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Book Description
 
   When Jordi finds out his brother is still alive, he isn't sure whether to strangle or hug him. By faking his own death, Darius Roberts set his brother Jordi on the path that led him through danger but ultimately brought him to the truth.
 
   But knowing the truth isn’t the same as knowing what do. Darius wants Jordi to lead an aerial attack on the government’s mothership, but the last time Jordi was in a plane, he cracked under pressure.
 
   As World War 97 grinds to an end, is World War 98 inevitable—or can Jordi break the cycle?
 
   Part 5 of a 5-part serial. Each part is around sixty pages long.
 
    
 
   Join my new release mailing list to get alerted when each new part is published www.davidjnormoyle.com/mailinglist
 
   Check out my other work on my Amazon author page: www.amazon.com/author/davidjnormoyle 
 
  
 
  



Chapter 1
 
   The grass tickled my toes, and it felt wonderful. I walked barefoot through the trees, savoring the sensations. The breeze ruffled my clothes and hair, rays of sunlight fought their way through a maze of branches and leaves to momentarily dazzle my eyes, and bees buzzed past my ears. Worries crowded at the back of my mind, but I kept them at bay. I wanted to just enjoy being on the surface of the planet.
 
   It was hard to imagine being horrified at the idea of coming to the surface, the way most people living in the undercities were. But just the day before, this area had been a place of terror. Only after the Bolivar had left could I enjoy the combined smells of tree sap, flower petals, and wet earth. I took a deep breath through my nose, and releasing it, I smiled. I had thought I knew something of the surface, and I did, compared to most who lived in the undercities. I had flown over it so many times, but seeing it from a distance hadn’t come close to preparing me for experiencing it—just as video pictures hadn’t prepared me for actually seeing it.
 
   I picked a leaf from a tree as I passed and rolled it between my fingers, then I threw the little pieces up into the air and watched them float in the wind. I laughed for absolutely no reason then ran, spreading my arms wide so my palms slapped against tree trunks and branches. I stopped suddenly when I reached the tree line.
 
   I looked up and up, astonished by how big the skyscrapers looked. Seeing them from above didn’t do justice to their size. They must have been extraordinary when they stood whole. I sat down on the grass and turned my face upward so the sun warmed it. I hadn’t been able to appreciate any of this the day before, when Arianne and I were running for our lives. And I doubted I would have much longer to appreciate it. Not too far away, Celeste had organized a crew to repair part of a street and turn it into a runway.
 
   I stood and walked back to the camp, allowing the worries to return to the forefront of my mind. Everything had happened as Burnett and the other INSH leaders had agreed upon during the Grand Council meeting. When I arrived the night before, I’d found out that China had entered the fray, taking Latino, Indian, and Russian troops by surprise. The European and American forces had regrouped, and their enemies were in full retreat. This morning, the Bolivar had absorbed all its fighters back into its belly and fled southward. The most recent news bulletins carried increasingly strong rumors of peace negotiations.
 
   Just before arriving at the camp, I had to quickly step off the path to make way for two people carrying a large drill. They were jogging, despite the weight they carried. Just as it had been all morning, the camp was a hive of activity. Something big was happening. Could what Arianna had told me be true? Was Celeste intending to attack the Conference?
 
   When I’d checked on Arianne earlier, she was in a medical tent, sleeping. She seemed in good hands; they had more advanced medical technology than I would have expected. I wanted to check on her again, but first, I needed to find out what was going on. After seeing the row of fighter planes, I was pretty sure I had figured out why Darius had gotten me involved with Celeste. They wanted me to fly a plane for them. I wasn’t going to just do what I was told, though; I wanted answers.
 
   I hadn't seen Darius since the night before, when I’d punched him, and Zirconia hadn’t come to see me. I tried to grab the attention of passersby, but person after person blew past me. I finally got the attention of one woman, who pointed out the command tent. A guard was waiting outside. When I gave my name, he stuck his head inside the door flap and, after a brief consultation, allowed me in. Darius and Zirconia were inside, facing each other awkwardly.
 
   They looked as though they’d just been arguing and didn’t immediately acknowledge my presence. Darius broke the uncomfortable silence, turning to me with his hands in the air. “I surrender,” he told me. “You don’t have to beat me again.” He grinned, and I was unable to resist smiling back. His charm had always been infectious, and since I had recovered from my initial shock, I was glad to see him. I opened my arms, he closed the distance between us, and we embraced, thumping each other’s backs.
 
   “It’s great you are still alive and well,” I said.
 
   “Good to be alive, big brother. Feels good to be alive. Though for how long, who knows. Things are moving fast, and the risks that have to be faced will mount.”
 
   “What are you doing here, Jordi?” Zirconia asked, interrupting us.
 
   I released Darius and stepped back. “In this tent or in this camp?”
 
   “Are you here to help us?” she asked.
 
   “Would I be here otherwise? I saw the planes. And I know that you’re preparing a runway. Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   Zirconia and Darius shared a look, and something unspoken passed between them.
 
   “It seems that you know most of what’s to come,” Darius said. “I had a chat with Arianne a short while ago. We might as well tell you the rest.”
 
   “She’s awake?” I took a half step toward the door then stopped. I could see her after, and I might not get the chance to meet with Darius and Zirconia later. “I know infinitely more than I did a week ago. But I still don’t know nearly enough. For example, I still have no idea how you came back from the dead, little brother.”
 
   “That was both tricky and easy. We developed technology that allows us to control planes from the ground. When Transport One entered the launch tube, my men and I exited the plane and snuck into a compartment in the wall of the tube. We hid until the chaos of the battle allowed us to steal a different transport and get away.”
 
   Controlling planes remotely, I thought. INSH weren’t the only ones with advanced tech they weren’t sharing. “Everyone on Transport One was part of Celeste?”
 
   “Most,” Darius said. “Those who weren’t had to be killed. Their bodies were left on the transport.”
 
   Just like that, I thought, shocked by how matter-of-factly Darius talked about committing murder. I would have expected such a tone from Zirconia, but not from him. I took a mental note to remember that despite his charm, Darius was every bit as cold-blooded as our mother. “And what happens now? Arianne mentioned an attack.”
 
   “She shouldn’t have told you that,” Zirconia said. “You are not one of us.”
 
   “Perhaps he should be.” Darius turned to me. “Do you want to be?”
 
   “How can I know?” I asked. “I don’t even know what you’re doing—or why. What’s this madness about an attack on the Conference?”
 
   Darius and Zirconia glanced at each other again.
 
   Darius broke the unspoken communication. “We have to trust him. He’s family.”
 
   “Family who was sleeping with the enemy,” Zirconia said. “Family who has had long chats with both Burnett and Larsen recently. Family who ran away when I was trying to protect him and ended up in Burnett’s lair. Family who has never been a part of Celeste.”
 
   “And whose fault is that?” I asked. “I was tricked into marrying a Bureau agent because the Roberts family was under suspicion. Following Darius’s breadcrumbs put me in Larsen and Burnett’s path. And I’ve never been invited to be part of the family secret. I just discovered all this shit. And since I found out, my wife tried to arrest me, and in the struggle, I ended up having to kill her. I’ve been chased up and down Under Nyork and almost been killed several times. Plus, I’ve just physically carried one of your members out of the undercity and saved her from enemy V-Tips. I don’t see how my loyalties are in doubt.”
 
   “You see?” Zirconia said to Darius. “Nothing about his talks with Burnett. That man is a smooth operator who would have tried to recruit him—and Jordi didn’t think to mention that. And as for Arianne, he has other reasons for saving her, just as she had her reasons for rescuing him.”
 
   “We have absolutely no reason to doubt Arianne’s loyalty,” Darius said.
 
   “I’m just pointing out that Jordi bringing Arianne back to us was not in the cause of Celeste. He had more primitive motives. We have no particular reason to trust that he hasn’t been corrupted by Burnett’s silken words.”
 
   “Let me prove myself. I can fly one of the planes.” Why did I say that? I had come intending to refuse to help them. “I assume that’s why I was involved at all, why you brought me in at the end. Jordi wasting his life flying for the ACM finally comes in handy.”
 
   “We have pilots. We don’t need you,” Zirconia said.
 
   “Of course you need me. That’s why Darius sent me searching for his hologram message.”
 
   Darius shook his head. “That wasn’t the reason. Zirconia never wanted you involved and never shared why, and I made that decision on my own. I kept an eye on your military record and knew you were floundering along. I knew the key moment for Celeste was arriving. We were once a good team. And I couldn’t just leave you on the Eisenhower, knowing that it would be attacked and possibly destroyed. I left you a trail to finding the truth, including asking Arianne to give you some details, but only if you decided you wanted to know. Only by actively pursuing the truth did you end up here right now. That’s why I didn’t tell you everything at once. I didn’t want to force you to get involved since I knew the danger.”
 
   “Danger,” I said. “That’s a bloody understatement.”
 
   “I didn’t expect things to go as badly as they have for you. I didn’t know your wife was working for the other side and that Larsen and the mibs would get involved. I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “You’re sorry. He’s sorry. Everybody’s sorry,” Zirconia said. “Sorrys don’t change anything. We are where we are, and we have to deal with the here and now.”
 
   “Give me a plane. Let me prove I can be trusted.” Why do I want them to trust me? Even as I asked myself the question, I knew the answer. From the moment I’d seen the row of fighters, I’d felt the pull. Even while thinking I would never take part in such a foolhardy attack, I’d sensed a chance to redeem myself. And I might not get another one. Flying planes was a huge part of who I was, and I didn’t want my last flight to have been an abject humiliation. I still hadn’t fully figured out whether Celeste was a better option than INSH, but I wanted to be at the heart of the final battle, to see this thing through.
 
   “I accepted the challenge Darius laid down,” I continued, “and now I’m here and willing to help. Yes, Burnett tried to convert me, and yes, he’s persuasive, but I decided to leave with Arianne and come join Celeste. Now tell me the plan—and I hope it’s a better one than Arianne had when she decided to rescue me.”
 
   Darius and Zirconia looked at each other for a long moment. Then Zirconia gave a sharp nod.
 
   “There’s no guarantees, big brother, but we do have a plan. It’s happening tomorrow afternoon. Devastators from every superpower are going to a meeting point in the middle of the Atlantic to agree on peace terms. The American Conference is sending the Roosevelt, and possibly Sam Burnett will be on board. And we have hacked into the Roosevelt’s defense systems. None of their guns will work, and the tube doors won’t open. They’ll be helpless, and we intend to force them to surrender to us before reaching the peace summit.”
 
   “And after you have control of the devastator?” 
 
   “Everyone wants peace right now. That’s why this moment is perfect. If we capture the Conference’s flagship devastator, and hopefully the present leader in Burnett, the rest of the Conference will fall in line.”
 
   Their plan had a million holes. “And what if Burnett doesn’t surrender?” One of the core principles of INSH was that each superpower had to cooperate with INSH or be destroyed. “And I doubt the other superpowers will fall in line so quickly, peace or no peace.”
 
   “You want to lead Celeste now, is that it?” Zirconia asked. “You professed loyalty to our cause not two minutes ago, and now you think you know better than us? Did you question your superior’s orders when you were in the ACM?”
 
   “Let us handle the details,” Darius said. “We’ve spent years preparing for this moment. You’ll have to have faith in our leadership. Good flying out there, soldier.”
 
   I repeated the phrase, slightly modified, in my mind. Good dying out there, soldier.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2
 
   Arianne wasn’t in her bed when I went to the medical center. She hadn’t been cleared for release, and the nurses didn’t know where she was. I got directions to Arianne’s quarters, which turned out to be a compartment of one of the bigger tents. I ducked inside, and there she was.
 
   I felt a surge of joy at seeing her looking healthy again. After what we’d been through, it was a miracle we were both alive. She wore T-shirt and shorts, and her thigh was heavily bandaged. Her long black hair was tussled up with bits sticking out at all angles.
 
   “You’re still supposed to be in the medical center.”
 
   “The doctors are a load of old women. I’m fine. I don’t like to lie around when I don’t have to.”
 
   The confined space and low roof on the tent created the claustrophobia that my quarters on the Eisenhower had, though it lacked the smell of ripe tomatoes.
 
   “May I sit?” I asked, gesturing to the small bunk that took up half the compartment.
 
   “Be my guest.” Arianne swept various articles of clothing off the bed, flinging them onto a pile in the corner.
 
   “You seem to have collected a lot of junk.” I sat. “Have you been living here since you went rogue?”
 
   “Pretty much.” Arianne sat down beside me. “It’s not junk, though.” She leaned over and picked a piece of clothing from the pile. “This is…” She held it up and turned it one way, then the other. “Okay, I’m not even sure which way is up on this.” She laughed. “But there’s a nice light-blue dinner dress in there somewhere. That’ll be useful for the victory banquet when we win. And there’s a pair of walkie-talkies somewhere, and here…” She pulled a black boot from under the bed. “This is solid footwear, perfect for revolutionary types, though it’s a bit big for me and I may not have the left shoe.”
 
   I grinned. “I had forgotten what a disorganized hoarder you are. Most are staying in communal barracks. How come you have your own space?”
 
   “It wasn’t so crowded when I first arrived. And no one has dared to kick me out yet.”
 
   “I don’t blame them.” I studied the bandage around her leg. “Are you sure you shouldn’t still be with the doctors and nurses?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   There was a pause, and we both looked away from each other.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me he was alive?” I asked.
 
   “Initially, the plan was to gradually introduce you to our world—provided you were interested in finding out more. Then later, there wasn’t a good time. I didn’t want you falling to pieces on me while we were trying to escape.”
 
   “Is that how little you think of me?”
 
   “Well, you have a history.”
 
   I ground my teeth. “That’s going to be thrown in my face for the rest of my life, isn’t it?”
 
   She touched my shoulder. “It was just a joke. A bad one, I know. I have seen you in action under pressure. That incident before was a one-off.”
 
   I brushed Arianne’s hand off my shoulder. “Damn right it was a one-off. And I aim to prove it. I’m flying one of the fighters tomorrow.”
 
   “I knew it.”
 
   “You did?” Zirconia and Darius had convinced me that I hadn’t been brought here just because I was a pilot. Am I still being manipulated and lied to?
 
   “Well, I hoped.” She paused. “Remember when you were in your friend’s place and you told him you weren’t on Celeste’s side? Is that still true?”
 
   “I’ve just finished with Zirconia questioning my loyalties, and now you, too.”
 
   “That doesn’t answer the question.”
 
   “I’ve agreed to fly your fucking plane on a suicide mission against the Conference. Isn’t that more important than what I said when trying to get Will’s help?”
 
   “Okay, okay, you don’t have to get mad.”
 
   “I’m not fucking mad.”
 
   “You are wound up tighter than a drum is what you are.” She knelt on the bed, reaching for me.
 
   “I’m not a fucking drum.” I pulled away.
 
   She dug her fingers into my shoulders and pulled me back. “Come on, you’ve been running around Under Nyork for days now. We are going to fight a battle tomorrow. If now isn’t the time to relax, I don’t know when is.”
 
   I stopped fighting her, and her fingers kneaded my back muscles. She was right about the tension in them—I hadn’t had a chance to unwind. Not in a long time.
 
   A sigh escaped me as Arianne’s fingers continued to work their magic. Tendrils of pleasure ran through my muscles. I let my worries drift away. Arianne worked her fingers down to my lower back, and I felt a caress of hot breath on my neck. Then her lips touched the corner of my shoulder.
 
   My breath quickened. “Are you trying to seduce me?”
 
   “That’s not my style.” She took a fistful of my hair and turned my head around until I faced her. She kissed me with a vigor that made my toes twist upward. “I aim to ravish you. And I won’t take no for an answer.”
 
   Refusal couldn’t have been farther from my mind. I curled my arms around her, kissing her just as passionately as she had me. My usual habit of thinking too much wasn’t a problem as I lost myself in instinct and sensation. 
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3
 
   When Zirconia entered, the sheet was lying on the floor, and my body intertwined with Arianne’s provided the only cover for her modesty. “Mother!” I grabbed the sheet and threw it over us. “You can’t just burst in like this.”
 
   She snorted. “We have bigger things to worry about than a mother seeing her son’s pee-pee. It’s time. The Roosevelt left Under Nyork earlier than expected. We attack as soon as we can get our birds in the air.”
 
   “This instant?”
 
   “The ground crews are getting the planes ready. So you have a little time. Not enough for round two.”
 
   “Round two was hours ago,” Arianne said. “We’ll have to rain check round ten, though. That’s a pity. I was just getting your son warmed up.”
 
   “Jordi has barely stopped grinning since I entered, so I’d say you have sparked his engine to life.” Zirconia was stone-faced, despite her words.
 
   “Mother!”
 
   “It’s true about the grinning,” Arianne said. “I swear that if the world was going to end in minutes, if a man got some the night before, he’d shrug and say ‘don’t care, got laid.’” She pulled away from me and twisted into a sitting position. The sheet covered her waist, and she didn’t seem to care that her breasts were exposed.
 
   “That’s not true,” I said.
 
   “Yet you can’t stop staring at the girl’s tits,” Zirconia said, “when you should be more concerned with getting ready for the mission.”
 
   I flushed and tore my gaze away from Arianne.
 
   “And we usually put these clowns in charge. Always heading whichever way their member leads them.” Arianne tossed a few pieces of clothing off the pile in the corner before finding a T-shirt and pulling it on.
 
   “How come women always end up ganging up on the lone man in the room?” I had a feeling that Arianne and Zirconia would be at each other’s throats if I wasn’t their mutual target.
 
   “I have to go.” Zirconia looked at me. “Jordi, don’t let me down.”
 
   “Is saying that going to help?” I asked. “You really don’t know how people work, do you?”
 
   “Not if they’re broken.” Zirconia ducked out of the tent.
 
   “Wait,” I called after her. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.” I jumped into my pants and followed her outside the tent.
 
   Zirconia was waiting for me.
 
   “You know all about INSH, right?” I asked. 
 
   She nodded. “Of course. I’ve known about that a lot longer than you have. Just because it’s all shiny and exciting to you doesn’t mean it’s new to those of us who have been in the trenches against them for years.”
 
   A man walked past us and started into Arianne’s compartment. I reached out to stop him then changed my mind. Arianne was now clothed. I could find out what he wanted after.
 
   “What about the Australian Colonies? Do you know about how they were destroyed for not staying in line?” I wanted to make sure that she knew what INSH was capable of.
 
   Zirconia raised her eyebrows. “You’re asking me if I know about the Australian Colonies? That’s funny.”
 
   “Well, you aren’t laughing. Or even smiling. And I’m talking about the destruction of an entire superpower and everyone who lived in it. I don’t see how that can be funny.”
 
   “It’s funny because I know more about the Australian Colonies than any person still alive. I was born there.”
 
   I took a half step back. “You can’t have been.”
 
   “Of course records of my birth have been changed in the system. But Australia is where this rebellion began. Our victory there was temporary, but before we were crushed, a decision was made to send some of the younger rebels to the Conference to continue the movement. Me. Arianne’s father. A few others.”
 
   I blinked. “You were born in the Australian Colonies,” I repeated stupidly.
 
   Zirconia started to walk away.
 
   “Wait. So you know how INSH will react to your attack? And you’re ready for them?”
 
   “Just worry about your own part in this, Jordi. Do your part.”
 
   I went back into Arianne’s tent. She stood on her injured leg, with her healthy one raised, and beads of sweat gathering on her forehead, under the watchful eye of the man who’d passed me before.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked. “There’s no way you should be standing on that already.”
 
   “If she wants to be cleared, she has to prove that she is fit,” the medic said.
 
   “For what?” I asked.
 
   “Ask Jordi if my leg has healed well enough. He’s the one who needs to trust that I’m healthy.” Arianne put her second foot down. “Jordi, do you have a problem putting your life in my hands in my current state?”
 
   “What’s this about?”
 
   “Would you like to be left behind due to a scratch on your leg?” Arianne glared at me. “You gave me a thorough inspection last night, and I don’t believe I was found wanting.”
 
   “That’s true, but you were horizontal most of the time.” I glanced at the medic, who looked as though he had swallowed something distasteful.
 
   The prissy look on the man’s face convinced me that Arianne was right—the doctors were old women. “She’s fine. Clear her.” Despite what I said, I had doubts about how strong Arianne really was. She had looked strained when she’d stood on one leg. And I knew the trip from the undercity had taken a lot out of her. “No point in avoiding small risks.”
 
   The medic considered for a moment then nodded. “Very well.”
 
   When he left, we faced each other awkwardly for a moment, then I closed the distance between us, cupping her face in my hands and kissing her.
 
   “I love you,” I said after our lips parted.
 
   “In a world of burly military men, I had to end up with the one with the soft romantic center. Why me?”
 
   “I know you love me, too.”
 
   Arianne smiled. “As long as you know it, that’s the most important thing. Now. To war.” She slapped me on my bare chest. “You need a few more clothes first, though.” She started tying up her hair.
 
   When we were both fully dressed—I made a brief attempt at stripping Arianne’s T-shirt off, but she broke the mood by claiming that my actions proved she and Zirconia were right about men—she led the way outside.
 
    Of course, I didn’t have a clue where to go. This wasn’t like when I’d run missions on a devastator, where the procedure was as familiar as a morning shave. Luckily, I spotted Darius jogging past, and I called him over.
 
   “Good.” Darius came to a stop in front of me. “I wanted to get a chance to talk to you before takeoff.”
 
   “I’m glad you found me, too, because I don’t have a clue where I’m supposed to be right now.”
 
   Darius turned to Arianne. “You know where to go get kitted out, don’t you?”
 
   Arianne nodded.
 
   “Okay, I’ll get Jordi set up and he’ll catch up with you before takeoff.”
 
   Arianne took off at a jog.
 
   I frowned. “How do you get her to do what you ask?”
 
   “For me, I’m her superior, and she’s a good soldier, so it’s easy. For you… hmmm, knowing Arianne, I think you should give up any thought of getting her to obey you. She’s not the docile type. Better to appreciate her strength rather than try to control her.” He barked a laugh. “Not that she’ll give you any choice. Now, come this way.”
 
   Darius set off across the camp, and I fell in alongside him. It was only then that I noticed he was wearing a jumpsuit. “You can’t fly a plane.”
 
   He tilted his head. “You sure about that?”
 
   “Can you?”
 
   “Lots you don’t know about me, big brother. I don’t have the experience that you have, but we need every pilot we can get.”
 
   “Zirconia is okay with both of us going up?” She’d once told me she was willing to sacrifice one son for the cause but not both.
 
   “I’m her son, and I’ve worked closer with her than with anyone else, and still, I’ve never come close to understanding Zirconia. I don’t even try anymore. But if she wasn’t okay with any part of this plan, it wouldn’t be happening.”
 
   We reached a rectangular tent with a wide entrance. Inside were jumpsuits and helmets, with several pilots getting ready. All the equipment was familiar.
 
   “You stole all this from the Conference?”
 
   “It got lost in the supply chain.” Darius winked. “You can hardly expect us to make our own uniforms. We’re rebels, not seamstresses. Find something that fits and put it on. I’ll get your helmet and make sure the permissions are correct on it.”
 
   I found a suit that fit and put it on. It felt peculiar to be getting ready alongside pilots who were strangers to me. How were we supposed to trust each other if we had never flown together before? For all I knew, they were all as likely to crash into me as they were to shoot the enemy.
 
   Darius handed me a helmet, and we exited. We headed out of the camp, taking the path through the forest. I took a deep breath, trying to rediscover the joy I’d felt the day before while experiencing the world aboveground. But I was too on edge.
 
   I glanced over at Darius. It was strange how normal walking beside him seemed. I had wept at his funeral, I had cursed him for betraying our country, and here I was, walking side by side with him as if nothing had changed—as if we were two teenage brothers comfortable in each other’s presence once more.
 
   “How did we end up here?” I asked.
 
   Darius looked at me. “I guess this must be a really strange moment for you. Not for me. It feels like my life has been leading up to this moment ever since Zirconia told me about INSH when I was fourteen. My years leading up to the presidency and my time as president were just me playing a role. That was a sham, and this is real. The only strange part for me is that you are at my side. But strange in a good way.” He patted my back. “I’m glad the Terrible Twosome Teenager Tribe gets to venture forth once more.”
 
   “I had repressed that we ever called ourselves that.” I shuddered. “Please never remind me again.” I shook my head. “For me, strange isn’t the word. This is so far beyond strange. I’m still waiting to wake up from the weirdest dream I’ve ever had.”
 
   We emerged from under the canopy of trees and walked onto a rubble-strewn street. Ahead, the fighter planes were queued up.
 
   “It just takes getting used to. After we win, everyone else will also have to adjust to a new way of looking at the world, so you won’t be alone.”
 
   “You really think we can win? Against everything that we are up against?” I noticed that I had used we, mentally committing myself to Celeste’s cause. Deep down, I had my doubts, but I had decided to fly a rebel plane, so I had to get used to the idea that I was on their side.
 
   “It may have seemed that I was embracing a martyr’s death when Transport One went down, but as you now know, I had no intention of dying like that. And I have no intention of checking out today, either. We will begin a new way of life here in the Conference. A real life, instead of just having to play a part in the sham that INSH have constructed for us.”
 
   “I guess.” Despite the conviction in Darius’s voice, I couldn’t share his confidence. If the devastator’s defenses were compromised, then perhaps we would have the initial advantage. But winning? I didn’t see how that was going to happen.
 
   The first of the fighters had taxied into position at the start of the makeshift runaway. We came to a stop and watched as it roared into the air.
 
   “We better hurry,” Darius said. “That was Blue 2 taking off. You are in Blue 7, and I’m in Blue 9.” 
 
   We sped up and reached the row of planes squatting in the broken-up tarmac just as Blue 3 was taxiing into position. Under the wheels of the planes, grass and moss poked out through cracks.
 
   “Doesn’t look like the runway is in great shape,” I said.
 
   “This section here is just for taxiing into position. You’ll see that the actual runway is plenty smooth.”
 
   “I would hope so. I’d like to at least get into the sky before I die.”
 
   Darius laughed and slapped me on the back. “That’s the fighting spirit. Come on. Blue 3 is about to go. No time to waste.”
 
   We reached Blue 7.
 
   “Clamber up there and make sure the permissions are correct,” he said.
 
   I climbed the ladder at the side of the plane and touched my helmet to the cockpit window. It beeped and swung open. “Seems to be in order.” I looked the plane up and down and glanced inside. “It looks like it belongs in a museum.”
 
   “Where do you think we got them?” Darius grinned. “Planes that are in active service are much more heavily guarded.”
 
   “You’re kidding?”
 
   “J-27s. They haven’t been used since World War 81. But they are the fastest planes ever built.”
 
   “World War 81?”
 
   “They have been reconditioned. The engines inside are as good as new.”
 
   I climbed down and stepped away from the plane, studying the streamlined shape. “Great straight-line speed, I’d say, but no maneuverability,” I guessed. “Would get killed in a dogfight against V-Tips.”
 
   “That’s why they aren’t used anymore. But in this case, we won’t have any problem. We’ll have the devastator’s defenses turned off and the launch tubes locked down. The Conference V-Tips won’t be able to get into the sky to face you.”
 
   “And if something goes wrong?”
 
   Darius’s smile faltered. “That’s why I wanted to talk to you before you left.” He leaned in close to my ear. “Listen, Jordi, if things go terribly, you don’t have to sacrifice yourself. You discovered Burnett’s lair, and he let you live, so he may have a soft spot for you. Living to fight another day is better than senselessly throwing your life away.” Darius jerked away as if surprised by what he had said. He jogged to the last plane in the row—Blue 9. “Get ready. You’re taking off soon.”
 
   Darius wanted me to conserve myself, and Zirconia wanted me to do my part. Why does everyone have to be so cryptic? “What about preflight checks?” I shouted after him.
 
   “The mechanics have already done that. You’re set to go.”
 
   “What about my copilot?” It was a two-man plane, with the second seat for the navigator/gunner. 
 
   “Over here, doofus,” came a voice from behind.
 
   I whirled around to see Arianne limping toward me. She wore a jumpsuit and carried a helmet.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
   “No.” I shook my head.
 
   “You were expecting someone more qualified?” She put on her helmet and began climbing the ladder.
 
   “Don’t tell me you are secretly a pilot, too.” I remembered that Arianne had told the medic that I was the one who needed to trust in her health. I hadn’t followed up on figuring out what she meant.
 
   “No, but I’ve been in a simulator as a gunner.” She reached the top of the ladder, climbed onto the wing, then nudged her helmet against the second cockpit canopy. It swung open. “The controls look the same as in the simulator.” She sniffed. “The machine didn’t get across the smell of oil and grit, though.”
 
   “You’ve never even been in the plane?” I climbed the ladder. By the time I reached the wing, Arianne had settled into the second seat. “Get out, Arianne. This isn’t going to happen.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Your injury, for one thing. You won’t be able to handle the g-forces. With the blood pressure increase, your leg would likely start bleeding again. Also, you’ll have trouble breathing. It’s not to be taken lightly, even by a fully healthy person.”
 
   She took off her helmet and smiled up at me. “You agreed with the doctor that I should be cleared for action.”
 
   “I didn’t know what it was for.”
 
   “You thought I’d be a radio operative on the ground or something like that?” Another J-27 roared past. I wobbled as its wake washed over me, then I steadied.
 
   “We have to get ready to go,” Arianne said once the noise and wind had died down.
 
   “No, you don’t understand. Shit, the last time I flew, I couldn’t do anything. I can’t have you in the plane with me.”
 
   “So you think it’s okay to risk yourself and the plane and our mission, but it’s not okay to risk me. Is that it?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Would you rather I was gunner in one of the other planes? Perhaps with a pilot who has never flown outside a simulator?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Do you really think there’s any way I won’t be where the fighting is thickest and most dangerous? Do you know me that little? I know you are worried that this will be the Battle of Rockall all over again. But I’m confident in you. From what I heard, you were a mess back then, and you’ve come a long way in a short time.”
 
    Arianne replaced her helmet on her head and lowered the canopy of her cockpit.
 
   A man on the ground was waving us forward.
 
    I ground my teeth, trying to figure out an alternative. Another J-27 took off, the wave buffeted me again, and I stumbled a few steps down the wing before regaining my balance. In the end, I decided to do what Arianne wanted. I pulled on my helmet, climbed into the pilot’s seat, and strapped myself in. I quickly scanned all the indicators and gauges. Everything seemed in order. I pressed the start button, and the engine roared to life. I nudged the control stick forward and lowered the cockpit canopy.
 
   Seems I’m going ahead with this. The plane bounced along the broken concrete. I kept the speed as low as possible until I realized that made the jolting even worse. When I sped up, the bouncing evened out a bit. I watched the gauges anxiously.
 
   When the plane arrived at the start of the runway, my fears eased somewhat. What Darius had said was true—this part was decently repaired. There was an okay chance that the plane would at least take off.
 
   “Nervous?” Arianne asked. There was a communication relay between the cockpits—we didn’t need the radio to talk to each other. “Afraid we’ll blow up in a fireball before we get off the ground?”
 
   “I wasn’t. Now that you put the idea in my head, though…”
 
   She laughed. “Good. No harm in a bit of tension. Danger wouldn’t be fun without the sharp edge of fear splicing into the nerve ends.”
 
   The man on the ground gave me the all-clear signal, and I leaned the control stick forward. The plane accelerated. I wasn’t sure how long the runway was, so I didn’t hold back. My breath caught when the left wheel jolted, but it didn’t take the plane off course. As soon as the vehicle reached the critical speed, I pulled back hard on the stick. The nose of the plane lifted, then we were in the air.
 
   Arianne whooped. I leaned the plane to the left to get more distance from the skyscrapers close on the right-hand side. The ground raced away below us. It felt fantastic to be flying again. We ascended into the cloudless blue sky. Above, a formation of J-27s slowly circled the city.
 
   “Brace yourself.” I pointed Blue 7 in the direction of the other planes and applied full thrust. The acceleration jerked me backward and pinned me to the seat. We reached the squadron much faster than I’d expected. I slowed down and fell in behind the other planes. A raw feeling of elation warmed me from the inside. I couldn’t help smiling; that was an unmistakable feeling I got only while flying.
 
   “Let’s not kill ourselves before reaching the battlefield,” Arianne said, though I could tell from the edge of exhilaration in her voice that she had enjoyed it as much as I had.
 
   “I need to know what this baby can do before we go into battle,” I replied. “How are you feeling after that?”
 
   “I felt a little lightheaded, but I didn’t pass out.”
 
   “Blue 9 is in the air.” Darius’s voice crackled through the radio. “Blue 1, you have the coordinates of the Roosevelt.”
 
   “Confirmed,” another voice crackled.
 
   “Lead us in on an interception course,” Darius said. “Maintain radio silence as much as possible.”
 
   The lead plane changed direction, and the rest of the squadron fell in behind. We didn’t even try to maintain formation, and there was some ugly flying from those around me, but at least a collision never seemed likely. A quick glance at the radar screen showed Blue 8 joining up at the rear and Blue 9 not far behind that.
 
   I tilted the plane to the side to get a last look at New York. It was in noticeably worse condition than the last time I had seen it from above. The city had taken a pounding from the Territories.
 
   It felt good to be back in a pilot’s seat once more, feeling the plane respond to every nudge on the control stick and watching the vast expanse of ocean drift by below. But I couldn’t enjoy it too much because of the gnawing in my gut. Burnett wouldn’t give up as easily as Zirconia and Darius expected. Though I was worried more about how I would react under pressure than about the success of the overall mission. I didn’t know if the autopilot would take control the way it had on the V-Tip. And I was responsible for more than just myself.
 
   “You’ve gone very quiet on me,” Arianne said. “Don’t think too much.”
 
   “If only I knew how… tell me this isn’t the only squadron that Celeste is sending?”
 
   “I think we have more planes. Coming from other bases. But I’m not a hundred percent on that.”
 
   So there might be more than nine obsolete planes against the whole Conference. “Wonderful.”
 
   We lapsed back into silence. I tried to keep my thoughts positive, but they kept circling back to the memory of my powerlessness during the Battle of Rockall. When a large blip appeared on the radar screen, I was glad. We had reached the Roosevelt. The time for worrying was over.
 
   Darius’s voice came through on the radio again. “This is Celeste calling the Roosevelt. We demand your surrender. For the good of the Conference and the world.”
 
   After a short delay, Burnett himself replied. “What grandiose claims, Darius. And from a dead man, no less. I do admire the gumption while regretting that you found yourself on the wrong side. I thought we were a good team, and it really hurt me when I found out that you had been false all along. But no point in dwelling on the past. I, too, demand surrender—unconditional surrender. I’m afraid I can’t promise that your life can be spared, but perhaps others on your side can be redeemed.”
 
   That Burnett had replied so quickly worried me. He almost seemed to have been expecting to hear from us. I took a deep breath and forced my fingers to relax from gripping the control stick too tightly. The gigantic devastator filled my front window. If Burnett refused to surrender, would we have to shoot the devastator out of the sky? Undoubtedly, I knew many of the people on board.
 
   “We were never a team, Sam,” Darius said. “You used me as a puppet figurehead, and I pretended to be stupid enough not to notice. We have disabled your defenses. If you don’t surrender, we will open fire.” 
 
   Burnett laughed at Darius’s demand. “You aren’t the only ones who know how to infiltrate an organization.”
 
   A beeping alerted me to several new dots on the radar screen. “Enemy fighters coming up fast from behind,” a panicked voice coming from Blue 1 said.
 
   I looked out the front window, and a squadron of V-Tips swarmed into view from the front as well. They had been hiding behind it, using the devastator to hide their radar signature.
 
   I pressed the button to activate radio transmit. “Blue squadron, scatter,” I shouted. I didn’t have any authority to give orders, but we had clearly fallen into a trap. As the two enemy squadrons descended upon us, I sent Blue 7 into a fast dive, the engine screaming. Around me, several of the other J-27s also broke away, though some barely reacted.
 
   “Is that Jordi Roberts’s voice I hear?” Burnett said. “You, too, my friend?”
 
   I pressed transmit. “The ends justify the means.” I wasn’t sure why I’d decided to say that. The phrase from our previous conversation had just popped into my head.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw several explosions as the V-Tips opened fire on the J-27s that hadn’t scattered. I didn’t have time to worry about anyone else though. Behind me, two V-Tips had dived in pursuit. I swerved one way, then the other. Flashes of blue laser light illuminated the left side of the cockpit. The control stick shuddered in my hands.
 
   “Fire. Shoot something,” I shouted at Arianne. 
 
   “You are going too fast. I can’t get a lock on anything.”
 
   “Shoot anyway. Maybe you’ll get lucky or at least distract them. Don’t fire missiles unless you have a lock or there are no Blue fighters in the area.”
 
   “We don’t have any missiles.”
 
   “Fantastic.” On the radar screen, the two V-Tips were falling farther behind. The speed of the J-27 was good for running away—I didn’t dare turn and face the more-maneuverable fighters.
 
   Four smaller blips appeared on the radar screen. “Missiles fired,” I said to Arianne. “Concentrate your laser fire on them.”
 
   I continued at full speed, and the V-Tips disappeared off the radar screen. The missiles continued to gain; however fast a J-27 was, it wouldn’t outrun a missile.
 
   “What are you up to back there? Shoot them already.”
 
   “It’s like hitting gnats with a bow and arrow.”
 
   The chance of even an experienced gunner shooting missiles out of the air was slim. For Arianne, it was hopeless. I pulled the J-27 in a long swerve up and to the right, but the missiles followed the heat signature.
 
   The only emergency maneuvers I knew for escaping missiles relied on the dexterity of the V-Tip. I wasn’t sure how the J-27 would manage. I had to try something, though.
 
   I glanced back down at the radar screen. The missiles were clustered close together, making me think that one maneuver in particular would have a chance of success. I would have to wait until the missiles were close—and I would have only one chance. I decelerated.
 
   “What are you doing?” Arianne shouted. “Missiles closing fast.”
 
   “Didn’t you want me to stop jinking so you could get a clear shot?”
 
   The J-27 drifted forward while the missiles hurtled toward us. I wished I knew how the plane would react. As it was, the timing was pure guesswork. I waited until the last moment then swiveled the nose of the plane to the right and applied full thrust. The chassis of the plane screeched, objecting to the forces applied to it. The g-force threw my head to the side and pinned my cheek against the seat. Once the plane gained enough speed, I cut off the thrust again and watched the missiles on the radar screen. I hoped that the enormous amount of heat from the thrust would attract the missiles, and by the time they went through that patch of sky, they would have lost contact with the plane they were chasing.
 
   The missiles continued straight on.
 
   “We made it,” I breathed, watching as the distance continued to grow. Then one of the four missiles turned and renewed its chase.
 
   “Shit.” I had no idea how to get away this time. It was too close to try the same thing again. 
 
   Then the chasing missile disappeared off the radar screen.
 
   “Yee-haw.” Arianne let out a whoop. “I got one.”
 
   I allowed myself to breathe again. But there wasn’t time to celebrate. Our maneuver had taken us far from the Roosevelt and the rest of the battle. We could get away, of course, but I hadn’t come all this way to flee another battle. Darius needed my help.
 
   “Turning back to help the others,” I said.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The J-27 swept around in a long arc back toward the devastator. I gained height as I came around, hoping that the extra altitude would give an advantage, however slight, when we reengaged with the enemy.
 
   Before we were close enough to see what was happening, Burnett’s voice crackled across the radio waves. “Gamma Squadron Leader, can you confirm that all enemy planes have been destroyed.”
 
   “Eight confirmed kills,” a voice responded. “We are still trying to track down the final enemy fighter.”
 
   “They lie,” Arianne cut in.
 
   I knew it wasn’t a lie. We had fallen into a trap, and the inexperienced pilots flying ancient fighter planes hadn’t stood a chance. We were supposed to be facing empty skies and a toothless devastator. We were never ready to fight a real battle. 
 
   I sped up until we were high above the Roosevelt. Far below, several V-Tips looped, patrolling the sky and waiting for me to return. But what’s the point going back into the battle? I had come back to help the squadron, but everyone was dead.
 
   “Arianne, we might as well…”
 
   The radar screen beeped its warning. “Two fighters approaching fast. Five o’clock,” Arianne said.
 
   I pulled up on the control stick, taking the J-27 higher, spinning to the left. The left window flashed blue as laser fire just missed. I jerked back to the right. The radar screen began to get crowded as other V-Tips approached from different angles. This is it then. For me, for Arianne, for Blue squadron’s whole ill-fated attack. Unless…
 
   I pressed the transmit button. “Burnett, this is Jordi Roberts. I surrender.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
   “No you don’t,” Arianne said. “We aren’t just going to give up.”
 
   I flicked the switch to disable the weapons. I didn’t want Arianne to start firing.
 
   The radio crackled to life, and at first, all that came through was a long sigh. Then came Burnett’s voice: “Surrender accepted. Alpha squadron, break off attack and escort the enemy fighter back to the Roosevelt.”
 
   “What have you done?” Arianne sounded angry. “My weapons won’t work.”
 
   I decelerated and nosed Blue 7 toward the Roosevelt. 
 
   “Who gave you the right to surrender? I believed in you, and this is how you react. This is worse than what you did at the last battle.”
 
   “It’s over, Arianne. We lost.” Live to fight another day, Darius had told me. He was dead once again—for real, this time. It didn’t hurt as much as I’d expected. Perhaps I hadn’t accepted that he was alive enough for his death to hurt as it did the first time.
 
   “This was our one chance. We can’t just give up. Maybe there is another squadron coming.”
 
   “There’s no one else coming. Zirconia wasn’t as smart as she thought.” Where is she now? What could Zirconia be thinking as she contemplated the failure of all she had fought for? Would she give up or try to rebuild again? ‘Do your part,’ she told me. In the end, my part had not been the one to fail. I hadn’t frozen in battle—the mission to neutralize the devastator’s defenses had failed. And Darius had paid the ultimate price.
 
   Two V-Tips trailed close behind as I brought Blue 7 to the Roosevelt. I was directed toward an isolated landing tube on the edge of the devastator. They weren’t allowing me to fly the plane into the main landing deck in case I had something nefarious planned. 
 
   Just as Blue 7 approached the landing tube, dirty air caused it to rock from side to side. I should have been nervous about a tricky landing in an unfamiliar plane. But I let my instincts take over, and it went smoothly.
 
   I taxied to a halt. Two people were waiting for us. I’d expected either mibs or soldiers; instead, it was a pair of technicians dressed like those in Burnett’s lair underneath the Shroud. One of them pushed a ladder against the plane.
 
   I raised the cockpit canopy and stepped onto the wing. Arianne got out, looking ready to tear me limb from limb. Before she could say anything, I shook my head. “Not here. We are among enemies. You can let me know how you feel at great length and in high volume later. For now, what’s done is done.”
 
   I climbed down the ladder. Arianne followed me, and I had to scramble down quickly to avoid having her boot land on my hand or head. When we got down, though, she didn’t try to say anything further. She restricted herself to glowering at me.
 
   Both technicians held guns and watched us warily. I recognized one of them—a slim woman with long brown hair and a severe face. She had escorted me to my cell after I’d interrupted the Grand Council meeting.
 
   I nodded to her. “No need for the guns…” I hesitated. “Kolette, right?” I vaguely remembered someone calling her that.
 
   “Guns are necessary, I’m afraid, in this world,” she said. “Too many people can’t be trusted.”
 
   “Like me?” I asked.
 
   “Burnett tried to give you a chance, and you threw it in his face. I have no idea why he even wants to see you again, but he’s a better person than me.” She gestured with her gun. “Now if you’ll both turn around and face that novelty plane you were flying? Then put your hands behind your backs.”
 
   I had to tug on Arianne’s arm to get her to comply. With a series of clicks, our hands were cuffed behind our backs. We turned around, and Kolette waved her gun toward the exit. “Now, if you’ll lead the way.”
 
   Even though she handled the gun as though it was unfamiliar to her, she waved it around a lot. I hoped the safety was on. I headed in the direction Kolette had directed. Instead of walking alongside me, Arianne fell behind. I was happy to take the silent treatment.
 
   Through the door, I continued down the corridor then paused at the first junction. The layout, colors, and even the smell were familiar to me because I’d lived on the Eisenhower. Devastators had only marginal differences from each other. I glanced back, unsure which way to go, and Kolette gestured me straight onward. I started forward then stopped, seeing Will Saunders approach from the left corridor, wearing civilian clothes.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked him.
 
   Will looked at me as if I were a bug he’d scraped off his boot. Then he turned to Kolette. “You bringing him to the control center?”
 
   Kolette nodded. “The chief of staff wants to see him.”
 
   “I’m going the same way. Follow me.” 
 
   Will strode off. I quickened my pace until I was alongside him. He didn’t look across at me.
 
   “Have you always been a member of INSH?” I asked him.
 
   Will continued to stare forward; the slapping of the soles of boots against the floor was my only answer.
 
   “You seemed clueless about all that stuff when I talked to you before. Are you that good an actor to have been lying to me all these years?” I snorted. “Though if you weren’t lying to me, I guess you were one of the only ones.”
 
   The tension in Will’s spine eased as he decided to answer. “When you saw me last, I knew nothing of INSH. After our visit, Burnett spoke with me and invited me to join the cause.”
 
   “Did you have any doubts?”
 
   Will’s head jerked toward me. “Of course I had doubts,” he shouted, spittle flying into my face. Then he took a deep breath and let the anger leach from his face. He faced forward again. “It takes a while to process everything, and I haven’t quite gotten used to the new way of looking at the world. I almost wish you never came to see me, so I could continue in happy ignorance and be joyously celebrating the peace like every other soldier right now.”
 
   “You’d have to get joyously shitfaced to celebrate like every other soldier.”
 
   “Don’t need to be drunk to feel happy, Jordi.” Will’s attitude toward me swung wildly between easy familiarity and outright scorn.
 
   “I find that hard to believe.” I smiled. “Can you explain it to me, Will? Why INSH is the only way?”
 
   “You saw the same hologram I did,” Will said. “It’s not that I’m happy about the way things are. I expect everyone feels an immediate gut-level abhorrence upon discovering the way things are arranged by INSH. But it’s more important to look at the situation with clearheaded logic.”
 
   The chief of staff obviously had spent some time talking to Will—I could imagine those exact words coming from Burnett’s mouth. But Will’s words also resonated with me. I’d had the exact same reaction. Deep down, I was repulsed by the way that INSH was treating everyone. It undermined our core freedom as human beings. But I couldn’t deny that cold logic favored INSH. The structure of a benevolent dictatorship was better than the freedom of anarchy, considering all the dangers the human race faced before INSH’s arrival on the scene. Wasn’t human survival more important than human freedom? After all, freedom wouldn’t matter much if we were all dead.
 
   Despite understanding where Will was coming from, I wanted to play devil’s advocate. Even if I couldn’t dissuade Will, I wanted to clarify my own thoughts and feelings on the matter. “Is this—what we have now—the present, past, and future?” 
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “There is no forward motion; it’s like the whole of human civilization has been frozen into a single state. The people change, but the system doesn’t. The wars continue, each superpower continues, but progression never happens. Inventions are stifled. The human race has come a long way from its beginnings as single-celled organisms—is this the end of the road?”
 
   “Better this than the end of everything. Better this than nothing,” Will said.
 
   “The situation Burnett described to us was bleak, but it didn’t mean the worst was going to happen. Maybe there would have been new inventions to stave off disaster. Perhaps people would have banded together and changed their ways before it was too late.”
 
   “And if they didn’t? What if annihilation was inevitable without the solution provided by INSH?”
 
   “In the distant future, if the planet is destroyed, maybe mankind will take off to the stars. Heck, perhaps mankind will die out and a new intelligent species will come to dominance on the planet. I’m not saying that these possibilities are good ones and that we shouldn’t strive to avoid them. But not like this. Not like this.”
 
   I had started out my argument unsure of which side I was on, but no longer. Even if I hadn’t convinced Will, I had convinced myself. I didn’t know what would happen to me next, but I wouldn’t be able to just live out my life under INSH control. I finally understood why Zirconia and Darius had dedicated their lives to the rebellion.
 
   Will looked uncomfortable. “I’m just a soldier, Jordi. We do our duty and leave the philosophizing and decision-making to others. That’s the only way an army can function.”
 
   “And should a society operate the same way?” I asked.
 
   Will shrugged. “We’ve reached the control center.”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
   The doors flashed open, and we entered. I’d thought I knew every part of a devastator, but I had never heard of a control center, so I didn’t know what to expect. A giant screen covered one wall, currently showing the forward view of the devastator as it sped across the Atlantic Ocean, heading for the meeting with the other superpowers. Various consoles were scattered throughout the room, with three central consoles more prominent than the rest.
 
   The whole place looked very similar to the devastator’s bridge, except it had no crew. In the control center’s equivalent of the captain’s chair sat Burnett. He swiveled around to face us. “Major Saunders, how’s Captain Hollister?” he asked. “Is steam still coming from his ears?”
 
   “He’s still upset that you took over, sir.”
 
   “The mission was a complete success.”
 
   “That’s beside the point, sir,” Will said.
 
   “He’ll get over it. Not like we often take direct control from the captains.” Burnett stood and walked toward me with a bright smile. “Ah, Jordi. I have to commiserate with you on the loss of your brother for a second time. But the ends justify the means, I’m afraid.”
 
   Arianne turned and glared at me. “Was that a code? I thought it was weird when you said that over the radio. Have you been deceiving me all along and secretly working with Burnett? Was it you who betrayed us? If my hands weren’t tied right now, I’d be beating your skull in with my fists.” 
 
   “It’s not exactly like that,” I said.
 
   “What’s it like?” Her green eyes flashed angrily.
 
   I had hoped that Burnett would look favorably on me if things went wrong. Although I knew I would never be on the side of INSH, Burnett didn’t have to know that. Perhaps he would still give me another chance. That didn’t seem likely after what had happened. But why else would he bring me here?
 
   I faced Burnett. “I watched your hologram, and I’m willing to join you. But only if you let Arianne go free.”
 
   I had thought that Burnett was the only one in the room when we entered. But a second chair swiveled around. Mari Larsen’s smile sent a shiver up my spine. “You had your chance, and you threw it away. Now you’re mine.”
 
   “It’s a bit too late for talk of joining INSH, I’m afraid,” Burnett agreed. “The offer was from before you decided to attack us.”
 
   “I thought Mari Larsen wasn’t a part of INSH,” I said.
 
   “The circumstances of the latest crisis dictated that I had to bring more people into the fold, notably the Bureau Director here and Major Saunders,” Burnett said.
 
   “So you’re just going to hand me over to her?” I asked.
 
   “He should be court-martialed and shot,” Will said.
 
   Thanks friend. Though in truth, being shot was likely better than whatever Larsen had planned for me.
 
   “He was already court-martialed and kicked out of the ACM,” Larsen said. “He’s now a civilian and under my jurisdiction.”
 
   “How nice to have people fighting over you,” Arianne said to me. “Still glad you surrendered instead of going out fighting?”
 
   Kolette, who had moved over to one of the central consoles, interrupted us. “Sir,” she addressed Burnett, “we are receiving a transmission from Celeste.”
 
   Burnett sat in his command chair. “I’m going to enjoy this. Put it on screen.”
 
   “What about the prisoners?” Kolette asked, nodding at Arianne and me.
 
   “Leave them here for this. Jordi will want to see his mother begging for mercy, I’m sure.”
 
   A giant version of Zirconia’s head appeared on the screen. She said something, but her words didn’t come through clearly.
 
   “You were saying?” Burnett swung back and forth in his chair. “Something about capitulation, I believe.”
 
   “Your hearing is clearly as defective as your intelligence,” Zirconia said. “I demand that you give yourself up for arrest immediately. If not, you will be declared a traitor to the American Conference.”
 
   Burnett’s wide smile stayed fixed in place, but all humor went out of it. “Is this some kind of joke? We discovered your plan to disable our defenses, and we circumvented it. Your attack force was routed.”
 
   “That was the diversion,” Zirconia said. “You think we didn’t know that you had undercover agents? Only a handful of the most trusted of us knew the real plan. Turn on the news network, and you’ll see I’m telling you the truth.”
 
   Burnett nodded to Kolette, who pressed a few buttons on her console, and Zirconia’s face was replaced by an empty chair sitting in the middle of a darkened studio.
 
   “What’s going on?” Burnett asked.
 
   “Not sure, sir,” Kolette said. “I’m trying to contact the network to find out. It seems that the normal feed has been interrupted.”
 
   Then Darius walked across the studio and sat down in the chair. “It must be prerecorded,” I said to no one in particular.
 
   The camera zoomed in on his face. Had Darius cheated death again? He was no longer dressed in a jumpsuit. Instead, he wore a sharp suit and the presidential seal around his neck.
 
   “No doubt the people of the American Conference are surprised to see me alive,” Darius said solemnly, looking straight at the camera. “I’m here to tell you that Chief of Staff Samuel H. Burnett is a traitor who will destroy our great nation if we don’t stop him.”
 
   “You fucking liar,” Burnett screamed at the screen.
 
   Will touched his arm. “Just listen to what he has to say, sir. We need to find out what they are up to.”
 
   “I know this is shocking news to all of you,” Darius continued. “No one was more shocked than I was when I first found out. I wasn’t strong enough to stop him at first. Which is why I let him think that his assassination attempt on me succeeded. Yes, it was he who conspired with the Latino Territories and had them betray us. He arranged to have me killed. He has taken drastic measures in trying to achieve his dream of having complete control of the Conference, but now, he has gone beyond even that, threatening the whole world. I have to make a stand now, knowing that he aims to sabotage the upcoming peace summit and send us back into a war that no one wants.
 
   “Right now, the chief of staff is on board the Roosevelt on the way to the meeting with the other superpowers, so I have gathered those close to me and retaken control of Under Nyork. I have communicated with the leaders of the undercities and with the captains of the devastators, and I hope that the Conference leaders will trust in their democratically elected president rather than the longtime chief of staff. I will have further updates during the course of the day. I know you wish me luck on this important day for all our futures. For now, President Roberts out.”
 
   The screen went blank, then a logo of the News Network appeared. A voice said: “That message interrupted our normal broadcast. We now go to Adam Levitt to discuss what we have just heard.” The picture switched to the news anchor, who looked unusually disheveled. “We have no confirmation that the message you have just seen is genuine.” Adam brushed his hair back with his hand. “We are doing our best to find out exactly—” 
 
   “Get me the terrorist leader again,” Burnett said.
 
   Kolette nodded, and a moment later, Zirconia reappeared on the big screen.
 
   “What kind of game do you think you’re playing?” Burnett demanded.
 
   “I don’t play games,” Zirconia said. “We have gained control of Washington District in Under Nyork and, as Darius just said, have contacted the other cities and devastators. If you surrender yourself to the Roosevelt captain and instruct him to follow our orders, things will go better for you.”
 
   Mari Larsen went to stand beside Burnett. “It’s a bluff,” she said. “It’s not possible that they have taken Washington District.”
 
   “Most of the security forces who weren’t loyal to us have taken to the bars for the day to celebrate the peace. And we have the president giving orders.” Zirconia allowed herself a satisfied smile. “It was surprisingly easy.”
 
   “I haven’t been able to make contact with anyone of authority down there,” Kolette said. “It’s possible that she speaks the truth.”
 
   “I have a hostage.” Burnett gestured to Will, who took me roughly by the arm and pulled me forward until I stood beside Burnett, facing the screen. “Your firstborn son.”
 
   “I thought he was already dead.” Zirconia shrugged. “He was the distraction.” She looked at me. “Good job, Jordi. You did well.”
 
   That was the first time I could remember her complimenting me, and it had happened while she was offering me up to be sacrificed. Nice. I had no doubt she was serious and would give up nothing to save me—I was unimportant next to the cause, especially if Darius was still alive.
 
   “Switch off the transmission,” Burnett ordered, and Zirconia’s face disappeared. “Major Saunders, send instructions to the bridge to turn the Roosevelt around. We are heading back to Under Nyork.” Will moved to a console by the wall, and Burnett turned toward Kolette. “Set up an emergency videoconference with the other leaders of INSH.”
 
   My mind was racing. Darius must have pulled the same stunt as before, controlling his plane from the ground. The whole mission had been set up to fail, and I had just been a stooge, expendable in the cause of Celeste. Darius and Zirconia had never had any intention of trusting me with the real mission.
 
   “Captain Hollister has received instructions from President Roberts, and he isn’t sure whose orders he should be following,” Will said. “He’s also in contact with the rest of the fleet. He wants to meet you.”
 
   “You’re shitting me,” Burnett said. “Devastator captains are yellow-bellied pond scum, the lot of them. I can’t believe Hollister believes the terrorists over me. Cabbage-fucking-brains. Not one of them has done anything that a computer pilot couldn’t do better all their lives, and the one time we need some fucking intelligence, this is what happens.” 
 
   “Maybe if you treated them like adults and gave them all the information, they would make better decisions,” I said.
 
   Burnett looked at me darkly. Then he snapped his fingers. “Larsen, Saunders. Get the prisoners back out of the way and guard them. The next time either interrupts, feel free to shoot them both.”
 
   Larsen grabbed Arianne’s arm and dragged her toward the side wall. Arianne, with her hands cuffed behind her back, just managed to stay upright, staggering backward. I charged at Larsen, and she drew her gun and pointed it at my forehead. I stopped myself, taking deep breaths, forcing my anger down. This wasn’t the time. I didn’t want to give Larsen an excuse to kill me. I stood beside Arianne by the wall. Will went to stand on the other side of me.
 
   The second technician took his place at the third central console.
 
   “Right, we are taking command of this ship.” Burnett typed into the console in front of his chair. “Prepare to receive my override codes.” A frantic energy filled him—he was far from his usual controlled and composed self.
 
   “I’ve never had control of a devastator before,” the technician said.
 
   “Figure it out.” Burnett swiped along the top of his console. “We don’t have to do any sophisticated flying. Turn around and redirect us back to Under Nyork.”
 
   Vibrations traveled up my legs, and the floor tilted slightly as Burnett’s technician took control. Usually, the giant ship’s movements couldn’t be detected by those on board.
 
   “The ship is coming around now.” Creases lined the technician’s face as he fought to keep the ship under tight control. “I’m not sure how much rotational speed a devastator can take.”
 
   I leaned close to Will’s ear and whispered, “A soldier’s job is to follow orders, right? Even if those orders come from someone unbalanced.”
 
   I gave a significant glance at Burnett as he screamed at the technician, “Just figure it out, I said.”
 
   “I have the Grand Council online,” Kolette said.
 
   The giant screen at the end of the room was split six ways, with the other five INSH leaders each taking up a section. The last section was black.
 
   “What have you gotten us into now, Sam?” Ulrika Eshenback asked.
 
   Although I didn’t recognize the faces, I knew her the instant she spoke.
 
   “I underestimated Celeste,” Burnett said.
 
   “You don’t say.” Ulrika glared down at him.
 
   “I thought I had it under control. I had agents inside the organization. Well, it doesn’t matter now. They have gained control of Under Nyork.”
 
   “And you need time to regain your capital city?” the Territories leader asked. “You want to postpone the peace summit?”
 
   “It’s worse than that.” Burnett wiped sweat from his forehead. “Our old president—the one who was a member of Celeste—is still alive. He claims I’m undermining the peace, and many of the non-INSH leaders in the Conference believe him. We need to act now before it’s too late.”
 
   “And what do you suggest?” Ulrika asked.
 
   “There’s only one possibility. And I need approval from each of you. That’s why I called this emergency conference.”
 
   A horrified look appeared on the Chinese leader’s face. “You can’t mean…”
 
   “I do. It’s the only way.”
 
   “If you are going to make the request, say it plainly,” Ulrika said.
 
   “I formally request permission to activate the devastator’s nuclear weapon.”
 
   I took a step forward then returned to my place. There are no nuclear weapons anymore. I would have blurted the words, except Larsen stood beside me with a cold smile and an eager trigger finger.
 
   “And what do you intend to use the weapon for? You mean to destroy Under Nyork?” the Territories leader asked.
 
   I shook my head as Burnett nodded. “If need be. I hope to persuade the terrorists to surrender in the face of it, but if not, I fully mean to deploy.”
 
   “That’s a bit drastic, even for you, Sam,” Ulrika said.
 
   Burnett shook his head furiously. “No. It’s the only option right now. I’ve considered every angle. The world is at peace. Are we going to allow these terrorists to rule the Conference until the next world war breaks out? And then, INSH will have no option except to destroy them. It’ll be the Australian Colonies all over again, only worse. I’ve no desire to destroy my capital city and everyone in it, but the alternative is the destruction of the entire Conference. We have to look at the bigger picture—the greater good.”
 
   Burnett seemed capable of any kind of madness in the interest of what he saw as the greater good. But surely the other INSH leaders won’t go along with him. Though he spoke with cold logic, his face was flushed, and his hands moved jerkily.
 
   “There’s something you should know.” Ulrika didn’t seem horrified by what she had heard. She showed the same icy disdain toward Burnett that she always had. “I have been contacted by these rebels. I believe that they have contacted all of us.” There were nods from the other INSH leaders.
 
   Burnett’s eyes bulged. “What could they possibly have to say to you? How did they even know who to contact?”
 
   “How do they know about us? I’m not sure, but these rebels seem remarkably intelligent and resourceful. If only everyone was as competent.” Ulrika looked down at Burnett. “The leader of the rebels, some woman…”
 
   “Zirconia Roberts,” Burnett said.
 
   “Yes, Zirconia. She tells me that they have no trouble with INSH and their goals. They just think that the INSH leadership in the Conference—that would be you, Sam—needs to be changed, and they want the local non-INSH leadership to have a bit more autonomy. She didn’t seem unreasonable.”
 
   “You aren’t seriously considering her proposal, are you?” Burnett stood up out of his chair, tugging at a lock of hair at the nape of his neck. “It’s all lies. I haven’t been an unreasonable leader. These terrorists want to overthrow INSH; I know it! This is their first step. I can’t believe you would take anything they say seriously.”
 
   “It would be good to have someone less… unstable in charge of the conference,” Ulrika said.
 
   “You mean me?” Burnett seemed to become aware of his behavior. He stopped tearing at his hair, wiped the sweat from his brow, and adjusted his collar. He visibly calmed himself and stood straighter. “That is of course what they want. Turn it into them versus me, instead of what it really is, which is them versus INSH. It’s not about me. If you want to get rid of me, you can do it when this is all over. For now, we have to deal with these terrorists before they take control of the Conference. Give me the authorizations I require. I need that nuke.”
 
   “Something tells me it won’t be so straightforward to depose you once this is all over,” Ulrika mused. “But I agree that we can’t just let non-INSH leadership take over without a fight.”
 
   “They have chosen a good time to strike,” the Indian leader said. “Our people are ready for peace.”
 
   “Which is why my proposal is the only option,” Burnett said. “It seems drastic, but if this Celeste organization is allowed to take over, you will be forced to destroy the whole of the American Conference. Cut off the finger to save the arm.”
 
   “I agree,” Ulrika said. “I hate giving such a weapon to a person who has bumbled from one cock-up to another, but it’s what must be done. Sam, don’t let us down.”
 
   “Up yours, Eshenback,” Burnett muttered under his breath.
 
   “What was that?” Ulrika asked sharply.
 
   Burnett sat to type at the console. “I’m opening secure channels to each of you. Send the authorization codes directly to me. Kolette, how long until we are within range of New York?”
 
   “Hold on, checking,” Kolette said. “Under four minutes.”
 
   Burnett nodded to the INSH leaders. “This will all be over within five minutes. We’ll discuss further later. Target on screen.”
 
   The front screen changed to show a distant view of New York. In one corner was a red number 220, then 219, then 218. Counting down the seconds until we were in range.
 
   “Get me the terrorist leader on screen.” Burnett had lost the sheen of frenzy that had taken over him earlier. He was all purpose. “Let’s see if she can be reasonable and allow this to end without bloodshed.”
 
   I leaned close to Will. “You can’t stand by and let this happen.”
 
   Will looked straight ahead, ignoring me.
 
   “Do you know something, Will?” I whispered. “He almost had me fooled, too. I thought that Burnett talked sense. But it’s clear now that he’s mad and that this whole system is crazy. Forget about the words; think about what he’s actually doing. He is planning to destroy Under Nyork and everyone who lives there. A soldier’s duty to follow orders has limits.”
 
   “Just shut your mouth,” Will snarled.
 
   Larsen took a step closer, tightening the grip on her gun.
 
   Burnett became aware of the talking, and he walked to the front of the command center then turned around to face us all. “I hope everyone in this room understands why this has to happen. It might seem drastic if you don’t look at the bigger picture. Festering wounds must be cauterized for the good of the body. If we don’t take this action, INSH will have to destroy the Conference. If that doesn’t happen, the world will revert back to its previous state where humanity was on a headlong path to its own destruction. I have many friends in Under Nyork, as I’m sure you all do, too, but we hold the future in our hands. We must be strong—for the sake of our whole race. It’s not just me who feels this way. The entire INSH leadership is in agreement with my plan.”
 
   I looked to either side to see if others were buying into Burnett’s future. Kolette nodded with bright-eyed eagerness, Arianne showed disgust and horror, and the rest hid their feelings behind neutral expressions.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 7
 
   The main screen divided in two: one side showed the distant image of New York and the countdown clock, and the other showed Zirconia again.
 
   “I hope you aren’t wasting my time,” she said. “Have you decided to agree to our demands?”
 
   “Bring the son forward again,” Burnett said. Larsen reached for my arm, but Will grabbed me first and pushed me forward until I stood beside Burnett.
 
   “I hope you don’t intend to try and use my son as a hostage again,” Zirconia said. “We’ve been over this.”
 
   “No,” Burnett said. “I have a much bigger hostage now. The city of Under Nyork and everyone in it. Jordi, would you read the red number on the other part of the screen?”
 
   “One hundred thirty-five seconds,” I said.
 
   “And explain what will happen after that time has elapsed,” Burnett said.
 
   I didn’t see a reason not to do as he said—Zirconia needed to know what was coming. “He’s activated a nuclear missile on board the Roosevelt,” I said. “Burnett intends to blow up the whole undercity. Mother, he’s not bluffing; he’s serious. Hundreds of thousands of lives are at stake.”
 
   “Nuclear technology has been lost,” Zirconia said.
 
   “So you don’t know everything,” Burnett said. “It’s for emergencies and can only be activated if the whole Grand Council agrees. The payload is embedded in a rock-burrowing missile—another piece of technology that no one else has—that can penetrate one hundred meters below the surface.” He glanced up at the screen. “Now one hundred fifteen seconds. If you and Darius admit on public broadcast that you are terrorists who are trying to take over the Conference, I’ll hold off on launch. Time is ticking.” Burnett pressed a button, and Zirconia was replaced by a full-screen image of New York. I could see distinct stories in the skyscrapers—we were getting closer.
 
   “Kolette, monitor public broadcasts from the Conference. Let me know if the terrorists comply.”
 
   Will pulled me back toward the wall. Arianne must have done or said something, because Larsen kicked her in the back of her leg. Arianne fell to her knees, and Larsen lifted her wrists, contorting Arianne’s back and forcing her shoulders down until Arianne’s head almost touched the floor.
 
   Before I could react, Will pushed me chest-first against the wall. “Don’t think you can get away with trying that on me,” he shouted.
 
   “I didn’t…” I snapped my mouth shut as I realized what Will was doing. I glanced over my shoulder and watched as Will pointed his gun down at the chain joining the cuffs. He pulled the trigger, and in a flash of red light, the cuffs came apart.
 
   “What’s going on there?” Larsen demanded. Will had been shielding what he had been doing with his body, but Larsen craned her neck to see. “He’s releasing the prisoner,” she shouted.
 
   Then, holding Arianne’s wrists in one hand, she raised her other one and pointed her gun directly at me. “Good. I’ve been looking forward to this.”
 
   I swallowed, frozen on the spot.
 
   She fired.
 
   The only person who reacted was Will. He threw himself at me, shoving me aside. The shot missed me and went through him.
 
   He fell. I crashed against the wall and stumbled.
 
   “Very brave to die defending your friend,” Larsen looked down at where Will lay. “Stupid, though. I’m still going to kill him.” She aimed her gun straight at my chest. “For Christina.”
 
   Arianne sprang upward, jerking Larsen’s arm. The shot went high, and Arianne twisted out of the other woman’s grip. Larsen was bringing her hands back down for another shot when Arianne’s knee snapped up, hitting Larsen’s wrist and sending the gun flying. Arianne head-butted the Bureau chief in the nose. Larsen collapsed to the ground.
 
   I knelt in front of Will. “It was my turn to save you,” I told him.
 
   His skin had a sickly pallor. “Don’t worry about me. Save the undercity. Stop Burnett.”
 
   He was right. I couldn’t help him. Spotting Will’s fallen gun, I ran over and picked it up. “Hang in there,” I shouted to Will.
 
   Arianne had thrown herself to the floor and was contorting her body. When she stood up, I realized what she had been doing. She had managed to get her handcuffs from the back to the front. Larsen was scrambling for her gun, and as soon as Arianne got to her feet, she raced after her.
 
   I turned Will’s gun toward Burnett, but he had ducked behind his console. Kolette and the other technicians drew their weapons. I dived behind the nearest empty console. Pulses of red laser soared over my head, hitting the wall behind me. Smoke began to rise in front of me, and alarms blared.
 
   I glanced up at the screen where the broken city loomed ever larger and the red numbers continued to count down. Only eighty-five seconds left until we were within range.
 
   “The captain has ordered a unit to take control of this room,” Kolette reported.
 
   “Go into lockdown,” Burnett ordered. Heavy reinforced doors descended over the exits. I stuck my head up to shoot at the central consoles again then ducked down as Kolette returned fire.
 
   “Damn her to hell,” Burnett shouted over the clamor of the alarm. “All the rest have sent their codes, and nothing from that Eschenback woman.” 
 
   I peeked around the side of the console then pulled my head back as more laser pulses flew. The smoke inside the control center thickened as naked flames spouted from the damaged electronics in front of me. At least the full codes hadn’t been received yet. Burnett had to be stopped, and I wasn’t sure I could do anything while trapped behind the console. Perhaps Ulrika Eschenback had experienced a change of heart. A loud knocking came from one of the exits. Or perhaps Captain Hollister would find his way inside in time.
 
   A screech drew my attention to the left. Arianne and Mari Larsen were intertwined, struggling against each other. Larsen shoved Arianne against the wall and hit her in the face with an elbow. Then Arianne grabbed hold of the other woman’s shoulders and hooked her leg behind Larsen’s calf. They went down, and in the scramble, Larsen ended up on top. Arianne punched her in the stomach from below but got caught by a right hook in the jaw. The point of my gun wavered back and forth, but I couldn’t shoot at Larsen without risking hitting Arianne.
 
   I glanced back at the screen. Fifty-six seconds. Shit! I couldn’t worry about Arianne any more than I could worry about Will. I also couldn’t rely on anyone else to stop Burnett. I had to do something. 
 
   The console in front of me was burning up, and the overhead sprinkler systems had turned on. From my position, it was hard to get a good shot in. So I took a deep breath, and keeping my head low, I raced toward another empty console. I held my gun out to the side and shot blindly in the general direction of Kolette and the other technician, hoping to make them keep their heads down. Black smoke stung my eyes. I ignored the return fire, concentrating on getting back to cover as fast as possible. I dived the last few yards, making it just as a flurry of red laser pulses flew past me.
 
   I leaned back against the console, coughing out mouthfuls of smoke. A weird sensation in my leg made me look down, and I saw a neat hole in the fleshy part of my left thigh. It was only after seeing it that the pain grabbed me—a searing agony that made me gasp. There was no blood, so there was nothing to do to treat it. I squeezed my eyes shut and ordered my brain to ignore the pain, then I opened them again and poked my head around the side of the console.
 
   I did have a better angle on the technician, at least, and he was momentarily distracted piloting the ship. I carefully aimed then fired. The shot went high, and the technician ducked instinctively. I cursed under my breath then fired three more times. The last shot seemed to hit home, because the technician slumped down, but I couldn’t be sure as Kolette fired at me, forcing me to pull my head back.
 
   A shower of sparks fizzed from the console in front of me, and I covered my face. I was drenched with water, but it was doing little to quench the fire raging all along the wall to my left. Pieces of the ceiling fell with a crash, feeding the flames even more. On one exit, a line of red-hot metal showed where Hollister and his crew were trying to force their way in. Several holes decorated the front screen, and flames licked one corner of it. The red number was still visible. Forty-three seconds.
 
   The sound of the alarms hadn’t decreased in intensity, but they had faded to the background. I glanced back to see Larsen run into a far corner. Arianne charged after her and grabbed her arm just as Larsen reached for a gun. It spun out of both their reaches. Not far away, Will still hadn’t moved. No one else would get to Burnett in time. It was down to me. But I didn’t see how I could get to the central area of consoles without being shot.
 
   Thirty-four seconds.
 
   “Yes,” Burnett screamed. “She sent the codes. Eschenback, I could kiss your ugly mug. All is forgiven. We have authorization.”
 
   The ship lurched hard to the left. Then the number paused at thirty-one then flickered out to thirty-two.
 
   “Kolette, what’s going on?” Burnett shouted.
 
   “The pilot is dead,” she shouted back.
 
   “Take over then.”
 
   “I can’t do that and hold off the rebels at the same time.”
 
   “Slide the gun over to me. I’ll take care of them.”
 
   This is my chance. Maybe my only one. I peeked around the side, and when I saw Kolette bend down to slide the gun across, I scrambled toward Burnett’s console. My left leg screamed at me in pain, threatening to buckle at every step, but I couldn’t allow myself to fall. I reached Burnett at the same time as the gun did. He was bending down to pick it up, and I came in from the side and kicked it away. My left leg gave way beneath me as I kicked, and I fell at Burnett’s feet.
 
   Burnett straightened with a snarl on his face. Nothing of his usual composed persona was present. His eyes were wide and bloodshot, and his fingers were curled into claws. “This has to happen,” he said.
 
   I got back onto two feet, leaning on my right, and a punch crashed into my jaw, knocking my head back. The ferocity of the strike surprised me; I hadn’t expected Burnett to be so strong. I didn’t fall, though. “The future of humanity depends on it,” he told me.
 
   I lowered my shoulder into Burnett’s midriff and charged, driving him across the control center, and rammed him into the far wall. My thigh burned with pain, and I used Burnett to support my weight as much as I could. He clawed at the back of my neck, trying to wrench me free.
 
   I held on tightly, but Burnett was a man possessed. “I am only doing what must be done,” he said. “It is the only reasonable option. The other way lies chaos.”
 
   “If destroying a whole city and all its inhabitants is the reasonable option, I choose the side of the madmen,” I managed. “Wherever that may lead.”
 
   “Devastator is back on course,” Kolette shouted over the blaring alarms. “Thirty seconds until we are in range.”
 
   Burnett fired a knee into my stomach. My breath caught in my diaphragm, and my grip on Burnett relaxed. He wrenched himself free and hit me in the chin while I struggled for breath.
 
   “Twenty seconds,” Kolette said.
 
   Burnett tried to pull away, but I managed to grab hold of his shoulder, twisting him around. Burnett threw an elbow, which caught me flush on the nose. A spike of pain shot up into my forehead, and my eyes watered. I stumbled back, and he broke free.
 
   I hobbled after him as he ran to his console. The screen was flashing red numbers with the words danger and nuclear standing out. Just as I was about to reach Burnett, he turned around and punched downward, hitting me directly in the left thigh. My vision went white, and I collapsed to the floor.
 
   Burnett hit the engage button. 
 
   “Out of range,” the voice of the console computer said.
 
   “Kolette?” Burnett shouted.
 
   “Five seconds.” 
 
   I exploded upward, throwing myself at Burnett. He fell against the side of the console, with me on top of him. He shoved his hand into my face, twisting my head back. I clung to him, concentrating on covering his body with mine, keeping him away from that engage button.
 
   “We are in range,” Kolette announced. Through the smoke, the broken skyscrapers of New York loomed large on the main screen. The red number zero flashed on and off.
 
   Burnett threw me off him and reached for the console screen. I grabbed his arm and dragged him back. Burnett punched me in the face again and again, but I barely noticed. My whole body was an ocean of pain, and each new blow was just another drop. I couldn’t let go. It just wasn’t an option. I gritted my teeth and pulled with all my strength.
 
   Burnett ran out of energy before I ran out of resolve. He stopped hitting me and fell to the ground on top of me. I thought I had won, but he wasn’t done yet.
 
   “Kolette,” he shouted. “Engage the nuke.”
 
   Through the hazy smoke, I saw Kolette move from her console to Burnett’s. This time, I could do nothing. Even if I had the strength, I was too far away. I could only watch in horror. Then a second figure materialized out of the smoke. Arianne blocked Kolette’s path. She looked haggard with scratch marks across her cheek, and her still-cuffed hands hung limply in front of her. She also looked as though it would take an army to move her.
 
   Kolette took one look at Arianne then ran away. A second later, I realized what she was doing. Kolette knelt in front of the dead technician and picked up his gun. She raised it up, but Arianne was there in front of her, swinging two-handed across Kolette’s arms, knocking the gun free. It skittered across the floor, stopping short of my reach.
 
   The floor shuddered, and a loud bang rocked the command center. Light streamed into the room from the corridor outside. The lockdown door had been breached. Soldiers holding rifles ran in from the corridor, followed by the captain.
 
   “Everyone put down your weapons. I am taking back control of my ship,” Captain Hollister said.
 
   With a roar, Burnett freed himself from me and staggered to his feet.
 
   “Stop him,” I shouted, but everyone seemed frozen in place. He ran at the central console. I couldn’t catch him, so instead I scrambled to my left. I reached Kolette’s gun, picked it up, and fired at Burnett. I shot four times. Bright-red pulses streamed after the running statesman. This time I didn’t miss with the first shot. I didn’t miss with any of them. The first pulse went through his lower back. The other three went between his shoulder blades.
 
   He came to a stop within arm’s reach of the engage button. His head dropped to the side, a look of surprise on his face. He almost seemed to be deciding whether he should die or not. Then he fell.
 
   The soldiers converged on me, and I dropped the gun.
 
   “When I say I’m taking control, that means everyone drop your weapons,” Captain Hollister said. “Disarm and take into custody everyone here,” he ordered his men. “Feel free to shoot anyone who so much as picks their nose without permission. And someone get some fire extinguishers in here.”
 
   “Captain,” Arianne said, “there’s a nuclear missile ready to be launched. Someone needs to carefully disarm it from that console.”
 
   I was about to add my voice to Arianne’s when one of the soldiers grabbed me roughly by the arm, pushing me to the floor. His knee touched my thigh, and I blacked out.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 8
 
   For the first time in several days, I woke in a familiar place: a devastator brig. I didn’t have the familiar raging hangover, though. In fact, I felt no pain, just a happy floating feeling. Drugs, I realized. Sweet, sweet painkilling drugs.
 
   I tried to sit up, and wooziness forced my head back to the pillow. I lifted the blanket and glanced underneath it. I was wearing a hospital gown, and my thigh was heavily bandaged.
 
   “I was just told that you woke up.” Darius walked in, still wearing a suit and with the presidential seal hanging from his neck. “Is this the part where I get punched in the face for making you think I was dead again?”
 
   “No,” I said. “That last time was because it hurt when you died. This time around, I knew what a snake you had become, so it didn’t bother me.”
 
   Darius chuckled, and I decided to laugh along. I hadn’t exactly been joking, but I decided to pass it off as one. This wasn’t the time for recriminations.
 
   Darius spread his arms wide. “You got me.”
 
   We laughed harder this time. We laughed together, and it felt good. Perhaps it was the drugs or the knowledge of victory, but I couldn’t find it in me to care that my brother and mother had sent me into the sky as a diversion and sent me to die. I felt happy.
 
   “So you pretended to be in a plane while controlling it on the ground again?” I asked.
 
   Darius pulled up a chair and sat beside me. “Yes. I even had it set up to transmit radio as if I was on board. Couldn’t talk too much, though, as I was trying to infiltrate Washington District at the same time.”
 
   “No one would imagine you’d try the same trick twice.” I certainly hadn’t.
 
   Darius chuckled. “I’m afraid that at my real funeral, people will have to poke at my corpse to make sure I’m really dead. Perhaps run a stake or two through my heart to be certain.”
 
   “And the other planes? They were also empty?”
 
   “Some were. We had a system set up at the start of the runway where most of the pilots were able to leave the cockpit without being seen. We knew that INSH had several agents with us, and we weren’t sure of the loyalty of others. We had to make Burnett believe that the real attack was on the Roosevelt.”
 
   “So you knew that Burnett had compromised your plan to shut down the Roosevelt’s defenses, and you didn’t care.”
 
   “We needed to have some pilots in the sky.”
 
   “None of the pilots realized they were flying into certain death.” The pitch of my voice began to rise. I was beginning to forget that I was in celebration mode.
 
   “It wasn’t certain death. You and Arianne are still alive. Everyone who was part of the rebellion took risks. Some of those who helped us take Under Nyork also died.”
 
   “You couldn’t have known that Burnett would capture me and Arianne.”
 
   “We suspected that Burnett had gotten the idea in his head that converting you over to his side would be a big victory over Celeste. Having you agree to take part in the attack ensured it would be the perfect distraction.”
 
   “Glad I could be of some use.” The drugs were wearing off fast. I wasn’t feeling too happy anymore.
 
   “It wasn’t an easy decision,” Darius said. “But didn’t you need to get back in the saddle after what happened the last time you were in a cockpit? As it turned out, we needed you more than we realized. We thought we knew all INSH’s secrets. We had planned for every eventuality. But we had no idea about those secret nuclear bombs on board the devastators. So you have our heartfelt thanks. Mine, Zirconia’s, and I’m sure everyone inside Under Nyork’s. Everything ultimately came down to your and Arianne’s efforts on board the Roosevelt.”
 
   “Will?” I just remembered. He had saved me.
 
   “Major Will Saunders is in a medical center. He lost a kidney, but he will recover.”
 
   “Thank the heavens. And Burnett? Mari Larsen?”
 
   “Burnett is dead. Larsen is also dead—strangled by a pair of handcuffs. I hope that you and Arianne don’t intend to play rough much.”
 
   I didn’t reciprocate his smile. “You said that you and Zirconia wanted to thank me. I don’t see her here.”
 
   Darius put his hand on my arm. “She’s not someone for social visits. She’s building a new future.”
 
   “Of course she is.”
 
   “She may not be the mother we needed. But she’s the person this world needed. Maybe it won’t be much comfort to you, but I often remind myself of that when dealing with her. This fucked-up world needs someone like her to help make it right.”
 
   I shook off Darius’s hand. “You’re right. Not much comfort.” But it was something to consider. Now that I knew what Zirconia had been doing all these years—and how important it was—perhaps I would begin to see her differently.
 
   “Burnett gave Celeste an ultimatum. You didn’t know that I’d get free and stop Burnett. Did you consider surrendering to save the city?”
 
   “That would mean saving ourselves, too,” Darius said. “No, we wouldn’t have gotten this far if we weren’t willing to make the ultimate sacrifice.”
 
   “It wasn’t just about you,” I said. “You had to think about the hundreds of thousands of people who would have died if Burnett had managed to fire the nuke.”
 
   “If he decided to follow through on his threat, that would be on him. We couldn’t give up when we’d come so far. What we were fighting for was too important.”
 
   I snorted. “Celeste and INSH are two sides of the same coin—both believing in their cause so much that they are blind to all else. Both eschewing all compassion and human feeling in the pursuit of their goals.”
 
   Darius stood up. “But the difference is that we are on the right side.”
 
   I couldn’t deny that after having wrestled with the decision over the last several days and coming to the conclusion that INSH was terribly wrong. I’d realized that even before INSH made the cold-blooded decision to destroy Under Nyork.
 
   “What happens now?” I pointed at the seal around Darius’s neck. “You’re in charge?” 
 
   “The American Conference has accepted me as their leader. I will be a true president now, not a puppet of INSH. We have agreed to a truce with Ulrika Eschenback and the other members of the Grand Council. They’ll leave us in control, and we’ll consult with them on major decisions. The delayed peace summit will go ahead tomorrow.”
 
   “And after? The next world war?”
 
   “We have plenty of time to prepare for that. We’ve done the hard part, cracking a hole in the INSH hegemony. The rest will happen in time.”
 
   The Australian Colonies probably figured they’d done the hard part, before they were destroyed by the other superpowers. But I didn’t say it. It wasn’t the day to worry about the distant future. There would be plenty of other days for that.
 
   Darius walked to the door of the brig then turned around. “I’ve just arranged for your release with Captain Hollister. And you’ve been cleared of your wife’s murder and association with terrorists. You will find you are now a hero rather than a villain. You’ll be transferred to a medical center shortly, but first, there’s someone who wants to see you.”
 
   Darius stepped outside, and Arianne entered.
 
   Seeing her alive was a huge relief after all we’d been through. “What are you doing just standing there? Kiss me,” I told her.
 
   She made no move toward me. “Darius wants you released, but I’m not too sure. You were in league with Burnett.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You surrendered to him over my objections. You tried to make a deal with him when we first reached the control center.”
 
   “But, but…”
 
   Arianne burst into laughter. “You should see your face. We did it, idiot. We won.” She pumped her fists in front of her, a beaming smile across her face.
 
   “And you don’t care about how it all happened? The way that we were tricked by Darius and Zirconia.”
 
   “They did what they had to do. We did what we had to. Everyone did their part. And we won.” She bent down and kissed me on the mouth. “Be happy.”
 
   The dark shadows that had lodged inside me during the conversation with Darius were blown away, and joy flowed freely through me again. “I am happy. I’m deliriously happy,” I told her.
 
   She nodded. “That would be the morphine. Come with me.” She flipped the blanket off me and lowered her arm to help me up. 
 
   “A doctor hasn’t told me that I’m too weak to leave the bed. But if one was here, I’m sure that’s what she’d say.”
 
   “Don’t be a baby.” She lifted my legs and swiveled them out of the bed. I pushed myself into a sitting position then took Arianne’s proffered arm and pulled myself to my feet. My left leg couldn’t take weight, but there was no pain. The room spun, but Arianne held me firmly until the dizziness passed. She ducked under my left arm, and with her support, I was able to hobble out of the brig.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “You’ll see.”
 
   We went slowly so it didn’t take too much out of me. “It better not be far, or I’ll start to get flashbacks of our journey through the tunnels.”
 
   “This is about not being underground,” Arianne said, and she stopped in front of a porthole. “Have a look.”
 
   I put my hand against the wall to support my weight and peered out. We were hovering above a massive waterfall.
 
   “Where are we?” I asked.
 
   “Captain Hollister continued beyond Under Nyork and decided to wait here. When Darius came on board, he insisted that the devastator get as low as possible to give everyone a good view.”
 
   It was a giant waterfall. White water tumbled down from three sides into a basin from which the spray plumed upward into a cloud. The sun was low in the sky, dyeing the river that fed the waterfall in hues of pink and orange. Beyond the water, verdant green forests disappeared into the horizon. “It’s beautiful,” I said.
 
   “Imagine if we could all live aboveground again. See sights like this up close every day. It’s now become possible. Because of what we have done.”
 
   Still, we were viewing it from the decks of a devastator—the very weapon that made Arianne’s vision unlikely. But what Arianne had said was true. With our victory, there was hope that the cycle would end and something better was on the horizon. No more world wars. Burnett was right about one thing, though—as human beings, we needed something to strive for. But it had to be something worthwhile. I held Arianne tighter and watched the sun sink.
 
   “To a better tomorrow,” I said.
 
   “A better tomorrow.”
 
   


  
 

Author’s Note
 
   Thanks for reading, and I hope you enjoyed it. Consider leaving a review on your favorite book site to spread the word.
 
   This is the final part of the 5-part serial. Check out all my releases: www.amazon.com/author/davidjnormoyle 
 
    
 
   Join my new release mailing list to get alerted when each new part is published www.davidjnormoyle.com/mailinglist
 
   Check out my website www.davidjnormoyle.com to find out about me and my other books.
 
   Alternatively, like my facebook page: www.facebook.com/DavidJNormoyle 
 
    
 
   The Narrowing Path: Out of over a hundred teenage boys, only six will be found deserving of survival by the leaders of the great families. Bowe is expected to die on the very first day of the path; instead he begins a journey no one could have anticipated.
 
   Find out more: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00CB4KOTK 
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