to him. 
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    12:56 AM, Zero Day 
 
    Aaron stood on his balcony, feeling the night breeze on his face. The sweet scent of lilacs and honeysuckle from the roof garden wafted down to him on the balmy air. A hush lay over the City of Dreams and its twinkling lights. Here and there, a hovercraft moved about the horizon, enormous fireflies. Otherwise, all was still. Was the city more still than usual? Aaron wondered. Or did it make more of an impression on him than usual, knowing, as he did, what was to come, such that he drank deeply of this peace—the last he might ever know? His mind wandered to the people sound asleep throughout the estate: his family, his friends, and two souls who rested in a different kind of sleep, far away in the charred ruins of Fen, under a cold moon, in an unmarked and forgotten place where dried leaves wafted through the deserted streets. Now, at last, they would be avenged, and the flame inside could be released. Now, those still with him would finally be safe—they would never be sold to Corinth; they would never wake up again wondering whether the powers of Votura would let them live another day. 
 
    He sucked in the sweet air, filling his lungs. He could not get enough of it. Sweet, sweet air. 
 
    Fire needs oxygen to burn. His mind leapt ahead, of its own accord, to what would happen in a few minutes. With the realization that it was here, a thrill of excitement and terror ripped through his body. Blood began to gong in his ears, and his heart pummeled against his ribs, the beats suddenly leaping to a faster rhythm. 
 
    He forced himself to inhale and exhale slowly to calm himself. 
 
    Slow. It. Down. 
 
    He checked his watch. 27 seconds. But those final seconds of his previous existence, those final seconds before everything was, once again, going to change, passed oh so slowly. Time seemed to be moving through some kind of gripping aether and slackened almost to a standstill. With three interminable seconds left, Aaron looked back to the towers of the city rising like snarling teeth against the dark sky. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    It felt longer than three seconds. 
 
    Then it happened. 
 
    The lights of the city flickered for an instant and went out. Blackness filled Aaron’s vision. There was an audible sigh as power cell after power cell was sapped of energy, and the constant hum of the city—always there, always unnoticed—stopped.  
 
    Then came absolute silence. Aaron had never realized how loud the screaming electricity surging through the veins of every building in Chrysoberyl, powering all those lights and pipes and heaters and pumps and cogs and appliances and hologram projectors, had really been. Now that it was gone, it was as though someone had taken a stifling bag off of his head. It was dark now, too—so dark that it reminded Aaron of his time in the wild, where there had been no electric lights staining the sky. Just the woods and the grass and the water and the wind. 
 
    Zel’s Paratroopers had accomplished their first task. The solar generators and power cells were down. The city’s lifeblood was cut off. 
 
    Now for Owen and his team. Aaron checked his comm. It blinked out in blood-red letters, Signal Lost. Good. Right on schedule, the hackers had crashed the communications systems, even those running on backup generators. The city’s eyes and ears were gone. 
 
    Aaron discarded his comm and switched on his closed-circuit radio. He put in the earpiece. Then he flipped down his night vision into place, and the world turned green. Green, but clear.  
 
    A roaring noise rattled the air. The balcony railing trembled. A massive shape rose into view just an arm’s length from the balcony like a great sea beast seething up from the depths. It was the ARCU. Gripping his rifle, Aaron swung himself off the balcony and into the open hatch. Inside the belly of the aircraft, Aaron made his way to the cockpit and buckled himself into the seat next to Formos, flashing him a thumbs up. They began to ascend. Then he spoke through his microphone. “Red Hawk to Harpoon 1, do you copy?” 
 
    A blur of static. 
 
    Aaron repeated the transmission. “Red Hawk to Harpoon 1, do you copy?” 
 
    Then Zel’s voice: “We copy, Red Hawk. Are you airborne?” 
 
    “Affirmative. Looks like you already have control of the facility and objective one completed.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    “And Harpoon 4? What’s their status?” 
 
    “I just received a transmission from them,” said Zel. “They are commencing their operation simultaneously with Ghostship. They are ready. Over.” 
 
    “Copy.” 
 
    Owen’s voice crackled over the radio. “Red Hawk, this is Harpoon 2. Objective two is completed. The net has fallen. However, redundancies are likely in place, and repair programs and teams will be tackling this soon. You have a few hours at best before communications and air defenses are back up. Over.” 
 
    “OK, we copy. We are headed toward the target and will rendezvous with Harpoon 3 in ...” he shot a look at Formos. 
 
    “In approximately 12 minutes,” said Formos. 
 
    The ARCU swept over the darkened buildings. Aaron could make out their geometric shapes through his night vision. They looked unfamiliar. He took a deep breath and clutched the barrel of his weapon more tightly. Everything was unfamiliar now. This was a new world. 
 
    He switched channels on his headset. “You ready for this?” 
 
    Formos nodded. “I think so. But what if they don’t follow emergency protocols?” 
 
    “They will.” 
 
    “But what if they don’t?” 
 
    They were interrupted by Fathom’s voice over the radio. “Red Hawk, this is Ghostship. We are in position and ready. Be advised that we are commencing strike in four minutes.” 
 
    “Copy that.” 
 
    “What if they don’t follow protocol?” Formos repeated. 
 
    “That’s why Harpoon 3 has to be flexible.” 
 
    “What if the location intel is bad?” 
 
    “What if you just shut up?” 
 
    Formos laughed. “Alright, alright. I just can’t help it.” 
 
    A series of rumbles, soft at first, almost indistinguishable from the ARCU’s engines, grew to a crescendo. A sudden heaviness filled the air. There were flashes in the distance like lightning, bright enough to illuminate the cockpit for an instant and imprint fragments of the horizon on their pupils. But it wasn’t lightning. 
 
    Formos gave a low whistle. “Wow. There goes Ghostship. I forgot to thank you, Aaron.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For not putting me on the diversion team. That’s true friendship.” 
 
    Aaron smiled. “Oh, don’t get carried away. It was all practical decisions. Fathom agreed. You wouldn’t last ten minutes at the barracks.” 
 
    More flashes in the distance. The aircraft shuddered in the dark. 
 
      
 
    1:42 AM 
 
    Aaron huddled against the wall inside the abandoned factory, listening to the muffled breathing of the men in Harpoon 3. The platoon was made up mostly of Zel’s Castillian Paratroopers and partly of a number of infantrymen recruited by Fathom from among the rank and file. Zel himself had not yet arrived, as he was still busy directing Harpoon 1. Although Aaron nominally held command of Harpoon 3, for operational purposes, the unit was under the direction of special operations taskforce leader, Lieutenant Darren, a trusted subordinate of Zel. 
 
    They were two blocks from the Halls of the Councils, waiting for the voices of the scout team to confirm the arrival of the last of the six council members. The breathing, the occasional cough, the scratch of boots, the jingling of equipment were the only sounds inside the rusty cavern of the factory. Through his night vision, Aaron could see large chains hanging from the ceiling, twists of wire, catwalks and scaffolding, levers and control panels, conveyer belts, but all of it in disarray, all bent, all jagged, looking like a mass of giant metallic spiderwebs, with no order to it anymore. In the shadows of the web, the men waited. 
 
    “How much longer? We’re falling behind,” Aaron whispered to Darren. Timing was everything. He knew that they had to strike swift and hard on all fronts at once, or the operation would crumble. 
 
    “Take it easy, General. Lockett will be here any minute. There’s no way five of them would follow the protocol for an emergency meeting and he wouldn’t. I am surprised, though, that they’re using the Halls and not Defense Headquarters—or better, the bunker underneath it. That would’ve been more secure. Makes our job easier, though.” 
 
    They could still hear occasional distant booms coming from the direction of the barracks. 
 
    “How do you think Fathom’s holding up?” Aaron asked. 
 
    “Pretty well, from the sounds of it. He’s a good commander. Our intelligence indicates that most units are being diverted in his direction because they think they’re so outnumbered, thanks to the holograms.” 
 
    “How stiff is the fighting going to be over here?” Fear had begun to sniff Aaron out, cooped up as he was with nothing to do but wait, the initial jolt of adrenaline having subsided. Though he had experienced the invasion of Fen, watched many fights from the ARCU, and been on the front lines when he rescued Cole, he had not yet been in a pitched battle. He had never questioned his own bravery and ability. Until now. 
 
    Darren replied with one word. “Stiff.” It didn’t make Aaron feel better. 
 
    Over the radio, intermittently lost in waves of static, came Zel’s voice. “…arpoon 3, this is Harpoon 1. Harpoon 4 has gained most … control of the airport, but still encountering some resistance … are pretty quiet here, so we are going to reinforce them before converging on the target with you.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” said Aaron, forgetting military jargon in the tension of the moment. His voice sounded shakier than he wanted it to. 
 
    Darren put a hand to his headset, listening to a transmission from the scouts. He then made a hand signal, and all in a rush, the men were picking themselves up and filing out of the building at a rapid pace. “It’s go time,” he whispered to Aaron as he fell into step. “Lockett is in the building.” 
 
    Outside in the street, moving low along with the flow of men, keeping to cover, with Formos not far behind him, Aaron saw columns of soldiers materializing from the shadows of other warehouses nearby, falling into line with his own platoon, the men, hunched over and bulky with elbow and knee pads, black and gray helmets, packs, and bullet-proof vests, all winding their way toward the Halls of the Council. 
 
      
 
    2:04 AM 
 
    The pitch of night had erupted in flame and thunder all around Aaron. 
 
    On the outskirts of the massive complex, the Halls of the Council, he lay pressed against the side of a building, breathing hard. He did not know when the shooting had started. He did not know exactly where he was, how he got there, or where the enemy was. All he knew was the pumping of blood like fire through his body, the tang of blood and smoke and dust and powder in his mouth, and the shots that were ripping the air itself apart all around him. The surface of reality itself seemed to be tearing to shreds under the awful roar of weaponry. How could anything be this loud? Sweat ran down from his helmet and into his eyes. Under the crackle and roar of shooting, there were shouts and screams. He could make out lieutenant Darren’s voice from somewhere nearby, issuing orders in a hoarse voice. No hand signals now. No need for secrecy anymore. 
 
    A sergeant next to him leaned around the corner of the building, firing off several rounds from his automatic weapon that shook and punched back with every bullet exploding out of the barrel. Aaron thought he must be mad, an imbecile. He wanted to shout, “Don’t you see they’re shooting at us?! We have to hide. We have to run. You’re going to get yourself killed.” But he stopped himself, realized that panic was overcoming him, clouding his judgement. 
 
    He ordered himself to conquer it, to control his fear, but it was no use. Again, the beast of panic tossed its head inside him, sunk its teeth into his nerve-endings. Rising terror made him tingle all over. This was madness. All of this was insanity. He had been dreaming, dreaming like a madman about the whole operation, everything smooth and under control, right until the first trigger was pulled. When that happened, he had woken up, woken up to the insane reality of live combat. He could die. They could all die. They could all be dismembered and shredded like the shop across the street had just been. It had simply folded in on itself in a ball of flame and shrapnel under the force of a rocket-propelled grenade. What was to prevent that from happening to him? The charade of invincibility was gone. 
 
    Even as these thoughts flew through his head like arrows, others stirred in the background as well: the desire to overcome the terror. He simply had to. There was no turning back now. They would either win this battle or die, along with everyone he loved. And Aaron had to lead the charge. How could he possibly rule all of Votura if he showed himself to be a coward in his first battle? It was unthinkable. Better to die fighting. 
 
    But how to overcome the fear when it was choking him, enwrapping him in its glaze, paralyzing him with its venom? 
 
    Anger. I need anger. 
 
    He closed his eyes. He thought of those men up there, in the Halls, shooting out of windows—Council Security Forces, probably. They wanted to kill him. They had no concern for his life. They wanted him dead. Crushed. And if he failed, the Voturans would punish Aaron and his whole family as traitors. Because they were inhuman. If he was going to live, if his loved ones were going to live, he would have to shoot back, punish them for their murderous intentions towards him.  
 
    These were the thoughts he tried to use to rouse himself to anger and daring. Turn the fear to anger. Use the anger to survive. 
 
    It worked. 
 
    He risked a glance around the corner. He would start small. A half-broken wall several meters away, its surface occasionally chipped by a stray bullet, would be their next place of safety as they moved forward. And they had to move forward, swiftly. The Halls had to be taken before daybreak or … he couldn’t think about the alternative.  
 
    He stumbled out into the street, shooting blindly and shouting, “Follow me!” It felt like a leap with no parachute. A frantic dash, several seconds of all out running, closing the distance, hoping against hope he was not in an enemy’s sights, and then the dive to relative safety. He bruised his leg badly crashing down behind the wall, but he had made it. And several troopers were following him. 
 
    Aaron caught his breath and felt a thrill run through him. I’m still alive. He peered over the edge of his cover. From this vantage point, he could see the stretch of grass running up a gentle slope to the edge of the government building, which then rose many stories into the darkness. 
 
    Spidery flashes of light from several windows revealed the location of the enemy as their guns flared and crackled. There were fewer than Aaron expected. Still, he was frustrated that they had been detected before gaining even the first floor of the building.  
 
    A sudden shower of dirt and debris from a nearby building peppered with shot. Everyone clutched their helmets and tucked their chins. The dust dissipated. As he crouched there, considering their options, one of the men who had followed him to his perch gave a yell.  
 
    “Look out!” He pointed to an alley beside them, and began to scramble to his feet, firing several shots as he did so. Aaron looked where he was shooting, but there was nothing there. As the soldier got to his feet, his head came above the wall, and the fire from the government complex intensified. A bullet grazed the man’s helmet. 
 
    Aaron jerked the trooper down to the ground. “Steady, soldier. They’re holograms. There’s nothing there. Keep your focus on the building.” 
 
    Aaron could make out the man’s white-rimmed eyes through his night vision.  
 
    “You sure?” He gasped. “I could’ve sworn they were coming up that alley at us. Look! I can still see them. I thought we weren’t going to have to deal with holos with all the power out. You guys lie to us at the briefing? How are they running them?” 
 
    “Backup generators. I promise you, there’s nothing there. You need to trust me.” 
 
    The soldier stared at him for a moment, then nodded. 
 
    “Let’s return the favor,” said Aaron. 
 
    Owen had designed and built several battery-powered wrist projectors—the first of their kind—specifically for this purpose. At the size of a wristwatch, no other holographic projectors were so small or so portable and could run so long without being hooked up to the grid. Aaron made use of his now. He entered the password, and the display came to life. The device had to capture the lighting of the environment and render the figures to be projected, which took several minutes. Aaron used the time to determine placement. 
 
    “I’m going to put them right up close to the building,” he said to the men gathered around him. “They’ll panic and target them because they’ll think the holograms are a more immediate threat than we are. That’s when we move. That’s—” A nearby explosion that seemed to tear the earth drowned out the last of his words.  
 
    After a moment, he held his wrist just above the wall so the projector was unobstructed, and activated the holograms. Though he could not see them, Aaron gathered from the murmurs and nods of his companions that the projections were convincing. 
 
    There were shouts from the building, and the holograms began to draw fire. 
 
    “Now!” said Aaron. And he vaulted the wall. 
 
      
 
    2:41 AM 
 
    Inside the building. 
 
    With the help of the holograms, Harpoon 3 had taken the first floor of the Halls of the Councils. The Council Security forces were stretched thin, and they seemed to have pulled back, given up on holding ground level. There could be no doubt that they were recuperating and calling for backup. Aaron desperately hoped that Owen and his team at Harpoon 2 were jamming the signal. 
 
    The troopers reassembled inside the main lobby, organization having broken down in the confusion of the initial burst of fighting. Teams reformed under their pointmen. Darren sent each team down their designated corridors. Aaron watched the beams of their weapon lights, flicking from side to side, top to bottom, grow fainter and fainter as they moved into the gloom, then disappear entirely when they turned a corner. Squad followed squad, disseminating into darkness, all working their way inward, like a poison in the veins, toward the heart of the building, the Great Hall, where the council members were holding their emergency meeting. 
 
    Aaron felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned. It took him a moment to recognize the figure in his night gear. “Formos,” he whispered. “Good to see you here. You made it. Sorry I lost you back there. All happened so fast.” 
 
    “No problem. We both made it through; that’s the main thing. I didn’t even have to shoot anyone.” 
 
    “Let’s stay in the same squad this time.” 
 
    “You’re not going to have a squad.” It was Lieutenant Darren. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re too valuable. And, to be frank, you don’t have the training for this. You hang back here in the lobby until we have the Hall secured. Then we bring you in to play your part.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Aaron hissed. “You let me fight in the initial attack. Why are you holding me back now?” 
 
    “You weren’t supposed to fight, but they got the jump on us, and the plan went sideways. We improvised. We’re back on track now.” 
 
    “Lieutenant, you have no authority to keep me here.” 
 
    The lieutenant’s face was stony as ever. “That’s technically true, General. I’m making a professional recommendation. If you get killed, this whole operation—your operation—will fall apart. We need you.” 
 
    Aaron pulled himself up to his full height, though he still wasn’t tall enough to look the Lieutenant in the eyes. “Lieutenant, you’re right about one thing: this is my operation. And it’s exactly for that reason that I have to be on one of the squads. I can’t make these men risk their lives for me if I’m not willing to risk mine for them. As your commanding officer, I am ordering you to assign me to a team.” 
 
    “And me, too,” Formos interjected. 
 
    Aaron turned to him. “What are you talking about? You’re a pacifist.” 
 
    “Yeah, but someone’s got to keep you out of trouble.” 
 
    The lieutenant, face still impassive, bowed and said only, “As the General commands.” 
 
    A few minutes later, heart throbbing in his throat, Aaron was following a group of Darren’s best Paratroopers into the murk of one of the hallways, up a flight of stairs to the second floor. The steps seemed to vanish into an ebony void before him. 
 
    On the second floor, the men stalked through the corridor, knees bent, weapons raised, heads swiveling for attackers. Aaron had tread these transparent walkways many times in the past, when all was aglow in electric light and swarms of government workers bustled about in the rooms below or in the halls on either side. But now, in the darkness and emptiness, the spaces looked completely alien. In the glow of his weapon light, he could make out desks and papers, blackened monitors, chairs and microphones, everything still and empty, as though frozen in amber. The rooms visible through the glass walkway looked like aquarium tanks, or cages from which all the reptiles had escaped. 
 
    Minute after minute passed in silence. With every step he took, Aaron’s anticipation grew. The enemy remained within. The deeper they went, the further they were from escape or support. The more entrapped they were. They were blind, it seemed to him, blind and walking into the enemy’s nest. Any doorway could conceal an enemy weapon, zeroed on them. Any second could bring a rattling of sudden gunfire or the explosion of a grenade. Any moment a tiny piece of metal could shear through his body, his brain. The further they moved from the lobby, the more Aaron felt the pull to go back, as though a rubber cord was attached to him, stretching tighter and tighter. But he resisted this urge.  
 
    Something buzzed over their heads.  
 
    Aaron dropped to the ground, heart frozen. Then he realized it was only a reconnaissance drone that Darren was sending ahead of them, and he felt like a fool. “On your feet, General,” said the man beside him. He and Formos helped Aaron up. It was good to have the pilot at his back. And the men in front and to his left. He didn’t have to watch every direction at once. He relied on their eyes and ears as if they were his own. It was his job to watch to the right.  
 
    We’re like a single organism, he thought. Completely interdependent, each man putting his life in the hands of the man beside him. Total trust. 
 
    For the first time, he felt hopeful about reaching their target area: the Great Hall. 
 
    But that will only be the beginning of the real battle. 
 
    At that moment, there was a blaze of light and the chattering and snapping of weapons. Three men at the head of the group went down, bullets thudding and snickering all around them, their uniforms suddenly ripped up and their chests shredded. 
 
    “Get down!” someone roared. 
 
    Aaron hit the ground. The gunshots were infinitely louder here, in an enclosed space, than they had been in the street outside. Without thinking, Aaron dropped his rifle and tried to cover his ears. He squeezed his eyes shut. The sounds slammed into him; they seemed to be hammering his skull, pounding his brain. 
 
    Make it stop, make it stop. 
 
    Someone beside him was shooting—he could feel the waves of energy rolling over his body. He opened his eyes. He thought maybe he should be shooting as well, but then rejected the idea. In the flashes of dark and light, and with his vision strangely narrowing, he could make out nothing and had no idea where the enemy was.  
 
    We’re dead, he thought. 
 
    There was no cover in the smooth, endless corridor. It was a tunnel to death.  
 
    He heard a grunt, then a moan in front of him as another trooper was hit ahead of him. Then the man to his left—the one who had helped him up a few minutes before—started screaming, a strange inhuman sound. More than anything, he wanted the nightmare to end. Even death, maybe, would be welcome in that moment, though some part of him still resisted it and feared it with every filament. 
 
    “Keep your heads down,” someone shouted at them from behind. 
 
    A streak of red light scorching the shadows above. 
 
    Then, at the far end of the tunnel, a blinding explosion. Aaron shut his eyes again. A wave of insufferable heat rolled over him, and he felt every bone in his body pressed into the floor. 
 
    Is this death? 
 
    Then it passed. 
 
    No more shooting. Just the labored breathing and groans all around him.Someone hauled him to his feet as though he weighed no more than a child. 
 
    “Are you alright sir?” It was Zel. 
 
    “Captain,” Aaron gasped, “good to have you here. I thought we were done for.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Zel repeated. 
 
    “Yes—yes, I think so. Is Formos …?” 
 
    “Right here, Aaron,” Formos spoke, hot and breathless. 
 
    “Good, good,” said Zel. “Power cells are ours. Communications are ours. We have a firm hold on the airport—not quite what I wanted—they still have some guys pinned down that they’re trying to finish off. But no one is going to be launching or landing any craft. So I came here as soon as I could. Looks like Darren’s got the Great Hall pretty well encircled, once we smoke out the last of these hostiles.” 
 
    “Ex—excellent,” Aaron’s breath was still not his own. 
 
    “OK, set? Good.” Zel shouldered his launcher and strode to the front of the squad. “Your pointman is down. Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    3:20 AM 
 
    Aaron tipped his head back, looking up and up.  
 
    Though he had been to the capitol building many times, he had never entered its center: the Great Hall, a space large enough to hold most other buildings in Chrysoberyl inside it. Even in the dark, its grandeur outstripped anything else he had seen in Votura. His mind struggled to grasp it. Eight massive marble columns, each the circumference and height of a small skyscraper, riddled red and gray, reared up toward the heavens. Far above him, small to the eye, but massive in reality, was a clear dome, through which Aaron could see the stars. The quiet, comely moon was not visible, too low in the sky, but her rays kissed the dome in pale watery light. In between the columns that supported the dome were carvings of intricate detail. They showed animals and trees and people and buildings and cities and wars and festivals and monsters and genii and the spirits of the realm of Asperil. No image was repeated, and all the walls between the columns were filled with them, their lines twisting and dancing and spinning, a dizzying patternless pattern, rising up and up some fifty stories. They were not beautiful, those pictures. Strong, clear-cut, detailed, lifelike, full of power, but not beautiful. For they were riddled with ugly beings and tragic tales and degraded decisions and grotesque proportions and the shapes the holograms took. Somewhere near the dome, Aaron had heard rumor, there was a carving of Lord Asperil himself, but it was far too high to be visible to him now. The carvings represented, as one soldier whispered to him in the hush of the massive hall, the Voturan history of the world. But Aaron knew, with a conviction beyond words, that it was not the real history. 
 
    In the middle of the room, gathered around a great sphere that cast a shifting, silver-blue glow as though it were a strange bonfire from another world, stood six people, five men and one woman, the six members of The Council, now unguarded. 
 
    Unguarded, because Harpoon 3 had taken the capitol. 
 
    The men clad in black, materializing like wraiths out of the shadows, quietly encircled the rulers of Votura, but did not point their weapons at them. No one moved for a full minute. Then Zel nodded to Aaron. Aaron took a deep breath, and with it, his fear evaporated. He felt calm. 
 
    My time has come. 
 
    Aaron removed his helmet and his night vision. He walked forward, studying the faces of the council members as he did so. They looked pale as skeletons in that light. All of them wore their hair long. It was snarled and tangled—they had been rushed here from their beds without time to prepare their hair with the ceremonial braids and intricate knots. But they wore their red ceremonial robes. Their eyes, fixed on him, seemed drawn and lifeless, unblinking as a serpent’s. 
 
    “Friends,” said Aaron, and his voice sped through the cavernous space and echoed up and down the towering pillars. Friends, friends, friends, friends, friends, friends. The echoes mocked. “I come to you at a dark hour.” His voice continued to echo, but it sounded, at least to his ears, resolute and in control. He hoped it sounded so to them. He went on. “First, do not be afraid of us. We are here to protect you. I do not know how much information has reached you. The situation is developing quickly, and our intelligence is limited. But it appears that an attempted revolution is underway. The conspirators—and we know who many of them are—launched their treacherous and doomed attack on this night because the Director, as you know, is away on his annual tour of Votura. Chrysoberyl is without a leader, without a head. And so a rebellion broke out at the military barracks, the central nervous system of our entire armed forces. It is likely they are using holograms. One Private Fathom, we have been told, is one of the traitorous organizers and has been busy recruiting thousands of men in secret for months. Our brave loyalist forces, especially our renowned Vanguards, are engaged in defeating this uprising as we speak. But this is, indeed, a dark hour for Votura.” 
 
    He paused to let the echoes die away and to let his words settle with full effect. 
 
    “But the barracks were not the only element to be infiltrated by rebels. We have reason to believe that your security—the Council Security forces—were also infiltrated. They knew that in the event of an emergency, you would gather under their protection. Make no mistake: the intention of those traitorous soldiers, your own bodyguards, was to kill you and declare Fathom as the supreme ruler of Votura. That is why we had to defeat them using my own Castillian Paratroopers, whose loyalty to Votura is beyond question. I come—as I have always come, and as I always will—in Votura’s hour of greatest need to offer my service, to defeat, once again, your enemies, and to save the people I have come to love as my own.” An idea struck him as he finished these words, a way to give physical emphasis to his declaration, and he decided to give it free play. He took a step toward the council members, dropped to his knees before them, and lay his rifle at their feet. Formos, Zel, and Darren remained a few paces behind him. 
 
    The council members did not move or speak. The stars turned overhead. The globe of light flickered. Seconds crawled by. Would they accept his story? 
 
    At last, one of them—the member in charge of military affairs—spoke in his reedy voice. “General Castillian, we are grateful for your offer of service. But where is the Chief General of the Military High Command?” 
 
    Aaron did not hesitate, though he stayed on his knees with head bowed as he spoke. “He is engaged with the rebels at the barracks. Although—although there are unconfirmed reports of his … death.” 
 
    The council members looked at each other, the contours of their angular faces highlighted by the round lantern, framed in the locks of long hair swinging about their shoulders. 
 
    “Stand up.” Said the woman, after a pause. 
 
    Aaron obeyed, but out of a show of respect, kept his eyes downcast. 
 
    “If what you say is true, then what do you propose we do?” she asked. 
 
    Dare I say it? 
 
    All in a rush, a powerful image entered Aaron’s mind. He could see his mother and his grandmother sitting at the kitchen table, shelling peas. They were laughing about something. His mother’s whole body laughed when she laughed—her shoulders shaking, her hands gesturing, nose wrinkling, her thin back swaying. And not just her body. Her spirit laughed with joy at being alive, with joy at the rippling of a stream, with joy at the cries of the gulls, with joy at the mossy winds blown off the marshes, and, above all, with joy at the life surging through her children. Aaron could see himself as a small boy enter the room, crying—he’d been hurt, or had maybe just awakened alone and afraid in his bed. And his mother scooped him into her arms and whispered secret words into his ear, all garnished with smiles and her mischievous eyes. The sword of grief opened his heart again. 
 
    Was it a memory or a vision? 
 
    Aaron did not know. But he knew what to do next. 
 
    He opened his eyes, which had closed of their own accord. “Council,” he said in a clear, loud voice. “I can rescue Votura. I can save you. But to do it, I will need complete command of all armed forces and governmental operations. And my leadership must be made known to all the people and all the troops of Votura by a public message. If they understand that my authority is necessary to save them, they will obey. All you must do is vote me onto the council as temporary Director.” 
 
    The tallest of the council members spoke up. “What you ask is unprecedented. Dangerous. Why should we trust you? Why believe you?” 
 
    Aaron shrugged. “I am your only hope.” 
 
    “We must confer.” 
 
      
 
    5:00 AM 
 
    The first council member walked forward and placed his scrap of paper in Zel’s outstretched helmet. The second followed, then the third, until each had cast his vote. An hour of deliberations had passed, and finally the Council Members had agreed to put Aaron’s proposal to the test. The vote would determine whether or not he became temporary Director.  
 
    Aaron sat on his helmet, hands clasped before him, waiting in silence amidst a group of Paratroopers. The fear, to his surprise, had not returned. He knew in his bones what the vote would be. Each step of the voting was filmed by multiple cameras the soldiers had brought with them. Aaron believed this proof of his legitimacy would need to be televised in order to gain the support of the people of Votura. Such evidence would be difficult to fabricate, even with holograms—there were so many witnesses.  
 
    But if the council members voted no, his humiliation would be solidified for all time. 
 
    Zel stirred the scraps of paper in his helmet, then lifted the first one out. 
 
    A murmur and whisper passed through the ranks of soldiers, then absolute silence. 
 
    Zel unfolded the piece of paper. 
 
    “No,” he read aloud in a clear voice. No, no, no, no … the columns flung back. 
 
    There was another murmur of the troops. Someone spat in disgust. 
 
    Zel lifted and unfolded the next piece of paper. “No,” he read again. 
 
    One more “no” would mean, at best, a tie. They would be deadlocked. Aaron might have to force the issue, and once word of that got out to the people, his whole rule would be undermined—it might become impossible. Much better if the council itself elected him. Aaron shook his head. 
 
    It can’t happen. 
 
    Zel pulled out the next piece of paper. “Yes,” he read aloud. 
 
    And the next was the same. 
 
    And the next. 
 
    And the next. 
 
    A great cheer rose of its own accord from the throats of Aaron’s men—a thousand strong voices of men that swelled to ten thousand when the echoes came back to them, and turning at last into one voice: the voice of victory itself, like the roar of an incoming tidal wave. 
 
    Aaron stood up slowly. 
 
    Like a man sleepwalking, he moved forward. Every face was on him. Even Zel was smiling. The ceremonial crown of the Director, which hung upon a golden hook on one of the pillars and was used only on the most solemn occasions, was taken down by one of the soldiers and given to the council members. They passed it from one to the next, so that each council member touched it before it came to the last. Aaron knelt before him. 
 
    The roar died away, and sudden silence gripped the hall. 
 
    The council member lowered the golden band onto Aaron’s head. 
 
    Strange. It weighs nothing at all.  
 
    When he rose, the cheering of the men burst forth redoubled. The Council members swore their loyalty to him and recorded a message, both in writing and spoken aloud, proclaiming his rule. The message would be disseminated to the people within a matter of minutes, as soon as Owen had the communications system back up. 
 
    A glow of inexpressible triumph lit up Aaron’s whole being. Electricity seemed to be flowing through his fingertips, as though he were some god of storms. A sweetness flooded his mouth—the taste of power, he thought. He raised his face and his arms slowly toward the sky as the faint morning light pierced the dome with gray and red. 
 
    “All hail the new Director!” Formos shouted, and then dropped to a knee. 
 
    Everyone followed his example, kneeling before him. The sea of soldiers looked as though a wave were rushing over its surface. 
 
    Aaron couldn’t tell whether or not his feet still touched the ground. 
 
    This one’s for you, Mother, he thought. 
 
    “And for my first act as Director, I motion that we vote to dissolve the Council—temporarily, of course—and place all power in the hands of the Director.” 
 
    The council members took a step back from their new master, something like fear glazing their eyes. 
 
    And then, swift as a bullet, it all ended. 
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    Zel, Darren, and the other officers dropped at the same moment with bullets through their brains. 
 
    Then the snipers began picking off one Paratrooper at a time. One sharp crack of their guns followed another, many overlapping. 
 
    Formos sunk to his knees clutching his shoulder, crimson pooling and swelling over his fingers. Dripping onto the floor. 
 
    A new wave was coursing over Aaron’s troops, but it was not the sign of their submission to his rule. It was the wave of death. 
 
    All around Aaron, they fell in droves, leaving him standing in a circle of the dead. 
 
    As the Vanguards spiraled down on cords, they added the blasting of automatic weapons to the shots of the snipers. The panicked Paratroopers were showered with a hailstorm of bullets, and few had even determined where it was coming from yet. Another wave collapsed, dead or wounded. Writhing limbs, the ricochet of bullets, the tearing of flesh, the clattering of falling weapons, black shadows twisting in the half-light—everything came down around Aaron in eddies of confusion and chaos. Those still alive, disoriented and paralyzed, dropped their weapons and raised their arms. 
 
    And so Aaron’s empire crumbled. A blink of glory dissolved in blood. 
 
    Within minutes, the attackers touched down, unhitching themselves from their rappelling equipment. There were thousands of them, swarming into the hall from above and from the sides, like ants. Aaron spun around, dizzied and shell-shocked. Most of the shooting had stopped as the Paratroopers of Harpoon 3 surrendered en masse. The hall was filled now only with the tones of human suffering echoing dome-ward and the tramp of combat boots. 
 
    For the last time that day, Aaron was surprised to discover that he felt no fear, only a great emptiness and immobility. His whole mind was filled to bursting with a single thought: What have I done? 
 
    Several men were approaching him. Druxa. Corinth. Groves. Grild. And Owen. There was also a man Aaron did not know, long-haired, biting eyes, and nearly a head taller than all the others. He wore a crimson robe that swirled about his ankles like flame. The group stepped over bodies, steadily closing the gap between themselves and Aaron. For a moment, he considered running. But a glance behind him revealed a row of Vanguards bristling with weapons, pointed at him. It was no use. 
 
    Corinth was the first to reach him. “General Castillian, you are under arrest in the name of the people of Votura, the Military High Command, the Council, and the Director and High Priest on charges of high treason.” 
 
    “Take him away,” said the Director—for the tall, robed man was he. 
 
    Someone—probably a Vanguard—put Aaron’s wrists into shackles. They were cold on his skin. Someone else shoved him to his knees. A heavy blow struck the golden circlet from his head. It rolled along the ground on its edge until it hit a bloodied helmet. There it fell with a dull clang. He was silhouetted against roiling clouds of dust from all the broken plaster and chipped marble littering what had been the Great Hall. The gray morning light caught the particles in shafts as they swam through the air. 
 
    That was the last image pressed on Aaron’s eyes before the bag came over his head. 
 
    *     *     *     * 
 
    Aaron was in a cell. He didn’t remember arriving there. Every surface was smooth metal, smooth as marble, and shiny enough that Aaron could see his own reflection. A single light panel above filled the space with an oppressive blue tint, as though the air itself were electrified. There was no furniture, so Aaron sat with his back against the wall. 
 
    Is this the same place? Aaron wondered. Is this the same cell where it all began, when they first took me? 
 
    It looked identical. But then, all the cells were probably alike. 
 
    He studied his face. This was the worst kind of prison, every wall a mirror. He was hemmed in by his own visage. He saw that his face was dirty, his black combat uniform dusty and ripped, as they had taken all his equipment. The face looked older than he remembered—all hard lines and creased. Maybe it was the dust. All light seemed to have gone out of the eyes that stared back at him from the ashen face. 
 
     A jabbing, high-pitched sound preceded the opening of the cell door. 
 
    A burly guard stepped into the room. “Prisoner 0622Z, you are to be honored with a visit from the Chief General. You will address him as Your Excellence and speak only when spoken to.” 
 
    Then the guard stepped aside, but it was not Druxa who came through the door into the cell. 
 
    It was Corinth. 
 
    He stood for a moment with hands on his hips, staring down at his captive. Then he gestured for the guard to leave and close the cell hatch. After this was accomplished, Corinth let out a contended sigh. “My dear Aaron,” he began in his dull, automatic voice. “Here we both are again. This is where we met—almost three years ago. Do you remember?” He didn’t wait for a response. “But things are so different now. You’ll be happy to hear I’ve been promoted.” This was obvious, and he knew Aaron would already have deduced it, but he seemed to enjoy dwelling on the point. “You’re looking at the new Chief General. What do you think, my friend? How does my new uniform look?” 
 
    Aaron remained sitting with his arms wrapped around his knees. He said nothing. 
 
    “Of course, it’s not as fancy as a Crimson robe or a crown—I don’t aspire as high as the former General Castillian did. Or the late Private Fathom. At least, not yet.” He smiled his strange smile that was no smile at all. He took a step forward and crouched down in front of Aaron, arms on his knees to steady his position. He was close enough for Aaron to smell his breath.  
 
    “But when I become Director—and let me assure you, someday I will—there will be no battle. There will be no bloodshed. Everything will be done completely legally. The people will sell themselves to me willingly. And they’ll hardly even notice that they’re doing it. Look at my position now, for example. I didn’t kill General Druxa. I just made him irrelevant. Little by little. Over time. Like a drop of water wearing away a rock. After everything that happened regarding his experiment with you, the Council decided he might not be the man for the job anymore. He was blinded by the success that you brought him—at least for a while. He proved himself a little unstable. He gets to stay on the Military High Command, of course. But he is no longer chief of it. And of course, Votura must have a Chief General. It is imperative. So the Council chose—of their own accord—they chose the man who uncovered the plot to destroy Votura. Do you know what your problem was, Aaron?” 
 
    Aaron met the new Chief General’s gaze without so much as a tremor and remained completely silent. 
 
    “It was the same as General Druxa’s: impatience. And letting your ambition blind you.” 
 
    Aaron tried to speak, but his throat was dry and cracked. He had to cough and swallow. 
 
    “What? What are you trying to say?” Corinth twisted a mockery of a smile once again. 
 
    “You didn’t uncover the plot,” Aaron rasped at last. 
 
    Beams of dull pain stabbed through Aaron’s brain, and he realized Corinth had struck him a massive blow.  
 
    “Your Excellence! Your Excellence! Call me Your Excellence, slave!” Corinth screamed, spittle flying from his gaping mouth into Aaron’s face. Blood rimmed his frenzied eyes. “I swear, I will kill you if you forget again!” 
 
    “You didn’t uncover the plot, Your Excellence.” The words tasted bitter on Aaron’s lips. “Owen must have turned us in. I saw him with you at the Great Hall.” 
 
    Corinth had recovered himself and spoke again in his monotone way, as though his outburst had never occurred. The sudden transformation unsettled Aaron. With perfect calm he said, “You are correct only to a point. Who do you think approached Owen? Who do you think wrenched the truth out of him with threats and promises? Owen always liked to pretend he had nothing to lose after the death of his wife and daughter. But there’s always something to lose. He fears death as much as anyone. Maybe more. And I told him I’d show him the graves of his family. I knew all his weak points. Threats and promises. He cracked pretty easily—he hates Votura, and that makes him weak. And he never liked you, you know. I believe it quite probable, in fact, that he was thinking of turning you in on his own when I first accosted him in the street outside your estate.” 
 
    Corinth stood up. “And soon—very soon—you will pay the price of your treachery. You will be offered in the temple. You will die, just like your slaves and your father. Now that we have your brother, we don’t need you anymore for Druxa’s genetic experiments. It seems your ability may not be so special after all. We can recreate it. And you’re too much of a liability.” 
 
    Corinth turned and strode toward the door. 
 
    Were they already dead then? Aaron suppressed the panicked cry growing inside him. “Your Excellency”—he felt infinite shame in using the words, but he was desperate for this one piece of information— “What do you mean about my slaves? Have you killed them?” 
 
    Corinth stopped and looked back over the filigree adorning the shoulder pads of his new uniform. It glinted faintly as he turned. 
 
    “Well, they’re not your slaves anymore, are they? I bought them, if you recall. That was originally because they were aiding and abetting your coup plans—destroying my microphones and the like. So I took them all. Yes, even your father. And then in my gratitude to the great gods above and hoping for their protection in this new and exciting stage of my career, I sent all of your folk to the temple as offerings—including with your sister and nephew, as they were found guilty of treason by association.” 
 
    No air. No air in his lungs. “Then, Your Excellency,” he whispered. “They’re all dead?” 
 
    Corinth shrugged. “I don’t know. I really don’t. It depends on how quickly the priests get around to it. Some of them are dead already, yes. They resisted my men, who had come to round them up. They claimed to be protecting the innocent, so they were shot. They said they were trying to protect the innocent or something. Let’s see, which ones was it? That big fellow, Clay. And the stupid old man, Bex—probably just confused. Kept calling out for you. And your brother-in-law, Desmond, resisted as well. So my men did what they had to.” 
 
    Aaron was alone in a biting, ice-filled world where all light and laughter had passed away, beyond the bounds of memory or legend. He couldn’t find any words for a long moment. “You … you are heartless.” He didn’t bother with the formal title this time. What did it matter if Corinth killed him? 
 
    But Corinth only said, “And you, Aaron Castillian, Prisoner 0622Z are merely a scared, angry boy.” 
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    Aaron slipped outside of time. 
 
    The hours spent in the cell were set apart from all that had come before and all that came after in his life. They held a different quality, a different weight, to them, and they were not counted as other time was. He did not know how long he remained alone in the cell because he was there for an infinite period. He slept, he dreamed, and he waked, but all of it was dreaming, and all of it was waking. The windows of the worlds aligned, and he saw through, or so it seemed. Strange visions passed over his eyes. Or was the blank wall of the cell the real vision and did he touch, at last, the real itself when he saw, somehow, mountains? And trees. And a swift river under a clear sky. A catfish in his fingers, its tiny, wild heart pumping and pumping and pumping against his palm. It seemed to him that he walked for miles over a glacier, the air growing ever thinner, but just when he thought he saw a line of trees on the horizon, he was back in the cell.  
 
    Once, he was home, inside the house where he grew up, just as it was the last time he saw it. He wandered through it, calling the names of his family members. His parents’ bed was neatly made. The decorated pots his mother had brought from her homeland lined the windowsill. The loft was a jumble of pillows and blankets. The living room was neat. Wooden chairs covered in furs stood under Rose’s paintings. The clock ticked on the wall. The crack in the plaster formed the C shape. All was silent. 
 
    I will remember this place exactly like this. Untouched. Always. 
 
    He did not know how he saw these things, but he saw them. 
 
    Once, he could see the holograms, in all their ugliness. Wriggling and writhing creatures. Giant moths with red and green eyes. A tiger of enormous size with the face of a man. Batlike creatures swarming the skies and leering at him. Beautiful women, who, when they smiled, showed sharpened teeth. Exotic birds of lovely iridescent olive and sunset orange, calling to him in their strange tongue. And abstract designs that swirled and morphed above the plaza outside his estate, mesmerizing, stopping all time until he was a statue.  
 
    Once, he was invisible inside the tunnels at the front lines near Gosyryl. The earth shook, and the dust came down, and the roar of the rockets entombed everything. Men coughed and hacked and trudged along the corridors, ghosts of themselves. The wounded passed him in litters, heads lolling from side to side. And then he heard two soldiers talking in a corner. One said, “Why are we here? Why did they send us here?” “It’s that new general,” said the other. “He’s aggressive. He doesn’t count the cost.” 
 
    Aaron woke—or dreamed?—on the cold metal floor of the cell. 
 
    In one of his more lucid moments, when all these things came home to him in their astonishing vivacity, he wondered if he’d been drugged, but he could not remember. After a time, he was not sure whether anyone had ever come into the cell. Perhaps he had been there always. Always alone. Always dreaming of the lost corners of the universe. 
 
    Then, finally, in the midst of the mutating, nebulous colors and sounds in his brain, the thought came to him like a lightning bolt. What have I done? 
 
    And he sat up and shivered in the cell, acutely aware of everything.  
 
    Hunger.  
 
    Thirst. 
 
    Pain. 
 
    A cup of water and a plate of food rested by the door. The food was unidentifiable, but he devoured it to satisfy the merciless emptiness inside. Only when the brutal master of his passions—the hunger, the thirst—were appeased, could he think again. 
 
    Who am I? Aaron Castillian, a scared, angry boy. 
 
    Where am I? In the prison of the Voturans. 
 
    How did I get here? 
 
    This was not so easily answered. 
 
    He thought of how he had once blamed his father for what had happened. But Dune’s failures—if they could be called that—were nothing compared to his own. Dune had hesitated, maybe. Made the wrong decision about staying in Fen—Fen! Yes, that was where he lived once—but Dune had not entered into the service of his people’s enemy. Dune had not turned traitor and sent armies against Taurus and used his abilities to defeat and kill Taurusians. Dune had not perpetuated war or sent men—men like the shabby figures in the dingy tunnels of the front lines, where Cole had been, men like Zel and Darren and his faithful Paratroopers, men like Desmond and Clay and Bex—to their deaths. Aaron’s fingers tapped away on his arm, faster and faster. His hand began to shake. He gripped his knees, the fingernails digging in. 
 
    Above all, Dune had not dreamed bloody dreams of power. Dune had not intoxicated himself with his own anger and grief until he believed it possible that vengeance was the same as justice, that shedding blood could wash away the hurt. And Dune had not destroyed everyone he loved in his bitter schemes. Dune had not believed that absolute power and murder could bring his soul peace. 
 
    But some part of Aaron still revolted at these considerations. 
 
    But what choice did I have? There was nothing I could do. At first, I had to survive. And then I had to try to bring justice. To end the corruption. 
 
    He remembered Clay’s words.“You always have a choice. That is the burden of living with the code. We are the ones who must make the impossible decisions. But we can’t pretend there are no decisions to make.” 
 
    And then other words from the past, long ago, in that other life, came fluttering about his ears. He could picture himself and Cole gathering firewood for the last time. The last time before Fen was taken. 
 
    “He had it in for you, too—don’t think I didn’t notice the way he treated you. And then the time he was talking trash about one of the nurses, I’d had enough. It was the perfect chance.” 
 
    Cole’s brow was ruffled, a piece of wood hanging loosely from his hand, as he stared at his brother. “Perfect chance for what?” 
 
    Aaron straightened again. “Revenge.” 
 
    “Revenge? What do you mean revenge? That wasn’t your job. It wasn’t your job to take revenge.” 
 
    “If I didn’t do it, who would? You mess with me, you mess with the people I care about, you’re going to regret it. We’ve got to be strong, stick together. You’ve told me that a million times. We’ve got to fight.” 
 
    “But what you’re talking about is not strength. It’s weakness. There are other and better ways to fight. You didn’t do it for me or for that nurse. You did it for yourself.” 
 
    Cole had tried to warn Aaron long ago, Cole who was no longer what he had been, who had been changed by the witchcraft of the City of Dreams. And Clay had tried to warn him, too, tried to direct his feet into a different way, but Aaron had not listened. The thought of the quiet man, shuffling about his duties, saying little, but always watching over Aaron, always providing solidity, always trying to reach the angry young master with those gentle eyes—was too much. 
 
    At last, the tears came. The river—so long held back—flowed right out of his heart. 
 
    He wept for home. For his little boat and fishing tackle and the fish and the herons and the mud. He wept for his grandfather. He wept for his mother and grandmother. There were so many faces of the dead, each one opening a fresh wound. Clay. Bex. Desmond. Zel. Darren. And he wept for the living, too, if indeed they still lived: his father and sister, to whom he had brought only grief. Rose and Oliver. Eli. Aurora. Kyla. Above all, he wept for her. Kyla—if only he could speak to her one more time. If only he could tell her how sorry he was. He could see her face so clearly now in his imagination—the scar, running across it, but not marring it, making it more beautiful. So beautiful. He wished he could tell her so. He wished he could go back in time and respond in kind to what she had been saying to him with her eyes and underneath her words for so long now. But all of that was over now, all of it left behind. The only thing before them—both of them—was death. He would never see her again. 
 
    He wept for his world’s ending and the hurt he had brought them all. 
 
    It was my fault. It was all my fault. It was all my fault. 
 
    Then he said it aloud to the empty cell. “It was my fault, my fault, all my fault.” 
 
    He stopped crying. The tears, like all other thoughts, memories, emotions, actions were sucked into a void opening inside him like a black hole. It was a void of exhaustion, of utter failure, of nothingness. At last, it drew him into a deep sleep. 
 
    He dreamed again, this time with ideal clarity. He was aware of himself, of his actual situation in the waking world, of every detail in his past, though all of it felt distant and unimportant. He was in his fishing skiff under a cobalt blue sky that flowed seamlessly down to a horizon where a silver crease marked its meeting with the waters. Aaron was not on the marshes he knew but on a great, flat ocean, almost the same color as the cloudless sky, as if he were suspended inside a vast blue pearl. He reached out of the boat and touched the water that was glass. It was cool but not cold. It smelt sweet, like roses. It leapt to his touch. Under its ripplets spreading out from the boat, he could see the scattering of shells and stones and rippled sand on the bottom of the ocean, hundreds of feet below him. As he watched the bottom, he realized that the boat was moving at a vast speed, though it left no wake. It was moving toward something on the horizon, which grew clearer to his eye with every passing second. It was an outcropping of pink and charcoal colored stone, and on it there were two figures, an old man and a middle-aged woman. Aaron was seized with a desire to go to them, and he wished the boat would move faster. But it came to shore soon enough. As he drew near, he looked at the face of the old man, and something familiar stirred in him, though he could not place it or identify it. The old man said with a smile, “Long, long ways to go yet.” Then Aaron looked at the woman’s face. She said nothing, but her eyes brimmed with laughter. She reached out a hand to draw him from the boat. Their fingers touched. 
 
    And he awoke. 
 
    He truly awoke. 
 
    The black hole was gone from inside him. In its place, he held the blue pearl, and all the memories of those two faces, but without, anymore, the restless pain. 
 
     Abruptly, he knew two things he must do, the beginning of his penance.  
 
    The dead he must let go. 
 
    The living he must try to save. 
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    There was an electric screech, and the door of the cell slid open. A uniformed man ducked inside. Corinth again? But then Aaron saw that it was not Corinth. It was Cole. 
 
    His brother was almost beyond recognition. His cheeks and eye sockets were hollow, his face haggard. His eyes were red, and his shoulders slumped, and he looked disheveled even in his trim new uniform. About his expression there was a haze and restlessness, and his hands jerked unnaturally when they moved. He rushed up to Aaron, kneeling beside him on the floor. “Aaron! Aaron! I found you. Are you alright?” Cole spoke in a hushed voice, slurred with emotion and haste. 
 
    “Yes, brother. I am alright after all.” 
 
    Cole choked. “What have they done to you? You look terrible.” 
 
    Aaron smiled a little. “You’ve looked better.” 
 
    “You can’t imagine what the past days have been like for me. I’ve been trying to get authorization to see you. Druxa finally gave me permission to make this one last visit. He’s sorry about everything that’s happened. Have you heard? Oh, Aaron? Do you know what they’re doing to Dad and Rose and the others?” 
 
    Aaron said, “The temple.” 
 
    Cole nodded frantically, eyes bulging. “Yes! It’s terrible, terrible. I can’t sleep anymore thinking about it. It’s hopeless. And … they’re … they’re taking you there today. I’m so, so sorry, Aaron. So sorry. There’s nothing I can do. Believe me, I’ve tried to change their minds.” He dropped his head onto his brother’s shoulder and sobbed. 
 
    Aaron placed a hand on his brother’s back. He spoke softly, as though to a child. “Hush. It’s alright, Cole. I knew it was going to happen soon. And I am the one who should be apologizing. All of this. All of this is because of me.” 
 
    Cole drew back, wiping his face on his sleeve. “It’s terrible, terrible,” he repeated. He slumped down, back against the wall, next to Aaron. 
 
    “You shouldn’t get snot all over that nice uniform of yours. They don’t like that.” 
 
    A bit of laughter burst through Cole’s sighs. Aaron smiled. A short silence followed, marked only by the buzz of electric lights. They looked at each other, each seeing something of himself, something familiar, but also something utterly strange, in the other. 
 
    “Are you afraid, Aaron, of dying?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Cole looked away. “If only I’d been able to defend Fen. None of this would have happened.” 
 
    “The Watch was no match for the Vanguards, and the holograms. This isn’t your fault. No one deserves more blame than me. You were right not to have a part in the coup.” 
 
    “Yes, but if only we’d never come here in the first place.” 
 
    “It hasn’t been so bad, really.” Aaron almost believed his own words. “I did what I set out to do. I found you and Dad and Rose. And I made true friends here. Truer than any I ever had in Fen. Maybe it was all worth it for that. Maybe—” He broke off and stared at the far wall, at his reflection, but through it, through all of it. 
 
    Cole turned to him. “Maybe what?” 
 
    “Maybe there’s something more at work here than either of us can know. Something beyond the sadness and the hurt. Beyond the tragedy. Maybe there’s some reason for it all.” 
 
    “I wish I could believe that.”  
 
    A minute passed in silence. 
 
    Then Cole reached out to grip his brother’s shoulder, hand shaking. “This is goodbye. I just came to say goodbye. I’ve already stayed longer than I’m allowed. And we’re supposed to have a guard with us, but I paid him off. I don’t know what they’ll do to me when they find out.” 
 
    “You’ll be alright,” said Aaron. “They need you. They won’t be too hard on you.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I used to get away with a lot—back when they found me useful. You and Antonia—” Aaron broke off. 
 
    Cole looked like he’d been stung. “You know about that?” 
 
    “Of course. Don’t worry. I’m not jealous. But make sure she tells you the whole truth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That’s all I can say. It’s for her—and Druxa—to tell you. She promised she would.” 
 
    There was the sound of muffled voices in the corridor outside the cell, the echoing of boots on grated floors. 
 
    Cole’s body tensed, his eyes filling again. “This is it.” His voice broke. “I’ve got to go. Goodbye, brother.” He sucked in, trying to prevent the sobs. 
 
    “Wait, Cole. This is not the end.” 
 
    The footsteps were coming closer. Both brothers waited, still as stone, for the cell door to open. But the voices and footsteps were growing quieter again. There was a muffled laugh, then silence. 
 
    Aaron hurried on in subdued tones.  
 
    “I have a plan.” 
 
    Cole’s jaw muscles tightened as he gave Aaron a slow look. “Again?” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. Not like before. I understand now. I get it. You were closer to the truth than I was. We both wanted to protect the family, save the family. I wanted revenge, too. But I wasn’t looking at what was really best for them. Only at my own pain.” The plan that had first entered his mind in shapeless drift during the endless hours alone in the cell now started to coalesce in real time. 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “We have to save them, Cole. But not through conquering. I’m going to get us out. I’m going to get us all out—out of Votura, out of this cursed place, this place that corrupts everything in it.” He was on his feet now. He felt an outpouring of energy through his limbs not unlike the sensation he experienced when he was proclaimed Director, but infinitely better. “Will you join me?” 
 
    Cole stood up slowly. His dark eyes were flooded with an unnatural light. “Still full of fight, brother?” 
 
    “Yes. But with a better heart. Are you with me?” 
 
    A look of unutterable sadness drowned Cole’s features. His arms hung lifeless at his sides; his whole once-strong frame seemed rickety, about to fall, like a rotten tree in a gale. “I can’t, Aaron. I saw what happened last time. I can’t stand to lose anything more. If we fail, I’d be losing the only thing I have now …” he trailed off; then his chin snapped up, and he said flatly, “I’m going to marry Antonia.” 
 
    Aaron nodded. “I know. She can come with us.” But even as he said it, he knew, finally, that Cole was lost to him forever. 
 
    Cole shook his head, his face tense, veins pulsing on his forehead, teeth gritted. “I can’t. I can’t. She would never leave. And it’s too much of a risk. I can’t lose her too.” 
 
    Pity took Aaron’s heart then. He would push no further. He stepped forward and embraced Cole. “Alright. Alright. I understand.” Cole returned the embrace. Then Aaron released him. “But will you do two things for me?” 
 
    Cole bit his lip. “Of course … as long as …” 
 
    “Don’t worry. The risk is minimal. First, where’s Formos? Did he survive?” 
 
    “Yes, he’s in the hospital recovering from a shoulder wound. I’m not sure what they’re going to do with him after that. I don’t think they consider him much of a threat.” 
 
    “Good. I need you to get him out.” 
 
    “Out of the hospital?” 
 
    “Yes. And give him the message I’m going to tell you.” 
 
    “But—how do I—” 
 
    “Ask Antonia. She will help us. I know she will. She has enough influence to get Formos released from the hospital. Like you said, they don’t see him as a threat, at least for now.” 
 
    Cole swallowed and took a breath, steeling himself. “Alright. Alright. I’ll do it. What’s the second thing?” 
 
    “Have they ransacked the estate yet?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Aaron nodded. “I thought so. That’s why I hid something. Buried in the garden at the foot of the evergreen, there’s a box. I need you to dig it up and give it to Formos.”  
 
    Then Aaron gave Cole the message for Formos and made him repeat it back, word for word. 
 
    The urgency of the instructions had temporarily taken Aaron’s mind away from the present moment. It returned with its full weight. They both felt it at the same instant, and they stared at each other.  
 
    The barking voice of a guard came from the other side of the door. “Sir? Are you still there?” 
 
    Aaron took Cole’s shoulder, and Cole took his. Their foreheads touched. 
 
    “I guess either way, this is goodbye,” said Aaron. 
 
    He felt his brother’s tears on his skin.  
 
    “Thank you, Cole.” 
 
    “You’re wel—” Cole couldn’t get the words out. 
 
    “I never told you, but you were always my hero.” 
 
    “And you were mine.” 
 
    “Sir? I’m coming in,” came the muffled voice of the guard. 
 
    “I hope you will be happy, Cole. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    They stepped apart. Cole walked toward the door. Just before the door slid open, Cole turned and mouthed to Aaron, “Good luck.” 
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    They came for him. Temple Guards wore uniforms of the same crimson color as the ceremonial robes of the council members. Their armor was plated and ribbed like the exoskeleton of a locust. They wore faceless red masks that covered their heads completely so that no human features were visible, and they carried whips in their hands and daggers in their belts. A few had rifles slung over their backs. Temple code demanded of them absolute silence because of their sacred role. For a guard to speak meant death. The Captain of the Guard gave orders through hand signals only. 
 
    Six of them filed into Aaron’s cell some hours after Cole had left. The reflective walls duplicated the guards again and again so that Aaron was surrounded by a sea of red. With tomblike silence and grips as strong as death, they pulled him to his feet and shackled him. Aaron’s spine prickled. Convulsions of fear ran through his heart. He tried to bolster himself by thinking of his objective. Kyla, Aurora, Eli, Dune, Rose, and the baby were likely surrounded by these silent figures in red, too. How afraid they must be. How in despair. Was Kyla thinking of him? Did she think he was dead? Had she come to detest him for bringing all of this on her? The thought of her and the others languishing in the temple dungeon, awaiting their turn to be led up the 365 steps to the peak, filled him with motivation. He would rescue them or die trying. 
 
    The Temple Guards led him down the blue-lit corridor of cells, door after identical door bleeding into a single geometric pattern in his vision. At last, they exited the building and moved out into the street. Aaron squinted against the sudden flare of sunlight on his face. But it warmed him. It was good to remember the feel of day. His eyes would adjust. A gentle wind caressed his cheek. The Voturans were in the streets in their gaudy clothes, huddled in groups, staring at things he could not see and did not want to. Few of them moved or talked. Indeed, Aaron and his captors seemed to be the only things stirring. He passed people motionless as sculptures. All the world was frozen but for the blur of red and the figure in black in their midst. The artificial sounds of the holograms clutched at Aaron’s hair and clothes, but he was no longer disturbed by them. He focused on the wind and the sunlight and the feel of solid earth beneath his feet. 
 
    The Guards led him to an enclosed red carriage with barred windows. A group had gathered near it to catch a glimpse of the famed traitor being led to his execution. As he approached, there were a few murmurs, caught and flung from point to point among the crowd, but mostly there was silence. Here and there, a face in the blur that Aaron recognized—an officer he had known, a politician or artist Druxa had once introduced him to with bows and honors and smiles. He was shoved into the carriage, and just as the door slammed in his face with a final jingle and clank, he caught sight of Druxa himself on the edge of the swell of people. The old general looked unkempt and somehow smaller than Aaron remembered. He held his hat in one hand. The other hand hung limp at his side. His round face was a blank. 
 
    The carriage began to move. It was hot and stifling inside. 
 
    So many difficulties laced Aaron’s plan, he knew. It was hastily assembled, a final, half-formed hope flung against the oncoming gates of death. What if Formos was not released? Or what if Formos had had his fill of Aaron’s plans and would not risk another life-threatening scheme? Several times already, Aaron had glanced at the skies, but he had not seen or heard what he was looking for. The more he thought of it, the more the doubt solidified in his mind.  
 
    He won’t send it. He won’t come. 
 
    Aaron pictured Formos laughing dryly at the message Cole brought and dismissing it—dismissing Aaron and his friends and their very lives—with a flick of his hand. After all, why should Formos believe what Cole said? Why should he believe that Aaron had learned, had repented? And even if he did believe, even if he was still Aaron’s friend and willing to do what was asked, what if the others were already dead, already sacrificed? T 
 
    The carriage slowly drove. It knew no haste.  
 
    If this was the end, was Aaron ready? 
 
    He was not, of course. No one could be. But he grasped one truth with all the powers of his soul: if he was to die, there could be no better finish to his life than fighting to make right what he had put wrong, fighting to save the people he cared most about—even, perhaps, if they could no longer be saved. He wanted to suffer for their sakes, to make it up to them, wherever they may be. He would try to save them from his own mistakes. And he held the hope that at least then, they would know that he was sorry. 
 
    The greatest fear flooding him now was that he was too late. 
 
    Outside the barred windows that cast long fingers of shadow on the rattling floor of the carriage, Aaron saw a group of children, and he realized it was one of the few times he had seen children since he had come to Chrysoberyl. They were walking in a tight, organized column led by two teachers, and their eyes looked blankly at the nothings conjured up by the hologram projectors. There was no laughter among them. No songs or games or pranks. Were they really more free than he in that moment? He was glad when they were out of sight. 
 
    Why hasn’t he sent it yet? 
 
    Then he saw the Temple through the bars. 
 
    Aaron had glimpsed it from a distance once or twice in his previous life—he knew its location and structure well from all his hours studying maps when planning the coup. But he had never known it as he knew it now; he had never understood so well what it was. The Great Hall had filled him with awe. The Temple elicited only dread. It was not as large as the Hall, but still massive. It was perfectly square and dark in color, a simple, straight, featureless tower. Aaron could not tell what it was made of—he guessed some kind of volcanic rock. It did not seem to have been built so much as to have swelled out of the ground like a protruding, charred and dried bone. It grew larger as they approached, until it filled the entire window. It gave shape to the blank space on the edge of consciousness—it was all the things one did not say or think. It drew near, and still, even at this close distance, Aaron could find no distinguishing features on its exterior besides a few windows that opened only into darkness. The building’s surface was an endless flat pattern of circular shapes overlapping, like a lizard’s back. 
 
    Time is running out? Where is it? 
 
    The carriage stopped with a sudden squeal and clatter that knocked Aaron to the floor. 
 
    Formos has given up on us. He’s abandoned us. Now I must die. 
 
    Just then there was a buzz. A drone a little larger than an insect zipped through the bars on the window. It was one of the reconnaissance drones from the ARCU, and in its claw, it gripped the thing that Aaron had sent Cole to recover. Hope lived still. 
 
    The drone dropped the device into Aaron’s hand and disappeared out the window with a quiet whine. Just as Aaron slid the device on his wrist and pulled his sleeve over it, the door swung open, and long, strong arms were pulling him from the innards of the carriage, vomiting him forth onto the dirt. Pain stabbed through his leg. He choked on dust. Nothing grew around the Temple. He was hauled to his feet, and his hands were bound. It was difficult to walk because of the shackles and the pain. He staggered along, shoved by the red Temple Guards toward the black abyss of a doorway. Panic snarled again inside, but he crushed it as best he could. The daylight was snuffed out, and he was inside the Temple. It stank. He wanted to cover his nose, but the guards held his arms with their clawlike fingers. They pushed him forward into the dark and the nightmare. He could see almost nothing—only vague ebony forms and ruby dots churning before his eyes. He heard a creak; then he was flung down onto the hard earth, and there was a clang. The sound of footsteps receded. 
 
    He lay there in the dust and the dark, in his new cell, breathing heavily, chest rising and falling, trying to focus his mind. Although his eyes were not yet adjusted to the darkness, he thought he sensed the presence of other human beings, but the minutes went by without the sound of human voice, and he began to believe that he was, indeed, alone. 
 
    The grim thought wormed its way into his heart, eating it away.  
 
    They were all gone. They were already dead. And he had not had a chance to apologize. He had not had a chance even to say goodbye. But maybe, in the end, that was better. How could he have faced them, after all? Wouldn’t they have come to hate him by now? He was spared that pain, at least.  
 
    Then a whisper: “Aaron?” 
 
    He knew that voice. 
 
    Her hands were helping him into a sitting position. 
 
    “Aaron—is that you?” 
 
    His eyes were adjusting now. He could make out her face, a patch of light in the gloom. He could see the scar—the beautiful scar. 
 
    In a choking voice, she said: “You came. I didn’t think you would. But you came.” 
 
    One half of his mouth creased into smile. “Of course, I did. What do you take me for?” 
 
    She embraced him tightly, as best she could with bound hands. He leaned his head against her. “Kyla, I was so afraid you’d be gone already … I am so sorry, so sorry—” He stopped short, knowing that if he went on, the tears might come, and he didn’t want to seem weak to her. 
 
    “No! We’re still here! We’re all still here. I guess they’ve been saving us for some special occasion. I hear snatches of things from the Servants of the Temple, and our time is soon. We don’t have much time together before … oh, I wish we had more time. But I should be grateful. I thought I would never see you again.” 
 
    “Aaron—you’re here.” Eli had just awoken from a slumber with his head in Aurora’s lap. His eyes and smile were a flash of white from the corner of the cell. The old woman beside him let out a sigh. 
 
    “Son,” came Dune’s voice. “Where are you? It’s so dark …” 
 
    Aaron followed the sound of the voice. He came upon his father lying down, wrapped in a thin blanket, tattered and torn. He put his bound hands on Dune’s shoulder. “Father—father. I’m here. I’m here for you.” 
 
    “My boy.” Dune broke into a fit of coughs. 
 
    Aaron heard the whimpering of an infant, and turning, he saw, in the shadows, his sister, clutching her baby to her breast. 
 
    He dragged himself closer to her. “Rose—I am so sorry—I—Desmond—” He didn’t know what to tell her. 
 
    But she only said, with pursed lips, “Aaron, we are glad to see you.” 
 
    He searched out her hand and pressed it. “Are you? Are you really? How can you be? How can you possibly be glad to see me, any of you? After everything I’ve done.” 
 
    Kyla answered for them all. “You didn’t mean for things to end this way. You’ve been lost. But you’re on your way home, now. I know—I know there’s good in you.” 
 
    It was this unexpected reception, this miracle, this gratuitous gift, not to be counted on ever recurring, that began to put the broken pieces of him back together. “Yes!” he almost shouted. “I was wrong. I let my grief and anger destroy me. But I want to make it right, now. Please, please, understand, I want to make it all right with each of you in whatever time is left to me. And I want to start by getting you out of here.” 
 
    Kyla’s fingers touched his chin. In a low, musical voice she said, “Aaron, Aaron … you were always such a fool … such a fool …” 
 
    “I never saw you for who you were, Kyla,” he said. “But I do now.” 
 
    She was smiling, and tears were marking her dirty face. “Such a fool,” she repeated. 
 
    “Yes, fool is right. There is no time left to you to fix things. No time left to any of us,” said Aurora. It was the first time she had spoken, and her voice shook and teetered with despair. 
 
    “No, Aurora, you’re wrong,” he said, turning to her with resolution. “I know you have all probably given up. But don’t. Not yet. Not while we breathe. I am going to get us all out of here.” 
 
    “It’s not possible,” said Dune. “It’s time to accept it, Aaron.” 
 
    “Father, someday—someday, I will sit by you and listen to your wisdom as I always should’ve done. I’ll make up for the lost time. I promise you. But not yet. This one last time, Dad, let me defy you. Because I won’t accept defeat until there’s no blood left in my body. I want to give it all for you.” 
 
    There was a hush of several seconds. Then Aurora said, “Why should we believe you?” 
 
    “I know you have no reason to trust me now. I have no right to expect it. But I am asking for you to do the impossible: give me one more chance. What do we have to lose, anyway?” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Eli. “Why not try? And it will mean so much to him.” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, it will. Exactly. It would mean so much to me to go down trying to help you. To go down fighting. If you won’t do it for your own sakes, do it for mine. Let me prove to you how sorry I am.”Again, there was a pause.  
 
    A rat sniffed and scuddled and scratched in the corner. It was Dune who broke the silence. “Alright. Tell us what to do.” 
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    The drums were beating. 
 
    They announced the doom of the coming ceremony as they echoed through the burnt and bitter labyrinth of the Temple. The prisoners huddled closer together at the sound, and the baby began to cry. The drums thundered on, minute after minute. They made the air heavy, and it stuck in Aaron’s throat. He felt as though someone were slowly tightening a cord around his neck. Every pound of the drums jarred his head, shook his brain, tried to shatter his will. What was the point of resistance? The drums had spoken. Their word was final. It was madness to consider escape. But he struggled against these suffocating thoughts. 
 
    “Here,” said Kyla, and she put something into his ears. She had torn strips of cloth from the hem of her dress, and she handed them to everyone. He could still hear the drums through the improvised ear plugs, but they were subdued. He could think again. “Thank you,” he told her. 
 
    “It must be time,” said Dune. 
 
    “Yes. It is time,” said Rose.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” Aaron said, searching out their eyes obscured in the shadows. 
 
    They nodded.  
 
    Doubt still nibbled at him. If he had failed with an army of trained soldiers under his command, how would he ever succeed with a handful of half-dead slaves? But it did not matter anymore. 
 
    We’re together. We’re one. That’s all that matters now. 
 
    Footsteps coming down the passageway, marching in step with the booming of the drums. The red Temple Guards came carrying a lantern. It splattered the walls with monstrous shadows that shifted and roved as they marched. They came to the cell, unlocked it, swung the door open with a creak. Their featureless, empty masks appeared at the entrance. Several of them filed in and began wrenching the prisoners to their feet. Aaron was already standing. The snigger of a whip. Kyla cried out in pain. Aaron stifled the desire to tackle the guard then and there. His fingers tapped uncontrollably at his side, his nostrils flared, but he moved no other muscle. 
 
    In a flash, they were hurried out into the passageway. It was dark, save for the dim lantern that the guards carried, swinging from a gloved hand a few feet in front of Aaron. The floor was earthen and the walls the same black stone Aaron had seen from the outside, and just as featureless as the exterior, aside from the watery and grotesque shadows cast by the lantern. Aaron could hear Eli just behind him sniffling. He slackened pace minutely, just enough so that he could reach over and place both his bound hands on the boy’s shoulder.  
 
    Crack and slice. Aaron gave a yell as the whip made contact with his back. He stumbled forward, the sting drawing water from his eyes and saliva from his mouth. He saw it drip onto the dirt in front of him. For a moment he could not breathe—he merely staggered forward, blind. Then the noxious air of the tunnel came back into his lungs, and he could draw breath again. He dared not slow after that. 
 
    The path beneath their feet sloped gently up. They climbed for a few minutes. Aaron tried to picture the maps of the city and the temple he had once studied, tried to calculate their exact position. The drums at last ceased, and Aaron took the pieces of cloth from his ears. Only the grinding of their shoes and the boots of the guards reverberated through the passageway. But silence was almost worse. They turned a corner. At the end of the passageway was light—a little patch of clear blue sky glowing through one of the temple’s few windows. It did not penetrate deeply into that darkness, but it burrowed into Aaron’s soul as a kind of promise. He noted the opening well and estimated that they were at least one floor up from ground level. He snatched one last glimpse at the free sky with streaks of white cloud, and then they had passed it, sucked back into night.  
 
    Ahead, he could make out a large gate, the doors of it standing open. Beyond the gate, just visible in a sea of murky midnight maroon, were steps—the beginning of that last climb, the fatal climb of 365 stairs to the end. Aaron wondered how many poor souls had seen this sight before him, had wrestled with the impossible fact that they would only ever take 365 more steps in their life, that in a few minutes, everything would be over. Did they count the steps, he wondered? Would he?  
 
    He could picture it—a few seconds in the future—taking the first step. One, two, three, four. His feet moving in the dark, moving inexorably to their own ending. 
 
    Several more guards and a Servant of the Temple stood by the gateway; they held scanners in their hands to check the prisoners one more time for weapons. 
 
    Aaron’s heart quickened. They would find it—they would find his concealed hologram projector. He had to act now. It was sooner than they had discussed, sooner than the others were expecting.  
 
    The group came to a halt by the door. The first prisoner, Dune, was scanned for weapons. 
 
    Kyla was too far away. Aurora stood between them. Kyla would be scanned and through the gate before Aaron could get to her. 
 
    He had to risk another whiplash. He pushed past Aurora so that he was standing directly behind Kyla. 
 
    Crack. Aaron gritted his teeth and did not yell this time, though the pain was the same. It bleared and smeared his vision. But he was close enough to Kyla now. 
 
    Rose and the baby, who had quieted some but was still whimpering, were being scanned by the guards. Kyla would be next. 
 
    “Now,” Aaron whispered in her ear. 
 
    Rose and the baby were pushed through. 
 
    As Aaron and Kyla were jerked forward by the guards, Kyla slid the projector down Aaron’s arm under the sleeve to his wrist, and tapped the display. He could not reach it himself because of the handcuffs. Then she was grabbed by the guards, and they began to scan her. The scanning rod made a low humming noise as they ran it over her body. But they never finished the scan.  
 
    There was a crashing and crumbling noise and the sharp, deafening report of gunfire. All the guards turned toward the window at the opposite end of the passage. The Servant of the Temple, who was not bound to the same silence as the Guards, gave a wordless yell and pointed, taking a few steps back and then tripping and falling. The guards began charging the open window. Those with rifles unslung them and opened fire at the empty square of sky and sunlight. The rifles spat flame. The walls of the passageway were chipped and frayed with bullets. Those without rifles drew their long slender knives and moved toward the opening. Only three remained next to the prisoners. 
 
    Now we fight. 
 
    “Now!” Aaron shouted and, with all his strength of body and spirit, hurled himself at the nearest guard, whose head was still turned towards the window. He crashed against the man’s plate armor, shoving him hard into the wall. It hurt, but the guard grunted and dropped his whip in shock. Aaron kneed him in the stomach, though the hard armor sent shockwaves of pain through Aaron’s leg. At the same time, he brought both his palms and his metal handcuffs down on the man’s head repeatedly. The guard dropped back to the ground, supporting himself on one elbow, the other hand uplifted to protect himself. Gunshots exploded near Aaron’s head, shaking his teeth. He didn’t know who was shooting but couldn’t turn to look. He snatched the fallen whip with both hands and struck at the fallen guard, who was getting to his feet. Even under Aaron’s lash, stroke after stroke, the Guard kept his silence, but he was beaten back to the floor. Crimson seeped from his crimson armor. He writhed in the dirt but did not rise again. 
 
    “Behind the doors! Shut them!” Aaron shouted. 
 
    All the prisoners leapt through the gateway—except Eli and Dune. Whirling around, Aaron saw that the boy’s leg was clutched by a fallen guard. Eli screamed for help, his cry echoing through the passageway. Behind him, most of the other guards had realized what was happening and were coming back down the passageway. 
 
    A blaze of bullets ripped past Aaron’s head, and he ducked around the side of the gateway, which provided a small crevice of safety. Across from him, huddled behind the other side of the arch, he could see the others: Aurora, Rose, Oliver, and Kyla. Aaron could see the guard his father must have tackled lying motionless just outside the gate.  
 
    Some part of Aaron just wanted to run. Their window of opportunity—those few precious seconds—was fast closing. But he couldn’t leave his father and the boy. 
 
    He caught a glimpse of Dune, standing in the passageway, a rifle from a fallen guard clutched in his hand, blood flecking his cheek. On the floor, the guard still clutched Eli’s foot, but was himself wounded and unable to stand. Eli was kicking at his face, but the grip did not loosen.  
 
    Time slowed before Aaron’s eyes. 
 
    With his free hand, the guard had drawn his knife, and was raising it, glistering, above his head to strike at Eli. The oncoming guards were levelling their weapons at the boy. Dune was vastly outnumbered. But he did not run. Instead, he tossed his rifle in the direction of the gate and then flung himself on the guard who held Eli. All in the same instant, the guard dropped Eli’s leg under the force of Dune’s attack, Eli catapulted himself through the gateway, collapsing just inside with a cry as a bullet grazed his arm and as a shower of bullets from the approaching guards plunged through Dune’s body and blasted through the gateway. Everyone flattened themselves behind the doorframe.  
 
    Aaron let out a guttural cry and was about to hurl himself at the tide of guards approaching his father’s limp form, but Kyla grabbed his arm as Aurora and Eli slammed the gates shut and locked them. A clattering of bullets shook the metal doors, denting them, but did not penetrate them. 
 
    On this side of the door, the only enemy was the Servant of the Temple, who gave them a stare, mouth twisted in horror, and then began frantically running up the stairs, feet flapping, into the darkness above. The patter of the man’s footsteps faded to nothing. 
 
    On the other side, a dozen guards were trampling Dune’s body as they threw themselves at the gate. It shook and rattled again. And again. The dent of more bullets. The groaning of hinges. But Aaron did not see or hear any of this. He slumped to the ground, unable to move, staring at the rifle that Dune had flung back through the gate for their protection before he gave his life for them. 
 
      
 
    Sometimes, when Dune came home from work, feet shuffling with fatigue, if he found Aaron crying about something, he would scoop him up onto his shoulders and carry him out into the quickening evening, the street turning all to silver, the lonely sound of a mourning dove somewhere overhead, lamenting the end of the day. “Where does the ship’s captain want to go?” he would ask. And Aaron would laugh and pull on his father’s right ear to make him go right or his left ear to make him go left, and they would navigate up and down the lanes, his father making the sound of a foghorn on a great ocean liner. Up and down they went as night distilled itself over the town, until Aaron saw only his father’s thick, dark hair and the heavy moon emerging.  
 
      
 
    Not this, Aaron thought. Not this. Anything but this. 
 
    “Aaron,” said Kyla, touching his shoulder. “We have to go. They might break through any second.” 
 
    More bullets struck the door. It shook and rang out a hollow sound. Aaron shivered. He looked up at her and the others, standing in a ring around him, faces pale with fear.  
 
    “He’s gone,” he whispered to her. “He’s gone. It didn’t work.” 
 
    Kyla bit her lip. “I know. But we need you now. Come.” 
 
    Another blow on the door, and Aaron knew he had to finish it. For the others. And for Dune. 
 
    With a roar, he lifted the rifle from the dirt and leapt onto the stairs. “Follow me!” he cried. “We don’t have much time. We need to find another window higher up!”  
 
    They began the climb. 
 
    Aaron felt an abyss inside that might have been terror or might have been grief. But either way, he was determined not to let the others see it. He called encouraging words to them, though they sounded empty in his own ears. 
 
    “Those Paratroopers looked good,” said Kyla. “Very convincing.” 
 
    Aaron tried to smile. “All thanks to Owen’s invention.” 
 
    The tunnel shot almost straight up and vanished into black. The steps were steep, each one almost two feet tall, and the prisoners were winded almost immediately. Aaron strained his eyes for any sign of natural light that might indicate a window in one of the walls, but he was met with only inky emptiness. Behind, darkness. Before, darkness. Behind, endless stairs. Before, endless stairs. They dared not go too far, or they would come to the peak of the temple—the desolate place of sacrifice. Aaron knew, too, that at any moment, bullets might assail them from above or below. The Guards may have broken through the gate behind them. Others may have been sent down from the top. 
 
    Aaron’s companions were slowing their pace—he knew none of them could keep up with him. He turned around. “Keep coming, keep coming.” He leaned down and offered his hand to each of them in turn, straining his muscles to pull them a little higher. When they had all climbed past him, he watched and listened for a few dead seconds but heard and saw nothing pursuing them. He turned back around, peered up into the nothingness ahead, and began to ascend again.  
 
    Time dribbled by. How many steps had they taken? A hundred? A hundred and twenty? 
 
    I’ve got to keep better track. We can’t go too high. 
 
    The darkness was so complete before him that his vision swam with tiny specks of red and blue and green. The sweat coated his arms and chest. He heard the toiled breathing of the others around him. 
 
    “What if there’s no window?” Rose murmured from somewhere a few steps higher than Aaron. 
 
    “There is. There has to be. These steps run right through most of the tower. And I know there are windows somewhere in its midsection.” He spoke with confidence but did not feel it, knowing, as he did, that everything might come to an end on the endless stairs. Maybe no window would appear. 
 
    Another minute passed, and they were still blind. Until something just beyond the edges of perception shifted. That was a trickle of light, wasn’t it? The spring of hope bubbled inside Aaron again. He took a few more laborious steps. Yes, it was growing lighter ahead. The darkness was not as impenetrable as before. He took a few more steps, and it was bright enough to see the looks of relief on his companions’ faces. A few more feet, a few more steps, and the window itself would be visible. And then he had to trust everything, once again, to Formos. 
 
    But suddenly, his friends’ faces changed, and their feet froze on the steps. 
 
    “What is it?” Aaron searched the darkness ahead but saw nothing. 
 
    “Don’t you see him?” Rose whispered in a voice that shivered. She held the baby tighter to her neck and whispered in his ear to soothe him, her eyes, turned to tortured pools, still fixed on the invisible horror that lay ahead. 
 
    “Why are you stopping? See who?” 
 
    Still, no one moved. 
 
    Then came the voice. “Aaron Castillian.” The voice was the sound of a sharpening blade, the sound of a thunder growl, the sound of a gentle dripping, the sound of a dying man’s whisper, the sound of leaves crackling and drying in a fire—all at once. 
 
    Aaron stood still. “Who’s there?” He saw no one. 
 
    “Aaron Castillian,” the voice repeated. “It is I. Don’t you remember me?” 
 
    The sound set Aaron’s hands shaking. Something much colder than blood suddenly flowed through the network of veins and arteries mapping his body until he was chilled all over and his feet were numb. But he spoke with all the strength he could summon. “Why can’t I see you? Come closer.” 
 
    “That won’t help,” the voice whispered. “You can’t see me, Aaron Castillian, because I am in my holographic form. I wasn’t able to be at the temple in my physical form today. But as the high priest and the director of Votura, I could never miss such an important occasion as this. So I am here in this form. That is why you, and only you, cannot see me. But I can see you.” 
 
      
 
    Aaron’s eyes roved over the dusty light ahead and above. He felt exposed and vulnerable—he was watched by an invisible deadliness. 
 
    “What do you want?” he demanded. The tones of his voice ricocheted off the hard stone. 
 
    “Simple. I want you.” 
 
    Aaron shuddered. But all he said was, “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “But you can’t leave.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “To do that, you would have to get past me.” With these words, the voice rose to a volume and tone somewhere between a whisper and a growl. “And there is nowhere to go. There is nothing outside the Temple. You are surrounded by emptiness. And my guards approach.” 
 
    Aaron climbed to the next step, eyes directed toward the light seeping in from the window. 
 
    “Don’t!” the voice commanded, suddenly loud and fierce as flame. 
 
    Aaron halted, stunned by the penetrating force of the voice. He shot a glance at his companions. They were almost entirely still and unmoving as figurines, eyes fixed on the empty space above, mesmerized. Even the infant was silent, suddenly lulled to sleep. But Kyla and Rose still swayed. Kyla’s foot shifted on the step. The contortion of struggle passed over her features. He wanted to reach out and take her hand but thought better of it. 
 
    Aaron faced the direction from which the voice had come. “You say you want me. What do you mean? To sacrifice?” 
 
    “No.” The voice was quieter and flat now. 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    “I have been watching you, Aaron. Ever since you came to Votura. I have seen and heard much of you. You have done great things. You have the makings of a great man. With this last act of daring, you have convinced me.” 
 
    “Convinced you of what?” 
 
    “It must not be him.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Not Corinth. He has played his part. You have heat. He is all cold. It is you who must be my heir.” 
 
    “If—if you wanted me to be your heir, then why did you stop the coup?” 
 
    “It was not in the markings of time. It was not in the design. They didn’t tell me, so I had to make my own determination.” 
 
    Aaron’s chest felt shallow. He couldn’t get enough air. “‘They’? Who’s ‘they’?” 
 
    “Come to the top of the stairs and see.” Aaron could hear the smile in the voice. 
 
    “No thank you. I don’t think I want to be your heir.” 
 
    “Oh, but you do. You want it more than anything. At last, you wouldn’t be helpless. At last, you wouldn’t have to be afraid anymore. At last, you could have your revenge.” 
 
    Aaron took an unconscious step toward the voice. 
 
    “Good. Yes. If you come with me, I will deliver them into your hands.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “You know who. Druxa, Corinth, Owen. The murderers.” 
 
    The flint was struck. The sparks showered inside his soul. The old fire was in the wind. Aaron’s mind was gripped in the claws of a powerful image: Druxa, Corinth, and Owen kneeling at his feet, his lips about to pronounce sentence on them, about to bring them the doom they deserved. 
 
    “And,” he began, the words coming with some effort, “if I go with you, these here with me will be safe?” He nodded toward his friends.  
 
    “Perfectly safe.” The voice was smooth now, smooth as Voturan velvet. 
 
    “And they can leave?” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘leave’?” 
 
    “Leave the Temple, leave the city.” 
 
    “And go where? There is nothing outside the Temple. This is all there is.” 
 
    Other images forced themselves on Aaron’s mind.  
 
      
 
    She appeared suddenly, in her best blue dress, face flushed from dancing, that playful shimmer in her eyes. She stooped down beside her little son. She didn’t even ask him—she knew that he needed to dance. She just crouched down, looked in his eyes, and smiled. Then, suddenly, she had pulled him to his feet and they were twirling, twirling, and laughing, laughing like fools. 
 
      
 
    His mother’s whole body laughed when she laughed—her shoulders shaking, her hands gesturing, nose wrinkling, her thin back swaying. And not just her body. Her spirit laughed with joy at being alive, with joy at the rippling of a stream, with joy at the cries of the gulls, with joy at the mossy winds blown off the marshes, and, above all, with joy at the life surging through her children. Aaron could see himself as a small boy enter the room—he'd been hurt, or had maybe just awakened alone and afraid in his bed. And his mother scooped him into her arms and whispered secret words into his ear, all garnished with smiles and her mischievous eyes. 
 
      
 
    His mother turned from where she was washing dishes. She was a tall, tightly knit woman, thinned and hardened from labor, locks of graying hair pulled back in a bun, but with clear eyes that often looked lonely and distant, like birds vanishing into the south for the winter. 
 
     “A catfish?” she asked with a slight smile. 
 
    “Better.” Aaron stepped away to reveal his catch—though he was not as tall or broad as his brother, who, at 21, was three years older, so his mother had already seen Cole standing in the doorway. She brought the back of her still-soap-covered hand to her mouth. Then she had her thin arms around his neck, kissing his cheek. 
 
      
 
    He could see her bleached bones bare to the sun. 
 
    He could see Cole in his uniform, his hollowed face turning toward the door of the cell. 
 
    He could see Dune’s crumpled body in the tunnel. 
 
    He could see Corinth’s joyless smile. 
 
    They must pay. 
 
    “This is all there is,” said the voice. 
 
    “All there is.” Aaron repeated. His feet pulled him onto the next step, closer to the voice. 
 
    All there is. Only dark tunnels. Only dirt. Only death. 
 
    “You were made for this, Aaron. Your hands are covered in blood already. It is who you are.” 
 
    Aaron took another step. 
 
    “You are guilt. You are the avenger. You have destroyed your innocence in death. There is no other path open to you anymore. You must surrender to what you have become. You must suffer forever and make others suffer, and by that, you will grow strong as the core of the earth.” 
 
    Aaron could not deny it. He was indeed the source of so much death and destruction. Shame choked him, and his eyes stung. There is no hope for me. I must go to him. 
 
    Something touched Aaron’s hand. It was Kyla’s fingers, brushing his skin. 
 
    He stopped on the brink.  
 
    A memory returned. She had joy at the rippling of a stream. 
 
    More memories followed. The blue pearl. The rocks all pink and gray. The laughter in her eyes. Cold snow on his eyelashes. The wind rustling the reeds. The old man’s weathered cheek. The call of a lonely heron. 
 
    You always have a choice … Long ways to go yet.  
 
    And suddenly he laughed. 
 
    It was the free laugh of one who had seen all, had understood in a flash—his voice, his hands, his feet his own again, delivered back to him. “You’re not telling the truth, Director,” he said softly, a smile on his lips.  
 
    “What is truth?” the voice thundered. “They have chosen you. That is all that matters. Come to the top with me. You must meet them.” The coloring of the voice was passionate, desperate even. 
 
    Aaron took another step, but this time his eyes were on the silver sliver of the window just visible on the edge of his vision. “I will not go with you. I do not want to meet them. I will go back to the world of light. I will learn the ways of patience, not the ways of vengeance. I will try to forgive those men and find forgiveness for myself. And you will not lay a finger on my friends.” 
 
    The voice stabbed him with its icy blade. “If you go through the window, you will die.” 
 
    Aaron took another step toward the window. “Just let me see the sky once more, and I will die with joy. I will die for what is real. You cannot touch us. You are nothing.” 
 
    And he climbed right through the hologram of the Director and reached the glassless window. 
 
    With the illusion now shattered and with their minds and eyes suddenly thawed and flooded with light, Kyla, Aurora, Eli, and Rose, still holding the baby, hurried after him. The thud of many footsteps and the cracking of whips echoed up from below. 
 
    Aaron shot a look through the window and saw what he was looking for. “Hurry,” he shouted to the others, gesturing to the window and the blue sky and golden sunlight beyond it. 
 
    Shots rang out. Everyone flattened themselves against the wall. 
 
    “Go now!” Aaron cried, firing his rifle into the darkness below to hold off what was creeping up toward them. 
 
    One by one, Rose and the baby, Aurora, Eli, and Kyla passed through the window.  
 
    Aaron took one last look at the depths below. The dim red forms of Temple Guards were coming into view beneath him, like bats clawing up the steps. 
 
    He turned and flung himself through the window that was a patch of light. 
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    They were rising swiftly from the Temple, straight towards the sun, which flooded the cockpit and cabin of the ARCU with golden light, pure and clear as water. In a few seconds, between their altitude and the ARCU’s cloaking ability, they would be undetectable to Voturan air defenses.  
 
    “Hold on tight!” Formos shouted from the cockpit. 
 
    Everyone gripped the rails in the cabin, felt the pressure on their bones, felt the rush of the craft skyward, felt the rush of life inside them. Aaron gritted his teeth, the strain pushing him almost beyond the limit. 
 
    Just as swiftly, they levelled out, slowed, and glided into a calm advance. The ARCU tracked its course through the heavens, far above the earth. Looking down through the window, Aaron could see the glistening patch of Chrysoberyl, the tiny spikes of the towers, half lost in a haze. Already, it looked no larger than a shimmering coin lost on a forest floor of moss. 
 
    “You’re safe,” said Formos. 
 
    Everyone let out their breath. 
 
    Then Rose did a strange thing. With her free hand, she touched first her forehead, then her heart, then her left shoulder, then her right. It reminded Aaron of a gesture he had seen the Voturans make when they mentioned Lord Asperil or the Temple, but it was not quite the same. 
 
    “Please, don’t, Rose, don’t say you’re a follower of Lord Asperil—after all we just went through—” 
 
    She looked at him, and for the first time, Aaron noticed how much her eyes resembled their mother’s. “No,” she said. “Never. He is a thing of darkness. I am a practitioner of the Ancient Religion. Desmond taught me. And some day, when the time is right, I will teach you.” 
 
    He studied her a moment, nodded faintly, then got to his feet and passed into the cockpit, where he sat down beside the pilot. “Formos, we owe you our lives. You came. I didn’t think you would. After all I put you through.” 
 
    Formos kept his eyes on the cloud-flecked horizon. “It was part of that message you sent through your brother. ‘We will have no true peace here.’ That’s what you said. And I knew you were right. I knew, for one thing, that I would have no peace if I let you die when I could have stopped it. And I knew the Voturans would keep sending me into wars I didn’t believe in. That or keep me under constant surveillance for my involvement in the coup attempt. There was only ever one place our journey could end, Aaron. Out here. Free of that terrible place.” 
 
    “Thank you, Formos. I’m sorry it took me so long to realize that.” 
 
    Formos glanced at Aaron. “It cost you plenty. I’m sorry we failed.” 
 
    Aaron shook his head. “No, don’t be sorry. I don’t know what I would have become if I had succeeded. But the real sacrifice was theirs: Zel and Darren. Desmond and Bex. Clay. My mother and grandmother. My father.” He looked down, throat compressing, choking him. 
 
    Formos said nothing for a long time, but Aaron knew he understood. 
 
    At last, Formos asked, “Where are we going, Aaron? Taurus?” 
 
    “No. Taurus, too, has been infected with holograms. Take us far away to the north. Here.” He pointed on the map glowing on a display. “I used to hear rumors of settlements up there. Quiet places. Somewhere we can start over. Begin again. Or at least rest a while.” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    *     *    *    * 
 
    They flew all that day and into the edge of evening when the sun dropped below them and the moon rose in silver splendor and the stars began to sing in the fading blue. Aurora and Kyla cleaned and dressed Eli’s wound with the ARCU’s medical kit. They ate a little from the ARCU’s stores. Rose nursed her baby. Formos alternated between piloting and using the craft’s autopilot function when he needed to rest. For many hours they sat in silence, the truth of all they’d seen and all they’d done circulating through their minds and hearts. Now and then, their eyes would meet, and they would see one another afresh and rejoice in that gift, and read one another’s thoughts, and hold their peace. They slept and dreamed among the clouds, but all their dreams were peaceful now and all their wakings still. Aaron broke the surface of sleep once and found himself on his back, looking through the skylight at the pearly moonlight that turned all the feathers of cloud the color of snow. He breathed the pure air.  
 
    “Are you awake?” he asked her. 
 
    “Yes. Can’t you sleep?” 
 
    “Sometimes. Can’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’m asleep or dreaming. Everything feels different now. Distant.” 
 
    “Yes. I know what you mean. But—” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Kyla, I failed him after all. I killed him.” 
 
    “No, Aaron. You didn’t kill him. He chose it. To save Eli. And because he believed in you. If it wasn’t for you, we all would have died. You saved us.” 
 
    “I hope so. That’s all I wanted in the end. To save you. But it wasn’t supposed to end like this. I never thanked him. For anything. I never told him. That I loved him. That he was a better father than I ever deserved.” 
 
    “He knows it now.” 
 
    “Do you think so?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Some things we know without being sure. Sleep now. Sleep.” 
 
    He watched the moon hanging above them in its mystery. And he drifted back into peaceful slumber. Morning broke over him as the sky turned the color of a rose and spears of sunlight gently pierced the cabin. Looking around him, he saw the profiles of the others, all luminous and clear in that burst of light, like the faces of saints in a stained-glass window. Untouchable, they were sweeping over a great pine forest now that stretched from horizon to horizon, interwoven by tendrils of morning mist, the sacred spires of the trees rising from the haze.  
 
    There was a small fishing village in the North, huddled on the edge of a clear and breathtakingly cold lake. The houses were made of wood and stone. The people there were strong-limbed, thin, sober-faced, and quiet, and when they did speak, they spoke a strange language. They had a modest supply of solar panels—enough for power half the day. They ate fish and berries and wild honey and deer with their black and glassy eyes, and sometimes moose, when they could get it. In the evenings, they gathered around a great hearth in their timber-framed hall and told stories and recited poems of the ancient days as the smoke swirled up through the roof, or they took out their fiddles and played wild tunes that bloomed out and broke the silence of the forest, and danced. They used wood stoves and thick, fur-lined coats and boots when the land hardened and slept under the long white of winter.  
 
    And they had never heard of holograms. 
 
    It was here that the travelers stopped.  
 
    The ARCU touched down in a clearing a mile away from the village to avoid startling the residents, and the little band of refugees made the last section of their journey on foot. Before they walked to the village, Aaron told everyone to gather branches and stones. With these, he made grave markers for all the fallen. He wouldn’t let anyone else assist him. Only his hands would do the work. When he had done this and they all had stood there a long time, drinking deeply of the silence, they continued toward the lake. They came through the bushes and the sweet scent of the swaying pines to the edge of the village, where the treeline broke and gave way to a shore of round, smooth pebbles along the lake that sparked in the sunlight. 
 
    The people came out of their houses or looked up from their work, the men heavily bearded, the women holding their children close. They stared at the strangers with their strange clothes and battered faces materializing from the forest. A few of the men reached for the pistols in their belts. But Aaron raised his hands, and the others followed his example. They walked slowly into the village square. “We mean you no harm,” he said in Voturan. They did not respond, so he repeated it in Taurusian. Still, they did not answer. He slowly drew the combat knife he had taken from the ARCU and laid it in the root-ribbed dirt before him as a sign of peace. At last, a big man, seated on a stack of firewood nearby, got to his feet, approached Aaron, and nodded. He picked up the knife from the dirt and stuck it in his belt. He surveyed Aaron and the others with his flawless blue eyes, and then smiled. He said something they did not understand. Seeing their confusion, he made eating motions. They nodded vigorously. He smiled again and gestured them into a great wooden structure at the center of the village. There they shared their first meal with their new people.  
 
    They ate, and the food tasted more delicious to Aaron than anything he had eaten since that first night on the windswept moors by Fen. He tried to show his gratitude without words by nodding and smiling. When the meal was over, a man played on his fiddle, bending and rocking with the music that mingled with the crackling of the fire. They listened to the strange and lovely tunes late into the night. 
 
    As Rose rocked her baby next to Aaron at the great wooden table, she whispered, more to herself than to him, “Desmond would have loved it here.” 
 
    A piercing pain rent Aaron at these words. “Rose,” he said to her, “can you ever forgive me?” 
 
    She watched the turning and leaping of the flames in the hearth. “Forgive you? It’s not my part to wish things had been different. My part now is to try to live, somehow, with things as they are.” 
 
    He dropped his head into his hands. “I’m so sorry. Desmond was such a good man. Clay was a good man. Dad was a good man. Why is it that the good always suffer for the sake of the bad?” 
 
    Oliver turned his round eyes toward his uncle and reached out a tiny hand to grip Aaron’s finger. 
 
    She put a hand on her brother’s arm. “That is the Mystery, Aaron.” 
 
    *     *    *    * 
 
    Aaron was sitting on a great flat stone at the edge of the lake under the hanging bows of a fir tree when Kyla found him. He studied the waters. It was not a large lake, but just large enough that the far shore, where the deep mossy emerald of the pines met the waterline, was a little hazy, a little bluer than the trees on his own side of the lake. He scanned the shore’s jagged edge, turning something over in his fingers and in his mind. He was dressed now in a leather jerkin with fur-lined cuffs and deerskin pants. It was late summer, but the first fierce loneliness of Autumn quickened the air. 
 
    Kyla came up to him and sat at his side, wrapping her knees in her arms. She wore a long dress, dark blue, like the sky just before the night comes, trimmed with fur. Her hair played about her face in the breeze. They sat in silence for a while, listening to what the trees would tell them. 
 
    Then Kyla said, “What are you thinking?” 
 
    He let out a sigh. “I knew a man once who tried to keep the dead alive using holograms. I don’t think he was happy.” 
 
    “I’m sure he wasn’t.” 
 
    There was a pause. 
 
    “Do you see their faces, Kyla, in your mind? The faces of your family?” 
 
    “All the time.” 
 
    “Is that so different from a hologram? Would it be wrong to project them again, give them the illusion of movement and life?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. Of course, it’s different. Remembering them is not the same as pretending they’re still here.” 
 
    “But I’m afraid I won’t remember. Already, the images are fading a little bit. The mind, the memory—it’s so weak.” He kept fingering the object in his hands. 
 
    “You can’t keep them whole forever in here.” She touched her forehead. “But you can keep them whole forever in here.” She touched her chest. 
 
    A little warmth overspread him . Maybe a chance sunbeam had slipped through the cloud cover and sparkled the lake. He smiled and gave a half nod. He stood up and gave a great sigh that moved his shoulders and his chest, and he looked at the thing in his hands one last time. Then he leaned back and threw it into the lake with all his strength. Far out from them, a shower of droplets and a quiet plunk. 
 
    Kyla rose to her feet. “What was that?” 
 
    “The hologram projector. The one I wore on my wrist. We’re free of it, at last.” 
 
    She smiled.  
 
    A loon swam past them, etching a V on the limpid waters. 
 
    “But I have one other piece of unfinished business,” he said, and he felt the warmth torn from him on the breeze. Inside, he was sinking like the projector. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s about you.” He looked at her upturned face, her fine features, brought into greater relief by the mark of all her sufferings and trials. “I made you a promise once. I promised that I’d free you. That you could go home. Of course, we’re all free now. But the second part, getting you home—” 
 
    Her chin dropped. “Aaron—”  
 
    He held up a hand. “Please. Don’t make this harder than it already is. Formos has agreed to fly you back to your homeland. I did some research before … before everything. Your people are thriving. What happened to you—your family—it was just a raid. Your people are still there for you. Even some of your relatives, probably.” 
 
    She said nothing and would not meet his eyes. 
 
    The chattering sound of a woodpecker floated out of the woods behind them. 
 
    “What?” he said, at last, opening his palms to her in confusion. “What’s your problem? I know I’m a little late getting all this together, but you don’t have to be angry at me. I had a few things on my plate. Isn’t this what you wanted? You’re free to go home. Better late than never.” 
 
    She turned her face to him, sharply, and folded her arms. Sparks were in her eyes. “Fine!” she cried. “I understand. I get it! You’re sending me away now. Perfect. I’m so happy.” She frowned. 
 
    “Wha—?” 
 
    “Don’t you ever think about anyone other than yourself, Aaron?” And, covering her face, she burst into tears. 
 
    He folded his arms in turn. “Never think about anyone else? Look, are you crazy? This isn’t easy for me—this is—this is pretty much the hardest thing I’ve ever done, but I’m doing it for you. Because … I thought you wanted me to.” 
 
    She stopped crying and looked at him over her wetted fingertips that still covered most of her face. “Really?” Her voice was half-obscured by her hands. 
 
    He felt a burning anger rising inside him. “What do you mean?! Of course.” 
 
    “This is hard for you? But you’d do it for me anyway?” 
 
    He unclasped his arms. They dropped to his sides, and the anger was replaced with something else. “I’d do anything for you,” he whispered. 
 
    She was weeping again, but when she took her hands from her face and put them in his, she was smiling. 
 
    “Let me get one thing straight: you’re not my master anymore?” She wiped her tears on her shoulder and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course not.” 
 
    She tossed her head. “Fine then. I can disobey you. I refuse to go. I refuse to leave you. Ever.” 
 
    For a moment, he was stunned, and then, laughing, he pulled her sweet head to his chest and held her close to his beating heart. “Obedience was never really your thing, was it?”  
 
    He stared out over the lake.  
 
    Long ways to go yet. 
 
    He knew that. He knew he had much to make up for, much forgiveness to seek. And though he had many days of regret ahead of him, many days to pass painfully by the lake, this sweetness resting on his breast revealed to him that he could endure such a road. She was a sign to him, as so many others had been, that the real world is not made of shadowy illusions.  Underneath it all, there is a brightness, an otherworldly brightness, putting the shadows to flight. 
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    Deep under the city of Chrysoberyl lies a mine.
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But one miner hasn’t given up hope of seeing the sun again.  
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    Is the Terra Program, as it’s called, onto a secret of cosmic significance? Or are they merely deluded?  
 
      
 
    Will’s a sceptic. He accepts the mission to pilot a craft to the moon just so he can escape his own past and future. Yet during the months of intense training, he gets to know the program’s personnel: the chess-playing Dr. Whitfield, the erratic billionaire, Anthony Forrest, the beautiful young botanist, Sage Galloway.  
 
      
 
    And he experiences what he’s never known before: friendship…and even love.  
 
      
 
    But something’s rotten at the core of the program. A hidden enemy lurks, threatening the mission and the lives of everyone involved. The rocket launches—just a few miles up, everything goes wrong.  
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