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      Torn in two directions, Glade must make one fateful choice—for herself, and the future of humanity.

      Glade Io is a rebel. Having fled with her younger sisters to live among the Ferrymen, she knows there is no going back now. She is committed to the cause of overthrowing the brutal Authority, and she trains her new comrades in the art of combating Datapoints like herself—those tasked with the Ferrymen’s destruction. Meanwhile Ferryman leader Kupier longs to travel the stars with Glade, free from constant war, but to do that he believes they must strike The Authority at its heart: the ancestral homeworld of Earth. 

      Glade is hesitant; she hopes taking out the Datapoints living on the Station will be enough. But when the time comes, Glade faces the specter of killing her former friends in cold blood and her former mentor, Dahn Enceladus, tells her that The Authority has eyes and ears within the rebel stronghold. Now Glade faces a dilemma: sabotage The Authority from within, or return to fight alongside the Ferrymen, possibly putting her sisters’ lives in danger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        
          Part I

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

      
        
          Part II

        

        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

      
        
          Part III

        

        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        End of The Ferrymen

      

      
        About Ramona

      

      
        Thank You!

      

      
        Also By Ramona

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jan Ernst Haven’s eyes stung in the gritty, stinging wind of the wasteland he was currently picking his way through. His throat had tightened up, and he realized that there were tears coursing down his cheeks.

      It was such a waste. All of this was such a waste.

      Enceladus had always been Haven’s favorite colony. Such a lovely silver color, with those veins of blue minerals running through Hydrogoa, their main city. When the Earth had finally been good and truly ruined, when humans had had to flee for their lives or go down with the proverbial ship, Enceladus had been the first place that humans colonized, after Earth’s moon. It was far from Earth, sure, orbiting Saturn, but there was water there. Real water. What a miracle that had been. It had been one less thing that humans had had to synthesize in order to survive. He’d always wondered if that had made the people who lived on Enceladus just a little less… desperate.

      Because that had been the case, for whatever reason. The people of Enceladus had been an intellectual people. Hardworking, but cultured, they’d had just a touch more taste and distinction than the citizens who lived on working-class Io and Europa.

      Haven turned his back on another gust of stinging wind. It was gorgeously, strangely blue with the dust from the minerals it picked up from the surface of Enceladus. Usually, there was an atmospheric barrier that divided Hydrogoa from the rest of the moon, but that was operated by technicians… and, three days ago, the technicians themselves had ceased to operate.

      So, down had gone the atmospheric barrier. And the electricity that coursed through the city. And the street cars. And, horribly, the citizens themselves.

      Haven wore an oxygen suit as he picked his way around the edge of the city. He felt impossibly foolish in the suit, which was something that technicians and mechanics typically had to wear, not men like Haven. Haven was one of seven members of the Authority, after all. The government that kept the solar system running in peace. He was the most powerful person in human existence, even if he did have to pretend to be equal with the other members of the Authority.

      As he turned toward the city of Hydrogoa, he pushed thoughts of the Authority from his head. He didn’t want to have to think about them right now. The mess and headache that this would cause. He’d have to defend his new Culling program to them all, yet again.

      Fools. Short-sighted fools. They were just like their ancestors. The humans who, generations before, had run the Earth dry. Destroyed its resources and left themselves with no other alternative but to flee to the colonies on the moons.

      Haven was not like them. Haven had vision. He knew how to make tough decisions. He knew how to provide citizens with a future since they couldn’t be trusted to do it themselves. In Haven’s mind, human civilization was like an insane mental patient. If you didn’t strap down each extremity, and even place a bite plate in the patient’s mouth, the person would injure themselves. Might even kill themselves.

      The Authority had to be as strong as those ropes holding the mental patient down. A firm government was a successful government. The Culling was their government’s best tool, too. It eliminated problem citizens and kept the good citizens in line. The threat of it was almost as important as the implementation of it.

      But this…

      Haven’s eyes traveled over the silent behemoth of what had once been a bustling city.

      This was not right. This was a colossal failure. And a true shame.

      The entire colony of Enceladus had been culled three days ago. And he didn’t mean that it had been properly sorted and the dangerous citizens had been culled, either. No. He meant that every single citizen had had their life forces yanked from their brains all at once. Men, women, children… every living soul on the colony had fallen all at once. No more breaths, no more heartbeats.

      Tens of thousands of people, snuffed from life.

      It had been his fault, really. A miscalculation more than anything.

      He picked his way back around the edges of the city to where his Authority skip waited for him. He’d originally thought he’d make his way through the city. That he’d survey the remains. But the second his skip had landed, he’d realized that the reality of all the fallen citizens would be too much for him. He wouldn’t be able to handle all those dead faces, all those bodies askew and still surprised that death had come so early and unexpectedly.

      Haven made it all the way back to his skip and the ramp lowered automatically for him. He knew that the technicians and pilots had been keeping an eye out for him. They hadn’t wanted him to go out on his own at all, but he’d known it was something he needed to do.

      When he was safely back on the skip and the oxygen door had been sealed, he took off his suit and hung it up, realizing that it was blue with the minerals from the moon’s surface. He sighed again. Enceladus really was a special place, and Hydrogoa especially. It was such a shame. Such a shame.

      Haven found his way back to his quarters on the skip without speaking with any of his crew. He simply didn’t have it in him to issue any more orders.

      His quarters were equipped with a small office annex, and that’s where he went. He pulled up short when he entered and realized that it wasn’t empty, however. There was a man standing at the window of his office, his arms stiff at his sides and his dark hair shockingly silhouetted against the silvery moon he looked out upon.

      Never before would Dahn Enceladus have invited himself into Haven’s office without express permission.

      Things had changed, Haven had to admit to himself. And it wasn’t just this botched Culling on Dahn’s home colony. No. Things had been different since… she… had left. Haven didn’t want to even think her name. The thought of her filled him with a strange, pumping venom. A cocktail of frustration, anger, and what he feared was simply pain. The girl he’d pinned so many hopes on, the girl he’d thought he understood, and who understood him – she was gone. She’d abandoned them. Him. She’d abandoned him.

      “It was everyone?” Dahn asked, without turning from the window.

      For the first time, Haven noted just how deep Dahn’s voice had become. Haven had known him since he’d been born. But Dahn wasn’t a boy anymore. This was a man standing in front of Haven, his back turned, asking for answers. It both relieved Haven and disappointed him to see Dahn as a man. On one hand, Haven knew how to handle, and how to manipulate adults so much better than he did children. There was no mystery in an adult. One simply discovered their motives, what kind of adult they were, and then found it easy to manipulate them accordingly. But in the same hand, that meant there was no more mystery to them. Children were mysterious and surprising and, quite simply, filled with potential.

      Dahn, once so interesting and promising as a child, had matured into adulthood. And he’d fallen short of Haven’s expectations. He was not the Datapoint that Haven had once hoped he could be. Dahn did not have the capacity to cull in the manner that Haven had hoped he would. But he had turned into a great apprentice, a right-hand man and a helper of sorts.

      Looking at him now, though, at the stiff set of Dahn’s shoulders, the steel in his words, Haven knew that his own miscalculation regarding Enceladus had lost him the complete fidelity of Dahn Enceladus.

      He still hadn’t answered the question, and now Dahn turned. “It’s confirmed?” he pressed. “No one left alive?”

      Haven nodded, although he’d done no such confirming on his own. He hadn’t had to. The new Culling program was thorough.

      Dahn’s eyes were lit from within, but his voice was even and steady when he spoke. “I told you that Sullia wasn’t the right Datapoint to pull off a Culling like this. Not only did she not have the practice, but she doesn’t have the skills or capacity required to wield the Culling technology. The technology wielded her. She was completely out of control, and now this!” Dahn gestured out the window to the desolate colony behind him. The tens of thousands of silent souls, taken too soon. And accidentally.

      Haven didn’t like the way the Datapoint was speaking to him. Not at all. But he also knew that, occasionally, it was imperative to let someone vent their feelings, like steam from a kettle. He would allow it – for now.

      “It was a miscalculation to have Sullia practice Culling with living souls instead of in the simulator.”

      “A miscalculation?” Dahn echoed. “Tens of thousands of people were slain!”

      “I believed that the raised stakes of human lives being on the line would elevate her skills. I believed that she would rise to the occasion and finally control the tech. That is the definition of a miscalculation.”

      Dahn put a trembling hand over his brow. “Everyone who knows her knows that Sullia has no reverence for human life. That tactic might have worked with Glade—”

      “Would have worked. No question. If only she’d…” Stayed. He didn’t bother finishing his sentence. Because Glade Io, the Datapoint who’d originally been slated to cull not only Enceladus, but the entire solar system, had defected. She’d escaped a little over a month ago and taken all of her skills, her experience, and her genetics with her. She’d been the perfect Datapoint, the culmination of years of planning and work and careful calculation. And she’d thrown it all away. Packed up and abandoned the entire Authority. Including Haven. “This was a miscalculation on my part, a failure on Sullia’s part, but the blame lies squarely on Glade Io’s shoulders.”

      He turned from Dahn before he had to see whatever expression would cross the Datapoint’s face. Frankly, he didn’t care how Dahn felt about his proclamation. It didn’t matter what Dahn thought. Haven knew it was true. Glade Io alone had the skills to sort through and successfully cull this many people at once. If Glade had been the Datapoint culling Enceladus instead of Sullia, then all of these innocent people wouldn’t have had to die. Only the cullables, the undesirable and dangerous citizens, would have been culled. And this horrible waste wouldn’t have occurred.

      All Datapoints were equipped with the tech required to cull citizens, of course. But only Glade was strong enough to wield the advanced technology that had the capacity to cull hundreds of thousands of citizens, AKA the entire solar system, all at once. With Glade Io as the head Datapoint, the Culling would have been perfect. They wouldn’t have had to bother training so many other Datapoints. They wouldn’t have had to worry about how the Authority Database interfaced with each individual Datapoint’s brain patterns. They wouldn’t have had to spend weeks culling each individual town of each individual colony. No. All they would have had to do was plug Glade Io in and set her loose. And all of it, all of it, would have been taken care of. She would have been able to cull every cullable with ease. And anyone she might have accidentally left behind would have been quickly cleaned up by Sullia, which had been her original job. The whole thing would have been so easy. But then she’d escaped, and everything had come crashing down.

      At first, he’d believed that somehow she’d been kidnapped again. After all, her entire escape had occurred during an assassination attempt on his own life. But he’d been in the proverbial front row to watch her fight her own tech.

      She’d been fighting him, actually.

      Haven had had control of the technology that had been surgically implanted in Glade’s brain. He’d commanded her to come back. To return to the Station. But she’d fought against it. He’d seen then that she would have destroyed herself, driven herself into insanity, before she returned to the Station. And that simply meant that she was no longer useful to him. He needed a Datapoint who surrendered to the technology, which was where Glade failed. But he also needed a Datapoint who could control the tech when necessary, as well. Which was where Sullia had failed.

      Haven took a long breath that was an attempt to cool the venomous emotions pumping through his system. If he’d had any reason to think that Glade had changed her mind and would want to come back to the Station, he would have dispatched as many of his people it took to bring her home. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do to get her back where she belonged… if she changed her mind.

      But he’d watched and listened through her tech. He’d seen the way she’d greeted that Ferryman. That scum. Kupier. She’d been grateful to see him. Relieved. She’d gone to him willingly. And if that was the case, she was useless to Haven. He needed her fidelity in order to use her.

      And unless her loyalties swung back his way, well, he had to do the best he could with what he had. Sullia and Dahn. His number two and number three. Both so distant from Glade’s shining number one.

      “You’re dismissed,” Haven told the Datapoint who seemed still to be waiting for something more. He still hadn’t turned back around to Dahn and hadn’t bothered to gauge his reaction or his level of emotion. He’d also purposefully used the word ‘dismissed’ as a way of reminding Dahn that he’d intruded on Haven’s space without invitation.

      Haven waited until he heard his door click closed behind him before he collapsed into his chair. He needed a plan. He needed a next move. It had been decades since Haven hadn’t had a carefully laid out course of action, and now that he was without one, he didn’t care for this reckless, desperate feeling in his gut.
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      Dahn Enceladus strode down the hallway away from Haven’s office. His eyes snagged on the blue-tinged oxygen suit that Haven had worn to explore the silent colony. They weren’t scheduled to leave until the morning when the atmospheric winds were predicted to calm down and take-off would be safer.

      So, he didn’t hesitate to step into the suit.

      His integrated tech on his arm and at his temples assured him that the oxygen levels in the suit were good enough to last a few hours. And that was all he really needed.

      He needed, more than anything, to see it with his own eyes. The complete and utter destruction of what had been his home colony. Dahn’s brain wasn’t the kind that noticed things like natural beauty, which he intellectually understood Enceladus had a lot of. Rather, he noticed things like efficiency and order, which Enceladus had also had a lot of. It had been a smoothly running and peaceful colony. The citizens had been kind and had gotten along with each other well for the most part. It hadn’t been a titan of industry the way Io was, with its chemical and mineral exports. But Enceladus, rather, had been a molder of men. The solar system’s finest minds had come from Enceladus. Engineers and scientists, most of whom had been drafted by the Authority, came in droves from Enceladus. Including his grandparents. Who had raised him. They’d both been engineers. Peaceful people. And kind.

      But what did any of it matter? He asked himself the question yet again as he left the Authority skip and crunched his way over the silvery dirt toward the city. He could see the first bodies lying on the edge of the city. They must have been technicians, securing the many automated atmospheric systems that were implanted at the border of Hydrogoa.

      Dahn walked further, moving on a straight line toward the city center. Horror unfolded inside his chest at an exponential rate with every step. It choked him. There were so many fallen. So many dead.

      Everywhere he looked was silent and still. People weren’t supposed to be this still. Only in photographs. Never in reality. Yet, here they were, people completely still on the streets, baskets of goods spilled next to them. And there, a mother with her two children in small, rumpled piles next to her, their hands still clasped together in hers. People with their heads lolled back, slumped in the seats of a street car. There were people spread-eagle and people piled on top of one another, uncountable without their being moved and counted out.

      So many bodies. So many souls. Not a single heartbeat among them.

      Dahn’s own progress was the only movement as he made his way through the city. He knew the second the atmospheric barrier had stopped working, the stray animals in the city would have perished as well. Just as he knew that the lack of air on Enceladus would keep the bodies from decomposing for a very long time, perhaps forever. They would be perfectly preserved in this horrible tableau of undeserved death.

      So many innocents.

      Dahn walked the city for an hour before he forced himself to turn back. He never fully admitted to himself what he was doing. That he’d been searching for one face in particular amongst the thousands of the dead. He’d wanted just one more glimpse of the woman who he’d been born to.

      The mother who’d left him.

      How long had he searched for her through the Database? He’d never known if she was still on Enceladus or if she’d absconded to some other colony when she’d disappeared from his life.

      Was she amongst the dead here? Had she died somewhere else?

      Or, could it be that she was alive on Europa? Or Earth’s moon? Or – God – Charon? Was she a Ferryman now? It would certainly fit the pattern. The Ferrymen had killed his father. They’d seduced Glade to their side. It would make all the terrible sense in the world if they’d also, somehow, taken his mother from him.

      Dahn allowed the sheer volume of his horror to numb him. There simply wasn’t enough room inside of him for a feeling this large. It was like being flattened under a tectonic plate. But flat was good. He welcomed flat. Flat was a feeling he could trust. It wasn’t going to rear up and take him by surprise. Flat wouldn’t destroy him.

      By the time Dahn re-boarded the Authority skip, his heartbeat was steady. He felt nothing. And the situation was clear. He didn’t have Glade. Haven was becoming something that Dahn would never again trust. And his entire colony was scraped clean, gone.

      Dahn had nothing, and no one, but himself.

      In a way, it relieved him. Because he was the only one who knew what he was truly capable of.
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      I skittered deftly across the floor, avoiding my attacker’s flying kick. A moment later, I just managed to grab him by one bare foot and send him crashing to the ground.

      I ignored the cheers and jeers of the tattooed, sneering crowd, all jostling one another to get a glimpse of the fighting ring.

      The room was dark and dingy. It smelled of sweat, frustration, and something darker, something as sharp and metallic as panic. There was old blood smeared on the metal floor where I knelt.

      My attacker, on his back and not liking the position one bit, reached for the knife at his hip. I was there already, though, ripping his fingers back toward his arm and making him scream in pain.

      The crowd got louder, rowdier, and they seemed to inch in even closer.

      Sweat coursed down my spine and my muscles vibrated with the kind of bright fatigue that comes from short bursts of extreme exertion. I decided that, yup, it was time to end it. No matter how much the crowd loved it.

      I lunged forward, quick as an arrow from a bow, my sharp hand shooting toward his soft, vulnerable throat. But he’d been learning. He caught me at my wrist and rolled away, taking me with him. I growled as I found myself pinned under 200 pounds of grinning man.

      It was the smile that did it.

      In a furious tornado of moves during which the seconds passed like minutes and I could see every dust mote in the air, every erratic drumbeat in the pulse point of my attacker, the breaths of the crowd like the twin shoots from the snout of a bull, I systematically ended the fight.

      I swept his legs, anchored his hip to the ground with one knee, slammed my other knee straight into his throat, and used his own knife for the kill-strike to his temple.

      My attacker grinned up at me and showed his palms in the universal signal for I give up.

      I rolled off of him quickly.

      How come, when we were fighting, his smile boiled my blood like an open flame, but the second we were done, it filled my stomach with helium? It was annoying. His smile was just teeth and lips and a little bit of stubble. Why did it affect me so much?

      “Almost had ya that time,” Kupier said as he dragged himself up to standing, dusting off his knees and groaning as he inspected a hand-shaped bruise on his bicep.

      “Right, Kup!” Oort, Kupier’s younger brother, called from the crowd. “If by ‘almost’ you mean that it took her sixty seconds to kill you instead of fifty.”

      I ignored them and inspected the missing two-inch chunk of hair that Kupier had managed to slice from my dark braid right at the beginning of our match. I tossed the braid back over my shoulder with a shake of my head. I really couldn’t care less about the way I looked. Served me right for wearing a braid to a sparring match.

      “He’s actually not wrong,” I called to the group of thirty or so observers. As usual, they quieted the second I started talking. Over the month that I’d spent with the rebel group called the Ferrymen, they’d grown more used to me, but they still tended to treat me as though I could murder them with a simple nod. Which, as a government designed weapon of genocide, I technically could have managed – if my surgically implanted technology had been operational. It wasn’t. The Ferrymen had seen to that for everyone’s comfort and safety. Including my own.

      Since I’d officially defected from the side of the Authority to the side of the Ferrymen, my integrated tech had been turned off, making me uncontrollable and untraceable by the government. But my tech wasn’t the only thing that made me deadly. I’d been trained by the government for the last five years to be a killing machine in almost every way. And, I’d spent the last four weeks passing that knowledge along in every way I could. Which included hours of combat training every day. It had been Kupier’s idea for me and him to spar at the end of each session.

      “It’ll be instructional!” he’d insisted.

      But I knew the real reason he wanted us to do it. Because watching their captain fight a Datapoint at the end of every day was an incredible morale booster for the Ferrymen. Even though I handed him his ass every single time. The group cheered for him when he landed a good hit and they laughed hysterically when I trounced him.

      And that was just the kind of leader that Kupier was. Always looking for a way to make his people feel good.

      I looked out at the group of motley Ferrymen. With their shaved heads, tattoos, and liberally distributed piercings, they weren’t exactly a bunch of teddy bears. But I couldn’t help but feel an affinity for them. These were the people who fought for freedom in the solar system. The group of people who stood up to the Authority. The group of people who believed in democracy. Who fought with everything they had against the Culling.

      Even thinking the word ‘Culling’ had my resolve hardening all the more, as always. I’d been trained to cull. To cut off the brainwaves of citizens who were violent and murderous, thus making the colonized moons of the solar system much safer. Only, I’d found out, little by little, how flawed a system it really was.

      This right here, this group of young people looking at me right now, this was my best chance for bringing down the Culling program for good. I looked each of them in the eye as I spun in a slow circle, making sure I had everyone’s attention.

      “Can anyone tell me at which point Kupier actually had the upper hand this time?”

      “Was it when you drop-kicked him and he hit the ground like a rag doll?” Aine, Kupier’s right-hand woman, asked quasi-innocently. I had the feeling that a long, very unrequited crush on Kupier caused Aine to rather like it when I wiped the floor with him.

      The group chuckled at that, as did Kupier. I shook my head, looking around for other answers.

      “Right at the beginning? When he got that first hit in?” This was from a Ferryman in the back, Nis. I didn’t know him well, but apparently, he was a killer blacksmith.

      “No,” I responded. “I knew that hit was coming and was able to use his momentum against him for the kick to the back of the knee that sent him to the ground. Anyone else?”

      “When he chopped your hair?” asked Royta, a younger Ferryman. I was pretty sure she was still training to be a pilot.

      “No. That move was inconsequential and a waste of his energy. It did nothing but annoy me.”

      “Saved you a trip to the barber,” Kupier grumbled from over my shoulder. I felt him lift the heavy black braid from my back and inspect the end. And, in turn, I watched the eyes of all of the Ferrymen turn speculative and gossipy. The way they always did when Kupier touched me.

      I batted Kupier’s hand away and ignored the Ferrymen, just as I ignored Kupier’s chuckle. “No one else?”

      A hand in the middle of the group raised and I shifted to see who it was. Bubbles gently zipped through my bloodstream when I saw the face that went with the hand. It was my friend, Cast Europa. The only other Datapoint currently on the Ferryman’s ship. He’d escaped the Station alongside me and a Station mechanic named Wells. But this was the first time that I’d ever seen Cast out and about, mixing with the Ferrymen. Wells – who wasn’t a Datapoint, and thus didn’t have any surgically implanted tech – had started mixing with the Ferrymen almost immediately. Just as immediately, he’d been accepted into the group.

      Despite the fact that Cast was friendly, curious, and open to new people, the Ferrymen were naturally suspicious of anyone with a crystal-like computer in their arm and forehead, like what Cast and I had. Though, my tech had higher capabilities and was in my cheek, not my forehead. Either way, the Ferrymen had given Cast a wide berth and he’d done the same for them.

      Not to mention the fact that Cast had still been recovering when we’d escaped to the Ray. The last time he’d run a Culling simulation back at the Station, it had almost fried his brain. He’d barely been able to speak for weeks. Now, he was pretty well recovered, even if his speech was still slower than normal. His muscles had slimmed considerably from the lack of use. He’d spent most of the last month in the quarters that he shared with Wells. I hoped very much that this raised hand now was a sign that he might be starting to emerge.

      “Cast,” I nodded at him.

      The Ferrymen murmured and a few of them did double-takes. Here he was, the other Datapoint, finally outside of his room. They might have started getting used to seeing me around the Ray, but it appeared that having two Datapoints in one room was a little much for some of them. There was shifting and muttering, and after just a second or two, there was a wide berth around Cast.

      I was irritated. I didn’t expect everyone to hold hands and sing songs and knit socks for one another. But they’d put me and Cast through the dampener for God’s sakes. Meaning that they’d immediately turned off our tech so that it was utterly useless. What did they have to be scared of now?

      “Well, you did just make me eat dirt on the floor of the sparring room,” Kupier commented from over my shoulder. Either I’d spoken out loud or he was a mind reader. I wouldn’t have been surprised to know of either being true. Datapoints, like me and Cast, were known for their strange social habits. They were unemotional and removed and logical over everything else. Kupier was pretty much the opposite of that. His presence buzzed with compassion and humor and humanity. Sometimes I felt like he was a psychic or something. Especially where I was concerned.

      I felt his hand clamp over my shoulder as he came to stand at my side. It was a natural motion for him, but I was sure it was also a pointed show of friendship between Datapoints and Ferrymen. He knew that he had to lead by example. His people would never accept us if he didn’t. “Long time no see!” Kupier called to Cast, a big grin on his face. “Are you done with your vacation?”

      Cast swiped his shaggy blond hair from his eyes and glanced back and forth between Kupier and I. He was trying to figure out if Kupier was joking or not. I rolled my eyes and shrugged. Kind of like, either way, just ignore him.

      Cast shrugged back. “If that was a vacation, I want my money back.”

      There were a few surprised chuckles from the group, and suddenly Wells appeared at Cast’s side. In point of fact, I’d noticed that the red-headed kid was almost always at Cast’s side – protective. “I don’t think it counts as a vacation if the Authority almost tortures you to death first.”

      Wells’ voice was clear and bitter all at once. And whether or not he’d intended it, his words had quite the effect. Ferrymen peered around to see Cast better, whispering to one another. They might not know what to make of a Datapoint, but they sure knew what it felt like to hate the Authority.

      The hardened look on Cast’s typically sweet face left no question as to how he felt about the Authority, either.

      I cleared my throat. “Anyways, Cast, you had a comment about the sparring match?”

      “Yeah,” he responded, and then he cleared his throat and spoke louder. “I know when Kupier actually had the upper hand on you.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Right when you killed him.”

      I grinned. He was right. I nodded at Cast to explain.

      “Well, you’d pinned his weight down, but not his appendages. He had two free hands and you’d already shifted your weight forward on one hand and had the knife in the other. Plus, when you leaned down, your entire torso was unprotected. You’d have had to absorb a blow or shift everything to block it. On top of that, you left the weapons at your hip completely unprotected. He could have had those in less than a second and then you’d both have had knives pointing at one another’s temples.”

      “You’re saying that the only time I had the upper hand was when she was choking me out with one knee and had a knife pointed at my temple?” Kupier asked dryly. He chuckled when Cast merely shrugged, and then he turned to me. “What weapons at your hip?”

      I lifted my T-shirt and showed him the small dagger I kept strapped there next to a set of brass knuckles and an almost dainty, serrated chain.

      “Jesus!” Nis called out. “What do they teach you Datapoints?”

      “They teach us that, in order to survive, you have to kill,” Cast replied almost immediately. When I looked up at him, he suddenly looked so much older than his fifteen years. His face was lined and sad, one of his eyes still drooping in recovery.

      He’d hit the nail on the head, though, as far as I was concerned. “Obviously, that’s an extremely limited view they give us,” I told the group as follow-up, and every head swiveled back to me. “But it’s also one that we should learn from while we train together. Because if you’re going to be fighting Datapoints, fighting the Authority, then you have to keep this philosophy in mind. We’ve been trained to kill as a means of survival. We don’t see our opponents as more than an impediment to our survival. That means that Datapoints don’t hesitate. And that, right there, that is your major weakness as Ferrymen. Kupier let me choke him out. He didn’t stab me with my own dagger. He didn’t even punch me in the side or black my eye. And I won the sparring match.” I turned and spoke to Kupier as much as I was speaking to the group as a whole. “You can see the humanity in a Datapoint. But a Datapoint will not see the humanity in you.”
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      Four hours later, well after dinner, I sat on the far end of the cockpit. It wasn’t even an eighth of the size of the control room in the Station, but it was still big enough that I couldn’t distinguish the words between Wells and Royta, a Ferryman, as she gave him a lesson on how to fly the Ray. Wells was interested in every aspect of the Ray, from the boiler room on the sub-level to the way the latrines worked up on the third floor. It hadn’t taken me long to realize that even though the Station had been a hellish place to work, his job there as a mechanic had been one he’d loved. He was deeply interested in the way machines worked, and because of that, the Ray was pretty much heaven for him. It was a genius amalgamation of old technology and new. The whole thing was a patchwork of spliced computers and engines and shields. It looked like crap, but it flew like a dream.

      The Ferrymen were innovators and inventors. They’d been banished to the farthest moon in our solar system, Charon, two generations ago. They were always seen as rebels and rabble-rousers when, really, they were just free, independent thinkers who rejected the restraining, overbearing presence of the Authority. At the time when they’d been banished, it had been considered exile, but honestly, the Ferrymen were lucky that the Authority had banished them. Because once the Culling had been conceived of and implemented by the Authority, bringing Datapoints to Charon to cull the population there had been far too complicated. The Culling simply hadn’t been feasible on Charon.

      Not until now. I glanced down at the horrid, crystal-like tech on my arm. The tech that had been surgically implanted without my consent. It was beautiful in a way. Iridescent and intricately geometric, like the first spears of ice over a freezing lake. Still, I looked away, barely able to look at it. This tech was a horrid weapon. It allowed me to be able to cull from great distances. And to cull huge numbers of people all at once. I’d been the only Datapoint who was given this tech. The Authority, and one member in particular, had rested all their hopes on me and my abilities. And then I’d run for my life and couldn’t have been more relieved when the Ferrymen stuck me in the dampener and shut down my tech.

      I wasn’t going to be responsible for the death of innocent people.

      I sighed and leaned back in my creaky chair in the cockpit. What a life this was. The view outside the windshield was killer, at least. An arm of the Milky Way stretched diagonally downward and Neptune, the same deep impassable blue as the marble that Kupier carried in his pocket, was lit from one side, winking in the distance. But I didn’t watch the view. I watched the small, unchanging monitor in front of me. It was a radar screen, with a blinking red dot in the middle of dozens of green circles. The red dot was not moving.

      “You know that we have about 400 systems programmed to notify us if it moves,” said a voice from over my shoulder.

      I turned and saw Aine, the second in command on the Ray. The dim blue and green lights from the control panel glinted off the smooth dome of her shaved head. She towered over me even after she lowered herself into the chair next to mine. Girl had height.

      “I know that I don’t have to manually watch the radar.”

      “Yet, you come down here every night.”

      She’d been watching me. Well, that wasn’t exactly a shocker. I was kind of a fox in the henhouse. Datapoint in with the Ferrymen. And, I guessed, I was a girl who Kupier spent an awful lot of time with. Flirting with. She had lots of reasons to keep an eye on me. But far fewer to drop down in the seat next to me, casually, like a friend might.

      I eyed her speculatively, taking my attention fully away from the radar for the first time in half an hour. I shrugged in response to her words.

      “You don’t trust our warning systems?” she asked. There was an affronted tone in her voice as if she were attempting to accuse me of something. But I heard the question there, as well. Aine was a gifted programmer, but she’d never had any formal training like I’d had back at the Station. I knew she was curious about what I could or couldn’t do with just a few lines of code.

      “They’re solid,” I responded. “Especially the ones that I hacked into and fixed myself.”

      She glared at me and looked like she was about to rise up and leave. She opened her mouth and then clapped it closed instead.

      I rolled my hand through the air. “Say whatever you’re gonna say, Aine. There’s no reason not to.”

      “You’re an asshole, Glade.”

      The urge to smile washed over me like a draft through an open door. Kupier was rubbing off on me. My response to everything used to be a neutral expression that gave away nothing. Now, a month on the Ray in, I wanted to laugh hysterically at the pissed off expression on Aine’s face. In a way, I was relieved that she was finally getting this off of her chest.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah. You’re cocky and arrogant and you make learning from you really freaking frustrating. Which is annoying. Because you obviously have a lot to teach us. And I don’t want to sit and listen to an asshole be an asshole. But I have to, if I want to learn from you.”

      That did sound frustrating. I knew that feeling first-hand, though. Datapoints were jerks. And Datapoints were exactly who had taught me how to be a Datapoint. “I’m not doing it on purpose,” I told her simply.

      She glared at me, her eyebrows raised.

      “Well,” I amended. “I’m not always doing it on purpose.”

      That seemed to appease her a bit, because she no longer looked like she was about to stand up. Instead, she leaned back in her chair, arms crossed and a foul expression on her face. “I just think that we’re pretty short on time here,” she offered after another moment. “The Culling could be any minute We have no idea of the Authority’s next move, and we’re here, trying to read between the lines of an instructor who can’t help but insult us as much as she teaches us. I’m losing my mind.”

      I frowned at her. I’d been through all of this with Kupier already. It hadn’t occurred to me that his crew might be in the dark about it. “I don’t think the Culling is bearing down on us.”

      She turned her head to me like there’d been a loud, unexpected noise. “Why do you say that?”

      “Because I was pretty much the entire Culling.” I raised my tech toward her. “They spent a long time training me to cull the way they wanted me to. And then they had to implant this monstrosity and wait for me to heal. All of that, with another Datapoint, would take at least two months.”

      “But they could have trained another Datapoint to do your job by now. That would mean that the Culling could still be in a month.”

      “That’s assuming that they trained her from the second that I left the Station. Which…” I shrugged. “They probably didn’t. I’m sure they would have spent some time looking for me. Investigating. Making sure I wasn’t kidnapped, that I really defected. Besides, I was naturally inclined to be good at this new form of the Culling. Culling hundreds of thousands at once instead of hundreds here and there. I don’t think it’s something that she could learn in just a month.”

      “You say ‘she.’ Do you know who your successor would be?”

      “Yeah.” I sniffed and dropped my chin onto my fist. “Sullia.”

      Aine frowned even further. She knew Sullia. The first time I’d been with the Ferrymen, on the Ray, when they’d kidnapped us, Sullia had been there with us. Aine had seen just how sneaky and manipulative Sullia could be.

      “She’s the worst.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. She’s self-serving and sociopathic. She’s also been literally tortured by the Authority, both for information and for punishment no less than three times in the last few months.”

      “Is that sympathy I hear in your voice, Datapoint?”

      If it had been Kupier asking me the question, I would have seen a sparkle in his eye when I looked up. In Aine’s eye, though, I saw nothing but confusion.

      I shrugged. “Not sympathy,” I said, though I wasn’t completely sure about that. “Just frustration. I hate that the Authority gets to make monsters out of anyone they want to.”

      Aine nodded slowly. “That’s true. They get to decide exactly who we have to fight through to get to them. And some of their soldiers will inevitably be people you know.”

      My brain automatically flashed to Dahn, my oldest friend and my only ally left on the Station. My stomach gave a confusing half-flip/half-sinking when I thought of his silvery gaze, his broad shoulders. I loved him, in many ways, but he hadn’t come with me. He’d chosen the Authority, and I’d chosen the Ferrymen. I’d do everything I could from behind the scenes to keep him safe, but that didn’t mean that he definitely wouldn’t end up in the line of fire. It didn’t mean that he wouldn’t end up my opponent. And we all knew what Datapoints did to their opponents.

      I dropped my forehead fully into my palm and let my eyes rest on that blinking red dot on the radar.

      “Glade.”

      I rolled my head and looked up at Aine.

      “What I’m trying to say is that we don’t get any choice about who we’re fighting. But that doesn’t mean they get to tell us who our enemies are, okay? Look at you and me. Cats and dogs, but here we are.”

      They don’t get to tell me who my enemies are. I rolled the thought over in my brain, nice and slow like it was a pancake on a griddle and I was checking the bottom. The Authority had controlled me for so long, all the way down to the literal thoughts in my brain, that sometimes I still had trouble remembering that I’d broken their leash on me. I’d gotten free. I’d turned off my tech, switched sides, and was currently moving to the farthest reaches of the solar system. They didn’t own me anymore.

      “Here we are,” I agreed. “Kicking back after a hard day’s work, just keeping surveillance on a bomb that might end us all.”

      Aine chuckled, surprised at my tone. “How relaxing.” Her eyes followed mine to the radar. “Haven’s bomb hasn’t moved from the moon’s satellite, you know. Not an inch.”

      I’d stiffened at his name, but I couldn’t help it. Rage chemicals had instantly flooded my veins upon hearing it. I was sure I’d stopped breathing. Haven. The unofficial leader of the Authority. The man who’d bullied and threatened my family. The man who’d implanted this reprehensible tech into my brain without asking me. The man who’d invented a virus to augment every Datapoint’s tech so
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