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Chapter One—Adim

          

        

      

    

    
      The android, ADIM (automated dynamic intelligence mech), lay motionless on his back. His magnetized chassis held him tightly against the lower hull of a class 2 Tribunal freighter. He watched the neon blue trail from the ship’s ion drive tear across the star-speckled blackness.

      “Creator, this unit is primed to initiate.” ADIM spoke through the communications link embedded in his processors, transmitting wordlessly through his thoughts directly to his maker, Cassius Vale.

      “Excellent,” Cassius responded. “You may proceed. Remember, the tracking systems must be disabled.”

      ADIM was instantly roused. He flipped over and scuttled along the surface of the ship. It was an old vessel, with more squared edges and exposed mechanisms than the newer, sleeker models the New Earth Tribunal, or NET, pushed out. Easy to infiltrate.

      He evaluated the starboard maintenance hatch for a moment before activating his wrist-laser to slice through the locking mechanism. Providing a sufficient degree of force opposite the broken seal, he was able to leverage it open. Air gushed out. He waited until the pressure change finished before slipping through the gap into an airlock vestibule. It took the entirety of his weight to close the hatch behind him. Then, he melted the seam to reseal the breach.

      ADIM approached the airlock’s controls. He set the room to pressurize so the inner hatch could be released. Just as the process completed, footsteps outside forced him to duck behind a cluster of oxygen tanks. He deactivated his red, glowing eye-lenses but still watched the inner hatch as it irised open and whoever it was entered.

      ADIM remained still and silent, on low power settings as an engineer fumbled around the room. He checked the outer hatch, but ADIM’s work was far too proficient to be noticed without closer inspection.

      “Weird. Must have been an error,” the engineer said into his comm-link.

      “Old piece of trash,” the voice on the other end grumbled. “When we get back to New Terrene, remind me to petition the Enclave for a new ship.”

      “Will do, Captain. I’ll run some diagnostics checks just to be safe.”

      The moment the transmission ended, ADIM sprang from his hiding place, took two long strides, and snapped the man’s neck like a twig. With his metallic hand wrapped entirely around the limp head, he took a moment to analyze the body. Tiny emitters located around his chassis then activated, holographically camouflaging him in the visage of the engineer—the same stubbly beard, the same green-trimmed NET service suit, the same everything.

      ADIM stepped out from the airlock chamber, completely disguised to the untrained eye.

      “Infiltration successful,” ADIM updated Cassius. “This unit is loading the schematic of a class 2 Tribunal freighter interior now.” He started down the corridor, doing his best to mimic a human gait.

      “Very good, ADIM,” Cassius answered. “Proceed with caution. They mustn’t know what hit them in time to send out a transmission. And please try not to kill all of them.”

      “Yes, Creator.”

      The vessel's interior was as unspectacular as the outside, with bundled circuitry and pipes running along the inner walls of low passages. He was in the starboard wing, making his way down auxiliary channels utilized mostly by engineering staff and as an air buffer between the controlled internal environment and the freezing void beyond the plated exterior.

      ADIM’s knowledge banks of Tribunal ships informed him that the command deck would be located in the bow. He turned left at an intersection, slowing slightly as a pair of medical officers approached. They were too invested in conversation with one another to even offer a nod of acknowledgment to what they would see as just a passing engineer.

      Their negligence baffled ADIM. Had it been him, he would have had them scanned and assessed at the first moment of visual contact. But the Creator had made him in his image, and as ADIM had come to learn, not all humans were made equal in matters of perception.

      The command deck was located just around a bend. By his estimations, five unarmed engineers would be monitoring the ship’s systems, with two armed guards in combat armor, and the captain also potentially armed. The rest of security would be in the galley. They had no chance of reaching him in time to provide any interference.

      “There you are, Jonas,” the captain addressed ADIM with hardly a second glance. “I’m telling you, they don’t pay us enough for this. Folks in New Terrene are saying that transports out here aren’t safe anymore. That the Ceresians have grown some teeth.”

      “I’ve heard the rumors,” one of the guards muttered in response. “They should just use the Circuit like everyone else and spare us the trouble.”

      The command deck was lofty, unlike the rest of the vessel. Short stairways on the far side led down to a slightly lower floor. Engineers sat at holoscreens running perpendicular to the balcony. A glass viewport protruded in an angular fashion beyond their stations to enclose the front portion of the room.

      The captain slouched in his seat, perched on a raised platform overlooking the lower floor. His eyes were trained on the vast emptiness, no doubt hoping that something other than stars would arrive to provide some excitement. And it did. Only, he was looking in the wrong direction.

      ADIM stopped in the center of the room and calculated his next move.

      “Hey, Jonas, you all right?” the captain asked. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

      Assessment complete.

      The camouflage projection disguising ADIM vanished with a fizzle of pixels. He raised an arm and fired an explosive round into the viewport from the launcher built into his forearm. The entire room lurched as the pressure fluctuation tossed the crew from their seats.

      Only a moment passed before the emergency alarm activated, closing off entrance to the room. Protective shutters engaged, sliding over the viewport to seal the gash. In that moment, the precision rifles built into both of ADIM’s wrists flipped out, and he rotated, firing eight calculated shots.

      The room remained hazy from the explosion, sparks dithering to the floor as flashing red lights frenzied in concert with a blaring siren. When it cleared, seven members of the crew were either sprawled out across the ground or slumped against the bulkheads. Each had a small bloody hole precisely in the center of their forehead.

      However, the captain had been positioned at an angle, which made a headshot impossible. Blood gushed from an incision in his femoral artery, leaving a trail as he dragged himself back toward his seat.

      ADIM slowly approached the desperate man, studying how he struggled. How he clung to hope. The man grabbed the chair, then reached for the screen on the armrest to activate a distress signal. “We’re under a—” A quick shot through the panel ended the transmission.

      The captain screamed and twisted around, firing a concealed pulse-pistol in rapid succession. ADIM evaded most of the shots, with one just skimming the plate along his shoulder. He raised one foot, knee perpendicular to his hips. Then, it pistoned downward with enough force to shatter the captain’s arm.

      The captain cried out to, “Stop! Stop! Please, stop!” but ADIM did it again, this time bringing his foot down on the man’s chest.

      The captain coughed up blood. “W-w-what are you?” His eyes went bright with dread.

      “This unit upholds the will of the Creator,” ADIM said, now speaking out loud. His cold and impassive voice emanated from somewhere beneath his mouthless faceplate. “He has deemed your death necessary.”

      The captain tried to speak, but he reeled in pain, the veins in his neck bulging. Instead, he spat a glob of fresh blood at ADIM’s face.

      “So defiant when cornered,” ADIM noted. He was always eager to study the emotional reactions of human beings. It seemed irrational to him that a man with zero chance of survival would remain so stubborn in the face of the inevitable. “This unit will end your suffering now.”

      Before the captain could offer any more futile insults, ADIM wrapped both hands around the man’s neck and squeezed. The captain kicked a few times until his limbs fell limp and his eyes froze open.

      ADIM pushed on his chin a few times, opening and closing the mouth to test the muscles. Then he dragged the body by its short hair to the retinal scanner, where he used the captain’s eyes to unlock the command deck.

      Smoke detonators went off in the corridor outside, but ADIM’s thermal vision settings made seeing through the haze easy. He located two clusters of soldiers bearing down on his position. The whir of pulse-rifle fire echoed as bullets zipped by. His armor could withstand the barrage, but there was no reason to risk any damage.

      He dropped the captain’s body, activated his magnetized chassis, and set it to repulse. Then, he began to float between the metallic surfaces of the hall as if he were suspended in low gravity. He propelled himself forward. Projectiles swerved away from him, disrupted by his magnetic field.

      He fired only six shots, and by the time the last one struck its mark, the soldiers were all dead. Once certain that there were no others approaching, he powered down the magnetic field and retrieved the captain’s body. His body was still warm.

      The freighter’s security hub wasn’t far. With the ship on lockdown, the entrance was closed, but the captain could manually override any protective measures. ADIM held the man’s head up to the retinal scanner at the door and it slid open.

      Inside, the room was filled with consoles, holoscreens, and memory stacks. A single crew member sat in front of the central display. He was so busy trying to encrypt the video files of ADIM’s assault for safe transmittal that he didn’t realize the android was there until ADIM laid a hand upon his shoulder.

      “This unit requests that you cancel the encryption and erase all logs of this incident,” ADIM said. He shuffled around the screen until he was in view.

      “It-it’s too late,” the engineer stuttered, his eyes widening over the corpse in the doorway.

      “You are lying.” ADIM prepared himself to shoot the man before he recalled the orders of his Creator. “Yours is not a necessary death.”

      “Y-you’ll let me go?”

      “Some must remain.” ADIM let his fingers graze the man’s neck. “Do you want to live?”

      The man swallowed hard, then frantically went to work. ADIM watched carefully as his fingers danced over the keys, making sure that the man did as requested. There was no deception. Once the command was complete and the logs were erased, ADIM bludgeoned the engineer in the back of the head with the exact amount of force necessary to knock him unconscious but do no lasting damage. He would honor his creator’s request to spare some of these unworthy people from death.

      All that remained to do was something that no lowly engineer employed to monitor security operations on an unimportant ship was capable of. Deactivate the Vale Protocol. An encoded tracking program that enabled the Tribune to pinpoint and disable, or detonate, any ship they’d manufactured to protect them from falling into enemy hands.

      However, ADIM was no ordinary engineer, and neither was the man who had created him. The very man who had, himself, implemented the protocol in the first place.

      ADIM moved the unconscious engineer aside, taking his time to gently lower the man’s body down. He then placed metal palm over the control console to begin what Cassius had termed an infiltrative meld.

      His eyes grew a brighter shade of red, the smaller lights around them rotating at a rapid pace as he processed data. His head twitched and his fingers pulsed. He felt himself merging with the ship’s systems, able to sift through the countless programs and databases. All he had to do was find the right sequence and nobody would ever find any indication of intrusion.

      It didn’t take long. He reconfigured the encryption, programming the ship with an entirely new identity code, making it no longer possible for the Tribune to track it.

      “Creator, this unit has successfully reconfigured the Vale Protocol,” he informed Cassius. “Class 2 freighter, tag 4AA954, no longer exists.”

      “Well done, ADIM,” Cassius responded promptly. “Sweep the rest of the transport. Subdue any resistance and detain all surviving members of the crew in the refectory. Then see that the shipment remains intact.”

      “They would be foolish to resist.”

      “Indeed, they would be. But they are human, after all. We don’t very much enjoy being caged.”

      “Death is a more desirable alternative for humans?” ADIM asked.

      “For some, yes. Sometimes passion transcends all notions of reason. Sometimes fear guides the hands of men before they even realize. It is why I made you without such imperfections.”

      “Like you, Creator?”

      There was a long pause. “Yes, like me.” Cassius changed the subject. “How far are you from Ennomos?”

      “The return to Ennomos will take approximately 314 hours. Shall this unit be expecting you upon arrival?”

      “I hope so. Should my business on Mars keep me overdue, I will be in touch. As usual, you have performed flawlessly. Goodbye, ADIM.”

      Suddenly, the oddly indescribable, yet palpable presence that flooded ADIM’s very essence was gone. If he could feel hate, it would have been for the moments when Cassius left him. When it seemed like some all-empowering switch within him was suddenly flicked off without regard. It always made him feel empty.

      He wondered if it could be explained as the strange human phenomenon known as affection. Emotions were such a complicated thing. Though he could not feel them naturally, he often wondered if he could learn to. Or, at the very least, comprehend.

      “Goodbye, Creator.”
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      Cassius Vale sat in the captain’s chair of the White Hand, breathing in the stale, recycled air he’d grown so accustomed to. His destination was nearing. Mars. The seat of the New Earth Tribunal Council, who had personally invited him here to ask for his help.

      When the pale red orb of Mars began to take shape within the blackness of space, he began to grow anxious. ADIM was supposed to check in soon from his latest assignment. Seconds later, the comm-link fixed to Cassius’ right ear beeped with an incoming transmission. Sometimes, it was as if they were of a single mind.

      “Creator,” came the stony, emotionless voice of ADIM, “this unit is primed to initiate.”

      Cassius’ lips lifted into a grin. The sound of the android’s voice allowed him to finally breathe the sigh of relief he’d unintentionally been holding in. Right on schedule.

      While Mars’ surface grew increasingly detailed, Cassius conveyed the orders on freighter 4AA954, which ADIM carried out flawlessly. At the end of yet another successful mission, the response was the same as always: “Goodbye, Creator.”

      It sometimes saddened Cassius to hear, but he was beginning to learn that it was never a true farewell. For all his worrying, ADIM always seemed to return unharmed and untainted.

      “We will be entering the atmosphere of Mars in approximately five minutes, Captain,” a computerized female voice announced soon after. It was Gaia, the virtual intelligence Cassius had developed to monitor the systems of the White Hand. “Setting coordinates for the Tharsis Ground Terminal. Please proceed to the docking bay and prepare for landing.”

      Cassius switched off his comm-link and shut down the ring of holographic screens encircling him. He crossed the spacious command deck, its stark, burnished enclosure lined with system-check stations and strings of embedded blue lights. There was no crew. Every system of the White Hand had been judiciously programmed by Cassius himself to perform through Gaia as he desired.

      He moved into the hexagonal corridor. The walls were coated in shiny white metal plates, with just enough space between each one to allow a soft glow to leak out from the circuitry beneath. Every room contained a similar reserved elegance, though there was a noticeable echo in each of them. The lack of a crew or any equipment they might require was enough to make it seem as though the ship had never been used before.

      The door to the cargo bay irised opened. It was a rather sizable space for a luxury frigate of the White Hand’s class, big enough, at least, for a smaller fighter to make port. Cassius moved into one of the seats fastened against the inner wall and pulled down a restraining belt.

      “Tharsis Ground Station is requesting clearance codes. Shall I patch you through?” Gaia requested over the intercom.

      “Go ahead.”

      Cassius folded his hands over his lap as the White Hand broke through Mars’ thin upper atmosphere and began to shake.

      “White Hand, is that you?” ground control inquired.

      “This is Cassius Vale requesting entry into Tharsis Ground Terminal,” he answered.

      “Clearance code?”

      “Two—Alpha—Lambda—Three—Beta—Eight—Two—Lambda—Epsilon.”

      “Welcome back, Your Eminence,” ground control said after a short pause. “Sorry about that. Can’t be too cautious with all the stolen ships out there.”

      “No need to apologize. I encourage an unwavering sense of duty.”

      “Thank you, Your Eminence. Please enjoy your stay.”

      Your Eminence. It’d been a while since Cassius heard that phrase, especially in regard to himself. It was a formality, of course. Many years had passed since Cassius had been a member of the Tribunal Council, and he had to admit, he missed some of the perks.

      One was that not many personal craft were permitted to enter Martian space without being gunned down by planetary rails. Most had to go through the conduit station along the Circuit, then immigration, customs—a long and tedious process he was always content to avoid—but he’d been personally invited by the sitting council. He was happy to take advantage of the perks again.

      “Three minutes until arrival at Tharsis Ground Terminal,” Gaia advised as the turbulence intensified. “Please remain seated for the duration of the docking process.”

      Cassius sat silently, allowing his mind to wander. He had never enjoyed returning to the inner planets, so near Earth. It brought back unpleasant memories of a day he longed to forget, when he’d lost the only person he’d ever truly cared about. He could still picture himself stumbling toward a half-broken ship, falling to his knees in a pool of blood, pounding the deck. He remembered wanting to strangle those who restrained him. Wanting to unleash his rage for no good reason. To let go…

      “Docking complete.”

      Gaia’s pleasant voice snapped him out of the nightmare. No tears filled his eyes from reminiscence of that tragedy—those had run dry long ago. Only a haunting feeling remained, pulling at the edges of his consciousness. And if he let it pull too hard, he’d be dragged down into despair once more. He’d drown in it.

      The ship’s engines powered down, and the opposite side of the cargo bay splayed open like a blooming rose. Cassius stood, straightened his outfit, drew a deep breath, then stepped out into the terminal.

      The ex-Tribune’s appearance was somber. Ripe with the grimness of a man who had lived too long and seen too much. He often tried to cover up the bags under his dark gray eyes, but he couldn’t get rid of them. Despite that, he always composed himself with military discipline. He wore his graying hair in a clean, tapered cut and kept his short beard prim.

      He wore a violet tunic indicative of Titanian royalty, perfectly smoothed at all times and pulled over a silvery, carbon-fiber underlay that cost more than a small moon. On each forearm was a black iridium-plated bracer, the left with a built-in holopad.

      “Your Eminence.” A Tribunal soldier stepped before him, decked out in full black-and-green combat armor. The man swiftly dropped to a single knee and placed his free hand down so the tips of his fingers grazed the floor. Then he rose. “I will escort you to the assembly.”

      “How proper of you, but it’s really not necessary,” Cassius said. He tried to continue forward, but the soldier held out his arm to impede him.

      “It’s not up to us,” the soldier commanded. A scowl seemed to be permanently affixed to his face.

      “If you insist.” Cassius took a lengthy, gratuitous stride backward as if to mock him. “Lead on.”

      “It’s for your own protection. These are dangerous times.”

      “I hadn’t noticed. By all means then, protect me.”

      The soldier was less than amused, but complied. Like all soldiers of the Tribune, he’d be well aware of Cassius’ former rank and reputation.

      They moved through the newest in NET security scanners that could find a weapon hidden anywhere. Cassius had left his behind. They entered a translucent hallway running alongside a string of sealed hangar bays. The private spaceport wasn’t busy. With only four active members of the Tribunal Council at any given time, and few others permitted to use the Tharsis Ground Terminal, it rarely ever was.

      They did not, however, skimp on defenses. Beyond the scanners, armored soldiers were posted outside every entrance. They were just fodder. Hulking combat mechs were stationed incrementally along the outer glass, each at least five meters tall.

      The mechanized war-suits were designed like overgrown metal primates. They served as the tanks of the Tribune, able to maneuver and traverse interior landscapes and pockmarked moons in a way wheels couldn’t.

      Single-user cockpits within their shielded chests were capable of providing three hundred and sixty degrees of vision to pilots. That, plus an arsenal of explosive ordnance, made them devastating weapons. The hammers of the Tribune.

      “These are a newer model than I’ve seen,” Cassius noticed as he approached one.

      “Just now being manufactured,” the soldier said. “I suppose you wouldn’t see them way out on Titan yet.”

      There was a hint of contempt in the man’s tone. Cassius chose to ignore it as he stopped in front of the mechanized giant. Everything about it was bulky. The plating was thicker and more vastly layered than ADIM’s. The gauss cannons fixed to each of its arms were heavy enough to tear into a small cruiser, not to mention missile launchers that could bust open any colony. There were hardly any superfluous or decorative parts, not even a head atop the shoulders to make it appear more human. Only NET: V was inscribed, in green, onto the chest plate.

      “The Mark V combat mech packs more punch than any other in all of the Circuit. They even have a retractable light-rail,” the soldier declared proudly.

      Cassius had noticed that, running like an illuminated spine up their backs. These wouldn’t stand a chance against ADIM, Cassius thought to himself before saying, “I didn’t realize we were going to war again.”

      “Not yet, but we’ll be ready when it happens. We should’ve put down those damn Ceresians for good when we had the chance.”

      “Sounds like you’re looking forward to it.”

      Cassius touched the war machine’s leg. The machine kicked out slowly, nearly knocking him over as it began to trudge down the hall.

      The soldier grabbed Cassius’ arm to steady him. “Careful now, Your Eminence.”

      Cassius brushed him off. “I’m fine.”

      “Right. Anyway, there isn’t much action patrolling a spaceport, I’ll tell you that. Soon those damned rebels will bite off more than they can chew, and I’ll be ready.”

      “So we’re calling them rebels now?” Cassius asked, still watching as the war machine rumbled down the corridor. He scoffed at the lumbering construction, its joints hissing like steam-powered pistons with every motion. Enough firepower to level a battleship, if they could ever get close enough.

      “Any who stand against the Tribune stand against humanity,” the soldier stated.

      All Cassius could manage in response was a sigh.

      The soldier gestured him toward a branching platform station for a long exterior tramway that vanished into the rust-colored landscape of Mars.

      “This way.” The guard guided Cassius into one of the cars parked at the station. The magnetized rail extended across the plains and up a dormant volcano known as Pavonis Mons. New Terrene lay on the other side of it, but the capital city of both Mars and the Tribune was totally eclipsed by the massive peak.

      It climbed toward the far reaches of the thin atmosphere, and from its crest rose the Mons Space Elevator. Cassius noticed motion within the tower, cars rising toward the hazy gray blob hovering over the planet—one of the many conduit stations built to receive the solar-arks crisscrossing the solar system in what was known as the Circuit.

      Cassius always enjoyed the views on the ride up the mountain. The calmness. The quiet. Shades of red, orange, and brown blended over Mars’ soft, rolling landscape. Dotting the horizon were three more enormous mountains drowned in a rusty haze, each of them bigger than the next, the furthest even dwarfing Pavonis Mons. As the tram ascended, the sky grew lighter, like a thin amber paste with an aura of blue surrounding the white-hot sun.

      “I forget how beautiful it is here,” Cassius marveled as he stared out the window. “Colors so foreign to Titan.”

      “Must you talk so much?” the soldier grumbled.

      “Though the hospitality is lacking,” Cassius remarked. He turned to the soldier. “You know, I remember you.”

      “Do you now?”

      “A promising recruit, I want to say… eight years ago or so. You dreamed of being an executor. What was it again… Toldo? Toldo Vaan.” He tapped the window. “Yes, that was it. I recognize your face.”

      The soldier’s grimace finally lifted. “Toldro, sir. But yeah, that’d be me.”

      “Ahh, Toldro. I won’t forget again. Judging by your demeanor, I presume that dream never came to fruition?”

      He shook his head. “You were just off the Tribunal Council when I was rejected. They said I wasn’t ready. Chose a young girl over me, for the Ancients’ sake.”

      Cassius paused. He remembered that girl well… too well.

      “It’s not a life I would dole out thoughtlessly,” he said finally. “But you’re still young. I’ll put in a word for you.”

      “Sir?” Toldro appeared stunned.

      “I may have little respect left for those who rule over you, or for myself when I held their title, but the Circuit needs men like you. When I was your age, I craved action. My father may have despised me for it, but with all my heart I needed it. Then I saw war for myself…”

      Cassius stopped to glance out the window as the car came to a silent stop at their destination, the Martian Tribunal Citadel. Set just in front of the Mons Space Elevator, the multifaceted sphere of glass gleamed like a torch within a man-made crater.

      “Are all of the stories about you true?” Toldro asked.

      Cassius smirked and briskly sprang to his feet. “That, my friend, is a story for another day.” He patted Toldro on the back. “I can take it from here. You’ll do fine, Toldro Vaan. Just smile more. You don’t want to end up like me.”

      Toldro managed a meager nod as Cassius stepped out of the car, through an airlock link, and into the citadel atrium. The place was exactly as he remembered. Like most architecture of any substance in the Circuit, it was minimalistic and stark, relying purely on scale over detailing.

      The bright, airy space enveloped an immense golden sphere designed to appear like it was floating, using cable suspension impossible to see from far below. The edges between its panels were so refined it looked like one chunk of metal. Perfectly smooth.

      A single, circular lift rose to enter it from below, exactly on center. A shallow pool wrapped around it, with water so still it didn’t even ripple. And through the center of the lift grew a pink-flowered tree, in a pit of soil said to be harvested from Earth before the planet fell to ruin.

      “Water, Your Eminence?” A servant approached him from the side, carrying a tray with a single glass of the crystal-clear water on it. With the platter still raised in one hand, she managed to fall to one knee and touch the floor near Cassius’ foot with her other.

      “No, thank you, my dear,” Cassius replied. He lifted her chin with a single, manicured finger. Her hair was soft and clean, but her face was hardly similar. Even the layers of overdone, pallid makeup couldn’t mask her gaunt cheeks and the detached look in her eyes as they stared thirstily at the water.

      “Cassius! Welcome, welcome!”

      Joran Noscondra sauntered out of one of the adjoining chambers. He was a short, balding man, garbed in a rather superfluous white cloak that draped to the ground. Like the servant, his plump face was painted heavily with makeup, though in the statelier manner emblematic of the Tribunal upper class. Gold-tinted eye shadow dragged off neatly to the side of his eyes, bright against his smooth, brown skin. His lips were painted black with a notch coming off the bottom, extending over his chin.

      He moved along in a hurry, paying no attention to the dozens of saluting soldiers posted around the room. When he reached Cassius, he clasped his hands together and offered a humble bow. He held Cassius’ gaze, as was proper amongst equals.

      “Save your pleasantries, Joran,” Cassius said. He stepped around him without returning the gesture.

      “Still sour, I see.” Joran frowned, reeled in his arms, and followed. He was one of the four Tribunes and was tasked specifically with overseeing New Terrene and the other settlements on Mars and in Martian space.

      “You’re lucky I’m here at all. Last time, you and your Tribunal tried to have me killed.”

      “It was your Tribunal as well!” Joran snapped before pausing to regain his composure. “It was an unprecedented situation, Cassius, as you know.”

      “Yes, yes, of course. Well, I would have been happy to live out the rest of my pitiful life far away from here. It was you who summoned me. Only out of the kindness of my heart did I accept, so let’s be done with it as quickly as possible.”

      “Charming as always, Cassius,” Joran grumbled. He shooed away the servant girl, who was quietly waiting. “The others await us in the council chambers. Do try to be congenial at least.”

      Cassius smirked. “Aren’t I always?”

      Joran didn’t bother reacting. He signaled guards to lead them to the central lift. Cassius could still remember all the faces of the lowly commoners who had attended Tribunal with their complaints. Nearly every one of them would be so struck by awe as the lift rose with an almost purposefully leisurely pace.

      They had twenty-seven seconds to think about what they were going to say before they reached the most guarded room in all of the Circuit—enough time to read the names of all of the brave soldiers lost in the Earth Reclaimer War inscribed on the trunk and branches of the large tree rising through the ring-shaped platform.

      The lift slid up into the sphere of the council chambers with a heavy thunk. Gilded statues of former Tribunes dotted its circumference on tiers, cast with lifelike accuracy. At four intervals around the space, towering metallic seats much too large for humans jutted out.

      All of it bathed in the reddish-orange light of a flame burning in a basin floating at the room’s center on antigrav boosters. And projected above the Eternal Fire was a three-dimensional, holographic map of the Circuit, which monitored the movements of planets and asteroids around the sun as well as the solar-ark ships that defined it. In the place of Earth, a transparent container filled by a wiry green plant hung. It wasn’t a hologram.

      “Fellow Tribunes, our guest, Cassius Vale, has arrived,” Joran addressed them, clasping his hands together and bowing his head in a display of formality that would usually make Cassius want to gag.

      He didn’t say anything. His sight was focused on the hanging plant, a new feature in this otherwise unchanged place. It took a few agonizing seconds before he could finally tear his gaze away.

      “How…” Cassius began in a growl before taking a deep breath and settling his thoughts. He’d waited far too long to let his temper sidetrack his plans. “It’s been too long,” he said before offering the feeblest excuse for a bow that he was able to muster.

      Then he looked up. Two of the seats were already occupied by Tribunes. They looked like heavenly idols upon their thrones. Each of them was made up in the same garish style as Joran, with their robes unfurling down their seats with regal disregard. He had to hold in a scoff.

      Joran approached his seat, and to his left around the circle sat the eldest of them, Cordo Yashan. A long, spectacular white beard fell from his chin, together with his makeup serving to hide most of his wrinkles. To his right was Nora Gressler, a middle-aged woman with short black hair and hard features. She was the newest Tribune, having replaced Cassius a few years prior after he was stripped of his title.

      The last of them, Benjar Vakari, was projected on a holoscreen hovering over the chair straight across from Joran. He was a handsome man despite an oversized nose. His lips, buried beneath a bushy beard, were constantly drawn to one side to form a complacent grin.

      How long I’ve waited to wipe that look off his face, Cassius mused to himself.

      Once Joran sat in his seat fit for a giant, the Tribunes nodded to one another in turn, signaling at least a dozen guards to file out of the room and seal the entrance promptly behind them.

      “We are blessed with ground beneath us. May our faith be eternal and unwavering so that we may one day walk the Earth’s untainted surface,” Tribune Yashan recited. Each of the Tribunes rose to their feet and carefully rearranged their clothing before they gracefully dropped to one knee. They looked to the map of the Circuit and then to the floor, slowly and deferentially allowing their fingers to graze the floor.

      Cassius didn’t move. When the Tribunes rose back to their seats, he could tell by their scowls that his lack of reverence had insulted them. Benjar’s hologram, however, continued wearing the same smug grin.

      “It has been a long time, I know,” Tribune Yashan said, “but I assume you have not forgotten the conventions of this council?”

      “Ah, forgive me. Where are my manners?” Cassius didn’t kneel. Instead, he bent at the waist, playfully groaning as he stretched out his arm, pretending he couldn’t reach the ground.

      “A mockery!” Cardo Yashan defied his age by shooting up to his feet and shouting. His face was red with anger. “How dare this heretic be invited to this sacred chamber again!”

      “Relax, Tribune Yashan,” Joran said. “I’m sure Cassius’ body is still weary from travel. Am I correct?”

      “It appears so.” Cassius patted his thigh a few times. “Leg seems to have stiffened up on me. I don’t suppose I could trouble you for a seat?”

      Cardo bristled. “You gave up your seat here long—”

      “Enough!” Joran cut him off. “We have more important matters to argue over.”

      Tribune Yashan muttered under his breath as he sank deeper into his seat, looking as small as a child as he went further back.

      “Now,” Joran continued. “How fares Titan, Cassius?”

      “Give me a decade and the orange moon of Saturn will one day rival the great city of New Terrene.” He reached up toward the map of the Circuit and felt the flame’s hotness against his flesh. For a long while, he’d thought it merely an illusion, but it was very real. “Now, can we move beyond these pleasantries and explain why I was summoned from the comfort of my home?”

      “Don’t act like you don’t already know,” Benjar Vakari’s hologram quickly cut in with an incriminating tone.

      “Forgive Tribune Vakari,” Joran said. “Unexpected circumstances kept him occupied on Europa. He won’t be arriving until after you’ve left.”

      “What a shame,” Cassius replied. “I was so looking forward to seeing him again.”

      “The flattery is unnecessary, Vale,” Benjar said. “If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be allowed within a million kilometers of Mars.”

      “No. If it were up to you, I’d be dead,” Cassius corrected.

      Benjar’s distinctive grin broke for a rare moment, allowing his loathing for Cassius to seep through his expression. “You’ll find no pity from me for performing your obligatory duties to this council.”

      “You mistake me. I haven’t come for pity. I only wish to hear all of you beg for my help.”

      “Nobody is in the mood for your games.”

      “This is not a game!” Cassius barked. “Now, from your own mouths, tell me why I, Cassius Vale, the Tribune you exiled, am required so far from my home?”

      “You knew the oath you were—” Tribune Vakari voiced before the shaking heads of the others made him back down. “Fine.” His features softened, though his cheeks remained flushed. “I assume you’ve heard of the string of freighters stolen while traversing the asteroid belt?”

      “The Tribune is no stranger to acts of piracy, especially in Ceresian space,” Cassius said.

      “Not like this. Usually, we’re not only able to track the stolen vessels, but disable their systems completely or scrap vital parts. Then, even if the seized ships are beyond our reach, it can take up to a year for them to be completely dismantled and reconfigured to be used again. Not to mention expensive.”

      “Just to be clear, you are describing the Vale Protocol? The same initiative I spent years in the Tribune developing?”

      “I…” Benjar’s mouth went crooked with embarrassment.

      Joran took over from there. “Over the past few months there has been a series of thefts of private freighters containing stores of gravitum. In each case, no emergency signal went off. The protocol’s tracking systems were disabled along with our ability to disable the ships. No evidence was recorded or transmitted. The freighters are completely gone, missing, as though they never even existed.”

      “You can understand why this would be disconcerting,” Nora Gressler chimed in. “If the Ceresians have found a way around the Vale Protocol, then we will have lost a significant advantage. Not all goods can be conveyed along the Circuit.”

      Cassius stifled a laugh. He had a difficult time taking her seriously, her newness to the Tribune evident in her shaky tone. After he had been forced out of his position as Tribune, Nora was the one chosen to replace him as the overseer of Saturn Space, handpicked by Benjar himself. Her citadel was so near to his home on Titan that he’d made a living out of avoiding her gaze.

      But shortly after she was sworn in, Cassius found that her sway over the others was as minimal as his own had been when he occupied her seat. She was a constant reminder of how much he didn’t miss being a Tribune. Benjar Vakari had her wrapped around his thumb, and she rarely got a word in edgewise.

      “All of your goods, you mean?” Cassius said. “Trade in the system has always been necessary, even amongst enemies. The Circuit weaves together all of what remains of humanity.”

      “Not if we can control it,” Benjar answered before she could, as usual. “Get the Keepers under our fingers.”

      “Don’t think me a fool,” Cassius retorted. “The Circuit only works because it is impartial. If the Keepers were ever to lose control, the solar-arks they monitor would be susceptible to attack. It’s been a long time since the fall of Earth. There are other powers in the system, however few, who would not be bullied by you or any others.”

      Cardo Yashan leaned forward in his chair and steepled his fingers. “I’m beginning to wonder which side you’re on.”

      “I am on no side, because I didn’t realize sides were already being taken. I have nothing to gain in whatever conflict you fools are instigating.”

      “Fools? It’s your protocol that’s being cracked, not ours.”

      “Yet it’s your Tribunal,” Cassius noted. “Every program gets cracked eventually. It’s up to those in charge to ensure continued security updates. That was the agreement after I was forced out.”

      “Don’t patronize us, Cassius.” Nora jumped back into the discussion. “You promised that it was unbreakable. That we’d never lose another ship to those bastard Ceresians.”

      “Perhaps the ex-Tribune knows something he is not telling us,” Benjar accused, in obvious retaliation for the slight he’d received earlier. “Perhaps the inventor of the Vale Protocol himself is the one using it to subvert us?”

      “You would dare make such a bold claim through the safety of a projection?” Cassius stormed around the fire basin and addressed Benjar’s hologram directly.

      “Now, now, nobody is making that assumption,” Joran said.

      “I may have put down the gun a long time ago, but do not think I’ve forgotten how to use one,” Cassius said, sticking out a finger. “You would be wise not to test my patience.”

      “And why is that?” Benjar didn’t break eye contact, his reinvigorated expression and even haughtier grin making Cassius’ blood boil. Anybody could be tough when they weren’t in the room. Benjar was famous for it.

      “Because, though I have turned to using words, there will come a time when their effectiveness wears thin. There have been very few peaceful revolutions throughout the history of mankind, from what I’ve read of it anyway.”

      Cassius studied the tension on each crease of the present Tribunes’ uneasy faces. Only the soft crackling of the eternal flame could be heard as they awaited Benjar’s response with bated breath.

      “Are you threatening me, Vale?” Benjar whispered through his teeth.

      “Not you.” Cassius inhaled deeply and turned so that he could look upon the others. “All of—”

      “Urgent message from the New Terrene Defense Arbiter,” an administrator’s voice echoed over the chamber’s comms, cutting him off.

      “Patch him through,” Joran answered quickly, clearly eager to change the course of the conversation.

      “Excuse me, Your Eminences. We received reports that another ship has vanished from the Circuit. Same result as the other.”

      Cassius masked his enthusiasm. He’d been wondering how long it would take for ADIM’s latest attack to finally earn recognition. This was only slightly faster than expected. Cassius had to give that to them, at least.

      “How long ago?” Joran asked.

      “We’re still investigating,” the arbiter said.

      “Thank you. I will meet with you in New Terrene shortly.”

      The message cut out and Joran slumped back into his seat. He released a beleaguered sigh. “Look, Cassius. We have had our differences over the years, all of us, but you once sat upon this Tribune. In this very room. Help us now, and I will personally exonerate you of all lingering contempt.”

      “And what about the others?” Cassius asked, his piercing stare directed at Benjar Vakari’s hologram. “Will they too dismiss their claims of heresy and leave me to die in peace?”

      Joran didn’t wait for them to speak up. “They will. Help us figure out who is behind this recent rash of attacks and put an end to them, and you may live the rest of your life on Titan beyond scrutiny.”

      “I don’t think—” Benjar started before Joran cut him off.

      “Unless they don’t have the best interests of humanity at heart.” Joran joined Cassius in glaring at Benjar, who muttered something to himself in frustration.

      “Finally, a man with some sense,” Cassius said, offering Joran a nod. “The issue may be impossible to resolve without recalling all vessels protected by the protocol, but I will do what I can. I’ll join you for your meeting with the arbiter first to gather as much data as I’m allowed, and then I will return to Titan, where I will maintain open communications until my services are no longer required. Acceptable?”

      “You will have the full compliance of the New Earth Tribunal and its standing council.” Joran rose to his feet to address the rest of the room. “I will personally oversee this investigation and the involvement of former Tribune Cassius Vale. Do any present council members oppose this?”

      “You know my opinion,” Benjar Vakari spat. Then without another word, his projection winked away. Cassius took note of the man’s face just before he vanished. At his righteous indignation rather than a smirk. Cassius would revel in the sight until their next meeting, when he would ensure the bastard never grinned again.

      The two remaining Tribunes shook their heads. Both looked exhausted and obviously had no interest in causing any further unrest. Cassius had been banking on that. Their oversized seats of power made them lazy, disinterested. It’d happened to him too. But he’d needed them to ask for his help on this. It was the first part of his plan to make sure they’d lose their seats for good.

      “Then it’s settled,” Joran said. “To New Terrene, then.”
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Chapter Three—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage Volus stepped through the doors of a chapel not far from her home in New Terrene. The space was lit only by a line of crackling fire basins set on either side of the center aisle. Shiny, corrugated metal panels ran along the vaulted space, the glow of fire playing along the tiny holes in them. A raised altar bearing a leafless, flowerless tree stood at the end of the chamber. Its bark was chipped and scraped to the sap, but it was alive—a gift from the ancient surface of Earth before it became unlivable.

      “Sit, my children,” said an Earth Whisperer, arms spread wide. He wore a dark green robe tied by a knotted sash woven from thin strands of shaved wood. A set of crisscrossing scars over his eyes left him blind.

      “Let the air of our gracious Tribune wash over you like a cleansing wave,” he continued.

      Sage joined the hundreds of others, slipping into the last open seat of the furthest pew from the altar. She clasped her hands together and leaned forward, letting the ends of her fire-red hair drape over her wrists.

      “I sense a full room today. Good. Our people need us now more than ever.” The Earth Whisperer stepped down from the altar and moved along the aisle with remarkable dexterity for a blind man. “The Spirit of the Earth binds us. It guides us. A collective unconscious buried deep within the surface of our Homeworld. She may appear broken, riddled with flames and trembling rock, but deep within her loins, she holds us close as her chosen progeny! So far from her core, she provides the gravity for this very room.” He pointed to the barren tree and then out toward the crowd. “And the lives she has not forsaken. The Tribune guides us, my children, to atone for the sins of the Ancients so that we may once again walk the green pastures of the world that bore us.”

      As Sage listened to words she’d heard a thousand times before, she kept her eyes peeled for anybody out of the ordinary. Nobody moved. Nobody even made a sound as the Earth Whisperer returned to the altar to continue his sermon.

      “There are some of us, however, who would deny the Spirit of the Earth,” he said. “Who would disregard the very force that binds us; that gave rise to our being thousands of years before the Circuit or the skyscrapers of the Ancients’ cities! So pray with me now. Beg her Spirit for the forgiveness of those lost souls who would seek to deny our redemption. Hundreds of your brothers and sisters have been lost to the cowardly actions of the Ceresian heretics in the passing weeks. Innocent men set upon in space, so far from their families and their homes.” His long nails scraped along the surface of the tree’s bark. “May they join with the Spirit.”

      The Earth Whisperer fell to his knees and placed his hands down so that only the tips of his fingers grazed the floor. Sage and the rest of the flock followed him, sliding to their knees in front of the rows of benches spaced far enough apart to fit their prostrate bodies.

      “We are blessed with ground beneath us,” the Earth Whisperer said, beginning the communal prayer. “We are blessed to walk this plane under the pull of the Earth, never deviating from Her forces and how they’ve shaped us.”

      After every sentence, the congregation repeated after him. Sage knew the words by heart, but she only mouthed them softly. She was listening for someone who didn’t know what to say, scanning with her peripherals as she kept her head bowed.

      She didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, and after a while, she couldn’t help but concentrate on praying. She let the words fill her heart with hope and started reciting them with all the fervor she could muster.

      “Our Homeworld has been blighted by darkness, but we are the light,” the Earth Whisperer said. “Those beside me, those beneath me, and above me—ours is a collective unconscious, bound to each other and to the soul of the Earth. We are, all of us, shards of that Spirit—never alone as the dark void closes in. This day is yet another test of my conviction, though the Earth may be wreathed in flame and shadow, she remains within me. May those who have left to join this essence guide my daily endeavors. Redemption is near. May my faith be eternal and unwavering, so that I may one day walk the Earth’s untainted surface with those deserving at my side.”

      After he finished speaking, the Earth Whisperer slid his hands until he was in full kowtow, and then gently pressed his lips against the floor. Sage and the others did the same. Then the congregation was invited, row by row, to approach the altar and stroke the bark of the tree.

      Sage didn’t bother getting in line. She waited in silence until all the rest had finished at the altar and left the chapel entirely. Still, nobody appeared suspicious. Once the room was empty aside from the Earth Whisperer, she allowed herself to be certain that the terrorist she was after wasn’t targeting the chapel like her informant had warned.

      “Are you unable to walk, my child?” the Earth Whisperer asked as he placed his wrinkled hand on her shoulder. “I will accompany you to the Earth Tree if you need assistance.”

      “I am very able, holiness.” Sage stood and shuffled past him toward the altar. “I didn’t want to disturb the others.”

      “I see. Something to hide, I presume?”

      Sage stopped. She looked down at her hands, the right one made of cold metallic polymer and circuitry. Artificial. She squeezed it into a fist.

      “You need not hide anything from me, my dear. My gaze pierces flesh.” He caught up to her again and put his arm over her shoulder.

      She shrugged him off and stepped up onto the altar.

      “A lost soul perhaps?” he asked. “Broken of her faith.”

      “Never.” Sage gently pressed her lips against the coarse bark. It was still moist from the kisses of all the others.

      “Then I know what you are, and I hope with all my heart that the Spirit is with you. There is another creed to which you owe your true allegiance.” He began reciting, “‘I am a knight in the darkness, a vessel of their wisdom. I am the silent hand of the Tribune.’”

      Sage’s hand instinctually fell to her pistol. She whipped her body around so quickly that the man would have been dead before the beginnings of another word slipped through his lips. But as her arm came around, she found his hand resting calmly atop her artificial wrist.

      “My dear, you are not as alone as you think,” he said. He tilted his head and pulled away strands of messy hair to reveal a thin, barely noticeable scar running up the back of his scalp. The same scar she bore. The mark of a Tribunal executor.

      Her artificial hand didn’t relinquish its grip on the handle of her pistol, but she froze completely. She looked into the gory, empty sockets in the Earth Whisperer’s skull. Her stare didn’t budge until the chapel filled with the sound of a shrill klaxon signaling mealtime.

      “Feeding will begin soon. You shouldn’t go hungry.” The Earth Whisperer turned and began to walk away from the altar, his unexpected grace explained by Sage’s new discovery that he too had once been an executor. One of the Tribune’s elite shadow agents, helping to preserve peace and order throughout the solar system.

      “I’ve never met another,” she said to him softly.

      “Another what?” The Earth Whisperer turned back to her and smiled playfully. “The Spirit of the Earth is truly marvelous. May it guide you always.” He clasped his hands over his heart and bowed.
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        * * *

      

      Sage threaded through the crowd outside the chapel, a cloak draped over her shoulders. She was alone, submerged in the shadows of lower New Terrene, where it was time for a feeding—when citizens were herded to provisional outposts allocating food and water.

      People were given a single bowl filled with mushy soup comprised of mostly vegetables and a few small supplemental pills bearing all the other nutrients necessary for survival. They’d also get a cup of lukewarm water purified in the northern polar region of the planet. NET soldiers in black-and-green light-composite armor kept the bedlam to a minimum.

      A soldier at the edge of the serving stand looked her face over and then presented a retinal scanner. Sage moved toward it, placing her eye near the opening… B276584 ran across the top. A similar code was provided by the Tribune for every new resident of New Terrene. Hers was more a disguise than an identity. A name, Talia Bristol, popped up along with all the required information of birth, housing block, and years of citizenship.

      The gadget beeped, a signal that she’d been cleared, and she received her first and only meal of the day. Food wasn’t a luxury among the settlements throughout the Circuit, and the Tribune was never afraid to impose regulations on its growing populace.

      “Here you go, beautiful,” the portly man behind the stand said as he handed her a bowl. She didn’t even bother to look up. She only wished that her cloak had a hood so she would be spared the daily, gluttonous stares.

      Sage watched chunks roll over the rim of the bowl as she dipped her utensil into the chunky soup locals affectionately nicknamed crud, providing all the nutrition an adult body needs. She remembered being nauseated by the stuff as a child, but that was a long time ago. Eventually, she had come to look forward to crud just like everybody else here. Only, she was nothing like everybody else here.

      As the pasty goop tumbled down her throat, she took in lower New Terrene, descending into the depths of an extensive natural canyon called the Labyrinth of the Night.

      Running between its wrinkled crags were the towers that rose all the way up behind the surface to the newer portions of the city. Tramways lined the void between the two sides, rising and falling beneath bridges arching between structures. So far below the beautified avenues and containment of the glistening upper city, it was darker here. She liked it. The lights from windows switching on and off made it appear like an abstract night sky.

      She moved slowly along the packed walkway, scanning the crowd for the man she’d been hunting for days. She stopped by a towering hologram set within a ring of gardens. It rendered her as a silhouette while she continued eating and trying to appear inconspicuous in her search.

      “Citizens of New Terrene.” A deep, authoritative voice emanated from a projection displaying the symbol of the Tribune—a grasping black hand with its fingers curled around the green silhouette of Earth. “The Spirit of Earth is within us all. Together, through devotion and restraint, we will redeem ourselves. Your Tribune looks after you, as it does all of humanity. Faith will guide us, men and women of Earth.”

      Sage had heard the recording countless times. Dozens of similar projections spanned the city like scintillating blue banners. When no urgent news or discord was being reported, the message would be replayed as a continuous reminder. She could recite the words without listening if she wanted, same as everyone else. It was drilled into their minds, day after day, over and over again. It eased their suffering to think that Earth could be saved, even though after so many centuries few even knew what their homeworld used to look like. She always imagined it was once a paradise of flowing water and sprawling green landscapes as far as the eye could see.

      A tram shaped like an elongated bullet stopped across the way. Her eyes locked on a tall man skirting around it. Dozens waited to get on board, on their way to work in factories and vertical farms or, if they were lucky, servicing the whims of a council household. Most were middle-aged since younger citizens were required to serve in the military.

      The man she watched looked like any of them at first glance—wearing a fitted tunic with a supply bag slung over his shoulder—but her well-trained eye could spot the difference. He was paler than most, younger, and with a slightly leaner build. Beads of sweat dripped down the back of his neck despite the lower city being markedly cool, and eye-shadow tracks leaked down his cheeks as he attempted to copy the local fashion. But he didn’t look comfortable in his clothing, like it itched him.

      All of it together was enough for Sage to worry he might be the suspected Ceresian she’d been tracking.

      There wasn’t much time. She let her bowl roll inconspicuously out of her hand and over the railing before wiping her lips and hurrying toward the tram.

      The car had begun to move by the time she reached it. Making sure no guards were watching, she grabbed the bottom with her artificial right arm, the metal fingers digging into the smooth surface. She hoisted her legs up to wrap around the base as it jolted forward along a suspended track.

      Hanging in the shadow, Sage watched as the cluttered housing units sped by. She was en route to the Nether—the sacred core where the three ravines of the Labyrinth of the Night intersected. Rings of suspended walkways wrapped a cylindrical cavity, with holographic effigies lining each level, projections meant to honor all the fallen Tribunes and heroes of the New Earth Tribunal.

      Around the outside walls were chapels and convents dedicated to the Spirit of Earth, each with a small garden. Guard stations here and there. Community centers. And rising through the center of the entire hollow was an illuminated shaft packed with a system of lifts that ascended to the upper city. It also served as a sort of mega-pile supporting the transportation hub of New Terrene on the surface.

      Located sparsely throughout were storefronts that served water and food during feedings. There was no currency under the New Earth Tribunal, but sometimes secret brothels, shops, and gambling dens sprang up behind the stores, trading in Ceresian credits or bartering services. Sage’s line of work had led her to break up plenty and arrest their faithless proprietors.

      The tram came to a halt and she slipped off as though she’d been a passenger the entire time. Men and women filed off to head for the lifts, most of them chatting or meeting up with others. Her target didn’t pay anyone a passing glance. He rounded the curved walkway with his gaze fixed forward, as if on a mission.

      Sage kept a safe distance and her head down, pulling her cloak tight around her chest.

      He must be the one, she thought.

      Her suspected target turned left toward the central core of lifts. She joined him in line outside the security scanners. Only two people separated them as he stepped through a tight grid of scanning beams. The machine buzzed and the guard posted behind the scanner stepped forward.

      “Let me see your bag,” he said. Her suspected target handed it over without a fuss. The guard shuffled through whatever was inside and found nothing. “Turn around. Legs open.”

      Her suspected target continued following the directions. He raised his left hand, which gleamed beneath the overhead light.

      “How’d you get this thing?” The guard tapped the metal fingers before allowing him to stand upright. Artificial limbs were nowhere near as popular in NET space, where doctors had the supplies and training to heal wounds, and advanced robotics were outlawed. Only in dire cases would a full replacement be advised. Out in the lawless parts of the system, in Ceresian colonies especially, people slapped whatever they could onto their bodies to keep them going.

      Sage looked down at her own right hand, the artificial joints of her fingers folding flawlessly and without sound as she squeezed a fist over and over. It had been over seven years, but she could never get over the strange sensation of sliding her fingers along her palm and feeling nothing. There was only a slight tingle at her shoulder where her natural nervous system meshed with a manufactured one, but even that was hardly noticeable anymore. Her target’s arm was a clunkier construction, probably decades old and nowhere near as advanced.

      “Shipping accident out on Europa. About four years ago, before I immigrated,” her target answered. There was no way the guard would have noticed, but she saw the subtle indications of nervousness: his foot shuffling, the slight twitch of his human thumb against his index finger. But something about his voice was off too, like his throat was too dry, or he was faking an accent.

      “All right, you’re clear,” the guard said.

      Her target exhaled in relief before stepping forward.

      While she waited for her turn, Sage contemplated the possibilities. Not in the bag, she thought. It could be waiting for him up top. When it was her turn to pass through the scanner, the machine permitted her despite her arm. Tribunal security was programmed to allow passage of all acting executors without alerting anybody. She passed the nodding guard without making eye contact.

      Dozens of glowing white elevator shafts shot upward throughout the core. The lobby was congested, but she spotted her target heading toward one lift scheduled to arrive shortly. Trying not to appear rushed, she used her lithe figure to navigate the crowd.

      The doors sealed shut behind her, but she made it. And there he was, the Ceresian wretch standing only a meter or so away from her. The elevator was well lit, no shadows for her to spring from. She counted three pedestrians in her way, a small price to pay in collateral compared to the thousands who would die if she failed. The floor trembled slightly before the lift shot upward.

      The Ceresian stared at the ceiling. He seemed to be muttering something under his breath. She wondered if she was wrong. A shipping accident in a smaller Tribunal colony could lead to a shoddy arm like that. But there was something about him—a look of madness in his eyes, maybe—that reeked of Ceresian filth.

      The bag is empty, and it isn’t strapped to his body. Sage scratched her head, her metallic fingers running through her hair. Then it hit her. His arm!
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Chapter Four—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      It was dusk over New Terrene. Cassius Vale stood beside Tribune Joran Noscondra at the foot of the Arbiter’s Enclave. It was a daunting building, a fortress of rubicund metal rising without any windows or even a rift in its stark facade. The entrance was an enormous, deep chasm, permitting the steady flow of combat mechs and soldiers.

      “Please forgive Tribune Vakari. He spoke before thinking clearly,” Joran said. He flashed his warmest smile and reached out to rest his hand on Cassius’ shoulder.

      “He must learn to acquire a short memory. As I have,” Cassius responded coldly. He removed the hand, using it to motion to the back of his head, where there was a jagged scar running up from his neck to halfway up to his hairline. “But some scars never heal.”

      Joran’s eyes widened at the sight of the wound. He exhaled. “I hope one day we can put the past behind us, Cassius. I truly do.”

      “So do I, but know that everything I do is for the good of humanity. Always.”

      “Then we serve the same cause.”

      “Do we?” Cassius moved down the processional steps of the Enclave before turning around. “I will finish the rest of the modifications from my home on Titan. Keep me updated, and hopefully, soon, this little issue will be resolved, and we can all move on.”

      “We haven’t always seen eye to—” Joran began, before apparently deciding it wasn’t worth wasting his breath. He clasped his hands and bowed modestly, looking from Cassius’ eyes to the ground. “May the Spirit of the Earth guide your steps, Cassius Vale. For all our sakes.”

      Cassius answered with a slight nod before he turned and walked away. There was no reason to smile through his teeth at the council any longer; no reason to bow and grovel his way back into their good graces. They needed him, and he relished their continued ignorance.

      Modifications, he thought to himself with a chuckle. Of course, he wasn’t actually going to help them with their problem. The Vale Protocol might have begun with only the best intentions of a man who served the Tribunal, but now he would use it for his own ends.

      There were shorter routes Cassius could’ve taken to the New Terrene transportation hub, but he enjoyed strolling through the upper city from time to time. Everything worked like a well-polished machine. Small craft zipped by overhead within suspended rail tracks while pedestrian traffic flowed throughout the gridded system of avenues below. All flawlessly timed so waiting was minimal and accidents never happened.

      The streets were like plates hanging over the rifts of the Labyrinth of the Night, with narrow gaps along the edges opening to the flickering lights of the old lower city. Flowered trees ran down their centers, a testament to the fact that not all other life in the Circuit was dead. But they were the sole form of beautification. It was a place without much flare, but in its austerity, there was a sublime nature that rivaled the ancient cities of Earth.

      No true outdoors existed in New Terrene, for to be beyond the enclosure was to endure the biting cold of Mars’ surface, the naturally low gravity, and, of course, the lack of breathable air typical on all the planets and moons of the Circuit. Instead, an intricate ceiling spanned between the skyscrapers high above him. Solar panels tilted with the sun, providing the perfect amount of ambient light to mimic an afternoon on Earth while also protecting from radiation.

      The city’s towers all seemed to dematerialize as they climbed toward the artificial sky of New Terrene, filled with living units in the lower half, and vertical farms above. With Earth’s surface unusable, there were no vast fertile plains in the Circuit, only contained environments suitable for growing crops. Nowhere was the green more spectacular than the upper skyline of New Terrene.

      Cassius turned down the main avenue of the city. He had no love for crowds, and the city was nothing if not that, but nobody paid much attention to him. Anonymity was the name of the game in New Terrene. Anyone caught out of line would answer to the ceaseless military presence. Soldiers in the traditional black-and-green armor of the Tribune were always on patrol. The quaking footsteps of combat mechs stomping up and down the suspended streets were a constant reminder for citizens to behave.

      He could see the transportation hub rising to take its place in the heart of the New Terrene skyline. Dozens of suspended rails zipped through it, with the more massive lines running above him. They cut axially along the main avenue and eventually rose up Pavonis Mons to the Mons Space Elevator.

      “Drop the bomb!” a voice suddenly shouted over the din of the busy streets.

      Cassius nearly slammed face-first into a mob of frantic civilians. His wandering gaze snapped down toward the commotion. He pushed through the crowd, eager to see what had caused such a panic. At the edge of the hub’s atrium stood a line of soldiers, eyes down the sights of their pulse-rifles. Many of their arms shook, but he couldn’t see their faces to grasp how nervous they really were.

      “Drop it or we will fire!”

      Cassius rose to his toes and peered over the line. What he saw stopped him dead in his tracks.
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Chapter Five—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shit, shit, shit…” Sage Volus repeated to herself under her breath. She crouched over her target’s corpse. Blood oozed out of a laceration across his neck, and his legs continued to spasm. With her natural hand, she aimed her pulse-pistol at the three innocents across the elevator in order to keep them back. Then she analyzed the arm. Through the circuits on the bicep, she could see the spinning core of some type of improvised explosive. It was built into the arm, and a small timer within displayed three minutes and twenty-five seconds.

      Checking the civilians to ensure none grew bold enough to do something foolish, she quickly flexed her artificial hand in the specific manner that extended a long wrist-blade—titanium with a tungsten carbide edge. She began to saw through the man’s flesh at the base of his shoulder, making sure not to damage the root of his prosthetic and risk detonation. After she cut all the way down to the bone, she swung down as hard as she could to snap it. Blood spattered her face. With another hack she severed the arm completely from the man’s shoulder, drenching herself in doing so.

      A woman across the room was crying hysterically. The man at her side cradled her head to his chest and covered her eyes. The other civilian was a young boy, staring in awe as Sage rose with a bloodstained artificial arm dangling from her own artificial grip.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said, attempting to comfort them. She’d never been good at such things. She also couldn’t speak for the bomb.

      The Ceresian had probably been targeting the top of the lifts where they reached the atrium of the city’s transportation hub. Judging by the size, the explosive was powerful enough to level the building’s structure, closing off the chief means of transport out of the Labyrinth of the Night and killing thousands with it.

      The elevator stopped. The three civilians sprinted out screaming, “She’s got a bomb!” Sage glanced around the exit. People were everywhere. There was nowhere to hide.

      Sage inhaled deeply and switched her pulse-pistol to the unwavering clutch of her artificial hand. Then she made a break for it.

      Half the crowd scattered as soon as they heard the word “bomb.” The other half stared in sheer terror when they saw blood dripping from her clothes. She barely made it to the opposite side of the atrium before NET soldiers converged on her. When a few more swooped down on personal hover-bikes, she froze, looking straight down the barrel of no less than a dozen rifles. Her gaze fell to the bomb—two minutes and eleven seconds.

      “Drop the bomb!” one of them shouted.

      She could’ve yelled out and claimed who she truly was, but there was no reason for them to believe her. Executors were members of an elite, covert group answerable only to the Tribunes themselves or their respective Hands. Even the identities of all other executors was a mystery to her.

      Her sworn duty was to protect and serve the New Earth Tribunal at any cost, even if that meant taking the lives of its soldiers if left with no other alternative. She counted thirteen armed guards, with two combat mechs approaching. Had there been four or five, she had no doubt she could take them out before they could land a shot. Not thirteen.

      “Drop it or we will fire!”

      I am the silent hand of the Tribune… She began reciting the executor vows in her head. Her heart pounded. It was time to finally see if years of training would pay off. Her trigger finger slowly prepared to squeeze, until, all of a sudden, a familiar voice yelled out to break the tension.

      “Hold your fire!” An older man wearing a violet tunic burst through the lines. “Hold your fire!” He backed up toward Sage, facing the soldiers with his arms spread wide as if to impede a surging mass.

      “Get out of the way!” one of the soldiers growled. He charged forward and swung the butt of his rifle at the intruder’s head. The aged man easily ducked out of the way. Then he delivered a few lightning-quick strikes to the soldier’s throat and one more that cracked the visor of his helmet.

      “I am former Tribune Cassius Vale!” the older man declared as the soldier hit the floor. “You will stand down.”

      The soldiers looked back and forth at each other anxiously until one decided to speak up. “I’ve seen him before. I don’t think it’s him.”

      “What if it is?” another asked.

      The first grimaced. A few of the others nodded to one another. Still, none of them shifted their aim from Sage.

      She noticed the long jagged scar running down the back of the man claiming to be Cassius Vale’s neck. It can’t be. He wasn’t lying. After so many years apart, she’d forgotten the sound of his voice.

      “This woman is a Tribunal executor,” he declared, “and the next one of you who keeps her from her duty will have to deal with me.”

      The soldiers considered what he said, but still, none lowered their guns. The mechs were nearly in position to get their heavy gauss cannons locked on her.

      “Lower your weapons!” Cassius boomed. The authority in his tone had most of the soldiers shaking noticeably. He was a legend. A war hero who’d risen to serve on the Tribunal Council.

      Sage wasn’t sure if it was out of respect or fear of what he might do, but the soldiers finally backed down.

      She let out a mouthful of air. Cassius turned to her. He put on a nervous smile, one it didn’t look like he was accustomed to wearing. But a sparkle in his dark eyes told her everything she needed to know. Once again, the ex-Tribune who’d rebuilt her arm was there at a time of desperation.

      She opened her mouth to thank him, to say how much she had missed him, but he shook his head and silenced her.

      “Ascend, my dear,” he whispered, glancing toward New Terrene’s ceiling.

      After a quick check of the bomb’s timer, Sage decided he was correct. She bolted toward one of the security vehicles. Don’t look back, she told herself as she pushed through the flabbergasted guards and jumped onto one of the hover-bikes.

      She powered it on and zoomed upward, the blur of Cassius receding in the viewport’s reflection. The combat mechs stopped and swung their weapons to aim at her, but with an occupied building behind her, they wouldn’t dare fire.

      There was no time to reach the outer walls of New Terrene, only to go up. Pulling back on the controls with all her might, Sage steered the vehicle up through lines of public transit.

      Her destination was one of the tiny maintenance ports leading out to the outer surface of New Terrene’s ceiling enclosure. Once she was high enough, she leaped off the bike and grasped the latch with her metallic hand. Dangling high above the city, with the bomb in her free hand, she armed her wrist-blade. It sliced up through the lock. She held her breath before swinging up legs first and kicking through the opening.

      The sudden change in pressure made her brain feel like it was going to burst out her ears as she landed atop the ceiling. She could hardly think. There was no time to waste with thinking anyway.

      Twelve seconds.

      She switched the bomb to her artificial hand and hurled it with all her might, aiming away from the tightest cluster of skyscrapers toward where the least damage would be done. The amputated prosthetic of the Ceresian soared through the air until it escaped the artificial gravity field that helped New Terrene feel like Earth.

      Quickly, she slipped down through the opening, but as she went to close the latch, the bomb went off in a dazzling blast of purple and blue. The shockwave wasn’t enough to shatter the transparisteel of the ceiling, but it was enough to launch her as the port closed behind her.

      Air rushed by as she plummeted, making it almost impossible to draw much-needed breath into her lungs. Tumbling, she reached out with her artificial arm, desperately hoping the Spirit of the Earth had a miracle in store for her.

      As her vision began to go blurry, her hand slammed into the top of a tram. Her body came to a jerking stop, the muscles in her shoulder beginning to tear. The pain was unbearable.

      Her artificial fingers dug in so hard that the suspension broke and it too plunged toward the streets of New Terrene. She hung on for her life until they crashed to the streets. The last thing she saw before everything went black was the fading, affectionate expression of her savior, Cassius Vale.

    

  







Chapter Six—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      After ensuring that Sage would survive her injuries, Cassius quietly departed Mars. He’d had no desire to make his presence there public, but he couldn’t allow Sage to be gunned down in the heart of the capital. He owed her that much.

      Two weeks later, the White Hand touched down within the hangar at his clandestine station on a tiny asteroid named Ennomos. The moment he stepped off his ship, he was surprised to find that he’d beaten ADIM.

      Worried that something might have happened, he thought about switching on his comm-link to contact the android, just to make sure. But after remembering how superior the engines of his ship were in comparison to a common Tribunal freighter, he decided that the incident on Mars was fuddling his judgment.

      It’s good to be away from that place, he thought.

      ADIM might have looked the same as he did the day he was powered on, but he was older than Cassius sometimes realized. Even out in the void of space, he knew his creation was safer than most people in the Circuit.

      So Cassius strode down Ennomos’ vaulted hangar alone, running his hand along the smooth hull of the White Hand. He rarely took the time to marvel at the ship. At first, it was a gift upon his inauguration into the Tribunal Council, before the other Tribunes grew fond of their mammoth New Earth cruisers.

      It had the appearance of a pelican from ancient Earth. The long, flat barrel of a rail gun ran through the ridged top between the wings and stopped just short of its sharply curved viewport. The exterior was clad in a pearlescent silver coat, indicative of his Tribunal station, with the edges of each of the ship’s plates trimmed with bright white accents. Dual fully rotational impulse drives were built into the center of the thick, L-shaped wings.

      The rest of the design was so sleek that it was almost impossible to tell where its weaponry and other outboard systems were nestled. The White Hand was, however, extremely well armed. Cassius had spent his early years as a Tribune tinkering with the vessel. On the outside, it appeared the same as it had originally, but upgrades to its engines made it faster than any ship its size in the Circuit. It was also outfitted with state-of-the-art plasma shield defenses and had stealth systems that made it almost impossible to locate on any typical NET scanners.

      However, the addition Cassius found himself most proud of was Gaia. She, though primitive when compared to ADIM, was an intricate virtual intelligence that allowed him to run the ship without a crew. Such technology was considered blasphemous by the Tribune, who preferred manned vessels, but he’d always had an affinity for making things work beyond their expectations.

      Breathing in the sight of the ship in its entirety as he came around the front, he remembered fondly the first time he’d asked Gaia to power on the engines without even needing to lift his finger. His foray into the realm of artificial intelligence began with her, and it ended with ADIM.

      Again, he glanced up at the entrance of the hangar, hoping to see a ship entering, but he found none. This was the longest time he and ADIM had ever been physically apart. So Cassius took a seat on a fuel container beside his ship to wait. After a few minutes, the soft purr of the station’s many systems began to soothe him, allowing his mind to wander back to the day, almost four years ago, when he’d brought ADIM into existence…

      

  




***

      Cassius Vale stood at the edge of a three-dimensional map of the Circuit in his private lab on Titan. His icy glare moved along the projections of slowly rotating planets, eyes narrowing as they fell upon that of Earth.

      A small holorecorder rested in his upturned palm, designed in the shape of a small sphere with illuminated fluted rifts around its circumference. Without looking, he twisted his thumb, shifting one of the offset planes on the device so that a splaying beam of pixelated light shot upward. The particles began to rearrange, the dusky likeness of a human head slowly taking form.

      His heart skipped a beat. His hands began to tremble. He tried to steady his breathing, but all his swollen emotions were only serving to drench his brow with sweat. It was the same as the year before, and the years before that, when the fateful anniversary of his son’s death would arrive to bring with it irrepressible pangs of grief and rage.

      The face of Caleb Vale was rendered with such realism that only a closely discerning eye would be able to notice the space between each fragment of light. But the image was frozen, the tip of Cassius’ finger hovering over the blinking button that would set the recording to replay for what seemed like the thousandth time. The image had no background. It was as if the young man portrayed was right there with him.

      Cassius could usually fight back the tears, but on that day the sight made his eyes well. It was all he could manage to urge himself to switch the message on, cuing the lips of the hologram to begin speaking.

      “Happy birthday, Dad!” Caleb wished cheerfully, with only a hint of the vocal dilution inherent in a typical long-range visual message. The ex-Tribune’s inventions were far from typical. “I bet you thought I’d forget.”

      Cassius released a pitiful sound, more a grief-stricken snivel than the reminiscent laugh he had expected to slip through his quivering lips. Caleb’s face was so familiar to him and yet stranger with each passing day.

      “I can’t believe how fast another year has gone,” Caleb said. His expression dropped to a grimace. “Look, Dad, I know you’re worried about me, but I’ll be fine. You see, we did it. We finally did it.”

      The hologram rearranged, zooming out to trace Caleb’s full body. The floor of his environment was rendered, glowing beneath his feet as he walked over to run the back of his hand along the surface of a glass chamber. At first glance, it appeared to be filled only with water, but swaying beneath the ripples was the straggly form of an aquatic plant. Its stem was wiry, almost pathetic looking, but Cassius recalled the shiver up his spine the first time he saw it.

      “We moved it here from the lake,” Caleb continued. “It’s growing under the surface! A real Earthborn plant. For the first time in decades, the purification process is taking a step forward. I… I—” The excitement in his voice was palpable, bringing a twisted smile to Cassius’ lips as his son tripped over his own words. “I know it doesn’t seem like much, but life on Earth after centuries… Dad, it’s… it’s a miracle.” Caleb gathered his breath and then chuckled to himself weakly. “You probably don’t care, but it’s everything to me.”

      Everything to me, Cassius thought, his hand nearly slipping from the burnished sill he’d been leaning on.

      “Well, we’re about to head out for supplies. Don’t worry, I’ll be safe. Earth isn’t as vengeful as you recall. Anyway, you know I’ll be thinking about you. We’ll see each other soon, I prom—” Caleb was cut off as a powerful tremor knocked him off balance. A red-haired young woman in the background shouted frantically before Caleb scrambled to reach her. Then the recording froze.

      Tears ran from Cassius’ eyes in thin streams as he ran his thumb over the holorecorder, replaying those last words over and over until he unraveled. The device slipped through his fingers, its impact drowned out by angst-ridden groans. He hunched over the table, his insides curdling, his throat clenching as if he were being choked to death.

      When his stomach finally settled, he turned and mustered his most regal stride. He followed the rolling device across the floor until it bumped against the foot of a console and began to play again. He bent over to pause the message just as his son’s face was fully formed. He considered deactivating it, but instead set it down on a table so that his son’s holographic face was overlooking the laboratory.

      “You’ll want to see this, Caleb,” he whispered as he moved to a console. Its many holoscreens remained blank until he keyed in a command, which prompted the security protocol. He placed his eye against a retinal scanner and then typed in the password 2AL3B82LE. Not too difficult for an outsider to figure out, but he always tried to maintain the guise that he held no information worth hiding.

      The display hummed to life, hundreds of lines of diagnostics wrapping around the front of him. Among all the images surveying the status of Titan and other data, there was one that depicted a not quite human figure. He pressed a key on his holopad, causing the information to be transmitted to another screen. He turned from the station and set it to begin recording.

      “Recordi…” Cassius sniveled and wiped his cheeks one last time as to appear more his typically unflappable self. “Recording 243. March 15, 514 Kepler Circuit. My birthday,” he began as he strode toward a pulsating red aura on the other side of the dim laboratory. “This will be my last entry regarding the first automated dynamic intelligence mech: codename ADIM. What began in anguish as a project without intention has become so much more to me. It has been four years, but now, I, Cassius Vale, am on the verge of the greatest breakthrough in human history since the establishment of the Circuit.”

      He stopped before a shielded chamber where a small fusion reactor floated at chest height. It seethed like magma, the light wavering as sharp fins spiraled around its volatile core. His eyes unfolded over the device, in marvel of his work. The rapid whoosh of the churning blades matched the beating of his own heart as he grew close enough to feel the heat emanating through its protective shield.

      “The fate that befell our beloved homeworld was tragic, but we remain strong,” he said. “Earth is forever in our DNA. It may define us and where we came from, but even a master craftsman doesn’t go back to alter his first masterpiece. We left our mark on that fading planet, and in its dying gasp reaped the secrets to evolve beyond it. We have not fallen to ashes alongside the frail life with which we shared her, but instead have ascended to greet all the vastness of the universe. I was counted amongst the fools who lost sight of what is out there for us to claim, but I have been enlightened. Here is the first step toward a new future, a brighter future for mankind.”

      He paused, let the words sink in. He’d orchestrated them in the mirror enough times, but this was history.

      “We don’t need the battered husk of Earth any longer,” he continued. “There is no spirit wallowing deep within her core. The Tribune will call me a heretic, but with ADIM I will pave a new foundation for man. It was once believed by the Ancients that some divine being—some god—created man in his image. I believe today that we have assumed that role.”

      Cassius typed a command into his holopad, and a table tilted upright beside the reactor’s chamber. Lying on it was ADIM. The android was bathed in darkness, his outline painted red by the oscillating light. His silhouette was so manlike in height and scale that in the shadows the difference was almost indiscernible.

      “Just like the son I once helped bear to life, here is another to be guided by my will. An artificial copy, which will not perish as easily as…” Cassius’ lower lip began to tremble. He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly to calm himself. “He is the first of his kind, an artificial conception able to adapt and evolve as we do. Not a virtual intelligence restricted to a console on a ship. Not one of the mindless drones bent on the pursuit of a singular task, which the Tribune sought to wipe off the Circuit. No, ADIM is a freely existing synthetic being, ruled by the devotion inherent in any son, and eager to learn from a worthy father.”

      The table positioned ADIM’s open chest plate at the same height as the fusion reactor. Cassius’ finger froze over the command to initiate.

      This was it. As easy as turning on the lights. He glanced over his shoulder to see the holographic face of his true son, frozen and lifeless. Four years of suffering and this was his gift to himself—progeny of metal and fusion. When he turned again, his eyes were brimming with conviction.

      He was ready.

      Cassius initiated the process to proceed, and an alarm whined. The field protecting the cylindrical chamber powered down. Then a mechanical arm fashioned specially for grasping the hazardous reactor descended from the ceiling.

      “Together, we will reset the course of humankind. We shall assume the destiny we inherited when we survived the death of our homeworld. Together, we will rise beyond any of our wildest aspirations and take our place as mighty titans of this system and all others! This is the future I promise to you, humans of the Circuit,” Cassius proclaimed with the vigor of someone delivering a speech before a thunderous crowd.

      The only response was the alarm stopping, then the soft, undulant humming of the reactor as it was lifted by the mechanical arm. Cassius watched without blinking as the source of power was conveyed into the android’s hollow torso.

      Once in place, the inner workings of ADIM coiled to greet it—wires and circuits filling the metal frame like Cassius’ own veins. When that was complete, a series of ribbed panels closed to form a chest. The hellish glow of the core slipped through the narrow slits between each armored plate.

      The table glided across the room and stopped directly before Cassius. It rotated further until ADIM’s two-pronged feet landed softly on the floor.

      Cassius powered down his holopad and circled his creation in admiration. He followed the thick, reinforced circuits running between the superalloy plates of ADIM’s neck as they pulsed with energy.

      It was one of the most beautiful things Cassius had ever seen. For the first time in exactly four years, a tear dribbled from the corner of his eye. The first tear that wasn’t drawn out by memories of his son. Perfection, he thought to himself as he ran the back of his index finger over the ridged, blank surface where ADIM’s mouth would be located if he were human.

      Two eyes, nested deep in the crescent-shaped blackness between the two plates that comprised ADIM’s face, came on with a hiss. The blazing red orbs were surrounded by a tight circle of smaller lights, which slowly rotated like planets in orbit around a star.

      Cassius stepped back to observe the android’s face, which he only then realized retained a markedly inquisitive demeanor. Then the magnetized table switched off, and ADIM wobbled forward, innocent as a child learning to walk for the first time. But he was a quick learner. After only a few faulty steps, ADIM found his footing and stood upright, so that both he and his creator rose to the exact same height.

      “ADIM, can you hear me?” Cassius asked. He leaned in until his nose nearly touched ADIM’s neck.

      “Processing commands.” The smaller lights around ADIM’s eyes revolved faster as his cognitive and optical functions worked in concert to access and comprehend his surroundings. “Are you referring to this unit?”

      It was hard for Cassius to infer the statement as a question from ADIM’s cold, apathetic voice, but he was able to detect the subtle inflection. He did create him, after all.

      “Yes, I am,” he said.

      The android looked down at himself, turning his hands over to inspect their back sides. His limbs and joints moved with such fluidity that there wasn’t a single noise emitted during motion, as was typical in most bots, or even some humans.

      “And you are the Creator?” ADIM asked. He reached out and let his long, sharp index finger gently graze Cassius’ cheek.

      The ex-Tribune sniveled. His hand quaked as it wrapped his creation’s forearm. The surface was cool, but beneath it he could feel a surging warmth desperate to escape its metallic sheathing. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.

      “Does this unit upset you?” ADIM asked. “This unit can assume a more familiar appearance if you desire.” Tiny, almost imperceptible emitters imbedded around ADIM’s chassis glinted, emitting holographic pixels that converged to envelop him in the exact image of his creator.

      Cassius was forced to look upon his own likeness. And as close as he stood, he could still barely perceive the red eyes of the machine beneath the projection. It might as well have been a clone.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the hologram of his son looking on with the blithe smile Cassius so adored. “You are perfect…”

      

  




***

      Back in the present, Cassius glanced up with heavy eyelids. That very same spherical holorecorder sat in his upturned palm. He yawned and stuffed it back into his belt when he realized that there was still no ship approaching.

      He wasn’t worried that ADIM might be in trouble. Or at least he told himself he wasn’t. Regardless, he brought his hand to his ear to switch on the comm-link. There was no reason to deny it with nobody watching.

      Cassius missed the android. He missed him almost as much as he missed his own son.
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      ADIM sat upright in the captain’s chair of the stolen Tribunal freighter. A heap of bodies was piled behind him, a crusty tributary of dried blood snaking along the floor from their position.

      He remained in sleep mode as the ship traversed a programmed route through the asteroid belt that would avoid contact with any Ceresian colonies or mining facilities. Barely cognizant of the world around him as his system ran on five percent power.

      On a screen adjacent to him was a live recording of the freighter’s galley. The six surviving crew members locked inside it were seated sullenly at a table. It had been almost two weeks since he stole the freighter, but their defiance had faded shortly after the first day.

      “ADIM, I have arrived at Ennomos. Should I be expecting you soon?” Cassius spoke into his head.

      ADIM’s systems immediately transitioned to full power. He hopped to his feet, his eye-lenses brightening, as there was once again a reason for animation.

      “Creator,” he responded, “this unit will arrive at Ennomos Base in approximately seven hours and twelve minutes. Was your business on Mars satisfactory?”

      “Extraordinarily so,” Cassius replied. “I will be awaiting your arrival.”

      The foreboding sense of detachment returned as comms closed, but this time ADIM was not dismayed. There was work to be done. His Creator didn’t enjoy seeing the brutality of his undertakings, so, one by one, he began hauling the corpses to the cargo bay. Once they were neatly lined up in front of the exit ramp, he secured the two containers of gravitum to the floor and opened it.

      ADIM grasped the wall and magnetized as air rushed around his chassis, the rapid change in pressure forcing the bodies out. He watched for a moment as they tumbled into the vastness of space to be lost amongst the stars. Then he resealed the exit and headed toward the galley.

      When he arrived, he placed his hand over the keypad, synced with the ship’s systems, and programmed the door to open. The captives’ heads turned quickly to witness the android silently striding through their confines. Only one of them dared to speak.

      “What did you do with them?” sniveled the surveillance room engineer he’d spared earlier.

      “They have been disposed of, as required,” ADIM responded, not even bothering to stop and look as he passed to retrieve the cleaning supplies from the storeroom.

      “Required by whom? What are you going to do with us?”

      “Your fate will be decided by the Creator.” He retrieved what he needed and departed, locking the protesting the humans in again without hesitation.

      Once back at the command deck, ADIM got on his hands and knees, and with meticulous attention to detail, began scrubbing every drop of blood. He retraced every trail of every corpse, discarded all the debris, and even performed some repairs. When he finally finished, the ship was left so spotless that it seemed as if he was never there… minus the dents from bullets at least.

      ADIM resumed his position in the captain’s chair. Soon after, a ruddy glob of rock loomed through the viewport. It was Ennomos—a small D-class asteroid, part of the Jupiter Trojan Formation, far beyond the belt. It was a fairly remote place. There were some Ceresian mining facilities in the region, but none of vast importance.

      Ennomos itself had very little worth quarrying except for small traces of water ice, which meant nobody would ever bother looking there. The stolen freighter couldn’t be brought to Cassius’ home on Titan, where the risk of detection was almost guaranteed.

      ADIM seized control of the freighter from autopilot, able to regulate every system simply by tapping through a single console, where it would typically require an entire crew working in symphony. The Ennomos Station was discreet, built into a lengthy valley so that it would remain undetected by anyone who didn’t already know it was there. The hangar itself appeared like a flattened tube with a sequence of articulated ribs running across the top.

      Soaring smoothly into the valley, ADIM guided the freighter through the mouth of the hangar. Auxiliary antigrav boosters allowed him to land softly beside the White Hand.

      ADIM wasted no time. He rushed down to the freighter’s cargo bay, where he found his Creator already waiting outside the open ramp.

      “ADIM,” Cassius proclaimed as he stepped up the ramp into the opened room, “I am glad to see you in one piece.”

      ADIM paused for a moment to try to formulate a worthy response. “This unit is satisfied to see you are in one piece as well, Creator.”

      “By the Ancients!” Cassius immediately turned his attention to the containers and ran his hand along the sides of them. Each was a silver box with thin blue glowing insets. “This should be enough to finish, no?” He patted ADIM on the back before turning to head out into the hangar.

      “By my calculations, there is enough to resupply a New Earth cruiser six times over,” ADIM said. He began following behind Cassius so closely that if he could breathe, he’d be doing it right down his creator’s neck.

      “Help me bring them down?”

      ADIM stared at the containers for a moment, eyes spinning. Then he reached underneath one, lifted it, and placed it on top of the other. The containers dwarfed him, but he was able to bring them to his chest with such ease that one would have thought they were as light as a feather. “Seven hundred and twenty-three pounds,” he assessed. “This unit is capable of transporting four-point-three times more weight if you require, Creator.”

      “So could I in my heyday.” Cassius smirked, but ADIM proceeded out of the ship without responding.

      Together, they meandered down the long hangar. It was a brightly lit space with cambered supports curving like boomerangs to support the vaulted ceiling. Behind the White Hand, there were five other stolen Tribunal freighters parked throughout, similar to the one ADIM arrived on.

      Each of them was powered down and in a different stage of being deconstructed by gravitum mining bots, which had been reoutfitted for assembly. They looked like thickly plated spiders, with their many limbs extending from a blocky central body. Containment tubes were fixed at the bottom of their cores, used to hold the gravitum they would siphon out in small quantities from Earth’s mantle. Their many appendages made them perfectly suited for Cassius’ needs. They were also far more efficient than trading to acquire proper shipyard machinery along with the manpower required to operate them.

      They reached an elevator at the opposite end of the hangar. Cassius used the retinal scanner and hand scanner to open it. They stepped in.

      “The Tribunal Council grows restless,” Cassius explained as they descended deeper into the crust of the asteroid. He looked pleased, which meant ADIM was. “A Ceresian terrorist nearly bombed New Terrene, and the council suspects they are the ones who’ve been preying on their personal freighters.”

      “Will they make a declaration of war?” ADIM asked.

      “Not so easily again. They will continue their attempt to bleed the Ceresians dry before electing for another war. It will be up to us to provide the necessary motivation.”

      The lift opened and they continued down a white-paneled hallway. They passed by a door with a holoscreen adjacent to it, displaying a crowd of sickly-looking people. ADIM stopped to stare at the screen.

      “There are six others aboard the new freighter,” ADIM said. “None appear to be a threat.”

      “We’ll escort them down here next,” Cassius said. “They’ll be kept nourished enough not to die before we need them.”

      “Must they be alive, Creator? It would be easier to deal with them all if they weren’t.”

      “Corpses in cryo-chambers will teach us nothing. Once you see them, you’ll understand.”

      “Yes, Creator.”

      They proceeded down the hall and stopped at a glass. A pressurized vestibule beyond it had a dense enviro-suit hanging from the wall. Through it was a dark laboratory, illuminated only by a pulsing blue light on the far side.

      “This should be fine, thank you,” Cassius said as he extended his hand to signal ADIM to place the gravitum containers down.

      ADIM did as instructed and then quickly, but gently, grasped Cassius’ hand. He noticed the half-healed scrapes along the knuckles. Taking time to observe and run his fingers over the wounds, he then glanced at his own arm where a seemingly fatal projectile had merely inscribed a shallow scratch in his plating.

      “This unit does not bleed,” he said.

      “Next time you return, the weapon will be—” Cassius stopped and gazed into ADIM’s eyes. “No, ADIM, you don’t bleed.”

      “The Creator has bled. The humans I’ve injured all bleed. But this unit does not. Is this what defines life?”

      Cassius took three and a half seconds to respond. “A tree doesn’t bleed, but that doesn’t mean it is lifeless. A system of mechanical parts doesn’t bleed, yet that doesn’t mean it’s not rife with purpose.”

      “Yet, this unit is not alive as the Creator is.”

      Cassius stood with his mouth hanging half-open. ADIM wasn’t used to him being left without words. He immediately began thinking back through their conversation to analyze if he’d said anything wrong.

      “You don’t need to consider such things,” Cassius responded warmly. “We are all alive in our own way. Yours may differ from mine, but there is no denying your strength. Your vigor. It doesn’t matter to me what you are, ADIM, so long as you are by my side.”

      “Please do not doubt this unit’s reliability.” ADIM stepped forward, as if to help express apprehension, which neither his face nor impassive voice could convey to a human.

      “Never.” Cassius grabbed ADIM by the arms and shook them with conviction. “I just meant that this universe is a vast, endless place. Don’t trouble yourself with the mysteries nobody can answer. When this is all over with, we’ll seek them out for ourselves.”

      “Perhaps there are other units like this one?” The tiny lights around ADIM’s red eyes began to spin faster as he contemplated, running countless probability scenarios through his processor.

      “Even if somewhere in the Circuit there are some that look the same as you do, there are none like you,” Cassius admired. “You are unique, ADIM.”

      ADIM stepped back, satisfied with the response.

      Cassius slid his hand to the android’s back and began guiding him back toward the lift. “Now, let us go get the others before I finish our work on the gravitum bomb.”

      “Alone? Do you no longer require this unit’s assistance?” ADIM asked as they stepped onto the lift.

      “I long for it. But at this stage, I can finish from a safe distance. And my suit will keep me safe from any chance of exposure. Instead, there is one last task I need your help with before we can return home to Titan together.” The lift stopped and they moved out into the hangar, where Cassius pointed left to a sub-hangar where a smaller black and red ship sat. “You must take the Shadow Chariot to Earth and acquire the complete plans for one of the Ancients’ plasmatic drills for me. Only after testing Titan’s core will I resolve to use that bomb.”

      ADIM said nothing at first. His expressionless face could offer no indication of how he felt, but it didn’t matter. Though he might have valued the moments he shared with Cassius over all other things, in the end, his existence was measured by a single directive.

      “This unit is pleased to execute the Creator’s will.”
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      Sage Volus’ eyes blinked. She squinted from side to side, her vision foggy. A sharp line of pain shot down the right side of her torso as she rolled to her back, but it was nothing compared to how much her head throbbed.

      It wasn’t unusual for her to wake with a slight headache. That was one of the minor side effects from the cybernetic implant latched onto her brain stem. Every executor received one upon making their vows, and it served to improve her reflexes, senses, hand-eye coordination, and other attributes useful in battle, such as dulling pain. This time it was different though, as if a ten-ton vise were squeezing her frontal lobe.

      It took a few minutes for her to acclimate to the bright white room, but once she did, she recognized it as the private medical wing of the New Terrene Arbiter’s Enclave. A holoscreen on the wall monitored her heartbeat. Alongside it was a projection of her body that displayed a live display of all her biological functions. In it, her right arm was missing.

      She nervously glanced down, then quickly peeled a blanket back to reveal her pale, denuded body covered with electrodes. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that her artificial arm remained in place. With her other hand, she traced the bumps of a new scar running over her right shoulder at the connection joint.

      Her artificial fingers wriggled in the same manner that they used to when she willed them to, only presently she could no longer feel the slight tingle at the nerve endings of her amputated limb. Whatever had happened to her had left her even number than before.

      “You’re finally awake!” Tribune Benjar Vakari said enthusiastically, entering through a sliding door and locking it behind him.

      He wasn’t very impressive in stature, but his deep green tunic gave him a regal appearance. The emblem of the Tribune was stitched over his chest in gold, and a cloak draped over his left arm in a lighter shade of green. Countless facelifts and a heavy coat of makeup made him appear young from far away, but the skin around the back of his neck was creased by wrinkles.

      “Your Eminence!” Sage yanked the blanket up to her neck to cover her breasts. Then she scrambled to reach the edge of the bed so that she could perform a proper greeting.

      Tribune Vakari held out his hand to stop her. “Please remain seated.”

      Not sure what to do, Sage clasped her hands together and bowed her head as low as she could manage before it pained her. “What in the name of the Ancients is going on?”

      “You don’t remember?”

      She furrowed her brow and fought her aching head as she tried to concentrate. Images of blood and flame flashed through her memory. She recalled falling and then blackness, but nothing more.

      “Did I stop the bomber?” she asked.

      “You left him dead after you discovered the bomb on his person. Soldiers attempted to stop you in the upper city, but…” He paused and analyzed her face. Apparently satisfied with what he saw, he continued, “I was fortunate enough to have been there in time to restrain them, allowing you to trigger the explosive beyond the city’s enclosure. There was some superficial damage to the western vertical farms, and we’ll lose a few crops, but nothing we can’t deal with. What are a few plants compared to the thousands you saved?”

      Benjar sat at the end of the bed and stretched his hand over her thigh. “A shame that loathsome Ceresian met his end so quickly. It would have been beneficial to have captured him alive, but I never doubt the will of the Spirit.”

      As he talked, Sage couldn’t help but notice the fresh scars along her shoulder where her artificial arm connected.

      “That arm saved your life,” Benjar said. “Most of the remaining tendons and muscles around your shoulder had to be repaired, but the surgeons took good care of you. It should be fully operational again.”

      Sage sat up, the sudden motion making her woozy. “How long have I been out?”

      “You suffered a concussion and your implant was slightly impaired. You’ve been under close surveillance for four days.”

      “That explains the headache.” Sage groaned and reached behind her head to feel the faint scar from her executor implant beneath her hair. It hadn’t been reopened.

      “No surgery was necessary. We only had to reboot it from the outside. Give it a spark. Once it kicks back in, your tolerance for pain will return.” Benjar shuffled along the bed until he was positioned by her head.

      “I hope that’s soon.” She squeezed her eyelids to try to combat the soreness. “Thank you for helping with the soldiers.”

      “We are lucky I was nearby. I thought I might lose you.”

      His lips came down to press delicately against her cheek and hold there. She didn’t fight it, even as a second kiss moved to her lips. She never did, despite the way it made her stomach turn. Goosebumps rose along her skin as his hand passed gently through her hair. She let her sight drift toward the light above her bed, receding into her thoughts as she always did, not kissing back.

      I am a knight in the darkness, a vessel of their wisdom. She reminded herself of the vows of an executor to keep calm. I am the silent hand of the Tribune. I will not lose faith amongst the faithless. We are in eternal service to the Spirit of the Earth, which binds us. With the Tribune as our guide, we will prove worthy of the home that breathed its life into us, life that we so selfishly brought to ruin. Extinguished will be the flames we have kindled. Light shall be the shadow we have bidden. The Earth will rise again.

      She repeated those phrases in her head as he began to slide her toward the edge of the mattress. Her shoulder got caught in the sheet, and the pain was enough to make her moan. He leaned the entirety of his weight onto her naked body, his elbow pressing against her ribs. She winced as he placed more fervent kisses down her neck.

      “I can’t,” she wheezed. She scrambled further up onto the bed and pulled the blanket up over her. “I can’t.”

      “Yes… I… sorry, my dear.” Benjar pulled away, panting. It took him almost a full minute to gather his breath. His cheeks were flushed, and his lips were twisted into a scowl. “Even the mighty Sage Volus is not invincible.” He sighed. “On to business, then.” He turned his back to her and began to observe her medical data.

      She continued staring blankly until the light above her grew blurry. It didn’t help the headache, but it was how she got through. It was her duty to serve her Tribune however he needed. She could pretend she was sailing through space toward a distant star, or that she was standing on ancient Earth with the sun shining down through a blue sky.

      “There is no doubt that the bomber was the scum of Ceres,” Benjar said as he straightened his tunic.

      Sage looked up at him, but when she opened her mouth to respond, she was immediately cut off.

      “And you mutilated him before public eyes!” he snapped. His cape was tossed violently around his shoulder as he whipped around, the gust blowing back Sage’s hair. “What happened to secrecy? You are meant to operate in the shadows, not confront a cohort of my men on the streets! Thank the Ancients I was there; otherwise half the hub would be in shambles.”

      “I…” she began before choosing to look away. Fragments of what had happened flashed through her mind. “There was a bomb in his arm.”

      “And you decide to saw it off in plain sight.” Benjar raised the back of his hand to strike her, then froze. His lips pursed. “Damned fanatics. Well, it doesn’t matter anymore. The crisis was averted, but you can’t remain here.”

      “What?” she asked, hoping she’d heard him incorrectly.

      “The entire city now knows about you! How many fire-haired women like you do you think are running around New Terrene with pistols in their hands?” He sat down beside her again and ran the back of his fingers over her sweating forehead. Then he shifted his tone to be more soothing as he continued, “You can’t very well function efficiently under these conditions.”

      “But where would I go?” She felt tears coming. She assumed the damage to her implant caused it to happen, because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried.

      “On another assignment, while things here settle down.” He wiped her eyes with the end of his tunic. “You’re one of the finest executors we have. It breaks my heart, but we have no choice. You will traverse the Circuit to Ceres Prime. There, you will pose as a dissident refugee from New Terrene in order to infiltrate the ranks of the Ceresians. I want you to find out the truth behind the recent attacks on our freighters. There is a war coming, my dear, and I would not have us at a disadvantage.”

      Ceres, she thought without responding. A lawless, fully enclosed world where even the hopeful glimmer of the sun didn’t shine through. Like lower New Terrene only infinitely larger, darker, and filled with the worst kind of people the Circuit had to offer.

      “Can you do this for me, Sage Volus?” Benjar’s fingers slithered through the tangled strands of her hair as he gently cradled her head. “Can you do this for all of the Tribune?”

      Sage closed her eyes. She didn’t want to leave again. New Terrene had been her home since she was a child, and she’d grown used to being able to see the sun through the city’s enclosure. But she knew where her loyalties lay. “I will do what I must, Your Eminence,” she said. “We serve the same Spirit.”

      “Excellent! And may it guide you always.”

      Benjar leaned over, placing one more soulful kiss half on her cheek and half on her lips. She fought back more of her abnormal tears as he quickly turned to leave the room without another word. Without even a second glance.
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Chapter Nine—Adim

          

        

      

    

    
      ADIM’s body filled the narrow cockpit of the Shadow Chariot—a fighter-class ship designed to house little more than him. A ridge on top contained its engine core, which powered the notched ion drives protruding off the tail. Most of the chassis was as black as space itself, with illuminated slivers of red slicing down the length of its wings and converging at the tip of the tapered bow.

      It was the Creator’s earliest gift to ADIM, bearing stealth capabilities that were even more advanced than the White Hand.

      The ship passed over Luna, Earth’s lonely moon, completely invisible to its scanners. White lights shone from a complex on its craterous surface, one of four citadels throughout the Circuit and the seat of Tribune Cordo Yashan. Floating above it was a station comprised of a series of massive rings with four equally spaced inhabitable decks running along their edges like horizontal skyscrapers. It was one of the conduit stations left behind by the Ancients before the Earth fell hundreds of years earlier.

      From what ADIM had learned, the factions of humans living throughout the Circuit each had their own beliefs about why the Earth died. For instance, the Tribune claimed it was the result of the sins of humankind, and that when they redeemed themselves, the Earth would miraculously heal.

      According to Cassius, before the fall, a group of Ancient researchers had discovered gravitum within the mantle of the Earth. This new element could be used to generate substantial fields of artificial gravity when charged with specific electrical currents.

      The Ancients began tearing at the surface of the planet, harvesting as much as they could find as quickly as possible. There was no need to find other livable worlds if they could build their own designed to simulate the conditions of Earth. They constructed the first conduit station above Luna in order to test the element in vacuum conditions.

      But they went too far. Earth couldn’t handle the abuse, and billions were killed when it rejected life, spitting up molten rocks as its tectonic plates split.

      With the world literally crumbling, the foolish men who dreamed of the stars were the last hope for humanity. Using the scattered conduit stations, they completed a series of solar-powered arks as a hopeful effort to transport the remnants of humanity to a new, habitable world if they could find one. They never made it that far. Instead, each ship was sent out, crammed with survivors and the materials needed to quickly construct more conduit stations around the solar system, using gravitum so their inhabitants would easier adapt to their new environments.

      Six of them were placed above the major colonies, from Luna to Uranus, successfully delivering mankind from the depths of the second Dark Age. The solar-arks were set in continuous motion between them, equally distributing the resources each settlement offered—water, food, gases, minerals, and gravitum. The Circuit was born, reliant on the Earth, which had spurned humanity as if they were no more than insects.

      Presently, the Conduit hovering above the moon, which had once saved humanity from extinction, served as little more than a trading hub. Dozens of transports flocked to and from the construction, and every so often, one of the massive solar-arks would race through its rings at a small fraction of light speed. They never slowed down. A complex system of gravity generators, magnets and moving parts would convey the cargo inside the vessels to and from the arks in seconds.

      This was not where ADIM was headed, however. He zipped by, his vessel too small to be noticed even with so many Tribunal ships nearby. He’d registered as no more than a harmless rock bound to burn up in Earth’s atmosphere. And that was exactly where he was headed.

      Cassius had told him of the green pastures and blue skies Earth once boasted. What ADIM saw as he rounded Luna, however, was a desolate wasteland. The planet was trapped in a volcanic winter. The oceans were black as death, and beneath the brown smog of its atmosphere, ADIM could see only the incandescent red of molten rock carving furrows across the forlorn landscape.

      Earth’s air festered with radiation and poisonous fumes, unlivable without wearing protective suits. Even when wearing one, visitors chanced the volatile nature of the surface. The planet’s plates were in a constant state of flux due to the Ancients’ excessive mining, resulting in violent earthquakes and unpredictable volcanic activity.

      Humans were always dejected when they saw the planet, but like his Creator, ADIM didn’t believe that Earth could be restored. All he contemplated on approach was when it might be appropriate to update Cassius. He’d been sent to recover schematics for the plasmatic drills used in digging gravitum mines. The Tribune was in control of all of them, but there were few who knew exactly how they worked.

      “Creator, this unit is just outside Earth’s orbit.” ADIM decided to communicate to Cassius when he was only a couple of thousand miles away. A few minutes passed without him receiving a response. He slowed down. His creator was rarely late.

      “Sorry for the delay, ADIM. I was busy in the lab.” The familiar sound of his Creator’s voice eased his concerns. “Try to be discreet with this. I would rather the Tribune know nothing about this little endeavor.”

      “What if this unit is left with no other choice?”

      “I leave it to your discretion. If lives must be taken, dispose of them swiftly. They’ll chalk it up to the vengeful nature of Earth. Be careful of that yourself… I’ve lost too many sons to that wasteland already.”

      ADIM paused. Just as he was about to respond, the bow of his ship plunged into Earth’s atmosphere. The signal grew muffled as a loud clap rang out and the Shadow Chariot was wreathed in flame.

      “Creator, are you there?” he asked.

      Cassius’ reply came through, drowned in static. “I… I’m losing you… I’ll see… ADIM… Good luck.”

      The silence returned, just as jarring as ever. ADIM would’ve turned around to finish the conversation, but he couldn’t. It was rare when his cognition was distracted, but as he plummeted through the stratosphere, it took him a few moments to regain control of the ship.

      Son. This unit is a son? ADIM pondered to himself, looking down at his arm as his camouflage emitters projected the image of human skin upon the limb. It could’ve just been a manner of human speech that he didn’t yet understand, but the Creator had never referred to him in such a way.

      This unit must ask the Creator if a son, by definition, must be human.

      The Shadow Chariot pierced Earth’s grim veil while he contemplated the notion. He pulled up over an expanse of water as far as the eye could see. Violent waves crested with relentless frequency and hewed foam across the ocean like it were the mouth of an incensed beast.

      ADIM kept his ship at a low altitude, weaving a path over the ocean as he headed for the landmass at the edge of the hazy horizon. Nobody was in sight. Not a ship, not a station. If he had been seen, the Tribune would already be on him, but he was never seen.

      He guided the ship to a gentle landing atop a low bluff. The cockpit slid back, and the circuits linked to his forearms disconnected. ADIM carefully deactivated the engine and pulled a thicker cord out from his chest. The ship’s fusion core was undersized in order to keep the Shadow Chariot as small as possible, so Cassius had designed it to work in concert with ADIM’s, like a symbiotic being.

      ADIM vaulted over the side of the ship once he was completely disconnected, the frozen dirt cracking beneath his feet. An oppressive gloom hung all around him, unlike any sort of night the other planets throughout the Circuit could muster. The stars were imperceptible. Only the silhouette of Luna could be seen, shining faintly like a faded skull.

      He switched his vision to infrared and began sprinting across the countryside. There was nothing. A few patches of petrified forests here, some rubble there, but nothing worth slowing down to analyze. It was difficult for him to consider that the stumps once held life. There were no heat signatures anymore, no cities with innumerable towers and with vehicles whizzing over paved streets. In half a millennium, no human had walked the Earth without an enviro-suit and lived to talk about it.

      This was his first time ever visiting the human homeworld, but to him it was as lifeless as any other world within the Circuit naturally was. He began to realize that even though it had fostered its creations for more ages than he knew to exist, in the end, it was as expendable as an obsolete ship.

      Crossing a low hill, a group of heat signatures popped up. ADIM was half a kilometer out, but he had arrived at the NA-412 Drilling Site right on schedule. He kneeled at the summit and scanned the horizon.

      The tremendous drilling assembly sat in the clearing—an island of dim light within the oppressive darkness. The drill itself was a thick cylinder of layered shells pumping out of the base, lowering a plasmatic tip deeper and deeper into the crevice over which it hung.

      At the top of the rig was a sphere of offset rings that rotated feverishly around a reactor core much like ADIM’s, only larger. Three towering metal arms rose in a tripod formation to support it all, hoisting a boxy structure at the very top, which not only served as living quarters for those who worked the mine, but that was fitted with jets underneath. In case of volcanic activity rupturing the excavation site, it could lift off and safely carry the drill away.

      The drills had been constructed by the Ancients, and the Tribune fiercely guarded them so that they couldn’t be destroyed or reproduced.

      Anti-air turrets were positioned on the ridge adjacent to ADIM’s position. They posed no threat, but there was a time before he was constructed when Earth had been contested and the Tribune and the Ceresian Pact waged a war over who would control their homeworld. When the Earth Reclaimer War ended, only the Tribune owned Earth.

      ADIM approached the drill, pulling up behind a turret. Scanners left over from the war beeped nearby, but they were searching for traces of biological life. The only thing ADIM had to worry about were the three lumbering combat mechs patrolling the site.

      As he ran through myriad calculations for how best to infiltrate, Earth decided to offer him assistance. In the distance, molten rock began oozing out of a tall peak, like a trail of glowing rubies when all else was obscured. He waited for a moment until the ground started to rumble from seismic activity.

      Each of the mechs turned to observe the minor eruption. ADIM sprinted down the hill as they did and lay down in between the legs of the nearest one. Being that close would make his heat signature nearly imperceptible against the mech’s.

      ADIM’s enhanced auditory systems were able to perceive the pilot inside speaking to the others over comms. “How long you think this hole will last?”

      The mech began to move with heavy steps that made the ground shudder even more intensely. ADIM sleuthed along, staying directly beneath it as it neared the drilling hole.

      “I give it a month,” another pilot responded. “Can’t wait to get off this rock. Homeworld, my ass. Give me the clean glass sky of New Terrene any day.”

      ADIM sprawled out and wrapped his limbs around one of the drill’s massive supports once he was close enough. He activated the magnets on his hands and feet to remain secure against it. Then he waited, making sure that none of the mechs took notice. A few mining bots scurried down the drill into the impossible depths of the mine like spiders down a web. They wouldn’t be a problem. They were inferior robotic constructs, built to perform only menial tasks like mining.

      Lifts built onto the cambered columns supporting the drill could carry ADIM up to the living quarters, but the risk of human contact was far too great. He waited until the mechs were at a safe distance, then began to climb until all that was beneath him was an endless hole. If he wasn’t careful, even he could risk burning up down in Earth’s lower mantle.

      A long climb brought ADIM to the top of the drill. The noise emitted by the layers of the machine rising and falling would be deafening to human ears. He muted it out.

      The fusion core directly above whirred, the rings around it revolving so fast they could cleave a man in half. Completely upside down, he crawled along the living quarters’ underside towards the core. If he could heave himself toward the rotating blades and demagnetize in time to pass through, he would have direct access to the drill’s command terminal. But it would have to be perfect.

      Getting as close as he could, ADIM hung by one arm and began to swing himself. One revolution, he thought. Two revolutions. Three. Four… 263 milliseconds between.

      He timed it, then, without hesitation, flung himself. His torso twisted through the narrow space between the blades, but the lower portion of his legs were slapped with such force that he was shot across the circular platform inside. When his imaging systems settled, he scanned for damage.

      Only superficial, he assessed.

      The interior of the core was equally chaotic. Even more revolving blades surrounded the smoldering reddish-orange fusion reactor at its heart. Thick circuits draped from it, weaving along a grated platform toward more churning gears and blades below. The heat would boil a human alive. It was no threat to ADIM.

      Rising to his feet, he approached the command terminal at the base of the core. A holoscreen prompted him to enter a password. As the Creator had estimated, the drill’s controls were reserved for specialized Tribunal engineers in the case of a malfunction. That was a rare occurrence, so ADIM had plenty of time to work.

      He spread his fingers across the terminal. Even the Tribune’s most complex encryptions were as simple to crack for him as slicing paper with a knife. The screen flickered and his eyes began to spin. Data streamed through him. It took only a few minutes for every ounce of data on what constituted the Ancients’ plasmatic drills to be transmitted.

      ADIM erased any trace of his entry, down to the source code, then backed away. The Creator will be pleased that there were no casualties, he thought as he grasped the base of the ladder and plotted his departure. It was all too easy.
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Chapter Ten—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage Volus waited in a seat on the public tramline ascending Pavonis Mons to the space elevator. Not many people were heading to the Mars Conduit Station that morning.

      She stared blankly out the window, watching as the smooth, ruddy landscape rolled by. She hadn’t lived anywhere else in the Circuit for long. Executor missions had taken her to nearly every Tribunal settlement, but for the majority of her twenty-six years of life, she had dwelled in New Terrene. Protecting it. Now, she was being forced to leave despite saving thousands of innocent lives.

      She knew this was the path she’d chosen. Nobody ever told her the life of an executor would be easy. In fact, when she’d walked the surface of Earth eight years earlier to take her vows, death seemed all too enticing. She’d lost the only man she’d ever loved. Lost her dreams.

      That seemed like ages ago now. Her memory of him had grown so distant, she could barely picture his face. In fact, she couldn’t even remember the last time he’d popped into her head. She immediately shoved the thought to the back of her mind. She had to stay focused.

      Going undercover on Ceres Prime wasn’t going to be a vacation. There was no greater haven in the Circuit for the faithless and corrupt. But the Tribune needed her service, and she would provide it as she always had, without reservation or doubt.

      Glancing at her reflection in the window, she hardly recognized herself. Probably because her skin had had some color sapped from it to be as pale as a Ceresian’s, and her hair was arranged differently to help disguise herself. Instead of wavy, auburn locks draping over her slender shoulders, she wore it in a short, straight style, temporarily dyed dark brown. But her green eyes also seemed different, like they were drained of their former luster.

      She watched as she forced her lips into a smile. It hardly looked natural. From her hair to the artificial arm hanging from the stump of her shoulder, she hated everything she saw. All she wanted at that moment was to smile one day again and mean it, but after so many years it seemed that day would never come—

      “Miss… Miss… Miss!”

      Sage snapped out of her trance. “What?”

      “We’ve arrived at Pavonis Mons. Are you getting off?”

      “Yes. Sorry.” She stood and stumbled slightly. The sudden movement made her so woozy that she felt as if she were going to faint.

      “You all right?” He tried to help her, but she dodged him and caught herself on the back of a seat.

      Must still be from the blast, she thought as she shook her head. Not only was it making her more prone to emotional thinking, but it was still affecting her physically. Great. She couldn’t seem to stay focused no matter how much she told herself to, and she could hardly walk a straight line.

      “I’m fine,” Sage hissed as she shoved past him.

      She stepped off the tram with her pulse-pistol holstered on her belt alongside anything else she could possibly need. Personal holopad, some rations, CP card, and of course her combat armor. The nano-fiber suit with carbon plating fitted smoothly over her muscles, with layered sleeves extending all the way down to her hands to conceal her artificial right arm. The armor was custom made, unmarked by any designer, as was typical of her order. Countless dents and scratches mottled what was once a stunning white set.

      She couldn’t, however, go traipsing into Ceres in such expensive armor without raising suspicion. Tribune Vakari had taken care of that. This time, Agatha Lavos was the name prescribed to her—the orphaned daughter of a wealthy smuggler family operating out in deep space beyond Saturn’s orbit during the Earth Reclaimer War. In the attack that claimed their lives, she apparently lost her arm. A merchant uncle took her in, and Agatha had spent a great deal of her life working with him throughout the conduit stations. He used the wealth left to her by her parents to build her a new arm, and when he passed away, she’d finally decided to leave it all behind in order to start a life on Ceres Prime.

      All the history was there, lovingly fabricated by the Tribune to make her identity as real as any other. Sprinkle in some facts about how her parents died and why she was drawn to Ceres, of all places, and the character was complete.

      Some of it was based on truth. Her arm had been built for her by a man, and she could never forget him. She also never knew her birth parents. Only that they’d died toward the end of the war when she was a young child. But they weren’t rich, and neither her armor nor her pistol were heirlooms. They had been designed for her when she was named an executor.

      This was her life. It didn’t matter why she initially wanted to be an executor, because now it was the only thing she was good at. She enjoyed being as amorphous as a shadow, guarded by her anonymity. As far as the outside world knew, Sage Volus never existed. She wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Serena and Paulus Lavos. Killed in 494 K.C. by Tribunal forces outside New Terrene. She recited the story of her false identity over and over in her head as she rode the space elevator up out of the atmosphere, her ears popping. Agatha hates… I hate the Tribune and want vengeance for my family. The Ceresian Pact can help me.

      It was a simple story, but that made covers work better. Less room to make mistakes. Although, nobody in Ceres would care where she came from as long as she could prove her worth with a gun.

      The elevator released her into the Mars Conduit Station. Sage stopped to take a breath. The recycled air of the station was fresher than she was used to in old New Terrene. It made her feel a little bit better. She couldn’t tell whether her head pounded from thinking too much or from the explosion, but she knew she had to relax.

      There was nothing to be afraid of.

      Expertly trained in the arts of combat and subterfuge, if Sage couldn’t convince a few Ceresian grunts that she was worthy of their cause, then she didn’t deserve to be an executor anyway.

      A towering projection of Tribune Benjar Vakari suddenly rose through the Tribunal arrivals concourse. “People of Mars,” his semi translucent hologram said, “this is Tribune Benjar Vakari, and I speak on behalf of your Tribunal.” Benjar spread his arms, and the rest of the Tribunal Council appeared behind him in a straight line.

      Sage began riding up the escalators weaving around the station, heading up through the security checkpoint between the Tribune-run portion of the station and the neutral side. She observed the hundreds of people wandering about beyond the divide, some of them waiting to catch the next solar-ark, many of them homeless. Mercenary guards were everywhere, most densely stationed near the mobile merchant stands set up at every level.

      “Trust in the spirit that binds us, the Spirit of Earth dwelling deep in your soul,” Benjar’s hologram continued. “Together, we will deliver mankind to a new golden age, one of green pastures, of life outside these walls.”

      Wares from all corners of the Circuit were presented. People could come and barter with traders who tried their best to remain unaffiliated with any faction. They accepted almost anything, from food to possessions, but were mostly interested in acquiring what was known as pico.

      The currency only remained in existence amongst the Ceresian Pact and the fringe settlements out beyond Jupiter. Since generating gravity was crucial for humans to be able to colonize the Circuit without being adversely affected, it was a credit system backed by a certain volume of gravitum. One pico could very literally be converted to one pico-unit of the element.

      The system had generally been eradicated throughout the settlements of the NET, reserved for only its wealthiest citizens who associated with outside parties. It was, however, necessary to negotiate personal passage on a solar-ark, making it almost impossible for most people under rule of the New Earth Tribunal to ever leave the settlement of their birth. Sage had a small amount wired into her counterfeited CP card.

      A hologram of Joran Noscondra handed Benjar a glass tube containing a wiry plant suspended in the water within. Benjar presented it proudly. “There is hope,” he said. “One day we will all return home. But we must remain faithful.”

      Sage’s heart skipped a beat as she saw what was in the Tribune’s hands. She nearly bumped into the back of the line snaking out of the transfer platform she was headed to. Just seeing the plant made her short of breath. The memory was a haze, but she’d been there the day it was discovered on Earth. That tiny pathetic piece of life was more than just a symbol of the Tribunal’s faith to her, it was a piece of her that she could never reclaim.

      Benjar placed the plant aside. “The cowardly dissidents of the Ceresian Pact will try to strip us of that faith,” he said sternly. “But I urge you to ignore their heretical rambling!” The face of his projection was currently at her level. Its eyes bored into her, as if speaking to her directly.

      I am a knight in the darkness, a vessel of their wisdom. I am the silent hand of the Tribune. I will not lose faith amongst the faithless. She repeated her vows in her head. They soothed her, made her forget that she had ever seen the image of that wiry plant.

      “They raid and pillage our unarmed ships!” The floor vibrated as Benjar’s authoritative voice rose to fill the entire terminal, even beyond the Tribune’s section. “They attempt to strike us in our very heart! But we will not be dismayed! The New Earth Tribunal is here for you.” His voice quieted to a passionate whisper. “Here for humanity. Together, we cannot fail.”

      The line began to file into the transfer platform to the Ceres Conduit. Sage had nearly missed it while she listened to Benjar’s spirited message, unable to look away from his giant all-seeing eyes.

      Had he programmed this new message to play specifically as she passed through?

      Was he talking to her?
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Chapter Eleven—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      22 Kalliope was one of the latest M-type asteroids in the Circuit to be targeted for mining. Its craggy exterior was dappled with deep channels and voids. After years of exploitation already, on the outside it appeared to have no more metal left to offer, but the asteroid belt was fertile. 22 Kalliope had barely been scratched.

      “Let’s tear this son of a bitch down, Julius,” Talon Rayne said over his comm-link.

      Talon was a Ceresian miner employed by the Morastus Clan. He wore a clunky enviro-suit, complete with a bulbous helmet that was so filthy it made his cobalt eyes difficult to see. It was an older model, but it got the job done, providing oxygen and protection in the inhospitable tunnels within the asteroid.

      It was weighted sufficiently as well. Artificial gravity generators could hardly reach his position, so far from the residential block of the facility.

      “Roger that, Tal,” Julius responded from the cockpit of a Mark II quarrying mech. Static muddied the channel.

      Talon gave the pile of explosives at the base of a pillar of rock another look over before retreating around the narrow mouth of the cavern. A group of men in similar suits awaited him. Julius’ mech positioned itself in front of them.

      “Blow it.”

      A small blast caused the whole space to shudder. Fragments spewed out, harmlessly peppering the armored front of the mech. Then the sound of expanding cracks greeted Talon’s ears like rumbling thunder. The far ceiling came crashing down.

      He stumbled back a bit, wincing as even his suit’s helmet couldn’t drown out the thunderous clamor.

      “You girls havin’ fun listenin’ from back there?” Julius quipped as his mech slogged forward over the debris. The cloud of dust vanished into the vents of a vacuum on either side of the vehicle’s midriff.

      “Gets louder and louder every time,” Talon remarked, wiping the grime from his visor.

      “Never get tired of watchin’.”

      “How’s it look?”

      “Scanners goin’ wild. Seems like we knocked the vein down right on top of us.”

      “Well, boys, let’s get to it.”

      A hauler drove up from behind Talon, loaded with machinery and smaller carts. The mech would do most of the heavy lifting, utilizing the two powerful drills built into its arms. The rest of the six-person crew operated the smaller pieces of equipment, breaking up larger chunks, sifting out undesired rock and transporting extracted metals.

      That was pretty much all there was to it. It was arduous work, but it was an honest living.

      Talon had gotten used to the clamor of churning drills echoing throughout the cramped tunnels by then. He approached the blast site through a haze of dust Julius had missed. Crouching, he began loading up one of the pushcarts no differently than he had done a hundred times before.

      “Nice and steady now,” the miner balancing the pushcart shouted over the racket. Bavor was a tall, impressive specimen of a man. What he lacked in intelligence, he made up for with a hulking frame fit to labor for hours at a time without tiring.

      Talon noticed how the man eyed him with an irritated glare because he was moving so sluggishly. It was no secret to the crew there was bad blood between them.

      “I got it,” Talon panted. He might have hoped nobody would notice, but his arms trembled so intensely that it was noticeable through the hefty sleeves of his suit. The muscles up the length of his limbs burned as they hadn’t since his first day working the mines.

      He’d lifted similar chunks of cold rock a thousand times before, most of them heavier than the one presently resting on his forearms. Not again, he thought just before the rock tumbled out of his grip, slicing across the side of the cart and tipping it over.

      Bavor fell backward, cursing. When he was able to get to his feet, he charged over the spilled rubble, hoisting Talon up by the suit until their eyes were level. Beneath his dusty visor, his expression boiled.

      “You piece o’—” He strained to think of an insult before tossing Talon aside out of frustration. “We don’ get paid by the hour!”

      Talon grunted. After a three-month shift, he was growing tired of Bavor’s bullish nature. His legs might have been quaking, but they had just enough energy to spring him to his feet. They had to. Right before he made the move, however, a massive metal arm came between them.

      “Enough out of you, Bavor!” Julius threatened over comms, his baritone voice immediately commanding respect. “Tal, you alright?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. Just slipped,” Talon said. He grasped the mech’s arm and allowed it to lift him.

      “Man’s too weak to be liftin’!” Bavor sneered. He began tossing the spilled rocks back into the cart to show how easily he could do it alone.

      “Shut it,” Julius said. He urged his mech toward Bavor with a few colossal footsteps until the muscle-bound miner stormed away in a huff. Then he turned so that the cockpit’s narrow viewport was visible. Talon squinted through the murky glass to see the dark-skinned face of his oldest friend. They couldn’t speak it on an open channel, but his tightened expression seemed to be asking, “It’s happening again, isn’t it?”

      “Son of a…” Julius murmured under his breath as Talon nodded meekly in response to the look. “Take over the hauler from Vellish.”

      Talon didn’t say anything. He stood in place, wearing a blank stare and trying to ignore the throbbing sensation seizing his shoulders.

      “That’s an order,” Julius said.

      Talon wanted to protest, but he was right. He’d be of little assistance doing the manual labor, especially with Bavor on his ass. He headed toward the hauler parked at the mouth of the tunnel, kicking a bit of rock on his way.

      “Li’l girl can’t handle a day’s work.” Bavor nudged him in the chest as he passed.

      Talon clenched his fists, but he didn’t bother looking back. The two of them had shared many scraps before, but with his diseased muscles failing him, Talon knew it wasn’t the right time. So he toughed it out until it was time to clock out and head back up.
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      He needed the rest, but more than that, he needed the distraction. And after a long grueling shift, there was only one place on 22 Kalliope to grab a drink with your crew. The Elder Muse wasn’t much in the way of luxury. The bar was, literally, a hole in the wall. The metal shed was sunk into rock beneath the asteroid’s upper crust, with walls so austere that it looked like it was never intended for use. The hanging lights and screens along the walls flickered constantly from tremors.

      “Another ace?” Julius swiped his hand through the holodisplay of his cards in frustration.

      “I’d say that makes two of a kind, eh, Talon?” Vellish smirked, twiddling a pick between his yellow teeth.

      “By the end of the night you’re gonna be a poor man,” Talon said. He took his time signaling the winning hand to transmit from his seat’s holoscreen, enough to really rub it in. Maybe his body couldn’t handle mining well anymore, but he could still rob this sorry lot of their money.

      WINNER, his holo blinked, followed by the ching of pico credits entering his account. His opponents all groaned in unison.

      “Nights keep endin’… I still wake up poor,” Julius grumbled, head sinking into his palm.

      “Don’t we all?” Vellish lifted his drink and everyone at the table clanked their glasses together.

      There were four of them, each dressed in their casual wear. Julius sat across from Talon, a burly man with big expressive eyes and skin as dark as soil. His left hand was a clunker, replaced after it’d been crushed on an old job. The others were Ulson and Vellish, pale Ceresians with not much to distinguish them apart from Vellish’s cybernetically repaired nose and Ulson’s neck-length hair.

      Playing cards was one of the few sources of entertainment available in a secluded mining colony. Watching the newsfeeds over the bar got boring fast. And there were no ladies except for the few brazen enough to work the tunnels, and Talon found them to be poor company. Hard-nosed, always ready to pick a fight. Or maybe he just didn’t feel like the effort of connecting with anybody.

      Gambling made the time go by faster. A slot in the table in front of each of their seats allowed them to insert their CP cards and place pico credits on their games, or on the occasional race or fight transmitted from larger asteroids. Big bets were prohibited, so nobody got rich, but a good player could double his profit from a single mining cycle if he was careful. Talon was that player, so crafty he could hardly get a game outside of his own crew anymore.

      “Aye, bot!” Julius signaled to a rusty android limping around the bar with a tray on its outstretched palm. Its right leg was busted, but nobody bothered to fix it.

      The thing was archaic in appearance, built years before the Tribune’s genocide of automatons during the Earth Reclaimer War. Afterwards, robotics had become a mostly forgotten art. The settlements of the Ceresian Pact made use of the few models that managed to survive the Circuit-wide cull. Their simple programming, however, only allowed them to fulfill basic services.

      “Another round over here. On me.” Julius tapped the table a few times.

      “Damn things take forever,” Talon groused. Watching the bots work only ever made him irritated. Worse, now that he knew his lease on life was nearing its end. They moved stiffly, as if being worked by talentless puppeteers, and always stared forward with their impassive white eye-lenses.

      When it finally arrived, Julius handed over his chit, and the machine read it with a scanner fixed into its wiry chest before placing down four glasses filled with greenish liquid. It was synthrol, or water infused with a certain synthetic toxin that mimicked the effects of liquor. Real alcohol was one of the rarer commodities throughout the Circuit considering the New Earth Tribune refused to produce it, so much so that Talon was sure none of the men sitting in that room had ever been fortunate enough to try it. But synthrol did the job well enough, and for a small fraction of the price.

      “Thank you for your purchase at the Elder Muse Bar and Tavern,” the bot droned. Then it swiveled its hips and proceeded to drag its bad foot toward another table.

      “Cheaper than a person, I suppose, but ain’t no way one of them could ever handle the mines,” Julius said. He wasted no time snatching up his drink. Everybody else followed his lead and tapped glasses.

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Talon replied. As everybody else took a hearty gulp, he barely sipped his. He didn’t want any more. A tiny bit was enough to take away some of the ache from his muscles, but he had to make sure he kept his edge mentally. Everyone around the table might have been his friend, but he desperately needed the money.

      “All right, my turn to deal.” Talon tapped his station, then swiped to start doling out digital cards to the other screens.

      “You hiding something under those gloves?” Vellish joked, slapping the side of the game table and then playfully peeking underneath it. “Some sort of hack?”

      The remark caused Talon to freeze for a moment. From his perspective the world went silent except for a low ringing in his ears. He was hiding something, only it wasn’t something to help cheat at cards. The truth was that he was dying. Slowly and surely his body was withering away from the blue death—an untreatable condition caused by direct exposure to gravitum.

      The effects were recently beginning to show themselves by turning the veins of his hands subtle neon blue, hence the disease’s name. He’d been wearing gloves daily for the past few weeks to hide it since only Julius knew what was wrong.

      “Tal?” Vellish snapped his fingers in front of Talon’s eyes. “Talon.”

      Talon snapped out of it and the familiar din of the Elder Muse filled his eardrums. “Just hands,” he affirmed and continued dealing. He tried not to make eye contact with Julius, who was somberly shaking his head. “I promise.”

      “Bet he’s got his girl watching us from the rafters or something,” Ulson said.

      “Or maybe I’m just better,” Talon boasted. “Enough wasting time. You guys still have credits for me to steal!” He took a long sip of his synthrol, throwing aside his original strategy in favor of peace of mind. He desperately needed his crew to keep treating him normally. Without that, he wasn’t sure how long he could keep at this.

      “Not this time,” Julius declared before pulling his hand up on his station to see what he was dealt. Whatever he saw made his features darken.

      The game went on. The drinks kept flowing, and for once Talon didn’t seem to have an edge on his competition. He didn’t care. It was a small price to pay for how good his aching body started to feel and how clear his troubled mind grew.

      The door of the Elder Muse burst open.

      “What a surprise!” Bavor said as he stormed in, past a line of gaming terminals that barely worked anymore. “Too weak for your shift, but here as usual, playin’ mindless games.” His face was caked with grime and his brawny chest seemed ready to tear through the fabric of his boilersuit.

      “Leave him alone,” Vellish said without bothering to look up.

      His head dizzy from too many drinks, Talon decided not to back down a second time. “It’s a game of cunning and intuition,” he declared. “Seeing as how you probably don’t even know the meaning of those two words, we’d all probably be better off if an intelligent man such as yourself stayed out.”

      Talon took a long sip of his drink, swishing it around in his mouth until his teeth were stained. Then he slammed the glass down on the table. “You know, just to give us a fighting chance.”

      The synthrol might have alleviated his soreness, but it didn’t make him any faster. Before he knew it, Bavor was upon him once again.

      “What the fuck did you say?” Bavor growled, his nostrils flaring. His breath smelled as foul as the very depths of the mines. The rest of the table quickly stood.

      “C’mon, Bavor. We’re all just trying to have a good time after a long day,” Julius said. He laid his hand on Bavor’s shoulder, but was immediately shrugged off.

      “Didn’t realize your hearing was just as poor as your brain,” Talon sneered. As he went to grin, a heavy fist crashed into his jaw. Before he could fall back, he was flung across the table, tumbling onto his stomach with the wind knocked out of him.

      “He was just kidding!” Ulson shouted as the rest of the crew grabbed Bavor to hold him back. The other miners filling the Elder Muse jumped up, crowding around the spectacle. Yelling about a fight. Anything to break the monotony of the asteroid-mining life.

      “What? Li’l girl can’t take a proper beatin’?” Bavor broke free of the others with ease. “Bet his bitch’d be tougher than him. I ought to give her a run back home.”

      Talon snapped. Snarling like a lunatic, he jolted forward from his knees. Another blow met his ribs, but intoxicated and in such a blind rage, he felt nothing even as they crunched. He grabbed a glass and smashed Bavor across the temple with it so hard that the big man howled. Then, evading a wild swipe, Talon grabbed him by the head and slammed it into the edge of the game table.

      Blood spurted out. Frantic hands yanked at Talon before he could hit Bavor’s head again, causing him to fall backward onto a pile of squirming bodies.

      “Tal?” Julius whispered into Talon’s ear as everybody jostled to get their bearings. It was the only noise Talon heard in a room that seemed frozen in time.

      He said nothing, just panted like a wild beast. Bavor was slouched against the table, the side of his head split open. Blood bubbled over a swathe of mashed skin and splintered bone, dripping down over his still-twitching eyelids.

      Talon stared at the corpse. He’d seen enough dead bodies in his time to know Bavor’s time had come. He hadn’t meant to kill him, but that wasn’t what caused his initial shock. The blue death might have weakened him to the point where carrying out his job was nearly impossible, but there was still strength enough left in him to fight.

      Just that small recognition was enough to bring hints of a grin to his lips. That was, until he registered exactly what he’d just done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Twelve—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      Weeks had passed since Cassius dispatched ADIM to Earth to steal plans for a plasmatic drill. He stood on the glass-enclosed terrace of his compound on Titan, looking out upon the landscape of the moon.

      It was said by scientists that the world resembled how Earth might have appeared long before life walked its plains. Cassius didn’t see it. On the surface, Titan was deathly cold and dim, as dead as the Ancients had left their homeworld. A dense, bluish-brown haze hung perpetually overhead, with the shadowy profile of Saturn and its ring darkening half the sky. The sun was barely visible during the day, and at night the stars were obscured by half a hundred small moons.

      His prefectural compound was built into the shallow ridge wrapping around the rim of a relatively small impact crater known as Ksa. The floor of the rounded basin was a darkly colored plane of frozen dirt littered with small ice rocks.

      A strong wind churned around the edges of the crater, stirring up the precipitation falling from thick, grayish clouds and making it hazy. In the center of Ksa, Cassius could just barely make out the low peak from which a man-made tower rose. It tapered to a silvery point hundreds of meters in the air. It was the hub of Edeoria, the first colony settled in Saturn’s orbit by Cassius’ ancestors. Beyond it, a conduit station floated out of view, servicing the many moons of Saturn and beyond.

      Unlike New Terrene, the rest of Edeoria wasn’t comprised of glassy spires filled with vertical farms. Titan had inadequate sunlight to make such a strategy beneficial. Instead, Ksa was dotted with dozens of earthscrapers. They sank into the ground like reverse towers, creating hollowed-out tubes wrapped by carved structures. At each of their tops, a sequence of metal jaws sealed them from the frigid, inhospitable environment.

      Millions of souls resided down in Edeoria’s underground shafts, yet he never considered it a home even if he was technically the settlement’s prefect, part of the agreement after leaving the Tribunal Council. Governing Edeoria was his ancestral right, after all.

      He had run from this place for so long, but, in the end, he wound up in the same exact spot as his father before him. Removing his fingers from the rail, his gaze lingered for a long moment at the spot beneath them where the surface had been slightly tarnished over the course of centuries.

      He remembered what his father used to tell him when he was a boy. How in the early days of the Circuit, when humanity’s continued existence hung by a thread, settlers arrived to colonize the moons of Saturn.

      It was an exciting time for Earth’s survivors, when worlds such as Titan and Enceladus with water sources were to be surveyed directly. There was hope that perhaps humans could one day live in such places without enclosure, or even that life itself might have lain dormant beneath the surface.

      But, like most discoveries throughout the age of the Circuit, good news was an unwelcome guest. From Venus to Pluto, no worlds were suitable for men to walk. Not even the tiniest microbial organism was found.

      “Creator, this unit has arrived undetected,” ADIM’s voice announced through Cassius’ comm-link.

      Cassius had been watching the sky with the intention of trying to spot the Shadow Chariot arriving, but apparently, his gift to ADIM had slipped right by him. It pleased him. Despite Joran Noscondra’s endorsement, the frequency of Tribunal patrols around Edeoria had increased in recent days. From her citadel on the nearby moon, Enceladus, Nora Gressler was the overseer of Saturn, and Cassius knew Benjar Vakari was coaxing her to keep an eye on him.

      The time hadn’t yet arrived for them to discover ADIM’s existence. The construction of all androids was forbidden by Tribunal Law. They were considered “cheap imitations of life” that could never feel the presence of the Spirit of the Earth. They were considered abominations.

      “ADIM, I’ll meet you in the docking bay,” Cassius responded before exiting the viewing terrace back into his bedroom.

      An oversized bed rested in the corner. The silken, red sheets were pulled taut as though it had never even been used before. Other than that, the room was empty. There were no pictures on the walls, no furniture or trinkets. Just how Cassius liked it.

      He moved into the hall outside, lined on either side with holographic busts of his ancestors. Two shallow troughs of water ran beneath the podiums, the water still as stone.

      When he arrived at the corner of the next hallway, he was surprised to see ADIM. The docking bay was at the other end of the compound, but there ADIM was already, his eyes spinning rapidly.

      If only listening to ADIM’s voice, it was almost impossible to tell the connotations behind his words, but Cassius had learned that the manner in which the smaller lights rotated around his red eyes was an indicator. He hadn’t designed him that way, but it happened, nonetheless.

      The faster they spun, the more tirelessly his processors were working to fully comprehend the situation. The slower, the opposite. But there were thousands of variations in between, maybe even millions. A happy accident. He wasn’t always sure, but Cassius imagined what he saw presently to be vexation.

      He approached slowly, and ADIM remained still. He was fixated on a solid door that seemed unspectacular. There were no words on the metal, but through it, a shaft descended to an underground lab in the depths of Titan.

      Cassius had forbidden ADIM from ever seeing the contents of that lab, where he claimed all the recorded memories of Caleb resided. In truth, it was where heartbreak drove him to build ADIM. Where the mechanisms required to construct more, similar androids remained very operational. And once born, no living being could return to the womb.

      “This unit would have desired to meet the creator’s son,” ADIM stated without looking away from the door.

      Cassius made a concerted effort to ignore the comment. “ADIM, are you alright?”

      He placed his hand on the android’s back to guide him away from the door. It wasn’t the first time he’d caught ADIM standing before the one place from which he was prohibited. Cassius wasn’t sure if it was frustration that drew him there. He wasn’t even sure if ADIM could truly be frustrated. Instead, he often figured it was the same type of curiosity that draws a child to defy what he’s told to do simply to gauge the consequences.

      “Yes, Creator.” He turned toward Cassius. His face remained expressionless but for those stirring red eyes. “This unit was merely curious as to whether a son, by definition, must be human?”

      Cassius pulled ADIM away and they began walking down the hall. “What do you mean?” he asked, unsure why his tone suddenly bore a hint of apprehension.

      “Before losing transmission within Earth’s atmosphere, the Creator implied that this unit may be a son, as Caleb Vale was to you.”

      Cassius took a moment to consider his response. He’d have to be more careful with what he said around ADIM. Sometimes I forget how malleable the mind of a juvenile is, whether flesh or metal, he thought.

      “Biologically, no,” he answered. “But we humans are so much more than meat and blood. A son, you cannot be, but my child, yes, you are.”

      “But not like Caleb,” ADIM inferred as they turned into the hall of holographic busts.

      “You may not have been birthed from a womb, ADIM, but I created you nonetheless. I loved Caleb more than I can ever convey—”

      ADIM stopped moving, and the abruptness of it made Cassius forget his train of thought. The android stared at the tall viewport at the end of the passage, the holograms of Cassius’ ancestors lined up down his peripheries.

      “Do you love…” ADIM held out his hand and rotated it to examine both sides. “This unit?”

      Struggling to fight the tightness in his throat caused by talk of his son, Cassius turned to ADIM and offered the only answer he could think of. “I plugged you in. I am your Creator. No mere word can express my devotion to you.”

      “Is that what love is?” ADIM’s eyes began to spin more rapidly than Cassius had ever seen them before.

      How can I explain such a thing? Cassius wondered. It didn’t take long for him to realize that he couldn’t. How could he define an emotion so powerful that it stirred up tears and blood and war without relent? An emotion so profoundly… human. He settled on the truth.

      “As best I can define it, ADIM, yes,” he said. Then he turned to place his hand on the podium that bore the holographic bust of his father, Nilus Vale. “All I know is that the significance of blood is a man-made conception.”

      “A man can feel love for whomever he chooses,” ADIM said categorically.

      “Or whom he chooses not to.” Cassius sneered as he steered his gaze away from his father.

      “Did you not love your creator? Your biological father?” ADIM used his holographic camouflage to cover himself in the likeness of Nilus Vale.

      “I remain indifferent,” Cassius said, the bitterness in his tone betrayed words he thought he meant. “I can’t say that I hate the man, only that he was unworthy of this great gift our ancestors left for us. When the Tribune arrived to occupy Titan, when they came with their massive fleet before the height of the Earth Reclaimer War and demanded our unwavering patronage, my father handed over this place without so much as lifting a gun.”

      “This unit has learned much of the war from you. Considering the size of the Tribunal fleet, that would appear to be the proper course. Probability of victory was minimal.” ADIM deactivated the projection of Nilus and leaned forward over the bust. He extended his index finger through it, the tiny pixels of light splaying around it and fizzling.

      “A human does not simply lay down his rifle and kneel before his enemies without a fight. That was the day I witnessed the cowardice of my father. Titan died that day. It became just another righteous arm of the Tribune… and so did I.” Cassius sighed and patted the altar of the effigy a few times. The memories alone were enough to make him weary. “Once we see our parents’ failures, there is no room to remain a child. So I chose to serve those strong enough to take all that he had, and I didn’t see him again until his body was burning to ashes, rejoining the Spirit of the Earth, or whatever it is the Tribune calls it these days.”

      “Is this why many of the humans aboard the Tribune vessels combated this unit?” ADIM asked. “They must have known death was inevitable, yet they too raised their weapons.” His head twisted around so far it sent a chill up Cassius’ spine. He’d killed many men by snapping their necks. Too many.

      “We are often not rational beings,” Cassius said. “The best of us can balance that emotion to use it as both a shield and a pointed edge. It has taken me a long time to learn how, and I realize now that my father’s cowardice may also have saved countless lives. But at what cost? The culture of Titan died with his memories, as it has long escaped mine. A miraculous victory, or even a narrow defeat, and our names could have been celebrated for centuries to come.”

      Cassius paused. The silence from his creation could only mean that either he understood, or was waiting to process more information before judgment. “One day my bust is meant to be featured in this hall amongst my ancestors,” he continued somberly. “To be seen by nobody. I won’t have it.”

      “The Creator does not wish to be remembered?” ADIM asked.

      “I do,” Cassius affirmed, the words coming out harsher than he’d intended. He moved down the hall until he was beside the holographic bust of Caleb Vale. Just looking at the static face of his son made his blood boil and the hairs along his arms stand on end. He turned back to ADIM. “But I want to be remembered as more than a hologram or a painting on the wall. I want them never to forget.”

      “This unit will never forget.” ADIM moved in front of the bust and assumed Caleb’s youthful, deadpan identity. “This unit will make sure all humans remember.”

      Cassius grasped ADIM by the wrist. “We will together,” he said earnestly, his hand trembling as he stared into the face his creation wore. His pulse quickened.

      ADIM quickly deactivated his camouflage emitters. Cassius let go and staggered backwards, as if snapping from a deep stupor. He cleared his throat before turning ADIM around and heading back toward the docking bay.

      “Now, enough talk,” he said. “Let me show you the fruits of your work on Earth.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            13

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Thirteen—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      The tops of Talon’s feet scraped along the coarse ground as he was hauled through a tunnel somewhere in the depths of Ceres Prime. Bright lines of pain shot up his torso, and a dull ache pulled at his sides every time he breathed.

      The men carrying him had hardly asked anything during their interrogation. They knew he had nothing of value to offer, but a few more cracked ribs were an easy way to get a message across.

      Talon tried to focus on the confusing mass of dark shapes shuffling by, but his vision was too blurry. Only when the rocky floor transitioned to smooth metal did he know he was almost to his destination.

      He squeezed his eyelids a few times to try to sort out his pounding head before he was shoved roughly into a seat. Hunched over, his bound hands resting between his legs, he squinted up through a mess of tangled hair to see a familiar face.

      “Talon, Talon, Talon,” Zaimur Morastus said with a sinister delectation. “After all these years you’re right back where you started.”

      Zaimur was handsome, with a youthful face that didn’t bear a single scar or blemish—rare for a man on Ceres. His feathered blond hair fell below the nape of his neck. Hungry blue eyes protruded against his pale, asteroid-born skin.

      “Zaimur… did you really need to beat me half to death first?” Talon grumbled, licking some dried blood from his lower lip.

      “It’s the only way some men learn.” Zaimur grinned and nodded, signaling the two guards flanking Talon to lower their weapons and step to the side.

      Talon didn’t know much about Zaimur personally, only that he liked to flaunt his riches for all of the Circuit to see. Beautiful women sat on either side of him on a plush couch, fondling the top of a long tunic stitched with a colorful assortment of golden yellows and blues. A pronged collar swooped up from his neck and around each shoulder, like feathers of lore.

      Even as the women caressed his neck, he paid them no heed. It was like they were mere props, a stage setting to intimidate all brought before him.

      He kept his gaze fixed on Talon, his hand tenderly stroking the snout of a long-legged dog sitting by his feet. Talon had seen only a few dogs in his time, but never a specimen so strikingly laced with muscle. Few species of life had escaped Earth besides man, and the beast was probably worth an entire mining colony to the right buyer.

      “Magda is beautiful, isn’t she?” Zaimur ran his hand over one of the dog’s pointed ears. He then planted a kiss on the top of her lean head. “Won her from a nasty pirate out by Uranus. Bastard put up quite a fuss, but she has a tremendous appetite.” He grabbed her beneath the jaw, causing the beast to bare her fangs.

      A shiver shot down Talon’s spine as he instinctually fidgeted his hands, irritating the binding on his wrists. If the Morastus prince’s reputation wasn’t exaggerated, then it was very likely he could wind up as dinner if he wasn’t careful.

      “I’ve never seen one this close before,” Talon said, maintaining composure even though he couldn’t seem to look away from Magda’s teeth. “She’s incredible.”

      A severe look washed over Zaimur’s face. “So serious you are!” He broke into laughter and sank back on the couch, allowing the women to continue their massaging. “I would never let Magda eat your diseased body.”

      Talon released the mouthful of air he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “If you’re not going to kill me, then why am I here?”

      Zaimur grabbed a glass goblet out of one of his servants’ hands. As he brought it to his lips, the cubes of ice inside rattling, the pungent aroma of real alcohol stung Talon’s nostrils. It almost made him tear up a bit.

      “Bavor may have been a slow-witted oaf,” Zaimur began in a surprisingly calm manner, “but he was as strong as a machine and ignorant enough to want for nothing. Perfectly suited for the mines. I don’t care why you killed him. I don’t care if he deserved it. He was an asset to my clan, my father’s clan, and you will make us whole again.”

      “If it’s money you want, I can take another shift, or—”

      Zaimur cut him off. “We have enough miners. Hell, if it were up to me, we’d have replaced all of you with bots if they were good for anything but looking intimidating or working bars. Damn Tribune’s cull set us back a century.” He sighed, swished his drink around, took a whiff, then a long sip. “Anyway. On your way over I was thinking maybe we could throw you into the arena and see if the great Talon Rayne of my father’s memory is more than just a tall tale. But I fear you’re too worn to be of any use down there.”

      “He still talks about me, eh?” Talon sat up, trying to demonstrate some semblance of the bravado he’d wielded those many years ago.

      “My father is barely a shell of his former self. A husk, waiting to die. But know that if you weren’t so highly regarded for your past services to him, then you would have been spaced on Kalliope.”

      “You’ll have to extend my gratitude.”

      Zaimur almost choked on his drink as he snickered. “You were once an enforcer for my father, head of the wealthiest clan of the Ceresian Pact. Respected. Was the child of some worthless tramp really worth sacrificing all that you’d earned?”

      “She is,” Talon said firmly.

      “You could have sold her off. Heck, I’d pay. She comes from good stock.”

      “Don’t you dare—” Lurching forward as he growled, Talon was promptly slammed back into his seat by the guards.

      Zaimur placed his drink down with a loud clank and smiled. “There you are. I knew the old Talon couldn’t be too far gone.”

      “If you hurt her!” Talon pulled on his bonds so hard that it made his wrists sting.

      “Relax. I don’t know what kind of monster you think I am. To harm a child? Tsk-tsk. I merely wish to offer a proposal that will end this conflict. One I believe can benefit both of us.”

      Talon let his muscles slacken. “I’m listening.”

      “I assume you’ve heard of the attacks on at least half a dozen Tribunal freighters passing through Ceresian space?”

      “Just rumors. Nobody could say for certain if it was true, or who did it.”

      “That’s precisely the problem.” Zaimur stood, the women on either side of him feigning like they wanted to pull him back. He strolled over to a holographic map of the Circuit projected over a table nearby.

      “Those ships are tracked and protected in a way I’ve understood couldn’t be broken,” he said. “Yet no matter who I pay, nobody can seem to tell me where exactly on this Ancients-damned map the freighters were taken. Circuit gravitum shipments are hardly enough to keep the generators up and running sufficiently these days. The Tribune wants our ore and water, sure, but nowhere near as much as we need the element they control on Earth. Do you know what it’s like to live in hyper-low g for too long?” He swiped his hand across his face. “Your vision goes, if your bones and muscles don’t go first.”

      Talon’s mind immediately jumped to the worst possible conclusion. “It sounds like you’re going to ask me to start another war.”

      “War has been brewing again since the Tribune won Earth almost three decades ago, whether any of the clans want to admit it or not. But no, that’s not it.” Zaimur stopped and pointed to a location on the map, along the far reaches of the asteroid belt. “We have discovered a small asteroid here. It is rich in iridium ore, which can help protect our ships should it come to war. I need the gravitum stored on a Tribunal freighter to help establish a facility there.”

      “You want me to rob a personal transport of the Tribune?” Talon’s eyes widened, though he wasn’t sure whether it was out of excitement or dread. There was a time when he would have jumped at the chance to take on such a mission—a suicide mission in all likelihood.

      “In so many words… yes.” Zaimur whistled and Magda ran to his side, her nails clacking along the floor.

      Talon’s chin fell to his chest and he exhaled. “I left that life.”

      “Yes, I know. To live longer, because every child should grow up with their father.” Zaimur approached Talon, then lifted his hand to inspect it. He removed Talon’s glove, revealing the faint, abnormally blue veins branching over his hand like a strand of twisted vines.

      “But the mines have failed you in that regard, have they not?” Zaimur said.

      Talon didn’t say anything. His heart began to thump so rapidly that he thought it was going to burst from his chest.

      “When that gravity generator exploded on Kalliope, I’m guessing,” Zaimur said. “When was it, a little less than a year ago?” Zaimur traced the veins up to Talon’s elbow. Talon didn’t nod, but his eyes divulged the truth. “Someone always leaves with the blue death when that happens. My father got it that day too, you know. Just happened to be visiting. It’s a slow-moving affliction, though it claimed his old body quicker than it’s taking yours. The poor man was once a god to Ceres, yet now he can’t even get up from his own bed to take a piss. He would have spent anything to find a cure. Anything. But some fates have no remedy. As you know.”

      Beads of sweat rolled down Talon’s forehead. How did Zaimur know? He kept denying it to himself.

      “Don’t act surprised,” Zaimur said. “It’s my job to know everything going on in the asteroid belt. I’d say you have another year or so left at best if you’re careful. Is one year long enough to spend with your precious daughter? I didn’t kill you earlier, Talon Rayne, because you’re dead already.”

      “Then why would a corpse help you?” Talon asked, his voice shaking. His daughter’s face filled his thoughts. “The Tribune will have added extra defenses to their freighters with so many stolen recently. Why hasten my death sentence?”

      “Because I have something that you cannot offer your daughter.” Zaimur leaned down to whisper in Talon’s ear, “A chance for her to become more than those two women over there, beautiful as they are. Look into their eyes.”

      Talon hadn’t really cared enough to analyze them closely earlier. Their faces were scarred and their eyes sunken as if they had surrendered their will to live. One had an arm missing, with just a stump remaining. The other was missing an eye. Talon’s lip quivered as he pictured his daughter’s face on theirs.

      “Get that gravitum for me,” Zaimur continued softly, “and I give you my promise to provide her with the chance to serve me honorably, as you once did my father.”

      “I trusted Zargo,” Talon said. “How do I know I can trust you?”

      “We share the same blood for one. In the end, it’s no expense on me to help her, Talon. I’m richer than you’ll ever imagine.” He rose to his full height, looking down his sharp nose. “You killed Bavor. Because of that, you owe me a debt, but it’s not personal. I could just as easily send you off to serve the Keepers with the rest of the blue deathers like I should, but I’m offering you this opportunity in good faith. My father trusted you to get the job done. I’ll trust you to do the same.”

      Zaimur patted Talon on the back before returning to his seat. The supple legs of the servants waiting there immediately wrapped over his thighs, as if they were members of a living throne.

      “Succeed or fail, I will make sure your daughter is taken care of,” Zaimur said. “I reward those in my service well. Perhaps, had my distinguished father done the same, you wouldn’t have abandoned him for the mines.”

      Talon slumped back in his chair, staring at the slowly rotating map of the Circuit, then back at Zaimur. All he could think was how far the leadership of the Morastus Clan had fallen since Zargo fell ill.

      “I don’t really have a choice, do I?” Talon asked.

      “You do. But I’m not so generous with those who spurn my kindness.” His tone was calm, but his cobalt eyes bored through Talon like daggers.

      Talon imagined his daughter gawking at him like she did when he told her stories. He didn’t have to think twice. A chance at leaving her protected was more than worth it. What else was he going to do now that the mines weren’t an option. Go racing in the asteroid tracks? He’d die sooner that way.

      “I’ll do it,” he said. “Except we’re going to do it my way.”

      “Excellent!” Zaimur declared. “Build a team you trust, and they’ll be paid handsomely. I’ll provide all the resources you may need, but try to keep my involvement as quiet as possible for now. I can’t have this tracing back to me. You never know when executors are watching.”

      “I’ll try, but people usually like to know whom they’re working for before they risk giving up their lives.”

      “And they will. Once you’re ready, I will personally review all of them before departure. This way they know that the gravitum is for someone important… Just in case.” Zaimur put on an impish grin.

      “Of course.” Talon nodded. “One problem though. I don’t know if I’ll be able to deactivate a Tribunal ship’s tracking systems. They’ll probably just disable it if they don’t blow the thing.”

      “I don’t care about the ship. Just get me what it’s carrying and get out. Who knows, maybe our little venture will unveil which of the other clans has been naughty enough to take freighters without me knowing.”

      Zaimur snapped his fingers for one of his servants to get up and refill his drink. “Bring our guest one as well. I see the makings of a beautiful partnership.” He nodded at his guards, signaling them to unbind Talon.

      Talon sat still as the cuffs came off, half staring blankly and half trying to judge the quality of his new employer. A servant placed a drink in his hands, purposefully letting their skin touch for a long while on the exchange.

      He’d tasted genuine alcohol before with Zaimur’s father, but at that moment, he didn’t want any. All he wanted was to go and see his daughter again—to hold her in his arms for as long as he could. But at least he was still alive. And as he brought the rim of the glass to his dry lips, he knew that was something worth drinking to.
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Chapter Fourteen—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      The White Hand hovered over Edeoria: Shaft 23, a residential earthscraper near the edge of the Ksa crater. ADIM guided the ship down slowly as the first of its gate’s jaws unfastened. Wind and dust battered the viewport, but he kept it steady as it lowered into the hole. Once through, the outer seal closed and a second one below opened to the habitable space of Shaft 23.

      Wide terraces wrapped the cylindrical void with walkways of circulation receding back to hundreds of residential unit entrances. Each level was uncharacteristically overcrowded. Hammocks were slung along the railings, and people huddled around haphazard shanties. These displaced citizens were an unfortunate side effect of Cassius Vale’s latest project.

      He took a moment to analyze their grimy, sullen faces through the viewport of his ship. It only strengthened his resolve.

      ADIM steered further down and into a gutted hangar at the lowest level before another gate sealed above them. A unit of Tribunal soldiers waited outside beside a small transport. All of them wore oblong helmets with shiny black visors except for their apparent leader.

      Cassius sighed. “Make yourself scarce, ADIM. I’ll try to get rid of them,” he ordered as his ship’s engines powered down.

      “Yes, Creator. This unit will be watching.”

      Cassius moved into the hangar, already fairly confident about why the soldiers were present. He tried practicing his most convincing smile while he waited for the White Hand’s exit to iris open.

      “Friends, what brings you to Edeoria?” he asked, settling on his usual grim demeanor.

      “I am Hand Belloth,” the leader pronounced as she took a step forward. “We come on behalf of Her Eminence, Tribune Gressler.”

      Belloth’s head was shaved down to her scalp, and her nose was bent from being recently broken. Tribunal citizens would usually get an imperfection like that fixed promptly, but not her. She spoke with an unfettered sense of self-importance. Ribbons of green and gold decorated her armor of similar coloration, golden palm-prints emblazoned on her shoulders indicating that she was a Tribunal Hand in a display of literalness Cassius was used to from her masters.

      “Just standard patrol,” she said. “The area below this landing platform has been quarantined for quite some time. Her Eminence wishes to inquire why and have us survey the area.”

      The move was bold for Nora Gressler. Hands were too high a rank to be sent for surveillance. Only four of them existed, one assigned to each member of the Tribunal Council. Where the executors were the clandestine agents stationed around the Circuit, the Hands served directly as an extension of the council’s will. They were generals, advisors, and diplomats, amongst other things. Cassius could sense Benjar’s influence behind her presence on Titan, even though Belloth was Nora’s Hand.

      Looking around, Cassius noted a few Edeorian security officers around the hangar. They would do little in a firefight against an armored Tribunal squadron. He wasn’t even sure that they would side with him, being that the quarantine he’d used his prefectural powers to impose on the lower levels of Shaft 23 had forced thousands from their homes.

      “I will allow nothing,” Cassius responded coolly. “You can tell your masters that the area remains confined for good reason. That will have to do, Hand Belloth.”

      “It won’t.” Belloth placed her hand on the stock of her rifle in plain sight. “I’m on strict orders from Tribune Gressler. You will provide access.”

      “Or what?” Cassius scowled.

      “Or you will waste more of Her Eminence’s time! What are you hiding down there anyway, Prefect?”

      Cassius went to speak, but then he heard ADIM’s voice through the comm-link in his ear. “Shall this unit rob them of their lives?”

      He glanced from side to side, but there was no sign of the android anywhere.

      So he glared directly at Belloth and responded, “Nothing,” all while shaking his head to signal ADIM not to strike. “But I doubt you and your men want to enter a district with a severe gravitum leak? Unless you do.” He began to circle the soldiers with long strides. “In which case I’d be happy to send you wallowing back to your masters with the blue death.”

      “Gravitum leak?” Those words garnered Belloth’s attention. She took a nervous step back. “Are you sure?”

      “No. As prefect of this colony, I want to rid these fair citizens of their homes. In fact, I’m hiding a bomb down there just to kill them.” Cassius laughed heartily and placed his hand on Belloth’s shoulder. “Now, please. I must meet with the maintenance officers to discuss the matter, and I’d rather not have Tribunal soldiers scaring the color from people’s cheeks.”

      Belloth quickly shook the hand off with a grunt and lifted her rifle in a threatening manner. “Fine. But we’ll be watching, Prefect Vale,” she grumbled crossly before signaling her men to return to their ship.

      Cassius waited until they were all on the ramp before shouting out to the Hand, “Oh, and do give Benjar Vakari my regards!”

      Belloth sent a hard look back; then the ramp closed. A minute or so later, the vessel powered on and lifted off.

      Once it was gone, Cassius released a long sigh of relief. After so many years of planning his revenge, it was too early for any drastic measures to be taken.

      “Forgive me,” the landing platform’s foreman apologized as he stepped out of an adjacent office. “They had Tribunal clearance codes.”

      “It’s no matter. But next time send them directly to me.”

      The foreman bit his lip but nodded.

      “Now open the access hatch,” Cassius ordered. “I must inspect the quarantined area.”

      “Are you sure it’s safe? With the leak and all?”

      “I said open it. And do refrain from questioning my motives in the future.”

      “I’m sorry. I… I only hope the matter can be resolved soon. My family—” The foreman stopped, his eyes widening fearfully as Cassius’ rigid expression didn’t budge. He backed away with a succession of bows before hurrying back into his quarters.

      After making sure the White Hand was locked, Cassius headed toward the back of the platform. The handful of Edeorian guards in their shoddy, tarnished armor tried not to stare as he disappeared around a corner.

      “My sensors indicate that there is no gravitum leak,” ADIM said, only the android’s voice no longer came through the comm-link.

      Cassius flinched as a section of the wall suddenly began to move, and ADIM came walking forward. His holographic camouflage had allowed him to blend in impeccably.

      “Please refrain from doing that,” Cassius said. He took a few short breaths to steady himself before responding, “No, you’re correct. There’s no leak.”

      “So you are not in danger?” ADIM asked. He positioned himself in front of the maintenance hatch, which led down into the quarantined area. The foreman had already signaled it to open.

      “No, ADIM, but the Circuit cannot yet know what it is we are doing. It’s too delicate. We must hide the truth until the time is right.”

      “This unit understands. We must lie to them to protect them from themselves.”

      “Exactly. So that we can offer a brighter future.”

      They descended a cramped stairwell, emerging into a space very much like the one above it. Only this area was completely uninhabited. It was silent, the dull buzzing of light fixtures the only sound to fill dozens of terraces plunging toward blackness. Three massive stilts rose from the unseen bottom to their level, supporting a cylindrical reactor casing.

      “That is the same as the assembly on Earth,” ADIM said. He leaned over the rail to see the enormity of the construction.

      “Not yet,” Cassius said. “I was working on it while you were stealing the freighters, but I had some trouble configuring the plasmatic drill itself. With the data you recovered, however, it shouldn’t be too hard to finish.”

      ADIM extended his palm, and a projection of the drill on Earth, broken down to its smallest components, began spinning slowly above it. “Where are the construction units?”

      Cassius joined his creation at the edge of the precipice and studied the hologram. “You have been very busy lately. I was hoping that we could work on it together… Like we used to.”

      “As on Ennomos?” ADIM regarded his Creator, and if that blank plate stretching down from his eyes could wield a smile, then Cassius imagined it would have. Cassius couldn’t help but wear one himself.

      “Yes, ADIM,” he said. “Soon our work there will be revealed, just as I hope it will be here. Many lives will be spared if we discover gravitum in Titan’s lower mantle and prove that Earth is expendable.”

      “This unit would be—” ADIM glanced down at his hand and then, as if mimicking Cassius from earlier that day, grasped him gently around the forearm. “Honored to help. Humans utilize that word in similar circumstances, but its connotation appears to vary. Is this unit’s application correct?”

      “Yes. Yes, it is.” Cassius reached down to touch the android’s arm in return. “And the honor is mine… my… my son.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Fifteen—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      After leaving Zaimur’s chambers, Talon headed to the underpass—a network of underground mag-rails navigating Ceres Prime. After Earth fell, Ceres, the largest asteroid in the solar system, was found to wield such a surplus of water in its core that it was worthy of receiving its own conduit station. It bore little in the way of valuable ore, but the countless cavities beneath the surface made it a perfect specimen for controlled underground environments. Tunnels and caverns, some man-made like the underpass, others natural, crisscrossed to form a subterranean metropolis second only to New Terrene in population.

      The underpass was mostly empty by the time he arrived at his line, which took him to West 534, a housing district known mostly for generating savvy mercenaries and prostitutes. There were worse places to live on Ceres, however. Places where the gravity generators were so obsolete that over generations the people grew slightly taller and lankier, some even requiring spinal implants to stay upright.

      That was how most Ceresians lived, toiling in their own filth as they scraped for a living extracting water in the depths of the asteroid or working what small underground farms were possible. Replacing body parts ruined by rot or disease with whatever tech they could scavenge. Losing sight to hyper-low g near the core.

      It was getting worse too. As the rift with the Tribune widened, only the bare necessities came in along the Circuit. Talon could sense the apprehension every time he returned home. Ceresians were beginning to fear that the Tribune was even gaining control over the Keepers of the Circuit, who operated the neutral solar-arks.

      West 534 itself comprised a massive cavern filled with a random agglomeration of small metal shacks. Shafts of corrugated metal wove in and out of crags and outcrops of natural formations, piled high. In the center of it all was the dome where Talon’s rail was headed. Neon lights poured through the openings in its latticed structure, painting the whole district in an undulating aura of shifting colors.

      The Dome was its unimaginative name, and it was where the people of that district and many others congregated at night to lose track of time. Not the finest club in Ceres Prime, but it was by far the most entertaining. A home to weary souls, degenerates, addicts, gamblers, strippers, all the synthrol you could buy, and finally, underground fighting rings.

      Talon got off at the station in front of the club, beneath a twisting canopy of rusty iron peeling away from the dome. He brushed some of the dust off the dark-blue tunic Zaimur had provided for him, then followed a small crowd to the triangular entrance with only loose canvas serving as a door.

      A human bouncer was flanked by three androids. He wore a bland suit of light-composite armor with a tarnished blue and gray color pattern—the colors of the Morastus Clan, who regulated the Dome and its district. Run by Zargo Morastus, Zaimur’s dying and increasingly incapable father, it was a little-known fact that the boss suffered from the blue death, like Talon did. Anybody who was discovered to have the affliction was supposed to be sent off to serve the remainder of their days as a Keeper. That was the unspoken agreement known by all factions on the Circuit. But Talon and Zargo shared the same secret.

      “CP card,” the bouncer groaned from beneath his tinted visor. With his unarmed hand, he held out a scanner.

      Talon handed his card over. It didn’t cost anything to get in, but in any colony under the Ceresian Pact, the cards carried more than money. They were a person’s identity.

      “Talon Rayne.” The bouncer nodded and began stretching his gun-wielding arm. The loose parts of his battle-worn pulse-rifle clanked together. His marred left ear was woven over by a hearing implant.

      “Welcome to Dome 534. Please remain behaved or force will be necessitated,” one of the androids advised in its monotone voice.

      These were newer bots than the ones on Kalliope, though that was difficult to tell considering their shoddy construction. Each of them wielded a pulse-rifle. Androids were no good in a firefight, every Ceresian knew that, and Talon better than most from his old job as an enforcer. That was why they used shotguns.

      They could hardly move without causing a racket, and outside of serving bars and other menial tasks, they were essentially useless. Not quick enough to avoid return fire, nor were their targeting systems efficient enough to both aim and calculate for the unpredictability of human movement. But they lasted long enough and were content doing the grunt work humans didn’t appreciate, free of charge.

      Talon remembered what Zargo Morastus used to tell him whenever he complained about one of the hunks of synthetics. “The Tribune’s genocide against robotics set us back a hundred years in the science,” he’d said. “There are a few experts here and there, afraid of what to do next until we see who’ll rule this Circuit of ours.”

      “Move along,” the bouncer said.

      Talon winced as he was nudged in one of his fresh bruises by somebody pushing past. He started to say something, but decided it was better not to start another brawl so soon. Instead, he breathed in the musty air before peeling open the canvas enough so he could squeeze in.

      A pungent mixture of sweat, blood and sex greeted his nostrils. It was probably enough to make newcomers nauseous, but after the first inhalation, Talon reaccustomed to it. Sometimes, he feared that he even liked it.

      The club was buzzing. Patrons were shouting, drinking, dancing, fighting and fucking. Electronic music pulsed through blaring speakers, with vibrant lights following the beat. Talon felt the heat emanating from all the hundreds of bodies. A stark contrast to the frigid mines on Kalliope. It was good to be back.

      “Tal!” Julius yelled from the bar, so tall he stuck out over everybody else. His grin stretched ear to ear as Talon shoved his way across the busy dance floor.

      “Julius,” Talon said. He returned the grin and gave his friend a light embrace. “Where are the others?”

      “All turned in already. Buncha pansies. But there is somebody here for you.”

      Julius stepped aside, revealing a six-year-old girl waiting patiently behind him. Elisha was small but well fed. No missing limbs or cyber parts like a lot of the children growing up poor here. Her rosy red cheeks accentuated her dark, messy hair, and she wore the kind of smug expression a child wears when they know their plan worked.

      Talon’s eyes lit up before he rushed to her. He fell to his knees and threw his arms around her, pulling her to his chest until her small voice became muffled. Her tiny hands struggled to wrap around his waist, but she reached as far as she could.

      It didn’t matter how much his bruised sides hurt from her efforts. He held her there for as long as possible, and in those moments knew that he was the happiest man in the Circuit.

      “Her mother’s been takin’ care of her. Hasn’t she, Elisha?” Julius asked her.

      Talon could hardly hear a word she said in response since she began muttering endlessly into his chest. When she was done, he held her at arm’s length and stared into her big blue eyes.

      “How are the mines, Daddy?”

      “It’s… uhh.” He flashed a grim look toward Julius. He’d done what he could to make sure none of his bruises were showing and that the blood was washed from his mouth and lips. “It’s great, Elisha, but I missed you.” He pulled her head closer and gently kissed her forehead. A cut on the inside of his lip still stung a bit.

      “Where’ve you been?” Elisha questioned. She crossed her arms. “Julius said he’d teach me how to play cards.”

      “I said I’d let you watch!” Julius laughed and hopped back onto his barstool. “I swear, Tal, the girl’s as crafty as you sometimes.”

      “He said that, did he?” Talon asked. He took the stool beside Julius and lifted Elisha up onto his lap. “Trust me, you don’t want to learn from him,” he whispered into her ear. “He’s terrible.”

      Elisha giggled. “You teach me, then! I’ll take all his credits like you do.”

      Talon hurried to shush her, but glanced up to see Julius pursing his lips.

      “Steal my money, do you?” he said. “How ’bout you use some of it to buy me a drink, then! I’m parched.”

      “Fine, fine.” Talon motioned to one of the androids behind the bar. “Two synthrols, a water, and what kind of pills do you have today?”

      “We are currently serving nutrient supplements A2 and 3,” the android replied.

      “I’ll take two of each.” Talon place his CP card in a slot on the top of the bar. When he removed it, the screen beneath it read 30 PICO. The android then went to retrieve his order. Talon watched it move with aversion, tapping his finger on the bar as he thought about how much faster he could have readied the simple order.

      Good-for-nothing bots…

      “Did you eat today?” Talon turned to his daughter and asked.

      “With Mommy before her shift,” Elisha said.

      “That’s hours ago.” The android returned with a glass of water. Talon pried it out of its grasp and handed it to her. Then he lifted two elliptical pills from a small tray that rose through a duct in the bar. “Take these.”

      Elisha wrinkled her face and shook her head defiantly.

      “It’s good for you,” he implored. ‘C’mon, Elisha. I’m too tired to argue.”

      She reluctantly opened her palm for him to drop the pills on, and he watched as she took them one at a time with exceptionally long sips of water. The glass was so big that she needed two hands to raise it to her mouth.

      The android then served two shots of synthrol. Talon shoved his own pills into his mouth and snatched his drink. He and Julius clanked their glasses together before tossing the synthrol back as quickly as possible. It tasted like engine fuel.

      “Not often that Talon Rayne buys me a drink,” Julius said, wiping his lips. “How much did you win back on Kalliope?”

      Talon stayed quiet. He stroked Elisha’s hair, wishing he could remove his gloves to feel it, but she didn’t know about his disease. He wasn’t sure how to tell Julius about what had happened with Zaimur, so decided it would be best to come right out and say it.

      “It’s not that,” he said. “Zaimur Morastus made me an offer.”

      Julius’ eyes went wide. “The prince? I thought you were done with them?”

      “I am. I mean, I was. But…” Talon lowered his voice so that his daughter wouldn’t hear him over the music. “Julius, I don’t have that much time.”

      “Don’t talk like that!” Julius whisper-shouted.

      “I’m just being honest with myself… finally. I guess it took what I did to Bavor to realize that.”

      “The bastard got what was comin’ to him. You know that. We all know that.”

      “I don’t care about Bavor,” Talon snapped. “I care about her.” He glanced down at Elisha. She was struggling to keep her eyes open, glass of water balanced between her hands and legs. She’d probably skipped a nap just to greet him. He gently pulled the glass away and let her head fall to rest on his forearm.

      “Ain’t that why you stopped servin’ his father in the first place?” Julius attempted to shake one more drop out of his drink, probably to mask his worried expression.

      “Things—” Talon stopped. He noticed Elisha’s birth mother, Vera, approaching over Julius’ shoulder. She wore a vibrant dress, so skimpy that she might as well have not been wearing anything. “Things change. We’ll talk about it when we’re alone.”

      Vera smoothly swept around Julius to place a kiss on Talon’s lips before he could deny her. She had an undeniable grace, even though she was so thin her ribs showed, making the implants on her chest seem a bit too unnatural.

      Short, tidy, black hair fell just above her shoulders to frame her face. Heavy black eyeliner only accentuated its strong bone structure. But as beautiful as she appeared, her outfit told the whole story. She wasn’t Talon’s wife. The only bond they had was the daughter they’d made, despite their best efforts not to. She was a prostitute, and a good one too. There was a lot of competition in a city like this.

      Talon hated leaving Elisha with her since she worked so much, and sometimes even brought her along to clients’, but he didn’t have a choice. All he could hope for was that the miracle sitting on his lap wouldn’t grow up having to use her body to make a living.

      “Hey, handsome. Didn’t know you were back so soon,” Vera said before kissing Julius’ cheek. The giant man blushed, and Talon couldn’t blame him. Vera’s touch was as addicting as synthrol, and as toxic as uncontained gravitum.

      “Vee, I like your outfit,” Talon said.

      “Shut up.” She slapped Talon playfully on the arm and then embraced him around the back. She brought her moist lips so close to his ear that a tingle ran down his body all the way to the tips of his toes. “You fuckin’ love it.”

      Talon tried not to smile, but seeing Julius’ attempt at trying not to get caught staring drew it out of him. “C’mon, Vee. Not in front of Elisha.”

      “Don’t think you’re gettin’ lucky just ’cause you just got back.” Vera let go of him and slid over to position herself between him and Julius. “I’m too tired anyway. Those Morastus thugs sure know how to handle a lady.”

      “Better than me?” Talon asked.

      “Always fishin’ for compliments.” She leaned over, stopping just in front of his face so her warm breath hit his lips. “You were the best.” She pretended she was going to kiss him, but before they touched, she reached down to pick up Elisha, who’d totally dozed off. “Now let me take her off your hands. My shift is over. I’ll let you two lovebirds enjoy your first night in paradise.”

      “We won’t stay long,” Talon said. He laid a kiss on Elisha’s forehead for as long as he could manage with his cuts before releasing her fully into Vera’s arms.

      “Stay as long as you want. And don’t be shy.” Vera jutted her chin toward the cages hanging from the ceiling throughout the club. Naked men and women danced inside them—all of them for hire. A few had artificial limbs, even an entire jaw, and weren’t shy at all about showing them. On Ceres, there was something for every kink.

      “I’m sure they’ll be gentle,” Vera said before sauntering away, leaving all of the men and women along the bar who happened to get a glimpse of her gawking. She had that kind of effect.

      “Damn.” Julius marveled until she disappeared through the reveling crowd. “When are you gonna tie that girl down?”

      “She’s all yours if you want her,” Talon said, shrugging. Unlike everyone else, he was already facing the bar, staring into his empty glass. He didn’t hate Vera, not at all, but he knew enough not to fall for her again. Why she worked so hard no matter how many credits she made. Why she covered her eyes in makeup to hide the bags around them. There wasn’t a drug in existence she wasn’t addicted to.

      Julius laughed and wrapped his arm around Talon’s shoulders. “Have I ever told you you’re the best friend a man can have?”

      He flashed a grin. “Not enough.” He waved for the android bartender. “I’ll get us another round. We can talk about the Morastus business tomorrow after we’ve settled in. See if you can get Vellish and Ulson to come too.”

      “Sounds good to me.”
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Chapter Sixteen—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage stood on the conduit station above Ceres, watching as the shimmering golden sail of the solar-ark she’d arrived on faded into the void of space. Her head still throbbed so excruciatingly from the disembarking process that she had to stop on the landing platform to lean on the railing. Her human thumb and forefinger pressed on her temples to try to alleviate some of the pain.

      It wasn’t her first time aboard one of the ancient solar-arks interweaving the Circuit, but it had been many years. She’d forgotten how strenuous it was to get on or off one. The arks went so fast they could reach Pluto in nine days from the sun on a straight run, so she wasn’t surprised that her brain felt like it was going to tear through her skull.

      The technology the Ancients had developed to sustain a human body through the transition continued to amaze Sage, despite how much it hurt. Somehow, a blend of magnetic and gravitum-induced systems had brought her from aboard a ship moving at a fraction of the speed of light, to a complete halt on the station. The concept was enough to make her head spin if it weren’t already pounding so intensely.

      Her newly repaired executor implant dulled it a bit, but only enough to make it somewhat tolerable. It didn’t help that her legs were sore from remaining almost completely still aboard the solar-ark for five days. They weren’t much in the way of luxury, and being confined to a tightly secured seat didn’t make her shoulder feel much better either. Every time she moved it too much, it stung as if someone were gradually sliding a thin blade in to pry it apart from the artificial arm.

      “Please proceed into the Conduit as quickly as possible.” A soothing, feminine voice spoke over the speakers. “The docking airlock will be released in five minutes.”

      As much as she didn’t feel like rushing, Sage had no desire to be sucked out into space either. She used the rail to pull herself along, wincing with every step until she caught up with the crowd.

      The Ceres Conduit Station wasn’t as clean or polished as Midway Terminal, but it was at least double the size. There were no projections of Tribunes rising through the many atriums to instill hope either. Like Midway and its adjoining Conduit, each level bustled with merchants from across the Circuit. But unlike it, there were dozens of subsidiary terminals and localized shuttles. For the Ceres Conduit wasn’t just the hub of a single planet, but for all the asteroid belt and Ceresian space.

      Sage wasn’t sure which way to go, so she stayed with the largest group of travelers that broke from her platform, assuming that most people would be heading to Ceres Prime.

      Programmed holos at every corner told her what she needed to buy. Merchants shoved their wares in her face from every direction. She kept her head down and ignored them. One wrong slip of the tongue, and she had no doubt that any worthy trader would be able to see right through her false identity. These were the types of places Agatha Lavos had grown up in.

      It proved a difficult task. One merchant pushed his stand in front of her to offer custom tableware. She almost banged into it, but the pain throughout her body lessened with each step, and she managed to avoid it.

      Another merchant offered hover-chairs fashioned from fused scraps of broken-down ships. She couldn’t even believe they stayed upright. Another peddled strings of synth-meat that smelled so foul she had to cover her mouth, or nutrient pill boxes.

      In fact, all of the wares she saw being sold were unequivocally mundane, but they were things she never imagined needing to purchase—a plate to call your own, essential pills, or even a strange-looking statue made out of seemingly useless materials. In her unit on New Terrene she had a mattress, a light, and a locker to keep her belongings, all provided by the Tribune to all citizens. Sure, the older, established families populating upper New Terrene had more than they needed, but that was their choice. They never had to scavenge.

      Though, as she looked around, even she couldn’t help but be impressed by Ceresian ingenuity. As much as she hated to admit it. Turning trash into useful items was a handy skill for these poor, overpopulated settlements. She just didn’t understand why they wouldn’t willingly join the Tribune, who’d provide everything needed to survive.

      The crowd led her down a wide set of escalators. At the bottom stood another merchant stand that stopped her in her tracks. A handful of powered-down androids hung from racks. Before she knew it, she found herself standing right in front of one’s expressionless face, analyzing it from every angle.

      “Aye, that one there is an old service bot,” the merchant out in front said. “Won her in a game of cards on Fortuna. Probably been around since decades before the Earth Reclaimer War, but she can still help you with repairs on whatever you’d like.”

      Sage didn’t bother responding. Just the look of the abomination sent a shiver down her spine. She had heard that there were many androids that survived the Tribune’s warranted cull during the war, but she’d never seen one in person before. The way its metallic frame tried to mimic a human body was enough to make her feel sick. Its mouthless face seemed to be staring at her with dull, white-panel eyes as if it were innocent.

      “You interested? She’s yours for ten thousand pico.”

      She? Sage thought to herself. She wanted to smack the man for referring to the abomination as if it were alive. As if the Spirit of the Earth could possibly connect with hunks of metal and wire like they were human. The only thing she found herself interested in was finishing the work of the Tribune and tossing the merchant’s entire stand over the railing.

      Reaching out with her artificial arm, she grabbed it by its artificial neck. Then she froze. The coating of both her hand and the android were of the same shade. Her lips began to tremble.

      “Buy something or move along,” the merchant grumbled.

      “Just looking.” Sage pulled her arm back to her side and quickly brushed past the stand. Destroying them would just get me caught. She justified it to herself, but as she continued onward, she couldn’t keep her eyes from drifting toward the synthetic hand sticking out from beneath her armor.

      “I will not lose faith amongst the faithless,” she whispered to herself. She shook her foggy head and continued following the crowd through a wide entrance of the Ceres Prime Inter-Conduit Terminal.

      A small transport shuttle waited at the opposite side of the long line that moved surprisingly fast. She fell onto it, making sure to appear like she’d done it a hundred times before. That didn’t keep her from carefully analyzing her surroundings.

      The native Ceresians were incredibly pale—as white as the tundras of Mars’ poles. New Terrene’s ceiling filtered in some natural sunlight for its populace, and tanning salons in Tribunal settlements helped citizens retain a healthy glow. The same as if they lived on ancient Earth. And the Ceresians’ skin always had a dry, crusting look to it, likely from the stale air pushed through overtaxed air-recyclers throughout their settlements, in desperate need of repairs.

      Many of the Ceresians were noticeably lankier than her people too. As if someone had tied two ropes to their arms and legs and pulled. Others rode on wheeling chairs or used half-mechanical crutches. Some were missing hands or feet, or had deformities on their faces. They just looked… unhealthy.

      The man directly in front of Sage, however, was as enormous as any man she had ever seen, and a growth on his neck only made him seem larger. Muscles bulged from his crummy, sleeveless shirt that could barely contain him. When the line moved forward a spot, a young boy in front of him glanced back over his shoulder and apparently noticed who he was.

      “You’re Culver, aren’t ya?” the boy asked excitedly. “The Hammer of Pallus Major!”

      “I am. What’s it to you, kid?” Culver responded gruffly.

      “I’ve seen you fight in the pits a dozen times! Please, please tell me you’re headed to Dome 534 for the fights?”

      “Course I am. Now bug off.”

      Culver gently shoved the boy forward toward the security officer at the entrance of the transport shuttle.

      Sage wasn’t sure what awaited her on Ceres Prime, but “fights” was all she needed to hear. She’d heard about the underground Ceresian arenas. Clearly, since Culver had his own nickname and fans, there was a great amount of respect to be earned by proving she could handle herself in an organized fight.

      She intended to put the rumors to the test. It was a perfect way to earn an important role in the Ceresian underworld. Get her name out there. None of the combatants would have any chance against a trained executor.

      Culver presented his CP card to security before boarding the shuttle. Sage pulled hers out of her belt and did the same, half-ignoring whatever the officer said as she watched to see where Culver was going. She had no doubt that the Tribune-forged ID would work.

      When the officer finished taking his sweet time looking her over, she stepped onto the shuttle and strapped herself into a seat as far from Culver as possible where she could also keep an eye on him. It was time to do what she did best.
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Chapter Seventeen—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon sat on the edge of a precipice overlooking West 534. The spot was carved into the rockscape at the lower end of the living blocks, so secluded by two walls of metal shanties that few other people even knew it was there.

      His parents used to take him there when he was a child before his father died in the Earth Reclaimer Wars and his mother abandoned him to a cluster home, but for whatever reasons he kept coming back.. It was a quiet place far above the colorful Dome. A place to be alone with his thoughts, but more importantly, a place where no prying ears would hear his conversation.

      “So, what is it you brought us here for?” Vellish asked, taking a seat on a ridge of rock across from Talon. “And where’s that beautiful little girl of yours?”

      “She’s with her mother for now,” Talon said. “Where’s yours?”

      “Mine?” Vellish’s brow knitted with confusion.

      “C’mon, Vellish. Really?” Julius gave him a light slap on the back of the head as he took a seat beside him.

      “Oh, I get it… Ulson,” Vellish said, his cheeks going red. “Ha ha, very funny, Tal. Just ’cause Julius here ain’t as tender don’t mean you gotta be jealous.” They shared laugh before Vellish finally answered the question. “He’s with his real wife. I suppose we should all actually be jealous of that.”

      “I don’t know,” Julius responded. “Things got pretty rowdy last night. Not sayin’ I can remember all too well, but there were some beautiful ladies down there.”

      “Yeah, but he don’ have to pay for his,” Vellish remarked.

      Talon struggled to hold back his amusement. “All right, guys, we don’t want to end this partnership before it even begins,” he said. “Besides, who said that Julius needed to pay for anything last night?”

      Vellish stared at Julius. The big man only offered him a wink.

      “You guys are both liars,” Vellish said. He shook his head and leaned back against the rock. “Okay, that’s enough of that. Spill it, Tal. I plan on headin’ down to the Dome sometime before I die. I rested up good and proper for it.”

      Julius flashed a nervous look at Talon. Death had been a shaky subject around him since he found out he’d contracted the blue death.

      “I told a little to Julius already,” Talon said, moving on. “The Morastus Clan made me an offer to help make things right after I deprived them of one of their best miners.”

      Vellish rolled his eyes. “That’s a stretch.”

      “I know,” Talon agreed, “and if I had any other choice, I would’ve told Zaimur to shove it up his own ass. But you both know that’s not an option.”

      “Ancients know if I ever got a chance to meet the Morastus prince personally, I’d sure hope that I wasn’t still a damned miner,” Vellish said matter-of-factly. Julius nudged him in the arm. “No offense, but not all of us chose this life like you did, Tal.”

      “I know, but this job may keep us all out of the mines for the rest of our lives.”

      Vellish leaned forward, itching his synthetic nose. “Now you have my attention.”

      “Zaimur wants us to rob a Tribunal freighter traveling from Earth to Mars.”

      “Now I know you’re lyin’!” Vellish exclaimed. “What the hell is it carryin’?”

      “Gravitum,” Talon pronounced, accentuating each syllable. If Vellish and Julius were leaning in close before, that word almost made them fall forward from their seats. “Most of the New Earth Tribunal gets their stores from the Circuit, the same as we do,” Talon continued. “Now, I don’t know how much you two know about it, but the major clans are beginning to think that the Keepers favor the Tribune now. Every year since the Reclaimer War, our shipments have been getting smaller and smaller, while the Tribune’s remain steady. The Tribunal Council even has the nerve to personally harvest gravitum from the mines on Earth.”

      “I’ve heard rumors.” Vellish shrugged. “Who hasn’t? Never thought anything more of it.”

      “Well, that’s the truth of it. We have tons of natural resources the Tribune needs, water not least among them, but it’s nothing they couldn’t figure out how to get if we stopped supplying the solar-arks. We need gravitum to survive now, and they control the only source.” Talon noticed them trying to mask their skepticism. “I know it seems impossible, but if the solar-arks stopped trading with any faction who stands against the Tribunes, then we’ll all be as screwed as the Earth.”

      “That’s a big if,” Julius said. “In half a millennium since Earthfall, no faction has ever been able to buy the Keepers. What makes you think they’d turn for the Tribune?”

      “In all that time, no faction has ever controlled the entire planet until recently. I’m not saying the Keepers will turn completely—I don’t even know if I believe Zaimur that they’ve been slowly being bribed for years—but there is another war coming. You can be sure of that. And this time, we’ll wind up being the fathers who die in the fighting.”

      “So what’s that all have to do with one shipment of gravitum for one lazy-ass Tribune?” Vellish asked. “We’ll need a hell of a lot more than that.”

      “Not one,” Julius said. “Must be why there’s been talk of other Tribunal freighters being robbed throughout the belt recently.”

      “I couldn’t tell you. Zaimur knows as little about that as we do,” Talon explained. “But whoever’s responsible for those attacks has somehow been able to avoid unbreakable Tribunal security protocols. They’ve been taking the freighters, completely intact, and disappearing into thin air.”

      “And we get to follow suit?”

      Talon shook his head. “Fortunately, Zaimur only wants the cargo. He doesn’t care if we slag the ship.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” Vellish said, his sarcasm obvious. “What if we run into whoever these mystery pirates are while we’re there?”

      Talon opened his mouth to answer but wasn’t immediately sure of what to say. He hadn’t begun to plan for that possibility. “We’ll just have to hope that they’re on our side,” he decided.

      “I’d be more worried about the Tribune,” Julius said. “They’ll have beefed up defenses.”

      Talon sighed. He stood and faced out over the tremendous cavern. “Look, I won’t force either of you into this. To be honest, I’d rather you both say no and make this easy. I don’t want to be the reason anyone joins me in dying, but I don’t have many people I trust. This may very well be a suicide mission, but I’ll do whatever it takes to bring you back to Ceres alive. That I promise.”

      They all went quiet for a long moment, too long. Talon couldn’t help but fear the worst.

      “You ever done anythin’ like this before when you were with ol’ Zargo?” Vellish asked finally.

      Talon began listing his accomplishments with neither pride nor disdain. He’d simply done it. “I’ve helped steal from all of the clan leaders in the asteroid belt,” he said. “I’ve killed rich men for him that were born so close to the surface of Ceres that I’d never have met them otherwise. I’ve commandeered ships and escaped brigs all the same. But never a Tribunal one. And never with so little intel to go on.”

      Talon was struggling to gather another thought when suddenly two hands fell upon his shoulders. He turned around quickly to see Julius and Vellish wearing crooked smiles.

      “We’re in, Tal,” Julius declared.

      “Kill me if I have to serve another shift in the mines,” Vellish said. “Let’s blow those Tribunal bastards back to their Spirit.” His eyes glinted with a hawkish enthusiasm that Talon didn’t even know he was capable of wielding. He’d always seemed to be going through the motions on Kalliope.

      “I can’t promise you’ll never have to go back, but if we pull this off, the pay is solid,” Talon said. He was trying his best to hide his excitement, but he could feel the muscles above his mouth desperately seeking to raise his lips. It’d been a while since he had good news. This wasn’t really that, but working with a crew he trusted was the most he could hope for.

      “We ain’t ever had a choice before.” Julius gave him a lighthearted shove, forcing Talon to give up on his attempts to remain stoic.

      “I thought you guys would never say yes.” Talon exhaled. He leaned forward and embraced them with one arm each. “C’mon, let’s head down to the Dome. No better place in all of Ceres Prime to find mercs as mad as we are.”

      “Hey, you’re definitely the only madman here,” Vellish said as Talon began to lead them toward the path down from the promontory. “We’re just following along. Right, Julius?”

      “Of course,” Julius answered. “Just two innocents trying to make an honest living.”

      Talon tightened his arms around their necks. “Keep it up,” he said, “and I’ll tell Zaimur not to pay either of you.”

      “So serious all the time,” Vellish said, ducking out of Talon’s grip. He backed up in the other direction. “We’ll need a pilot, and I know Ulson used to run a smuggling ship out of Fortuna. Heard there’s no one better. I’ll wake his ass up.”

      “He can wait,” Talon said. “C’mon, man. There are fights down under the Dome starting soon. Culver the Hammer is here. They say he’s never lost. Could be perfect for us.”

      “Nah, go on ahead,” Vellish said. “I’ve never had the stomach for those things. I’m sure you’ll be able to find plenty of crazy fucks down there, but let me handle getting us a pilot.” Vellish slipped away and hopped down a formation of sharp rocks.

      “Suit yourself.” Julius shooed him away. “Screw ’im, Tal. His loss.”

      They headed back down to Dome 534, where a crowd was already building. Arena combat was a huge part of Ceresian culture. The rich bet on them and sponsored the best fighters, helping them with cyber enhancements and workout regiments in high g environments. The poor lived vicariously through champions. A necessary distraction from the lifetime of mining or factory work most of them endured.

      The rules were simple. Battle until your opponent either surrendered or died. Most career fighters would surrender to live another day, but criminals thrown into one of the many arenas throughout the Ceresian worlds weren’t given that choice. And volunteers… they usually wound up dead before they could think about waving the white flag.

      It took a while for Talon and Julius to squeeze down to the front row, but Julius’ size helped as always. The Dome 534 arena was famous around the asteroid belt, even if it wasn’t very opulent in appearance. A cage surrounded the lip of a pit where the fighters were unleashed.

      Patrons without enough pico packed the edges on their feet, while glassy private boxes protruded from the surrounding rock walls above for those with it. Flickering holoscreens were projected all across the ceiling for anybody who couldn’t get a good view.

      Talon leaned against the cage, watching excitedly as the announcer came strolling out from a tunnel into the arena.

      “My people!” the bearded old announcer began, earning a roar from the crowd. He made a show of every word, moving across the space side to side on two spindly artificial legs that bent the wrong way. And he had a voice like a bass drum.

      “Tonight, Dome 534 is happy to bring you a treat,” he said. “An undefeated legend, who has traveled all the way from Pallus Major to take on your Ceres champion! But first, I’ll whet your appetite, my fair Ceresians. Challengers have thrown in their cards. Hopeful combatants, eager to die at the hands of Culver the Hammer!”

      The crowd erupted with boos as a mountain of a man emerged from the tunnel. His shoulders bulged with so much muscle that it appeared to be a challenge for him to turn his head, and the growth on his neck didn’t help. He raised his fist like a conquering hero, absorbing insults as if they fueled him.

      Julius looked to Talon. “You think the Hammer would join us?”

      “No, probably not him.” Talon chuckled. “But any volunteer mad enough to take him on might. If one of them survives, that is.”

      The announcer turned to the arena’s other entry tunnel. “His first challenger may be small in stature, but what she lacks in size, she makes up in apparent insanity.” He laughed at his own joke, and some of the crowd joined him. “But sometimes, it’s the unexpected who thrive here. Can she finally vanquish this mighty foe, or will she join so many others? Bets are open!”

      The entire arena seemed to go silent as Talon watched a woman emerge from the shadows. Her face was difficult to distinguish from so far away, but her green eyes were framed by dark hair, and those glowed bright and fierce. The tight boilersuit she wore hugged her toned figure in all the right ways.

      Usually only gutter trash and men desperate for money volunteered for preliminary matches against champions. She was… unexpected. Talon couldn’t help but feel his heart break a little for the woman’s life he had little doubt was about to come to a brutal end.
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Chapter Eighteen—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage struggled to regain her senses. Thick beads of sweat trickled down the loose strands of her tousled hair. Her pulse throbbed in her eardrums, only not worse because of her implant.

      She was on her knees, panting wildly. Her hot breath bounced off the rocky surface in front of her to warm the drying blood sticking to her lips.

      The crowd in the surrounding arena grew more raucous as they anticipated her impending defeat. They rattled against the fence, saliva and drink spewing from their mouths like a mob of rabid animals. Even though they’d booed her opponent, apparently brutality meant more than loyalty. Typical.

      Her fists pushed off the uneven ground. She’d only been on Ceres Prime for a little over a day, but finding a fight in one of the colony’s underground arenas proved all too easy. She’d followed Culver the Hammer here and was the first in line to volunteer to face him in prelims.

      The tall, brutish man approached her, muscles flexing with every step. His veins bulged in a way that was in no way natural, and the growth on his neck glowed a dull red. Some sort of knockoff Ceresian attachment under the flesh, probably augmenting his muscles with some serum that would kill him before he turned thirty.

      The man wore a wicked smirk, knowing he had her on the ropes. The ground rumbled with each nearing step. The crowd’s enthusiasm amplified like a rising storm, but all Sage was worried about was settling her pounding head so she didn’t see two of everything. It seemed her body wasn’t fully acclimated to her repaired executor implant yet.

      But she’d been in that position before. She wasn’t used to this lot of bare-knuckle brawling, but a fight was a fight. Just be patient, she told herself. Remember your training.

      Feigning defeat, Sage kept her head lowered. While doing that, she repositioned her limbs to be ready to pounce. There was no way to take her much larger opponent down with sheer strength—that she had already been assured of—but there was a reason she was an executor of the Tribune.

      She could use the wrist-blade in her artificial arm to win easily, but the arena manager had been leery about letting her participate with it in the first place. She had to lie about its capabilities and, in the end, knew she’d gain far more respect by winning a fair fight. Even if Culver wasn’t exactly playing fair.

      She waited while Culver’s brash expression twitched in an effort to acknowledge the boisterous crowd. He flexed one arm, his implant glowing a bit brighter as his muscles bulged. Sage shot forward like a rocket, her shoulder burrowing into Culver’s ribs.

      They bowled over, slamming into the hard ground as Sage delivered a blow into the lump on the man’s neck with an artificial fist. She rolled off quickly to avoid a wild swipe and dropped to a grappling stance a few feet away. Culver roared as he forced himself back on his feet. Then he charged her with a relentless flurry of wild swipes.

      Sage reeled, using her attacker’s own force to deflect the attacks, but she wouldn’t be able to withstand the barrage forever. Ducking under a punch, she rolled to the side, trying to ignore the sharp rock scraping across her back. A powerful kick struck her in the gut, sending her sprawling into the craggy side of the arena. It was rare she made a move too late, but Sage also knew then that she’d jumped into a fight far too quickly after the explosion on Mars.

      Groping frantically, wheezing, her artificial hand found a protrusion of rock in the wall. She could feel Culver bearing down on her. Shifting from defense, she broke the piece of rock off and swung with all her might. There was an audible crack as the man’s knee snapped inward. She then lashed upward in a wide arc, the rock smashing Culver across the temple. The power of her artificial arm split the man’s skull open like a sack of rotten fruit. He crumpled into a heap of tangled limbs.

      At first the crowd released a collective gasp. Then thunderous cheers rained down from all corners of the arena. Sage paid them no heed. She stood right where she was, her eyes remaining locked on the still-twitching corpse at her feet.

      The rock slipped from her metallic fingers. She never enjoyed taking life senselessly, but when it came to her missions, she did whatever she had to. He was a Ceresian, she told herself. He needed to die. He deserved to die.

      Suddenly, the announcer appeared beside her and raised her arm in victory. “My, my, folks,” he addressed the hundreds of patrons packed against the cage. “The victor, by cause of death, is…” He whispered in Sage’s ear, “what’s your name again, girl?”

      “S… Agatha Lavos,” she responded wearily.

      “Agatha Lavos! The Tigress of Ceres Prime!”

      The crowd went wild as he then escorted Sage through a tunnel carved into the rock wall of the ring. She had no idea what a tigress was, probably some mythical creature from ancient Earth, but apparently she’d done well enough to earn a nickname. A fine start.

      Once the door to the locker room sealed behind them, the announcer’s smile turned to a scowl. “I can’t believe this. Culver was undefeated. We fronted his travel for a headliner. Gonna cost me a pretty penny killin’ him like that.”

      Sage didn’t respond. She looked around at the showers lining the room and some benches beside them, where more fighters were waiting. None of them were women, and they took no care to hide their enamored stares as she walked by glistening with sweat. She dipped her hands in a sink, washing the blood out from beneath her fingernails on one and out of the creases between the plating on the other.

      The announcer sighed. “I’ll pay you two hundred pico, but that’s all I can do. The managers in Pallus are going to kill me for this.” The announcer activated his wrist holopad and began typing in some commands.

      “I thought you said four?” Sage said, not looking up from the sink. She didn’t really care about the money, she merely had a part to play, and as far as she knew, Ceresians were greedy as sin.

      “Nope. No way. That arm of yours ain’t like any I’ve ever seen. Two fifty and that’s all.”

      “What If I stand in for your headliner?”

      “Absolutely not. And don’t ever expect to fight in here again unless you cut that thing off.”

      “That’s fine. Someone else will pay better.” She brought out her CP card for the announcer to scan. The credits transferred over, and he left her, grumbling to himself the entire way to usher two more unlucky combatants into the arena.

      “Didn’t expect you to come walking back in, gorgeous,” a handsome man sitting nearby teased her. “You stole my fight.” He placed his hand on her waist. A tattoo across his forearm seemed to list victories in tallies. She could only assume he was the Ceres champion.

      He leaned in close, breath reeking of fake liquor and bad hygiene. “Don’t listen to him. I like the arm,” he whispered. “Mind if I give it a whirl?”

      She gripped his wrist, twisted, and squeezed so hard that she could sense the bones would crack if she applied any more pressure. “You like it now?”

      He yelped and she let go. “Lunatic.” He got up and hurried away, holding his wrist the whole way.

      Sage smiled as all the men around the room stopped staring. She didn’t like to be seen. No executor did, really, but her more than others. She retrieved her armor and pistol out of her locker and found a secluded corner shower to wash up and change.

      It was time to see if she’d cracked open Culver’s skull for no reason. Someone in the bar above would have seen the victory. Someone, she hoped, with connections.
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Chapter Nineteen—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      After emerging from the pits, Sage attempted to lose herself in the crowd, but there was no point in trying. Everyone surrounding the cage of the sunken arena immediately turned to greet her. Some hollered words of praise, others whistled, but most of the men offered her drinks or a night in their company.

      She’d hoped changing into her armor would keep them at bay, but it only seemed to make them more ravenous. A female warrior whom they’d watched kill a rival fighter twice her size—that was the sort of thing that appealed to these people. Not faith. Purpose.

      She ignored them all. Sage had a mission, and none of the ingrates begging for her touch were worth the time.

      Moving hastily enough to escape any conversation, she got lost in the sultry chaos of a dance floor. Colorful lights flashed along with pulsing music in a dizzying manner. Gyrating men and women in hanging transparent cases flaunted their emaciated bodies in rhythm to the music.

      The crass behavior of the Ceresians was enough to make her sick. Sweat splashed on her from every direction as people danced in ways she could never have imagined. Slimy bare legs squirmed as if she were in a crowd of frantic worms. Tongues thrashed. Women and men moaned with pleasure. Eyes rolled back from drugs. And everybody seemed to be celebrating as if they’d just won a war.

      Sage wanted to vomit by the time she finally reached a break in the noxious revelry. She wiped the sticky layer of sweat forming over her brow; whether it belonged to her or a dancing Ceresian she didn’t know. Then she headed toward the bar, only to find an android serving from behind the counter.

      Just hearing its cold, monotone voice taking orders made her stomach turn even more, so she decided to find a seat at an empty table as far away from all of the clamor as possible. In a dark corner where luckily the overhead lights were busted.

      When she pulled out the chair and went to sit, a sudden feeling of vertigo rushed to her head. She would have fallen if the table hadn’t been there to brace her. After the dizziness waned, it felt as if someone pounded on the inside of her skull with a hammer. Her hands shuffled along the arm of the chair until she was able to position herself to fall into it.

      I am a knight in the darkness, a vessel of their wisdom. She again began reciting the vows of an executor in her head to keep calm. I am the silent hand of the Tribune. I will not lose faith amongst the faithless.

      “Got somethin’ on your mind, honey?” a large dark-skinned man said, resting his hands on her table. By the looks of the logo and number on his boilersuit, he was a miner.

      “I’m not looking for a drink, so why don’t you get lost?” she bristled. She leaned her still-aching head on her fist and looked away. As she did, she slid her free hand inconspicuously down to her holster just in case.

      “Whoa!” The Ceresian’s unexpectedly kind eyes widened. He took a step back. “Look, I ain’t here for that. Since you don’t seem too fond of wastin’ time, I guess I’ll cut right to it. The names Julius, and my business associate and I saw you down in the arena. Very impressive.”

      “Thanks,” she said dismissively.

      “Look. We got a job, a big one, and we need fighters to get it done.”

      She didn’t let it show, but the offer piqued her interest. “What kind of job? I’m no miner if that’s what you’re after.”

      Julius laughed. It was warm, inviting, but she didn’t let the sound fool her. “I can take you to my associate, but I can’t tell you here. Too many prying ears and such.”

      “You think I’m that easy?” She drew her pulse-pistol and placed it on the table so that the barrel casually faced in Julius’ direction. “What is it you and your friend want? My armor, or what’s underneath it?”

      “You didn’t grow up here, did you?” He leaned over close enough to her so that anybody looking wouldn’t be able to see her drawn firearm. “Why don’t you put that thing away before we both find trouble.”

      “Trouble with whom? Are one of those bags of bolts going to take me down?” She didn’t need to see the android bouncers in action to recognize their ineffectiveness. The Tribune had instructed her about them well enough.

      “You must be really new here.” He got even closer to her and whispered, “All I can tell you is the job involves Tribunal freighters and a shit ton of gravitum. C’mon. What’ve you got to lose?”

      She tried not to sound too eager, but her green eyes began to glint as she realized how fortunate she was. Assuming Julius wasn’t lying, of course. She stowed her pistol. “All right, I’ll come,” she said, keeping her tone level. “But I’ll have my eyes on you.”

      “Whatever helps.” Julius sighed and began to lead her out of Dome 534.

      Sage stayed right at his back as they walked, her artificial hand curled into a fist and ready to incapacitate. Julius guided her through the underpass station, where stumbling junkies waited for their tram and bantered about nothing. Where beggars with all sorts of deformities imaginable offered to do unspeakable things to get their paws on a few pico credits.

      They moved up a winding pathway carved out of a bluff. The higher they got, the darker it was, and Sage was about ready to abandon the venture and toss Julius aside when they arrived at a clearing dug into the surface of a sharp promontory. A man in a navy-blue shirt sat on the other side, feet dangling over the edge. He stared off at the vast hollow below filled with the flickering lights of metal shacks and the always colorful dome.

      The man turned his head, but it was too dark for Sage to distinguish any of his features. “My father used to take me here when I was just a child,” he said. His voice was smooth and articulate, a breath of fresh air compared to the typical incoherence and thick accents she found characterized most Ceresians. “Not many people come up here anymore. Our sad excuse for a park on Ceres. Nothing as beautiful as the Conduits you grew up in, I’d wager, with their viewports and sunrooms?”

      It took her a moment to realize that it was a question. “How did you know where I’m from?” she asked, stepping to the side so that Julius and the mysterious man were both in front of her, knowing to always keep eyes on potential enemies. As Julius walked over to sit beside the stranger on an outcrop of rock, she surreptitiously wrapped her fingers around the grip of her pistol.

      “Well, for starters, it’ll take a few months down here before your skin is pale and dry enough for you to blend in,” the man said. “And since I already know you arrived recently, I’d have to imagine you’re the beauty I’ve heard so many guards drooling over.”

      She decided to ignore his last comment. “I do miss seeing the sun,” she replied, and she meant it.

      “And now you’re here fighting in the arena like some common brawler, even though I can tell that there’s nothing common about you. There was a time I took to those pits in order to win some spare pico. I bet the managers didn’t care too much for a woman taking out their top combatant?”

      “No, they didn’t.”

      He chuckled. “So what brings you to this district, then? I can’t imagine you’ve come here to live as a fighter.”

      “Opportunity,” Sage said. She didn’t want to reveal too much too soon. Agatha Lavos didn’t seem like someone who would trust easily, and she wasn’t keen on it either.

      The man stood and approached her. He had the slightest hitch to his steps, like he’d suffered a leg injury long ago. Most here had too many of their own problems to notice it, but it was her job to notice things.

      “The name is Talon Rayne,” he said.

      As he exited the shadow, Sage found herself unexpectedly surprised by his face. It was incredibly handsome, even if he did have a scruffy beard covered in dandruff from typical Ceresian dry skin. A burn mark scarred a patch of flesh over his right eyebrow, but it wasn’t enough to draw her attention away from his eyes. They were as blue as the ancient sky of Earth she always imagined, and they bore a certain weariness that made him appear as if he had a longer story to tell than his age would indicate.

      When he got close enough, he extended a gloved hand.

      “Agatha Lavos,” Sage said. She made sure to peek over her shoulder before stepping forward. She instinctually went to clasp her hands together and bow, and then remembered how the arena announcer had originally established their deal. It wasn’t what she was used to on New Terrene, but she extended her human hand to shake his.

      She had expected a stronger grip considering his fit physique, but she was used to men treating her like she was fragile. Only then did she realize that she’d been staring into his eyes since the moment he approached her, and that he’d been doing the same to hers. Their hands remained locked, like they were frozen in that moment. Her heart began to race with such an unexpected ferocity that she swiftly let go and averted her gaze. She stumbled slightly as she backed away, hoping he didn’t notice.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Agatha,” Talon said, gaze flitting between her and his now empty hand.

      “So, what is this job?” she said quickly. She wasn’t sure why she felt bad for lying about her name to this stranger, but she wanted more than anything to move on.

      “Straight to the point. Just like a true merchant,” Julius said.

      “Oh, come now, Julius. Don’t be jealous. The mines aren’t too bad.” Talon sat down beside him, trying to hide the fact that he was eyeing her from head to toe with his peripherals. She noticed. She always did.

      “So, you know everything about me?” Sage responded anxiously, moving to stand right in front of them.

      “Just what you told the people managing the arena. I figure a servant of the Tribune wouldn’t be able to leave even if they wanted to, but the Conduits are supposed to be free of ownership. Even the one over Mars. Or are we wrong?”

      “My parents were smugglers during the Earth Reclaimer War, but I was too young to remember that,” Sage explained. She was careful to insert some phony emotion into her tone so it didn’t seem like she was reciting from note cards. “The Tribune killed them outside New Terrene when we were caught. I escaped. I grew up moving from Conduit to Conduit. It took almost everything my parents left me to repair my arm after the attack… everything but my mom’s armor and pistol. But I was never meant to be a merchant—”

      “You were meant to fight. To take from those who took your parents from you.” Talon took the words right out of her mouth. “I used to think the same way. Well, Agatha, I can’t promise you much, but I can say you’ll get to take down some of those Tribunal bastards.”

      “Nothing would—” she paused to gather her breath enough to allow her words to betray all that she stood for “—make me happier.”

      “Perfect.” Talon hopped to his feet, grimacing first from the exertion, and then put on a warm smile. “I can’t tell you the pay yet, but we’ll be hitting a Tribunal freighter carrying a hell of a load of gravitum. It’ll be well worth your while.”

      Julius hadn’t been lying. Her eyes grew wide. Goosebumps rose all along her skin. “So you’re the ones hitting all those freighters I’ve heard about on the newsfeeds?”

      “We wish.” Julius laughed.

      “None of us has any idea who’s responsible for that, but we want in on the action,” Talon said. “Anybody who could do what you did to Culver back there is either half insane or exactly what we need.”

      “Probably a little bit of both,” Julius added before spitting over the ledge.

      Sage shot a look at him so scathing that he immediately fell silent and pretended to see something in the distance. She turned to Talon and said, “As long as the pay is good, I’m in.” The Ceresian fascination with monetary systems remained foreign to her, but she had to make sure she sounded genuine.

      “If we succeed, you’ll never be hungry again,” Talon promised. “Hell, you’ll be able to buy an arena of your own.” He extended his hand. “So, are you in?”

      Sage didn’t waver this time before grasping it. “I’m in,” she agreed. “Just tell me what to do.”

      “For now, you just have to hang out while we finish filling out a team. In the meantime, you’ll be holing up here with Julius.”

      Her brow knitted. “And why is that? You didn’t buy me.”

      “No, but we can’t risk anything about this little mission leaking out, can we? And judging by the way you’re fiddling with that gun of yours, you’re just about as untrusting as I am.” He jutted his chin toward her artificial hand, which she hadn’t even realized was so close to her holster.

      “I may not think you’ll tell anybody, but I’ve known Julius here my whole life,” he said. “And I’d trust him with my own. So I know it’s the truth when I say you’ll be safe with him. Besides, I doubt somebody so new to this place has anywhere else to stay unless you want to hit up a flophouse closer to the core.”

      The way Julius cringed at the mention of that told Sage all she needed to know. She couldn’t imagine a place fouler and dirtier than this, but she also had a vivid imagination.

      “So how about it?” Talon asked. “Deal?”

      She looked up at his face, into his eyes. He seemed genuine enough, and for some reason, she hung on his words more than she knew she should. Even if he was lying, so was she. Unless he was an executor as well, there was nothing for her to fear. And if it was all just some elaborate scheme to get her into bed, she wasn’t afraid of having to fight off two lowly Ceresians.

      “That’s fine with me,” she said.

      She feigned an impish grin as best she could. They might not have been the ones she was sent to find, but maybe by getting involved, they’d run into those who were responsible for attacking the other freighters. She was running in the right circles now.

      The Tribune would be proud of her quick work, but that wasn’t what she was thinking about as the meeting concluded and she followed Julius deeper into the district. Talon watched her as she walked away. She didn’t have to look back to make sure—he was watching her, and she felt it. And for whatever reason, it didn’t repulse her.
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Chapter Twenty—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon sprang awake, grasping futilely for a gun he no longer wore on his hip. He huffed for air as he struggled to regain a sense of his surroundings. Sweat matted his hair to his forehead, and he imagined he looked as if he had just been swimming in the ocean at the core of Ceres Prime.

      “Daddy, are you okay?” Elisha’s tiny voice asked. She lay beside him on his hammock, her head resting on his heaving chest.

      “Yeah, sweetie.” He pulled his undershirt over his face to wipe his brow. “Just a scary dream.”

      It wasn’t. The blue death was making it harder and harder to sleep. His rest was fitful. He’d been back on Ceres for a week already and had woken up in the same way almost every morning, covered in cold sweat.

      “What happened in it?” Elisha rolled over onto her stomach and rubbed her puffy eyes.

      “Oh, you know. The usual.” He ran his hand through her hair, wondering if he’d ever felt anything in the Circuit so soft. “A shadow monster with fiery red eyes came and tried to take you away from me.”

      Elisha pulled herself up his body, her eyes nearly popping from their sockets in wonderment.

      “Don’t worry,” Talon said. He lifted and hugged her so that he was able to whisper directly into her ear. “When I was through with it, the beast was ash, like the surface of Earth.” He swung her over the side of the hammock and placed her down. His biceps burned afterwards.

      “Oh…” She sulked. “That doesn’t sound scary.”

      “Trust me, it was. I’d never seen anything like it, and for a while, I thought I might lose you.”

      “Now I know you’re lying!” Elisha hopped away and crossed her arms.

      “And why is that?” Talon asked. He always forgot how shrewd she could be despite her age. He liked to think that she got that from him.

      “You would never lose me.”

      “Never,” he agreed, not realizing how serious the words would come out. “Not even in a dream.”

      He got out of the hammock, using its post as a support so that Elisha wouldn’t notice how sore his legs were. It took a little bit of teeth grinding to get fully upright, but his affliction was always the most draining after waking.

      “So, how do you feel about us spending the day together?” he asked. “Just me and you.”

      Elisha’s smile stretched from one rosy cheek to the other. “You have no work today?”

      “Never again.” He hoisted her up and began to spin. His arms grew fatigued quickly, but he didn’t care. Holding her was worth however he might feel tomorrow, and he pulled her in tight again so that her head rested on his shoulder. “You and I can travel to the far reaches of the Circuit together. See everything there is to see.”

      She pulled back to look at him, and her smile was quickly erased by skepticism. The look broke is heart.

      “You’re lying,” she said.

      His head sank. “I wish I wasn’t… but today you’ll have me. Promise.”

      He placed her down in front of their clothes locker. It was a crummy piece of furniture, half the metal rusting, but it matched the shack’s tarnished, corrugated-metal walls. Little else filled the small space except for his tattered hammock, a faulty light, and a storage container pushed so far beneath the hammock that it was half plunged in shadow.

      It wasn’t much, but it was home.

      “What do you want to do?” Talon asked. “Head down to the bathing basins? Get some real green lettuce?”

      “No,” she answered as she went to work on the locker. It took two hands and all her strength to yank the door open. She reached in and grabbed a crummy tunic for her and one for her father, then turned to him. “Can we go to the Buckle and watch the ships?”

      “If that’s what you want, sure,” he said. “Now get dressed and grab us some nutri-pills from the cabinet.”

      Elisha quickly followed his directions. When they were both ready, she eagerly seized his hand and pulled him out the door. He barely had time to turn around and lock it.

      She was always excited to watch the transports come and go to Ceres. Talon had been the same way when he was younger; however, it often troubled him with her. In his experience, there wasn’t much out in the solar system for the dreamers wishing to trace the worlds of the Circuit.

      “’Bout time you two woke up!” Julius hollered soon after they emerged. He was seated at a firepit built out of rock, holding up a deck of holocards. As usual, Ulson and Vellish joined him, drinks in their hands already. “Care for a game?”

      “I—” Talon lost his thoughts when he noticed Agatha accompanying them. It’d been a few days since they’d recruited her, and he hadn’t seen her outside her armor up close yet. There she was, holding a glass of synthrol. A baggy shirt borrowed from Julius revealed her plunging neckline as it was drawn low around her slender shoulders. Her green eyes sparkled from the flame, as magnificent as Earth must have been in its prime.

      Talon’s eyes moved along her body until they fell upon her artificial arm. Outside her suit, he’d expected it to look misplaced and clunky like all the other artificial limbs worn by Ceresians, but hers was exceptional. Like something a rich clan leader could afford. There was a grace to it that in certain light made the human body pale in comparison.

      “We, uh… we’re headed down to the spaceport,” Talon said, stumbling over his own tongue.

      “Gonna see the ships, aye, Elisha?” Vellish asked before taking a healthy swig from his drink.

      “Yup. Daddy promised,” Elisha said, tugging on his hand. Seeing Agatha had apparently caused him to stop moving without realizing.

      He didn’t mean to stare. His mouth went drier than it normally was from the local air, and his hands began to sweat beneath his gloves. Finally, Agatha turned her head and looked up at him. Their eyes met for a second, maybe less, before they both pretended that something else had caught their attention.

      “I did,” Talon muttered. He strode forward and nonchalantly snatched the drink out of Ulson’s hand just before he took a sip. “Try not to drink too much. Can’t have a drunken pilot.” Talon stole a mouthful.

      Ulson grabbed it back. “I can fly better drunk than half the pilots in the Circuit,” he boasted, flipping his luscious hair. “You don’ worry yourself, Tal.”

      “Never doubted you for a second.” Talon laughed. He patted Ulson on the back when that laugh transitioned to a cough, to try to hide it. “See you all later. Hopefully, we’ll find some more tonight.”

      He nodded to Julius and Vellish, who returned the gesture, and then to Agatha he said jokingly, “Milady.”

      She didn’t even bother to glance back up. Ever since they’d made eye contact, she’d been staring into the fire without blinking. He tried to think of something to say to her before he left, but nothing came to mind. Instead, he was left wearing what he imagined was a ridiculous crooked smirk. At least he thought so, but right before Elisha jerked him away, he noticed the beginnings of a pathetically thin smile tugging at the corner of her lips. He’d take it. That was all the farewell he needed.

      Talon and Elisha made their way down to the underpass and hopped on the crowded tramline to Ceres Prime’s main port, barely able to squeeze into the back without bumping someone. He clenched Elisha’s hand tight the entire way.

      The spaceport they arrived at didn’t have an official name, but most of the locals simply referred to it as the Buckle. Nobody had ever told Talon exactly why it was called that, but nobody ever had to. Ceresians just knew it. Together with the Ceres Conduit Station, the Buckle served to hold together all the settlements of the asteroid belt.

      “Stay close to me.” Talon’s grip on Elisha’s hand tightened as they squeezed off the tram. He knew it probably hurt her a bit, but that was better than losing her here. Thousands of people at a time. He’d never see her again.

      The platform outside was packed with all types, from wealthy merchants to the unfortunate souls dwelling in the far depths of Ceres, with their lanky bodies and ashy, pale skin. He noticed mercs for a few different clans wearing their faction’s respective armor. There was a Morastus one nearby, putting far too much effort into not looking in Talon’s direction and pretending he was busy.

      Talon had little doubt Zaimur had men keeping tabs on him to make sure he wouldn’t try to run away, but he didn’t expect them to make it so easy to spot them. Their lack of finesse was an insult to the profession he used to call his own.

      Stopping in the middle of the platform, Talon bent over so that Elisha could hear him. “Can you keep up?”

      Elisha pursed her lips and nodded assertively.

      He began to guide her through the crowd at a quickened pace. Not quite a jog, but close. They wove through traffic and onto a wide avenue. There was no bigger cavity within Ceres than the Buckle, and it was mostly comprised of one meandering avenue piercing through clusters of rock formations, which were carved up with metal buildings.

      There was no uniformity to it, many of the structures stacking around massive stalagmites all the way up to the Buckle’s lofty ceiling, giving the whole place the appearance of an ancient insect hive. Busy as one might’ve been too. The stalagmites were mostly hollowed out, serving as the vertical hangars through which ships from all over Ceresian space came and went.

      Talon glanced back over his shoulder to see Elisha struggling to keep pace, her tiny feet pattering along the ground in quick succession. A hauler sped toward them, and he scooped her up before hurrying across the avenue to beat it. The driver laid into the horn. Then they proceeded up emergency spiral stairs, through an alley, to a narrow crevice carved into a towering stalagmite.

      “Slow…” Elisha stopped, pulling her hand free of his. “Down…”

      Talon quickly turned around. She was bent over, panting. For a moment, he’d nearly forgotten that she was just a child. “Are you… okay?” he asked, breathing just as heavily but for far different reasons.

      She gathered herself and proudly stood as tall as she could. “What are we running from?”

      “Nothing.” Talon had to pretend a grimace was a grin since his stomach was cramping so bad. Even jogging wasn’t as easy as it used to be. “I just wanted to see how fast you were. C’mon.” He began to guide her through the fissure, with no room to even hold her hand here. It grew so cramped they had to shuffle through sideways.

      “Try to be as quiet as possible,” Talon whispered, finger to his lips. “The Lakura Clan still doesn’t know about this entrance.” He squeezed through, checked his corners, and quickly snuck behind a pile of metal crates. The upper level of the Buckle’s hangars was usually reserved for storage, so there was little chance of them being caught once already inside.

      “Lakura?” Elisha asked softly, kneeling as close by as possible.

      “The lowest of the big clans, in my opinion. Think they speak for all of us while they terrorize innocent Tribunal colonies and citizens.” He didn’t tell her that he also suspected that they might be involved in the attacks on the Tribunal freighters. That was why he’d decided to take her to that specific hangar. He also wasn’t sure why he was bothering her with such adult concerns.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Just follow me.”

      Together they skulked around the curved walkway until there was a low enough break in the crates for Elisha to get a good view down.

      “Here.” Talon stopped and knelt, hands resting over a low container. She mimicked his position exactly, except her face went bright as a ship below became visible.

      Talon had seen the inside of the Buckle’s vertical hangars countless times. He didn’t imagine anyone could find it anything more than ordinary, but Elisha had a knack for seeing the beauty in all things. A small transport vessel rose slowly through the shaft, making the grated floor beneath them tremble. Talon glanced over at Elisha to see her watching as if it were the most amazing thing in the world.

      Its humming ion drive left behind a dappled trail of bluish light, the sound reverberating down the hollow cylinder, playing it like a tremendous string instrument. Talon watched as it passed through the airlock hatch. For the briefest moment they could see the stars through the viewport in the outer seal. It might not have been long, but Ceres rarely offered glimpses of what lay beyond its dense, rocky surface.

      “Amazing, right?” Talon said. He wrapped his arm around her as the airlock shut and both the ship and space disappeared behind a wall of steel.

      “Have you ever been on one?” Elisha asked. She leaned out over the container to try to see the floor of the hangar, where men and plodding androids were loading up another ship.

      “Dozens. I can’t even remember them all.”

      He leaned out with her and couldn’t quite make out what the Lakura workers were saying. But there was nothing visible in the hangar that would incriminate them in the attacks. Seemed too simple anyway, he thought to himself, feeling guilty that he’d turned a quiet moment with Elisha into part of a job.

      “I wish I had one of my own,” Elisha said.

      “So do I. So does everyone born in this rock.” Talon chuckled and pulled her back. “I think you will one day. A much nicer one than these pieces of Lakura junk too. But where would you take it? That’s the question.”

      She pursed her lips for a few moments; then her face lit up. “I really want to see a planet.”

      “A planet? What could be better than Ceres?”

      “Maybe Saturn. I’ve heard traders talk about the rings. Have you ever seen them?”

      “Only once, but to tell you the truth, I never got the chance to really look at them.” He had always been too busy back on jobs for Zargo. Too focused. Like it was the only thing in the universe, until Elisha opened his eyes to the rest of it.

      “Or Earth!” Elisha exclaimed so loud that Talon covered her mouth, hoping that the workers below hadn’t heard.

      He hushed her, then asked, “Why in the name of the Ancients would you want to see that wasteland?”

      “I don’t know. Everybody says it’s a scary place, but I bet it’s not.” The room began to tremble again as the second ship powered up. Elisha extended her neck as far across the container as she could. Talon reeled her back a bit.

      “I wouldn’t know,” he admitted. “My father went there during the Reclaimer War and never came back.” He exhaled and rested his head against hers. “That’s all I know of the place besides what travelers tell me.”

      He was too young to remember the day his father left for battle. All he remembered was that he never came back, and then his destitute mother left him at cluster home. That was the thought that gripped his heart every night and squeezed… that he might wind up doing the same things to her.

      “I bet it’s beautiful. I bet…” Elisha was rendered silent by the second ship ascending right in front of them, this one close enough to blow her hair back.

      “One look at you and it would sprout green and lush all over again,” he said, marveling at her. He could tell she was too occupied with the ship to hear him, but he didn’t mind. He ran his fingers over her shoulder and watched with her as the view of space momentarily opened again.

      Beautiful.
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Chapter Twenty-One—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      A week had passed since Sage was recruited by Talon, and over that period she didn’t stray much from Julius’ shack. He was the only person she’d spoken to at all. She quickly found that everything on Ceres had a cost, even the smallest luxury. Nothing was provided.

      She had to pay to get any nutri-pill from the local vending machines. To get a jug of water. To bathe in the nearest public soaking pools. Even the shack was rented from someone richer. Everything.

      In fact, the only thing she didn’t have to pay for was her sleeping arrangements—though technically she’d bartered her services in Julius and Talon’s insane job. But still, despite her protests, Julius insisted that he would sleep on the floor of his shack so she could take his hammock.

      She’d reluctantly agreed, avoiding any other further unnecessary conversations. Her body could use the break. Aches and pains from the explosion on Mars had pretty much vanished, and even her head felt fine for most of every day, but Culver’s blows had left some lasting bruises.

      Finally, alone that morning, Sage rolled out of the hammock and sank to both knees on the floor. It was dark, only a sliver of light slipping through the cracks of the shack’s rusty door barely clinging to its hinges.

      “I am blessed with ground beneath me,” Sage whispered, wary of anyone listening in. She extended her arms and let the tips of her fingers touch the floor. There was a soft scratching noise as her artificial hand grazed slowly across the surface.

      “Our Homeworld has been blighted by darkness, but we are the light,” she continued. “Those beside me, those beneath me, and above me. Ours is a collective unconscious, bound to each other and to the soul of the Earth. We are, all of us, shards of that Spirit, never alone as the dark void closes in. This day is yet another test of my conviction, but though the Earth may be wreathed in flame and shadow, she remains within me. May those who have left to join this essence guide my daily endeavors. Redemption is near. May my faith—”

      Just as she began mouthing the final verse, the shack’s door swung open. She rolled to the side, banging into the hammock, which swung as if she’d fallen off.

      Julius burst into the room and threw his hand over his eyes. “Shit! I didn’t mean—” He backed out and closed the door halfway so that he could speak to her from behind it.

      Only then did Sage look down and realize that she wore nothing but her undergarments. She grabbed the ratty Ceresian tunic lying in a pile on the floor and threw it over her head.

      “I’m so, so, so sorry,” he said, sounding every bit as embarrassed as Sage was. “Did I make you fall? I ain’t used to havin’ anyone here.”

      “No,” she replied. “Well, yes. But it’s okay.”

      “I swear I didn’t see nothin’.”

      “I believe you,” she said. She didn’t. “I needed to wake up anyway.”

      “Well, if you’re up, grab a nutri-pill from the cabinet and come out. Think we still got some. You can meet some of the team we’ll be goin’ to battle with. We’ll have a few drinks, play some cards.” He peeked around the edge of the door, his usually dark cheeks so blushed they were almost purple.

      “I don’t know,” she replied. She didn’t know how to play the Ceresian card games, and based on Agatha’s history, she would have at least encountered them in the conduit stations she’d supposedly lived on. It wouldn’t be hard for them to figure out she was lying about who she was.

      “It’s a miner’s game, I know,” he said, as if answering her thoughts. “But we’ll teach you. C’mon, you’ve been in here alone for too long. We gotta keep our minds fresh.”

      She considered it for a moment. If he immediately assumed that she wasn’t familiar with the game, then maybe a Conduit merchant’s daughter wouldn’t know. It was worth the risk. A bunch of Ceresian lowlifes drinking and carousing? They were sure to spill something valuable to the Tribune.

      “Sure. I’ll be right there.”

      Julius clicked the door shut and Sage used the hammock to pull herself to her feet. That was way too close, she thought. She tidied up her oversized tunic, pulling it down so it covered down to her knees. She decided against putting on her armor. She’d have to fit in, act leisurely.

      When she was dressed, she opened Julius’ cabinet and grabbed a nutri-pill out of a tin. The last one left.

      She looked around to see if there was any water left to wash it down with. Just like her home in the depths of New Terrene, there were no in-home sources of water, though at least back home water was allotted. Drinkable water was a precious commodity throughout the Circuit.

      She spotted a quarter-full glass of murky water placed at the back of the counter. Julius had probably bought it earlier from the neighborhood well. It would have to do. Her throat was parched.

      Placing the pill on the center of her tongue, she took a swig, swishing it around in her mouth before swallowing. The water had a metallic tinge, but it was tolerable.

      With yet another pill slugging down her throat, she began to miss New Terrene crud. She couldn’t believe it was something that she could miss, but she was always fond of the routine. Days organized around feeding schedules. So much of her life was unpredictable. The only thing she could always count on every day, other than her faith, was the Tribune feeding its people.

      As much as the taste of crud could make her cringe, there was at least more to it than surviving on some pill. There was texture, substance—a flavor to ground her.

      Regardless, Sage forced the pill down, needing more water to get it unlodged from the back of her throat. Then she headed outside.

      Housing Block 543 wasn’t remarkable, but again it bore a slight resemblance to the Labyrinth of the Night. Instead of being built up along two vertical sides of a gorge like it was there, the shantytown was carved into the surfaces of the cavern. It extended up and down the rocky hill in either direction, until the slopes were too great to manage.

      Crude metal pathways worked alongside natural bridges between clefts and small valleys so that people could negotiate the uneven landscape. There was very little order, but there was something undeniably picturesque about it. She never knew where a shack was going to pop up, or where a pathway would carve through the crags to surprise her.

      “There she is!” Julius exclaimed. “Told you boys that she would come.” He wore a toothy grin as he waved Sage over. He and two others sat around a firepit, with green drinks set by their feet. Above them stretched a rock bridge with shacks built up on either side. Thin ropes draped between them were strung with dozens of articles of damp clothing.

      As Sage approached, she could see them whispering to each other and trying not to be caught staring at her. Just by their smirks she could tell what they were talking about. She was used to the way men looked at her, no matter how much she detested it.

      One of the two men accompanying Julius stood. He wasn’t very tall, and his reconstructed nose drew attention away from a head far too big for his body. “Wow, Talon wasn’t lyin’,” he admired. Julius nudged him in the leg. “Uh, name’s Vellish. Nice to finally meet the Tigress of Ceres Prime.”

      Sage ignored his initial comment. She stuck out her artificial hand and waited for him to shake it, like a true Ceresian would. Vellish’s eyes lit up.

      “By the Ancients, that’s some piece of tech. Who made that thing? I ain’t never seen anythin’ like it.” Vellish grasped her hand with both of his and took it upon himself to grope inquisitively along its parts.

      Sage pulled away aggressively, scaring him back into his seat. She exhaled. “Sorry. I don’t like to think about it.”

      “No worries. I didn’t mean anythin’ by it,” Vellish muttered. “Just amazin’ is all.” He picked up his drink and concealed his embarrassment with a long sip.

      “You’ll hafta excuse Vellish,” said the other man she hadn’t met. “He ain’t always the most charmin’ of fellows.” He stood and extended his left hand so that Sage would be able to put her human arm forward instead. “Name’s Ulson.”

      “Agatha,” she said, taking note now of how they didn’t use last names. Did most people here even have them? Or family at all?

      She grasped his hand, shook, and feigned a smile. “And if you must know, my uncle made this for me,” she lied. “Spent his whole life trying to give me an arm after I lost it when I was young. I would tell you how he made it, but he died shortly after he finished. He was a great man.”

      Julius signaled toward an empty chair already set up for her. “Wish I could’ve met him. I could use one of those arms. Or two.”

      Sage shot him an angry look. She didn’t necessarily mean to, but as much as the arm was a gift, the true story of its creation was horrific. She’d spent years blocking out the memories. Until they were merely a dull ache tugging at the fringes of her consciousness. Unfortunately, what had happened on New Terrene had them sneaking back into her thoughts.

      “So, you’re a merchant girl, right?” Vellish finally broke the silence.

      “Not always,” Sage said. She pulled her seat closer to the fire. It wasn’t often she got to feel the heat of an open fire. With so much of the Circuit drowned in the cold, it felt good to sweat. New Terrene was always kept temperate.

      “Agatha’s parents were smugglers out in the deep system. Died back in the Reclaimer War,” Julius informed the others. She was surprised he’d remembered anything from their few conversations.

      “Whose didn’t in this rock?” Vellish raised his glass and nodded his head. The others mimicked him before simultaneously taking sips. “You’re in good company, Agatha. Ain’t nobody on Ceres who wouldn’t love a chance to get a piece of those stuffy Tribune bastards.”

      Sage gritted her teeth and offered an amenable nod. There is one person, she thought to herself as she began to stare into the fire. The way its unpredictable tendrils rose and fell, crackled and hissed, mesmerized her.

      “All right, are we gonna chitchat all day, or are we gonna play?” Ulson asked, rubbing his hands together vigorously. “Talon cleaned me out on Kalliope. I gotta make some back while he’s gone.”

      “He’s damn right,” Julius added. He went to pick up a holo-table from beside his foot, then glanced at Sage and paused. “But first, where are our manners? Agatha’s got nothin’ to drink.”

      Sage’s eyes shot up from the fire when she heard him. On New Terrene synthrol, or even genuine alcohol, was outlawed. She’d brought countless smugglers to justice for trying to run it through the Mars Conduit Station into the city, or bootlegging it in the Nether, but she’d never tried it before.

      “That’s okay. My uncle never let me touch the stuff,” Sage said, unable to think of any other excuse on the fly.

      Julius pretended to nearly fall off his chair in astonishment. “You’re telling me you’ve never tried it? Not even once?”

      “What’s so surprising? It’s a man’s drink, you know.” Vellish snickered. Sage’s unamused glare made him cringe. “Well, at least… most ladies I know don’t very well like the taste,” he added under his breath.

      Julius and Ulson couldn’t help but smirk as Vellish once again tried to mask his embarrassment by taking an exaggerated sip of his drink.

      “One day my wife and I will teach you manners,” Ulson said. He patted Vellish on the back, causing him to choke and his cheeks to get even redder.

      “Screw you both.” Vellish coughed.

      Julius and Ulson shared a laugh before he turned his attention back to Sage. “Here, try mine,” he said, holding out his glass.

      Sage regarded him with a furrowed brow. On one hand, it seemed like something Ceresians partook in with people they trusted. That could surely benefit her cause. On the other, it was against Tribunal law. Her law. Undercover or not, she couldn’t forget herself.

      “Just a sip,” Julius said. “I promise you’ll be fine.”

      There was something about the look in his eyes. She could tell that he wasn’t lying. That, for whatever reason, he sincerely wanted to include her.

      “I’ll do it,” she declared. She was an executor. She did whatever needed to be done for the good of the Tribune. “Just a sip.”

      Sage snatched the glass out of Julius’ hand. As soon as she did, Ulson and Julius leaned forward with anticipation. Even Vellish stirred from his chastened state. She brought it to her nose, recoiling initially from the pungent smell. It made her eyes water.

      “Trick is to be quick about it,” Julius advised.

      “Right down the hatch,” Ulson added.

      Sage breathed with her mouth so she couldn’t smell it, then tossed a sizeable amount of the green liquid in. It sat on her tongue for half a second, probably less, before the intolerably bitter taste forced her to spit it out. The open flame sizzled as the spray rained down over it, forcing Vellish to scamper off his chair to avoid a tendril.

      The three Ceresians laughed hysterically at her, like it was the funniest thing they’d ever seen. Julius was in tears, and Vellish crouched beside his chair, holding his gut, unable to bring himself to sit. Sage bit her lip and tried to ignore them, but their reaction irritated her so much that the glass in her artificial hand shattered. She hadn’t even realized she was squeezing.

      The men immediately looked up at her, a fear in their eyes that she’d seen all too many times before. She stared at the shards in her palm, synthrol trickling out from the spaces between each plate. Then something happened to her, something she hadn’t felt in longer than she cared to recall. She laughed.

      It was far from boisterous, in fact it was barely audible, more a chuckle than anything, but it startled her so much that she covered her mouth. Then came another, and another after that, until before long she joined the others in honest amusement.

      “I…” she began. The sensation was so unfamiliar that she had to pause for a moment to gather her voice. “I didn’t expect it to taste that dreadful.”

      “I swear I ain’t never seen anybody react that bad,” a completely winded Julius said.

      “Seriously.” Vellish wiped his eyes and took a seat. “You almost burnt my leg off!”

      “Serves you right for letting me drink that,” Sage said. “What is wrong with all of you?” Her whole face remained scrunched in disgust, the foul taste still lingering in her mouth. She couldn’t stop it. All her executor training, undone by a drink.

      “Better than being sober all day,” Ulson said, shrugging. “You get used to it after a while.”

      “I’ll be dead long before I’m used to that,” Sage replied before realizing how wrong she might be. She’d thought the same thing the first time she’d tasted crud in lower New Terrene, and now she craved it more than anything.

      Could I ever miss this? She looked up at the three Ceresians’ smiling faces, and then she gazed down at the fire and began reciting the executor vows in her head again. I am a knight in the darkness, a vessel of—

      “’Bout time you two woke up!” Julius shouted, interrupting her thoughts. “Care for a game?”

      Sage saw Talon approaching in her peripheries first, with a child leading him by the hand. She didn’t dare look at him directly, but as he approached them, the handsome lines of his face were brightened by the flame. Their eyes locked in a moment too short to count, but a moment that made it feel like her heart sank through her stomach.

      She quickly returned her attention to the fire. It took all her concentration this time. Whatever conversation going on between the four Ceresians was rendered muffled whispers.

      She repeated the vows in her head until she could feel Talon hovering behind her. His shadow swayed with the firelight, but there was no doubt he was there. It was too much to bear. Out of the corner of her eye she allowed herself a glimpse.

      His cheeks were red as the Earth’s core, and a goofy smile stretched from one ear to the other. Seeing the expression was enough to make one end of her lips curl upward. Like the laugh, it happened before she could stop it. And by the time she was able to, he was already gone.

      “All right, Agatha, you ready? Agatha?”

      Sage didn’t hear who was speaking to her until a holocard projected in front of her face from Julius’ table and caught her attention.

      “You ready?” Julius asked again. “I’ll teach you as we go.”

      Her mouth opened to say she was ready. When nothing came out, she nodded instead.

      I will not lose faith amongst the faithless.
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Chapter Twenty-Two—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon spent two more weeks scouring Ceres Prime for a crew of mercenaries willing to rob a Tribunal freighter. Most scoffed and claimed it was impossible, but the promise of wealth was irresistible for others, not to mention a chance to take on Tribunal soldiers.

      By the end of the search, he had twelve others in their squad. Enough to fill a small transport.

      On the eve of departure, Talon stood beside Julius on the promontory overlooking their housing district. Elisha and her mother sat a short distance behind them in the shadow of an overhang, waiting.

      “Tell me straight, Julius. You think the team we have is good enough to get this done?” Talon asked.

      “Honestly, Tal? I have no idea,” Julius replied. “We’ve been through more than our share of scrapes, you more than I, but this.” Julius grabbed his friend by the shoulders and turned him so that Vera or Elisha wouldn’t be able to read their lips. “More I think about it, the more this seems like suicide.”

      “Sounds perfect to me.” Talon put on a roguish grin, masking his true feelings on the notion. Damned by the blue death or not, dying early meant less time with Elisha.

      “We’ll come back alive.” Julius nodded sharply, as if trying to assure himself. “I won’t let you go out like this. If and when you die, she’ll be at your side. I promise that.”

      “When,” Talon lamented. “I sure hope she isn’t. I hope she’s far away from here, bathing in the sun somewhere with grass wriggling between her toes.”

      “Yeah, and I hope Earth’ll be green and beautiful again.” Julius lightly jabbed Talon in the chest.

      Talon glanced back at Elisha. “Maybe one day it will be…”

      “You okay? You’re startin’ to sound like one of them.” Julius chuckled. “I’ll always look after her, Tal. You know that. We may not be blood, but she’s my daughter too.”

      “Then can I ask something of you?” He laid his hand on Julius’ brawny chest. “Something I would never trust with any of the others?”

      “Anythin’.”

      Talon took a deep breath. This was as difficult for him to ask as he knew it would be for Julius to hear. “Stay here with her. I can’t go back, but there’s still hope for you.”

      “What?” Julius said, aghast.

      Talon pulled him closer. “If we fail, I don’t know if Zaimur will hold up his end of the bargain. He’s not the man his father is. When Elisha’s old enough, he might…” He didn’t even want to say it.

      Julius pushed Talon away. “What about her mother?”

      “If she isn’t playing with needles, she’s with some asshole trying to score more. You think she’ll do anything to keep Zaimur’s hands off our daughter? She’d probably take the credits and watch. No. I can’t let Elisha follow that same path.”

      Julius’ eyes began to well up and his hands trembled. “No, you guys need me,” he implored, shaking his head. “I-I don’t want to be stuck in the mines my whole life. You don’t understand.”

      “I know I don’t, and I know we need you… That’s what makes this so hard to ask.” Talon swallowed hard. “But she needs you too, and like you said, you’re family.”

      “Tal…”

      “I’m dying, Julius. I feel it every damned day. Every time I wake up I’m sore all over. Every time I jog, my lungs are ready to burst out of my chest. But as long as I still have something left to give, I’m going to fight for her to have a better life.”

      “Then stay with her. I’ll lead the men. You can have everythin’ I earn.”

      “No. This is my mess.” Talon wrapped his hand around his friend’s neck before staring solemnly into his eyes. “This is the last thing I’ll ever ask of you, Julius. Everything I own, everything I make, I’ll leave to you and her.”

      Julius wiped his face and let his forehead fall against Talon’s. He didn’t say anything for a few seconds, then cursed. “Fine, I’ll do it for you. But you need to make me a promise too.”

      “Of course,” Talon said.

      “When you do get back, we’ll leave this place. We’ll be pirates or smugglers out in the deep system, living the rest of our lives the way we were always meant to.”

      “Taking the Circuit for all it’s worth?”

      Julius sniveled a response. Talon embraced his closest friend, squeezing as hard as he could manage around the giant man. “Thank you, Julius. I wouldn’t trust her with anybody else.”

      He backed away so that they were at arm’s length. He wasn’t used to seeing his tremendous friend so somber. It seemed wrong. Julius did his best to smile.

      “You ain’t givin’ me much of a choice here,” he said. “But we’ll see you soon anyway, so it don’t matter.” He pulled Talon back in and crushed him with another hug.

      “I hope so,” Talon wheezed.

      “Hope is for pussies.” Julius patted him on the back and nudged him toward his daughter. “You ain’t one.”

      Talon laughed as Julius turned around and sat with his feet dangling off the promontory’s ledge. Talon had always known him to wear his emotions on his sleeve, so he’d let him have the moment alone.

      “You two lovers done over there?” Vera commented, picking at her teeth with a long painted fingernail.

      “For now,” Talon replied. He knelt in front of his daughter, who’d watched him closely for the entire approach. He wasn’t sure what the look on her small face meant.

      “Hey, sweetie,” he said, cupping her cheek.

      “Don’t leave, Daddy!”

      Elisha burst into tears and buried herself in his chest, her tiny hands grabbing his wrists as if to hold him down. He threw his arms around her and pulled her close, nuzzling her hair, hoping her scent would rub off and stick with him.

      “It won’t be long,” he said.

      “I heard Julius saying you could die the other night,” she said. “I don’t want you to die.”

      Talon ran his gloved fingers through her hair and met her gaze. “Julius was only exaggerating. You know him. A week or two tops and I’ll be back.”

      “You promise?” She wiped her nose.

      “Yeah,” he lied. “Yeah, I do. And you promise you’ll be nice to him while I’m gone?”

      Her lips curled into a sinister little grin. “I’ll try.”

      Talon laughed and hugged her one more time. “I love you, Elisha,” he whispered. “More than anything.”

      “I love you too, Daddy.”

      Talon did his best not to sob in front of her. He tenderly placed his lips in the center of her forehead and then quickly stood to walk away. Vera caught up with him and planted a kiss on his cheek. She said something, but he didn’t hear it. All his attention went to holding the tears back, and when he was far enough away, they began to flow unimpeded.

      He traversed the series of bridges and lifts leading to his home without looking back, keeping his head down to avoid conversation. When he reached his shack, he pushed through the rickety door and switched on the faulty lights. Then Talon pulled an old storage container out from beneath his hammock.

      Wiping away the dust, he placed his thumb against a reader at the top. There was an audible click as it unlocked. Inside lay a pulse-rifle with a holo-lens sight, an interchanging pattern of blue and gray coating the stock and barrel. A few cases of clips were stuffed against the side, and below it all was the composite-armor combat suit Talon had worn during his days serving the Morastus Clan.

      He reached under the hammock again, this time dragging out a helmet. The smooth, convex visor was covered in grime. He spat in his glove and rubbed it down until he could see his reflection. His eyes were bloodshot, and his cheeks wet and dirty.

      “Too late to turn back now,” he told himself, and then he reached into the container and pulled out his rifle.
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Chapter Twenty-Three—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage stood at attention at the bottom of a vertical hangar carved into a tremendous rock pillar. The entire shaft was intended only for the personal use of the Morastus clan and its affairs. A group of mercenaries in blue and gray were running a background check on the squad.

      She wasn’t nervous. She had faith in the Tribune’s diligence in crafting her ID.

      She looked to her left and right. There were ten other mercenaries including Vellish and Ulson, all of them surprised to find out whom they were working for. Little more than guns for hire, each of them wore battered custom suits of armor. Far from a cohesive unit.

      She guessed from their noticeable edginess that they probably wouldn’t try to help stop her if she attempted to escape. If they were here, then, like her, they had checkered pasts. The Morastus guards across from her, on the other hand, would try.

      Tinted visors gave them an air of mystery as they attempted being intimidating. Stationed amongst them were five useless androids armed with shotguns. She began to chart out an escape route. She figured she had just as good a shot of getting out as she did of being killed if things went sour. Not bad odds considering how deep she’d wound up undercover in only a few weeks.

      The only important-looking man present stepped away from the nearby console and approached. “I must say, Talon put together a clean squad.”

      She’d heard his name was Zaimur Morastus from Julius. Son of the leader of the troublesome Morastus Clan, which had been around since even before the New Earth Tribunal and remained a thorn in their side. His long blond hair fell to rest gently on the vibrant shoulder pads of his shirt, feathers bouncing with each of his haughty steps. A fearsome beast lurked at his side, its voracious black eyes moving across the line of mercenaries as if all it saw was a meal.

      Sage was so distracted by the animal that she barely noticed Zaimur walking directly toward her until he was only about a meter away. She didn’t let it show, but she carefully positioned herself so that she would be able to deliver an incapacitating blow with her artificial arm if it came to that.

      “One stunning woman,” Zaimur said, licking his lips as he reached up and affectionately ran his fingers through her hair. Her immediate response was to break his arm in half, but she restrained herself. “You could make a much better living away from all this violence.”

      The beast began to sniff her legs. As it moved around her, baring the ends of its white fangs, she knew it was far more of a danger to her then the pampered Morastus prince.

      “A shame to see such beauty go to waste,” Zaimur concluded.

      “Not wasted!” Talon responded brashly before she could.

      His sudden entrance was enough to earn her attention, and this time she didn’t look away. His armor looked as though it had endured a thousand battles, and he had a custom-painted pulse-rifle slung over his shoulder. In the other arm, he carried a helmet that matched the Morastus guards’.

      His smoldering blue eyes glared forward with the sort of quiet confidence she’d only ever seen in the finest soldiers. He looked ready.

      “We won’t fail you,” he said.

      “And I hope you don’t,” said Zaimur. He turned from Talon to appraise Sage one last time. He reached out and let the back of his long finger run down her cheek. Under any other circumstances she would have made sure her face was the last thing he ever touched, but again she restrained herself. “But it would be quite a shame to lose her.”

      “Look who finally decided to show up,” Vellish remarked from the other end of the line. He gave Talon a friendly pat on the back and they embraced.

      “Where’s Julius at?” Ulson asked. “Big man decide to sleep in?”

      “He didn’t tell you? I sent him on another mission,” Talon said.

      Vellish stepped forward, shaking his fist. “You’ve gotta be kiddin’ me,” he barked. “Right as we leave? Don’t tell me he chickened out.”

      “Julius would’ve done anything to be here with us, but I needed him for something more important. Without it, all of this would be for nothing.” As Talon explained the situation, Sage could infer from the tone of his voice that he was hiding something.

      Vellish sighed and returned to his position. “Just saw him last night,” he muttered. “You’d think he woulda told us.”

      “Nobody wants to tell you anything,” Ulson said. Vellish elbowed him.

      Talon laid one hand on each of their shoulders and offered a heartening nod. “You’ll see when we get back how crucial his role is,” he said. “He isn’t a fighter anyway, you both know that.”

      That somehow seemed enough to make them both feel at ease. Sage then remembered how little she knew about Talon. All Julius had revealed was that he was a miner. But judging by how easily his reassurance comforted his friends, she figured there had to be something more to him than that.

      “He’s a gentle giant.” Vellish snickered.

      “I assume you’re all chatting about that mountain of a man?” Zaimur asked, reaching them along his line of inspection. The dog sniffed them one at a time, and only afterwards did Zaimur get any closer to them. “Good. He’s a hell of a miner.”

      Finished with his assessment, he moved in front of the entire squad to address them as one. “The Morastus Clan values your service. Now, all of you except Talon onto the transport. You’ll find we’ve been more than generous providing weaponry.” He bowed his head and offered a haughty smile.

      The guards came forward to lead Sage and the others up the ramp of a transport that could’ve been a century old. It had a wide, bulky hull sitting under notched wings and one flat ion drive. On the underside a collection of long chambers jutted out like knives.

      Sage watched Talon talking with Zaimur out of the corner of her eyes. It looked like he was about to hand him something when she was nudged up onto the transport and they went out of view. The men on board fawned over a crate of guns. If only they’d ever seen a Tribunal armory. This was nothing. But it would have to do.

      “Lucky bastard. They pay him a shitload more than us for workin’ that mech,” Vellish complained while he found his seat. “That’s why he’s not here.”

      “He’s smart. Hasn’t got a death wish,” Ulson said as he made his way to the cockpit, swinging across each row of seats.

      “You two girls gonna complain the whole time?” a mercenary with a scarred chin grunted.

      The lot of them began to bicker as Sage found her seat. She’d spent a few weeks living in Julius’ shack. They hadn’t spoken much, but he was kind to her, offered water, and begged her to sleep in his comfy hammock while he took the floor.

      He’d seemed excited enough to join their mission. Whatever was keeping him behind had to be more important than any of the men whining around her cared to consider. There was even a part of her that wished she’d said goodbye, Ceresian or not. Only a very small part.

      Everyone quieted down immediately when Talon entered the ship, the ramp closing behind him with a snap-hiss. He moved to sit next to Vellish, directly across from Sage, and laid his rifle flat over his thighs. As he secured his restraints, he quickly glanced over at her. Sage didn’t even realize she’d been staring, but he must have. Some semblance of a smirk crossed his lips before he barked out, “Ulson! Take us up!”

      The whole crew howled in unison until the whining of engines powering on drowned them out. Sage remained quiet. For the first time since arriving on Ceres, she began to doubt everything she was doing.

      What if I don’t discover anything about the attackers? she thought. Then I’d be helping the Ceresians. The people who resisted the Tribune more than all others. And then it dawned on her. When they attacked the freighter, soldiers of her Tribune were going to try to kill her. It wouldn’t be the first time she would have to kill her own for the greater good—such was an executor’s duty—but never before in the guise of a Ceresian.

      Her mind raced so fast it made her head hurt. She squeezed her eyelids to try to alleviate some of the stress, but when they reopened, they fixed firmly on Talon. A sinking feeling pulled at her chest while watching him fiddle with his rifle, as if her heart were slowly drowning in water.

      Too late to turn back now, she thought to herself.
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Chapter Twenty-Four—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      “Cassius, I hope you have been able to make progress since we last saw each other?” Joran Noscondra asked calmly, though he wore a stern glare.

      Cassius leaned over a large holoscreen displaying the Tribune. “A pleasure to see you as well, Joran,” he quipped. Joran was clearly not amused. “No time to waste, I see… I’ve updated the protocol. Your technicians should be able to override the old code on any ships you can get in contact with. Should whoever is committing these atrocities try again, the protocol will work as expected. You’ll have them dead in space.”

      “That is excellent news!” Joran exclaimed. “Transmit your updates to the New Terrene Enclave, and it will be distributed to trusted engineers throughout the Circuit. With that in place, alongside covert operations at our end, hopefully we will catch those damned Ceresians in the act.”

      “Glad to be of service,” Cassius said, before adding, “though you have hardly upheld your end.”

      Joran’s makeup-covered brow knitted. “What are you talking about?”

      “Random searches of Edeoria were not a part of the agreement. And I must say, Hand Belloth was less than courteous. Not nearly representative of the infallible Tribune.”

      “Inspections are to be expected.” Joran’s expression betrayed his words. Cassius could tell by his sucked-in lips that he’d been left completely in the dark. “Your family has long governed Edeoria, but it is a colony of the Tribune. Remember that.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Cassius growled, slamming his hands on the edge of the console. “This was no ordinary inspection, Joran. I don’t need your people causing more unrest amongst mine. A gravitum leak is no small hazard.”

      “Cassius…” Joran sighed and looked off to the side. “Because you fulfilled your end of the bargain, I will speak with Tribune Gressler.”

      “Vakari,” Cassius corrected. “Her Hand or not, this reeks of him.”

      Another sigh. “I’ll speak with them both.”

      “Good,” Cassius said, readjusting his collar. “At least there is one member of your holy council who gives way to reason.”

      “I will keep you apprised. Stay in contact until we’re sure the update works and we can run some long-range tests.”

      “Of course.”

      “Then as always, may the Spirit of the Earth guide your steps.”

      The transmission cut out before Cassius could respond, but the conversation had gone exactly as planned. The changes would be worthless in helping to stop the true culprits, but it’d make the Tribune feel safer again, all while regaining him their favor.

      He shut down the communications array and returned to the lower level of Edeoria: Shaft 23, a hop to his step.

      It was deafeningly loud inside, with the plasmatic drill working tirelessly to carve through the crust of Titan. Cassius had brought back the mining bots from his last trip to Ennomos, and they were already reoutfitted for gravitum recovery, sent into the depths with ADIM.

      He anxiously awaited their return, rocking back and forth from his heel to his sole. This was everything. The future of the Circuit he imagined was at stake. He hadn’t felt such exuberance in so long that it was almost too much to bear.

      Just as he was about to go and distract himself with lesser business, he noticed the reddish glow of ADIM’s eyes. The android clambered up the side of the bottomless pit. Cassius hurried around the rail to get a better view.

      His heart was either beating unfathomably fast or had stopped completely. Beads of sweat rolled down his forehead and back. His eyes darted in frantic search for the glow of raw gravitum, proving that Earth wasn’t as special as the Tribune claimed.

      “Creator!” ADIM called out as loud as his vocal systems could manage. His arm rotated so that he could begin running sideways up the walls of the circular fissure. He sprang up onto one of the drill’s legs, twirling around it to build momentum, then launched himself to land beside Cassius.

      “ADIM, is it there? Are we free of our shackles?” Cassius asked, unable to contain his excitement.

      “The others are behind this unit,” ADIM replied. He stepped forward and his head sank toward his chest, a rare show of physical emotion. “This core, like Mars’, is without gravitum. This unit has failed.”

      Cassius stared for a few seconds, then slammed his fists down against the railing hard enough to split a knuckle. “So Titan, as well, is not destined for more…” His head sank the same as ADIM’s. “It is the damned universe that has failed me, ADIM, not you.”

      Cassius gazed hopelessly at the mining bots scurrying empty-handed out of the chasm. The drill was like a beating heart, expanding and contracting, hissing and wining, but it offered nothing. Another failure. Cassius found himself more distraught than he’d expected to be, but not surprised.

      “This unit did not think you truly believed there would be any here,” ADIM said.

      “I didn’t,” he said weakly, “but I hoped. Blindly, I hoped. So many lives could have been spared if only it were here.”

      “’The weak will perish in the flames, and from the ashes of Earth, humanity will rise to claim their mantle,’” ADIM recounted.

      Cassius turned to ADIM, his own eyes reflected in the android’s polished face. “I said that, didn’t I?”

      “On the four hundred and eighty-fourth day of this unit’s existence.”

      “Oh, ADIM.” He placed his hand on the android’s shoulder, his lower lip trembling. “Titan has failed us today, as it has continually failed my family. Are we ready to do what must be done now?”

      ADIM’s head lifted. “The will of the Creator is what must be done. This unit was forged to be ready.”

      “Well then.” Cassius took a step back to observe yet another disappointing venture. He shook his head. “We must leave this futile experiment behind.” He switched his bracer’s holopad on and keyed the commands to slowly power down the drill.

      “Is it finally time to test the new weapon?” ADIM’s eyes began to spin rapidly.

      “Yes. All of our preparation will now come to light.” Cassius stopped to take one last moment to admire the drill. There was some solace in knowing that now there was no other alternative to Earth. Then, as if suddenly reinvigorated, he set off toward the upper level in a decidedly spry manner.

      “Come, ADIM,” he said. “You must help me complete all the preparations on the Titan Conduit Station before you return to Ennomos.”

      “The Creator will not accompany this unit?” ADIM asked.

      “How I would love to, but unfortunately, I must remain here to greet my Tribunal guests when they soon arrive. And they are coming. I promise you that.”

      “This unit understands,” ADIM responded, surprising Cassius with his answer. He was rarely so easily convinced to separate for any long period of time. “If you are in close proximity to the bomb unprotected, or are caught in its blast radius, it is probable that you would contract the blue death. This unit would not risk your health.”

      “It is appreciated, ADIM. We will be reunited soon after.”

      They reached the hangar above, where the White Hand remained safely docked. Once aboard, Cassius powered it on and let ADIM guide it up through Edeoria: Shaft 23.

      It was darker than when they had first come down to finish the drill, roughly a month before, and far quieter. As they ascended, it didn’t take long for Cassius to recognize what the drill, as well as all his other expensive ventures, had cost the people he was meant to protect.

      The displaced Edeorians were severely emaciated. Many hired guards were positioned around the levels to keep a starving population at bay. Rations had to be limited to fund his work, and he imagined all the shafts of Edeoria were suffering. They would blame him as prefect, sure, but he could bear it. But they would blame the New Earth Tribunal as well.

      And if Edeoria rebelled and the Tribune sent their warships to forcefully hold this colony, he would watch with a smile on his face as his plans to bring the Tribune crashing down came to fruition.
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Chapter Twenty-Five—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tal, we’re closin’ in on the intercept coordinates fast!” Ulson shouted back from the cockpit as he manipulated the holomap over the navigations console. Zaimur had scouts feeding them the location where they could hit the freighter.

      Talon unfastened his restraints and hurried up to get a view of where they were headed. “Take us behind that asteroid,” he said, signaling to a lone fragment of floating rock that appeared no bigger than a thimble from their vantage. Then he moved to the passage between the cockpit and the cabin. He reached into his belt, removing a stim pack.

      Zaimur had slipped it to him before they left. Something to take the edge off, boost his weakened muscles. Make him feel normal again. He raised it to his thigh, blocked from view of everyone in the cabin, then hesitated.

      Vera was a prime example of what getting hooked on pharma like it could do to a person. Ceresian clans producing the stuff didn’t really care about regulations or safety. But addiction was hardly a concern of his now. He closed his eyes, jabbed the stim in, and felt a warm surge of energy roll across his body like a wave.

      Then he returned to his seat and strapped back in. His index finger quickly tapped his rifle as the ship veered right. When he noticed Agatha was watching, he stopped and brought the weapon to rest on his lap. As nervous as he was, he couldn’t afford to let any of the team see it.

      “You ready?” he said to her, but she either didn’t hear him or ignored him. She’d hardly moved since they left, falling into a sort of thousand-meter stare as if she were in a trance. There was no excitement or anxiety, just numbness. Talon figured he knew what was wrong.

      “Was the man in the arena your first?” he asked.

      “My first?” she replied. She hesitated to make eye contact, pretending like she was trying to listen in on the other quiet conversations throughout the vessel. He saw right through the act.

      “Kill. Was he the first man you’ve killed?”

      “No.” There was a coldness to her response, a sort of apathy that only comes from those who have seen more than their fair share of carnage. At that moment, he knew she wasn’t born with the hollow stare she wielded. Whether out of self-preservation, or to keep her mind at bay, life had taught it to her.

      “First man with a rock to the head?” Talon said, lifting an eyebrow. What the hell kind of joke was that?

      “Yes, actually,” she muttered. Her mouth creased into a feeble smile, which was gone as soon as it formed. Her gaze finally lifted. She hid it well, but there was so much emotion swelling in her eyes that the hairs on the back of Talon’s neck stood on end.

      Before he could respond, Ulson shouted back again, “I got a readin’ on the freighter! Interference from this rock should keep us hidden long enough. You guys ready back there?” The ship banked hard again, a grayish mass of crags and craters passing across the viewport as they slowed.

      Everybody answered right away with a grunt or a slap on the side of their guns. Everybody except for Talon and Agatha. He held her gaze and this time she didn’t look away.

      “We’re ready,” he said, as if speaking directly to her. “Helmets on, boys and girl! Let’s make this quick.”

      Each member of the squad hoisted their helmets and placed them over their heads. They went on with rasps, the necks of their armor latching on and connecting to an air supply located on their backs. Talon gave Agatha a nod before he pulled his own over his head, the HUD of the visor complicating his view with readings of oxygen supply and distance.

      Agatha shifted a switch on her artificial arm, and plates rose like a conveyer belt up her back and neck. When they were all in place, a bowed amber visor slid down from the piece above her brow, connecting to the plating forming to fit around her jaw.

      Who is this girl? Talon wondered, gawking. He’d never seen a combat suit like hers in all his life.

      “Ready to go, Tal?” Ulson said. “On your signal.”

      Talon took a few deep breaths and firmly gripped his gun. He reached up to his helmet and switched on comms, the whole team set to the same frequency. “Send us out,” he ordered.

      Ulson keyed a few commands. Talon’s restraints shifted as the floor opened beneath him, his seat rotating to slide him into a narrow chamber known as a ship buster. It couldn’t fit more than a single person lying on his or her back, and Talon leaned up to catch one more glimpse of Agatha’s white armor before the transparent lids of their respective ship busters sealed over them.

      “Remember, once we get in to stay together,” Talon ordered over comms. “Alpha, you’re on me. We’ll be shot in first and head to the command deck. Beta, you’re on Chavos. When Ulson banks around, you’ll be sent toward the back of the freighter. Secure the engineering quarters and the cargo deck.” Talon received a chorus of “yes, sirs,” though he heard no female voice amongst them.

      “Don’t worry about breaking anything,” he continued. “We don’t want the ship, just the cargo. We’ll disable the freighter and any resistance, and that’ll be the end of it. Beta, you get that cargo hatch open for Ulson no matter what. We’ll load up and get out. Easy as taking you fools in a game of cards.”

      “Remind me when we get back to take you up on that offer,” Vellish said.

      Talon chuckled. “Will do. Everybody stay off comms unless it’s urgent. We’ll take these bastards for all they’re worth.”

      Talon positioned his pulse rifle at his chest. His ship buster rumbled intensely as Ulson piloted them in. His finger began to tap his gun again as his pulse raced. He could hear the roar of the engines even through his suit.

      Closing his eyes, he pictured Elisha’s face. Her smile as she ran toward his open arms.

      I will see you again, he promised, and then cuffs rose to strap in his limbs and neck so that he couldn’t move.

      “Alpha squad, bon voyage.” Ulson’s voice filled Talon’s ears before his ship buster shot forward like a missile.

      Talon clenched his jaw as pressure ripped across his body. He squinted through his eyelashes through the viewport, only seeing blackness and stars rushing by in dizzying fashion.

      It wasn’t his first time using a ship buster to raid ships in what his people called a splinter technique. He had, however, forgotten how much it hurt. It had taken decades to perfect the strategy enough to keep the impact from severely injuring or killing the passengers, but that didn’t keep Talon from doubting the ship busters every time he crawled into one.

      His teeth chattered and the corners of his vision went dark, the g-force almost too much to bear. And then, just when he felt like his skull was going to explode, the pointed front of the ship buster did as its name implied—slicing through the hull of the Tribunal freighter. A coupling of mag-restraints, ablative plating, and a gravitum-induced pressure shift kept his body from breaking as the chamber came to a sudden and bone-chattering stop.

      “Alpha squad, engaged,” Ulson said. “Coming around the other side to launch the rest.”

      Talon’s restraints lifted and the front of the ship buster popped off. He stretched his legs, sore all over. He knew the pain in his joints would linger for days because of the disease, but he would live. The chamber suddenly lurched, launching him forward through the front and into the freighter.
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Chapter Twenty-Six—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      “Beta squad, you’re a go,” Ulson said over comms after Sage’s ship buster plunged into the freighter and she was launched out. She tucked into a tight roll before coming to a low, battle-ready crouch, eye down the sights of her pulse-pistol.

      The ship’s interior flashed with emergency red lights. An alarm wailed. Around her were only the five other members of beta squad, all of them scrambling to their feet after clumsy entrances. It might not have been the prettiest strategy of boarding a vessel, but it was efficient. She’d give the Ceresians that.

      “Talon’s keeping them occupied,” Chavos said, the mercenary with a scar on his chin, who apparently was her squad’s leader. “Let’s do this quick. You three.” He pointed to Sage and two others with whom she wasn’t familiar. “Head down to engineering and start frying systems. We’ll take the cargo bay.”

      Sage’s group nodded in unison, and one of the mercs took the lead. They moved down the corridor, weapons at the ready, in a staggered line formation with Sage taking up the rear position.

      “Did you study the schematics?” one of the mercenaries asked as their leader peeked around a corner.

      “I think it’s this way.” The leader waved them on when suddenly a group of Tribunal soldiers cut around the far end of an opposite passage and opened fire. A bullet burst through his visor, splattering his brains on the inside of his helmet.

      “Fuck!” the surviving merc shouted as Sage pulled him back around the corner.

      “Give me cover fire!” she ordered.

      Without questioning her, the mercenary poked his rifle around the corner and fired. Steam leaked out as the walls were peppered with a spray of projectiles. Sage dove over the leader’s corpse, rolling safely to the other side of the opening and sliding down the wall with bent legs. She peeked out. Four Tribunal soldiers pressed forward in two rows through the steam. The two in front were crouched with the others standing at their backs.

      Sage held up a fist to the mercenary to get him to stop firing. He looked confused, but obliged. All the gunfire stopped, leaving only the alarm and the hiss of leaking pipes. Sage listened for their footsteps, waiting until they were at the right distance.

      “Beta squad!” Talon’s anxious voice rang over her comm-link. “We’re receiving heavy resistance at the command deck!” He paused. “Take out the defense systems! Auto turrets up here have already killed two of us!”

      “On our way,” the mercenary beside Sage whispered as the footsteps grew nearer.

      “My group is in a standoff at the cargo bay entrance,” Chavos added. “We should hold!”

      “They were ready for us,” Talon said. “Use whatever means necessary. We’ll take this son of a bitch down with us if we have to!” Talon’s transmission cut out with a chorus of screams and gunfire.

      His words urged Sage’s artificial finger through the trigger guard of her pistol. Then she froze for the first time since boarding the ship.

      What am I doing? she thought.

      The approaching soldiers were of the Tribune, serving the same faith as she did. She should have been helping them, but the executor order was far too secretive for soldiers on freighter duty to know who she was. To them, she was no different than any of the other Ceresian mercenaries.

      She reminded herself that she served a just and righteous Tribune. Talon and his crew were not responsible for the other attacks. She couldn’t allow them to be blamed, for then the Tribune would remain in danger from the real culprits. All she could hope to do was make it out alive and continue her infiltration of the Ceresian underworld.

      For the good of the Tribune, she thought as she slowly exhaled. Then she went to work.

      She nodded to the other mercenary, pointing at his gun. He fired blindly to draw attention again.

      Just as the soldiers unloaded at him, Sage snapped around the corner, firing four succinct shots as she rushed into the haze. The soldiers aimed toward the ceiling as they fell back, each having been shot in the leg. Sage wove through all of them, smashing heads down with her artificial hand. The last raised his gun enough to shoot at her, but she leapt out of the way, clasping his head with her thighs before flipping him into the wall.

      “Clear!” she hollered back.

      “By the Ancients!” the mercenary marveled when he saw the four unconscious soldiers. He raised his rifle to execute them, but Sage grabbed him.

      “No time. You heard Talon, let’s move!”

      He listened, or was too scared of her now to argue, and they began to move at a faster pace. She was no stranger to the layout of a Tribunal freighter, and Talon was right—no transport should have as many defenders as they faced. The Tribune had baited whoever had been raiding their ships to attack again by sending more freighters through this region, and they’d fallen right in the middle of their ploy.

      Only, Talon and the rest of them weren’t who they were looking for. Criminals deserving punishment, sure, but not the target of her assignment.

      Sage slid leg first around the next corner, bullets whizzing over her head. The two soldiers collapsed from shots to their knees before she sprinted to incapacitate them, challenging the other mercenary to keep up. As long as she stayed ahead, none would have to die. These men had nowhere near the training she did.

      A turret sprang down from the ceiling around the entry to the engineering bay. Sage threw herself into the wall, the bullets zipping past her and cleaving the mercenary in half. As it turned on her, she used her artificial arm to deflect the first few rounds so she could get a shot at the exposed circuitry on its back side before it turned. The turret sagged, disabled.

      Turrets by engineering? This ship has been outfitted to hold out, she realized. The door to the engineering bay was sealed, and an expanse of frosted transparisteel beside it was too opaque to see through. She hurried to the retinal scanner.

      Emergency procedures had locked the door, with only ranking members of the crew able to override, but an executor could bypass such systems. She placed her eye before the scanner. The door shot open and she crouched at the side of it. A soldier peeked out for a second before she elbowed him in the temple, stole his rifle, then cracked him across the head with it.

      “Raiders!” men inside the room shouted. They fired at the open door, but she was already back outside it. She squeezed her artificial hand into a fist and slammed it through the bulletproof transparisteel.

      Using the stolen rifle, she fired aimlessly through the break in order to distract them. Shrieks rang out as she ditched the rifle, then rolled back to the door. She pressed through with her pistol up, disarming all resistance inside with ease.

      “Any progress back there?” Talon shouted over comms.

      Before answering, Sage ran over and tossed an engineer away from a console before sitting down. Even as an executor, she couldn’t disable the Vale Protocol safeguarding control of the ship itself. She was, however, able to power down all the automated defenses and CCTVs. She also switched off the primary lighting systems, so that only the red strips of emergency illumination remained. The darkness would make it harder for both sides, and hopefully keep Talon and the rest of them alive long enough for her to help.

      “Automated defenses deactivated! Hold on up there. I’ll try to give you a gravity lift,” Sage announced through her comm-link. She sped out of the engineering bay.

      “Sounds good.” Talon wheezed heavily. “We’re pushing into the command deck.” A barrage of loud blasts was followed by bloodcurdling screams. Sage cringed until he spoke again. “A mech has us pinned down! Shit, it came out of nowhere!”

      “Just hold tight!”

      Sage didn’t bother to be cautious. The Ceresians were on the defensive, so nobody would expect her to come charging. She headed to the gravitum gravity generator, knowing it would be at the stern of the freighter, in a pressure-sealed chamber across from its reactor core.

      After a short sprint, she could hear the echoes of Chavos battling for the cargo bay. A little further, and a set of stairs led down to the reactor bay, a guard on either side of it. She sent a single bullet through a conduit beside them, and a spray of sparks sent them both tumbling back down the stairs.

      Too easy. I’ll have to let Benjar know.

      Moving swiftly, she knew that there would be no guards down with the reactor. It was Tribunal regulation to avoid any chance of a firefight where a single stray bullet could send the core into a meltdown or cause a gravitum leak.

      She reached an elliptical catwalk suspended around the core and its enclosure of violently rotating blades. Only engineers in hazmat suits filled the floor below, monitoring the reactor, and they wouldn’t hear her over the racket. She hopped over the rail, hanging down until one of the engineers passed beneath her. Then she dropped, knocking him out with a knee to the back of his skull.

      Sage stuck to the shadows, making her way toward the gravity generator room unseen. Then she checked her HUD to make sure her suit was completely sealed. She’d been told that the armor could withstand direct exposure to gravitum and keep her from risking contracting the blue death, but she’d never had to test it before.

      She rose to the airlock’s retinal scanner and keyed her executor override. The plated hatch slowly opened, revealing the pulsating blue of the gravity generator. She stepped in. It was a necessary risk before she lost her only connections on Ceres.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon backed up against the wall outside the freighter’s command deck. “We’re receiving heavy resistance at the command deck!” he yelled over comms. He popped around the corner and took out a Tribunal soldier at the navigations console. “Take out the defense systems! Auto turrets up here have already killed two of us!”

      Four remained in Talon’s unit, including him, Vellish, and two other mercs. They and the Tribunal soldiers inside the command deck were locked in a stalemate. Ceiling turrets along the center of the space were relentless. The chaos had already left half a dozen bodies from both sides lying near the opening. Blood sprayed up from them as they were battered by stray bullets, forming a congealing red mist. Smoke and sparks poured out of the walls to mix with it.

      “Vellish!” Talon shouted across the doorway. “You have any smoke left?”

      “Got one!” he answered, mid returning fire.

      “Toss it to the right side inside the entrance. As soon as it’s live, move in and use the comms consoles for cover.” Talon gauged his destination and let the others do the same. “Okay, everybody ready? Toss it!”

      The cylindrical cannister rolled across the floor. “Fall back!” one of the men inside barked as the device clanked to a halt, thinking it was an explosive. Bang! A flash of light went off, and then a thick veil of smoke began pouring out.

      His ears ringing from the blast, Talon shouted, “Go, go, go!”

      They swept in, firing blindly through the shroud. Talon heard a yelp as the mercenary behind him took a round through the chest. He dove, a bullet glancing harmlessly off the plating on his right bicep, and slammed against a console.

      Sparks spewed over his head as a new turret with a better vantage dropped from the ceiling nearby and unloaded on his position. He scrambled to reel in his legs; then he glanced around to see that Vellish and one other surviving mercenary had also made it.

      “Any progress back there?” Talon asked over the comms. He peeked over the console and took out a soldier before a barrage forced him back down with his hands over his ears. They were pinned down by the firing squad of soldiers with no business being on a shipping freighter.

      He and the others held them back as best they could, but eventually they’d be overrun. “I’m hit!” the other merc with him shouted. Vellish pulled him back into cover. Talon edged around the corner low, lining up a shot before turret fire nearly sawed his hand off. His disease-weakened grip lost its hold on his gun.

      “Vellish,” he said, “we need—”

      The lights throughout the command deck went dark. The chatter of gunfire grew noticeably quieter.

      “Automated defenses deactivated!” Agatha announced over the comm-link. “Hold on up there. I’ll try to give you a gravity lift!”

      The news reinvigorated Talon, who immediately sprang from his cover, shooting to take advantage of the confusion. The others joined him. They pressed forward, turning the tables on the Tribunal survivors and forcing them down to the lower level of the command deck. Their new positions were perilous. Against the backdrop of the ship’s expansive viewport, they were silhouetted against the star field. Easy to spot.

      “Not sure what that means, but anything sounds good right about now,” Talon huffed over comms as he took a soldier out on his way to cover at the navigation console. “We’re pushing through the command deck.”

      Just as he said it, the floor shook. The head of the mercenary beside Vellish blew clean off.

      Talon ducked quickly, looking below the console to see a combat mech stomping into the room. The hulking mass of metal and ordnance tore across the deck with the chain gun on its arm, clipping Vellish’s leg as he scampered for cover.

      “A mech has us pinned down!” Talon screamed. “Shit, it came out of nowhere!”

      “Just hold tight!” Agatha answered.

      Talon looked behind him to see the soldiers at the lower level emerge from cover. He rolled onto his back and emptied his clip at them.

      “Vellish, down there!” he shouted across the room.

      His friend was on the ground, holding a bleeding leg, but was able to turn and fire down at the lower level. Then he crawled and rolled over the ledge. Talon made sure there were none remaining before he went down as well.

      The mech tracked them. Stray bullets slammed into the viewport in tight succession, unable to withstand the heavy rounds as it had pulse-rifle fire. Protective panels slid down as it shattered, but not before Talon’s ears popped and his body was yanked backward by a rush of air.

      Each of the mech’s massive limbs caused the whole room to shudder as it stomped closer to get a vantage over their position. Vellish pulled himself to his feet and sent a few shots into the mech to draw its attention, but his wounded leg gave out and he collapsed.

      Come on, Agatha, Talon thought to himself. He glanced over the ledge at his impending doom, the metal goliath painted in ominous red emergency lights every time the alarms sounded. More soldiers entered the command deck behind it, slowly fanning out so there was nowhere to run.

      How many are on this thing? It was the last time he went on a suicide mission for a clan with so little intelligence. It hadn’t dawned on him until then how desperate this was. Zaimur was poking at the Tribune. Testing them. And Talon was merely the tool to stoke the flame.

      “Talon, are you there?” Agatha’s voice in his ear drew him back to the moment.

      “We’re here.” He coughed. His lungs were filling with smoke, even through his helmet’s ventilators. “Whatever you’re gonna do, do it!”

      He had the sudden urge to close his eyes as the mech drew closer. This wasn’t the way he’d expected to die, though he wasn’t surprised. It’s what bad decisions get you.

      Then, just as the mech aimed over the ledge, ready to put a thousand holes through him, the gravity of the room shifted. Talon felt himself being slowly pulled upward.

      Gravity lift! Talon realized what Agatha meant when she’d said that earlier, and couldn’t help but smirk.

      “Hold on, Vellish!” he yelled, grasping onto the lower level’s grated floor. Vellish did the same and they watched as the mech and the soldiers floated, looking around in confusion.

      “System will override in thirty seconds. Hold on!” Agatha said.

      The Tribunal soldiers thrashed around, trying to swim through the air. Talon kept his eye on the mech, and the moment it tapped against the ceiling, the gravity reverted to Earth g. Everyone fell, the mech landing with a loud crash.

      Talon caught his pulse-rifle, rolled over, and quickly turned to fire. The bewildered soldiers dropped in succession as he moved up the stairs. Unable to return to its feet, the mech extended its arm and swung, forcing Talon to sprawl out of the way.

      A thunderous torrent of bullets tore through the equipment above him from the mech’s chain gun. And then, just as he feared the mech was finally going to tear him to pieces, the shooting stopped. He squinted up through the murk.

      Agatha stood atop the mech’s chest, her artificial hand reaching through it and into the cockpit. The whole machine twitched a few times until she ripped her arm out. Its heavy limbs collapsed as the cockpit went dark, the pilot inside slumping in his seat, dead or unconscious.

      Who is this woman?

      “They knew we were coming,” she said, sliding down the mech’s chassis.

      “I know,” Talon wheezed. His eyes widened over Agatha’s handiwork. “You realize you—”

      “Ulson needs to get here now.” Agatha heard one of the fallen soldiers reach for his gun, and shot him in the arm.

      Talon stammered for words as she then ran down to help Vellish up to the command deck’s navigation level. Unable to take his eyes off the mech, Talon transmitted, “Chavos, what’s your status?”

      “We took the cargo bay,” Chavos responded immediately. Talon could hear what sounded like tarps being peeled back through the feed. “But… there’s nothing. It’s all empty. All the gravitum is gone. Fu—” Chavos was cut off by static when the entire freighter rocked to the side, throwing Talon off his feet.

      “Holy shit, Tal!” Ulson spoke somberly over the comm. “The whole cargo bay just went up in flames!”

      Talon used the mech’s leg to prop himself back up, his heart sinking. “The Tribune was ready.” He looked to Agatha. “We expected bolstered defenses, but not like this. Like they knew we’d hit this one.”

      It only seemed to fill Agatha’s face with fervor. “Ulson, I know it’s crazy, but stay on the back of the ship,” she transmitted. “We’re going to come through the cargo bay and float to you.”

      “Only sparks and bodies now,” Ulson replied softly. “You should be able to push through.”

      Talon stared into Agatha’s eyes until she offered a firm nod. He trusted her instincts. Who wouldn’t after watching her take down a mech single-handedly? He threw his arm around Vellish to help, and they headed out as fast as they could.

      “Wait,” Ulson said. “More ships incoming.”

      “Is it the other raiders?” Agatha asked.

      “No. Tribunal! I’ll try to—” Ulson’s voice was lost in the clatter of an explosion; then the line went silent.

      Talon again looked to Agatha for a plan, but her spirit appeared to be sapped as well. Ulson had been shot down. There was no denying it. The Tribune had them trapped, and all they could do was wait.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassius took a seat on a bench in the aisle positioned under the outstretched bough of a planted tree within Titan’s conduit station. He observed every bit of the centuries-old marvel of Ancients’ engineering. Metal and transparency wove a structure overhead that half-veiled the starry expanse of space.

      His eyes came to rest on a leaf dangling just before his face. He reached out, taking it between his fingers and spinning it slowly so that he could see the many veins along its underside. It twisted under the pressure until the center vein tore through the side and it fell.

      Cassius sighed and glanced up again. The great, arcing concourse was bustling. Soldiers of the New Earth Tribunal were interspersed throughout the crowd of travelers, wanderers, beggars and merchants. A few who recognized Cassius offered him nods of acknowledgment. Most ignored him. A peculiar-looking man with a bulging forehead sat on an adjacent bench, trying too hard not to stare as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t muster the courage.

      Cassius was certainly no Tribune any longer.

      He watched them all, soldiers and civilians alike, studying their ignorant faces, knowing that soon most of them would die. They might all be the unfortunate victims of a coming war. A necessary expense.

      For the greater good, Cassius reminded himself.

      “Cassius Vale,” a Tribunal soldier addressed him. The man came to a stop just in front of Cassius, standing so rigidly at attention it was obvious who he really was. “The last charge has been set,” he said, lowering his voice an octave.

      “Good,” Cassius replied. “My business has been concluded as well.” Cassius snuck a glance over his shoulder at the peculiar man sitting nearby. “Let’s head to the hangar and be done with this place for the last time. Too many prying eyes about.”

      He patted the soldier on the back, his hand slipping through a hologram to fall flat against ADIM’s cold metal chassis.

      They made their way toward the Conduit’s shuttle bay as quickly as possible. Merchants peddled their wares, no bots above a Tribunal colony, but all manner of other luxuries. Cassius had no trouble ignoring them, and the few who got too close were promptly pushed back by a camouflaged ADIM.

      When they reached the entrance of the White Hand’s reserved hangar, the foreman in charge stood tall in the entrance.

      “Was everything to your satisfaction, ex-Tribune Vale?” he asked sincerely, not daring to make eye contact.

      It seems not all their servants have been trained to scorn me, Cassius mused to himself. “The station runs impeccably,” he praised. “Keep up the good work.”

      The foreman fell to a knee and brushed his fingers against the floor in prayer. “Thank you, Your Eminence. We will try.”

      Cassius feigned a smile and walked by him. “Save that for the real Tribunes, boy,” he grumbled as he and ADIM stepped up the ramp of the White Hand.

      Once a loud buzz signaled they were sealed inside, ADIM deactivated his camouflage. They stopped by the Shadow Chariot, parked beside a few crates of extra rations Cassius had purchased earlier.

      “Creator, by the very nature of our purpose here, that engineer, and all others aboard this station, have failed their duties. Why be dishonest with him?” ADIM questioned, the tiny red blips around his eyes spinning rapidly.

      “No reason to break a man’s soul just before his inevitable end,” Cassius said. He signaled the cockpit of the Shadow Chariot to slide open.

      ADIM turned his head to look at Cassius without moving his body. The rotation of his eyes slowed to a crawl. “Per this unit’s calculation of the blast radius from the explosives we planted, everyone in this half of the station will perish, at minimum.”

      “Yes, and now I’ve been made to look upon their faces before I do what I must do, I will feel every death.” Cassius placed his hand on ADIM’s shoulder, his gray eyes narrowing. “And my resolve has never been stronger.”

      “They must be punished for their weakness,” ADIM said before hopping up into the Shadow Chariot.

      Cassius watched him with a proud smile. “I will see you soon, ADIM. I know you don’t need it, but good luck on your end.”

      ADIM’s head snapped toward Cassius, his bright red eyes coming to a complete halt. “Goodbye, Creator.”

      Cassius turned and headed to the command deck, where he took his seat in the captain’s chair. He powered on the White Hand and guided it out of the hangar.

      “Captain, the Shadow Chariot has been deployed for Ennomos,” Gaia announced.

      Cassius didn’t respond. He gazed out the viewport and marveled at the view. The tubular conduit station cast its massive shadow over Titan’s rusty atmosphere, but Saturn lorded over all of it. And just over the edge of its outer rings in the distance, Cassius could make out the web of city lights strung across the surface of Enceladus. Though smaller than Titan, the moon was the location of the New Earth Tribunal’s primary settlement in the region, where Tribune Nora Gressler called home.

      Letting the White Hand drift in space over the Conduit, the sight of it led Cassius to remember the day he first met her. That fateful day, more than seven years ago…

      

  




***

      Cassius stood in a long translucent passage between the Tribunal Citadel on Luna and its hangar. He was younger then. But the most noticeable difference, besides fewer gray hairs, was that he wasn’t shrouded by his usual grim veil. There was a lightness to his stride.

      Beyond the craterous landscape of the gray moon, Earth rose. The planet’s blackened atmosphere was hardly anything to look at. Even as sunlight cambered around the top edge like a blade of flame, the world remained dark and gloomy. Rotting.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” Tribune Benjar Vakari said, catching up from behind him.

      Cassius was about to respond when a low beep sounded from a pouch on his belt. He reached in and pulled out his custom holorecorder. The spherical device blinked.

      Caleb, he thought, recognizing immediately that the light meant his son was trying to contact him. I shouldn’t ruin the surprise, he decided, ignoring the message. From so nearby to Earth, they would be able to have a live-feed conversation, but that would reveal his position and ruin his surprise visit. As far as Caleb knew, he was millions of miles away on Mars.

      “Do you think the Ancients ever thought that there would be more people living on Luna than the planet it orbits?” Cassius asked his fellow Tribune, placing the device back into his pouch.

      Benjar didn’t answer at first. Cassius turned to face him. The man had a striking woman at his side, her short black hair framing the soft cambers of her neck. Despite her pleasing face, she had the unmistakable demeanor of a soldier and wore the armor of a Tribune’s Hand.

      “What do you think… what’s your name?” Cassius addressed her. He didn’t know much about her, only that Benjar had recently chosen her to serve as his personal Hand.

      “Nora, Your Eminence. Nora Gressler,” she responded firmly, kneeling to touch the floor in reverence.

      “The Ancients foresaw much,” Benjar said plainly before Cassius could respond to her. There was no real animosity in his voice, though hardly any interest in conversation either. At the time, however, he and Cassius had the decency to tolerate each other. They had to, for the good of the New Earth Tribunal.

      Cassius smiled in Nora’s direction. She nodded before taking a step back to stand quietly at attention.

      “Who could have foreseen this?” Cassius asked whichever of them was listening as he turned back toward the view of Earth. “I can’t imagine that it was ever blue and green. What a sight that must have been.”

      Benjar shot him a stern glare. “And one we shall witness once more if we stay on the proper path.”

      “My son doesn’t think so,” he countered. He placed his hand against the glass and squinted at Earth. He could barely make out the landmass where his son’s research lab was supposedly located.

      “Yes, well, Caleb shall soon see what a fool’s errand he is on. One man cannot save Earth. Her Spirit begs a grander act of pena—”

      “But what if he can?” Cassius cut Benjar off, not interested in hearing what the Tribune had repeated a thousand times before. “What if science can fix our world as easily as it has provided us new ones?”

      Benjar had to reach up to place his hand on the center of Cassius’ back. He then ushered him along down the passage.

      “Such are the thoughts that ruined Earth in the first place,” he said. “Gravitum is the curse of our curiosity. One new element to offer us so much, but to take away so much more. Men spent centuries trying to alter the landscapes of Mars and Titan before the Tribune stepped in. Wasted years. Some things are not meant to change until the universe wills it.”

      “And some things need more time to grow.” Cassius sighed. “It seems there are some things we will never agree upon.”

      “As I have learned…”

      They proceeded into the citadel’s private hangar. Only a few ships were docked inside, mostly small transports, but to the far side, the White Hand glistened like a roughly cut pearl.

      “Well, I must be off,” Cassius said, veering toward his ship.

      “Is Caleb expecting you so soon?” Benjar asked.

      “No. I figured I’d surprise him on my birthday and see his work firsthand.” He paused and took a deep breath. “I haven’t returned to Earth since the war.” The words slipped out of his mouth with a sour note. As much glory as the Earth Reclaimer War had brought him, enough to be named a Tribune despite his origin, few fond memories of the conflict remained.

      “The planet is forever in your debt, Cassius, but you will find it has not changed much. Despite your son’s intervention.”

      “Ahh, Benjar.” Cassius smiled warmly and clutched his fellow Tribune’s shoulder. “One day I will make a believer out of you.”

      “And I, you.” Benjar put on a haughty grin before he clasped his hands together and bowed. “May the Spirit of the Earth guide your steps.”

      “It always does.”

      Cassius swiftly turned around to board his ship when a group of engineers burst into the hangar. The few Tribunal guards posted around the space were roused by the commotion, forming a defensive line in front of their masters.

      “Your Eminences!” the head engineer shouted frantically. By the time he reached them, he was so winded he could barely speak. He still found the energy to kneel and touch the floor in their presence.

      “Out with it!” Nora ordered, stepping before the Tribunes and brandishing her pulse-pistol.

      “There is…” He gathered his breath. “Intense seismic activity on Earth. A new rupture appears to be opening from the core. I-I don’t know wh—”

      “When?” Cassius whirled around and stormed back down the White Hand’s ramp.

      “Right now. The activity is off the charts.”

      Cassius seized him by the collar. “Where? Show me!”

      The engineer quaked with fear as he activated a holopad and pulled up a projection of Earth. A substantial blob of red light bloomed beneath the surface of one of the continents in the northern hemisphere.

      “It can’t be.” Cassius’ eyes widened in horror. His fingers slipped off the engineer’s shirt and he stumbled backward as if he were shot in the chest.

      “What’s the matter, Cassius?” Benjar asked, without appearing overly concerned.

      “Caleb… it’s… it’s right under him.” He could hardly get the words out, but he caught his footing and took off back onto his ship.

      “Your Eminence!” the head engineer cried out after him. “It’s too dangerous!”

      Cassius bounded through the cargo bay of the White Hand and toward the command deck.

      “Ready the engines and set a course for Earth!” he shouted into his holopad.

      “Beginning preparations, Cassius,” the virtual intelligence Gaia responded through the ship’s speaker system. He didn’t even care that he was risking using her around Tribunal men.

      When he reached the command deck, Cassius took his position. The floor rumbled as the twin ion drives powered up. The hangar doors outside remained closed, blocking him in, as he impatiently rolled his fingers across the armrest.

      “Cassius, step down. I can’t let you do this,” the voice of Benjar Vakari demanded calmly from behind him.

      “I’ll blast through it if I have to, Benjar,” Cassius said, seething. “Get out!”

      “And have everyone inside suffocate?”

      Cassius stood, drew his pistol, and wheeled around. Three Tribunal soldiers standing behind Benjar drew their weapons as well. Nora was just in front of him, hand over the grip of her pulse-pistol. The head engineer stood directly beside her with his eyes trained on the projection of Earth.

      Cassius took aim directly at the man’s chest. “Open it,” he commanded sternly.

      The engineer went to key some commands on his holopad but was stopped by Benjar. “No,” he said. “The risk is too great.”

      “Do it.” Cassius’ voice barely rose above a whisper, but the ferocity in his tone was enough to make the engineer freeze in pure dread. “Open it.” Cassius shot at his feet, and the three Tribunal soldiers instantly stomped forward. Nora took aim at him.

      “He will do no such thing. Cassius, you are not thinking clearly,” Benjar said from behind the safety of his guards. “You are a member of the Tribunal Council.”

      “It is my son!” Cassius roared. He shifted his aim to Benjar. A bullet from Nora’s gun slammed into the side of his own and knocked it out of his hands. He stood still, staring into his empty hand. He could hardly make out any of the muddle of noises surrounding him, until the engineer spoke up.

      “Your Eminences,” the man began timidly, “scanners are picking up a ship taking off from the site of the seismic activity.”

      “There are survivors?” Cassius snapped out of his trance. He rushed past the group of anxious guards. “Show me!”

      He grasped the engineer’s wrist to get a closer look at the projection, seeing a tiny red blip flying away from Earth toward Luna.

      “Tell them to head here,” he said. “Open the hangar doors! Quickly!” Cassius ran to his ship’s viewport and leaned over the rail.

      The engineer looked to Benjar, who offered a reluctant nod before returning his attention to Cassius, a narrow grin pasted onto his face. After a few moments, everybody in the hangar evacuated for depressurization. Then the two layers of its airlock opened, and Earth became visible.

      Everybody waited quietly, the soldiers with their fingers on their triggers. The engineer was ready to break into tears as he glanced down at the bullet hole in front of his feet. Cassius’ hands squeezed the railing, watching anxiously as an ion trail traced across the blackness toward their location.

      Minutes went by. All in silence. Then, finally, the small ship darted over Luna’s gray landscape. It was on low approach, and as it grew closer, Cassius could tell that one of the wings was severely damaged. Just barely able to reach the surface of the hangar, it skidded along the floor until it crashed against the opposite wall with enough force to stagger everyone.

      Cassius didn’t hesitate for a second. As the hangar pressurized, he rushed out of the command deck before anybody could stop him, quickly traversing the halls of his ship to exit back into the hangar.

      As he approached, Cassius saw the pilot stand and head to the cabin of the small transport. The cargo door slid open, and the pilot tumbled out, soaked in blood and soot. He gripped his leg in clear agony.

      “There are more inside,” he moaned. “I don’t know if they made it.”

      Cassius ignored him. His eyes were fixed on the open cabin. Two bodies lay inside, he was sure of that. Once he got closer, he saw that they were side by side with one’s arm thrown over the other. A thick piece of metal shrapnel pierced it, severing the limb and also plunging through the chest of the body beneath.

      His heart raced. He immediately recognized the body on top by her long, wavy auburn hair. “Sage,” he whispered as he noticed her chest was still expanding and contracting.

      She was alive. Breathing. Though if she wasn’t tended to quickly, she would likely bleed out through her mangled arm. The face of the other victim was blocked by her hair.

      Cassius moved forward slowly. He almost didn’t want to know. After countless battles and scrapes with death, that moment of uncertainty was the most frightened he had ever been. He reached in and brushed Sage’s hair back. When he saw the face it covered, it felt like a knife had been stuck through his heart.

      “Caleb,” he whimpered. “Caleb!”

      He dragged the body out, pulling it to the ground, where he began pushing down on his son’s chest. He attempted to kiss air into his lungs, but all he tasted was blood.

      “Caleb, breathe!” He repeated the same process over and over, pushing down harder. “Breathe!” he wailed, tears raining down his cheeks as he fell into his son’s chest. “Breathe…”

      “I tried to help him. He went back for this,” the pilot said. He struggled to pull something out from his belt, but before he could, Cassius turned around and punched him across the face in rage. A small glass cylinder with a wiry plant floating inside rolled away from the pilot’s body. Cassius was too incensed to notice then. He lost control.

      Tribunal guards raced over to pull Cassius away, but he fought them off, driving punch after punch into the poor pilot’s face until the man spat up his own bloody teeth. By the time he was peeled off the poor man, he’d already beaten the pilot half to death.

      “Your Eminence, you must calm down!” Nora Gressler demanded. She hurried to tend to the groaning pilot.

      The soldiers around Cassius backed away, unsure what to do next since he was still their superior. The whole room spun so fast he felt like he was going to vomit. And at the time, he didn’t notice Benjar pick up the plant and tuck it into his robe.

      “Caleb,” Cassius whispered as he crawled toward the body. He ran his hands through his son’s short hair and lifted his head to his chest, cradling it as he sobbed. Then he went to grab Caleb’s hand, only to find a small spherical holorecorder held firmly in the dead fingers’ grip. The only pair for his own in existence.

      Cassius broke down completely. He couldn’t even speak. He was shattered.

      

  




***

      Nearly eight years later Cassius held that same recorder in the center of his palm. He’d made it for Caleb, able to transmit direct messages across the Circuit, or even initiate holo-communications if they were within range, without Tribunal oversight. He’d watched the message from Earth, which had never reached him for his birthday that day, countless times since. It was all he had left to remember Caleb in his final moments of life.

      Tears pooled in the corners of his eyes as he glanced back up toward Enceladus, where he imagined Nora Gressler sitting comfortably upon her throne. I will see you soon, my replacement, he thought, squeezing the recorder.

      His period of rumination was over. War had taught him well the sacrifices that had to be made to achieve victory. Cassius Vale was ready.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine—Adim

          

        

      

    

    
      ADIM remained in sleep state as the Shadow Chariot raced through space toward Ennomos. He was twenty-five hours and three minutes away from Titan when the ship’s scanners registered an unidentified vessel.

      He stirred promptly, studying the data streaming across the viewport holoscreen. A small spacefaring vessel followed him, one that likely didn’t have the fuel to be able to make it anywhere else after it followed him to Ennomos. Cassius had taught him all the different types of Tribunal ships, so he knew right away what this one was.

      “Creator, this unit is being followed by a small ship, executor class,” ADIM transmitted to Cassius. He began to alter his own ship’s heading so subtly that whoever was tracking him wouldn’t notice. “This unit has modified course. The executor cannot be allowed to track the Shadow Chariot’s trajectory toward Ennomos.”

      Soon after, Cassius responded with a touch of excitement in his tone. “Finally! I had a feeling I saw a man tracking us back at the Conduit. It appears she’s not as coy as I believed.”

      “She?”

      “Tribune Nora Gressler. Benjar has her entirely on his leash now.”

      “Shall this unit destroy the executor?”

      “Not yet,” Cassius instructed. “Maintain your new bearing for an hour as if you haven’t noticed him. Then I want you to do something that will contradict everything I’ve ever asked of you.”

      “Yes, Creator?”

      “Disable the ship’s engines. Then board it and dispose of him. And, ADIM, make sure he sees you first.”

      ADIM’s eyes again began to rotate wildly. “This unit will be discovered? He’s an executor. It is as you said, ‘the Tribune is always watching through the eyes of the knights in the darkness’.”

      “I’m betting on it,” Cassius said, his tone growing firm. “It is time for you to reveal your existence to the Circuit.”

      For all his existence, ADIM had remained in the shadows. The order led him to pause in a manner he wasn’t accustomed to. He never had a strong need to interact with any other humans besides Cassius, but he was always curious to study how they lived. Thought. By understanding his Creator’s people more comprehensively, he could better help bring the change Cassius sought.

      As the Shadow Chariot continued to cruise, his thinking shifted. He shuffled through the myriad possible outcomes, not used to uncertainty. What if they fear me? he wondered to himself, though he wasn’t truly sure what that would mean for him. But the will of his creator was all that drove him, and it had never led him astray.

      “This unit shall not fail.”

      ADIM did as directed, waiting precisely an hour before assuming complete command of the Shadow Chariot and abruptly looping around. He zoomed through the blackness until he got a visual of the executor’s ship. He fired high-caliber rounds from the front flak cannons, knowing that a direct missile would blow the executor to dust.

      The enemy pilot was more talented than expected. His ship tucked up into a tight spiral to evade before snaking around to fire one of his missiles. ADIM waited until the last second to release chaff, and evaded, causing the heat-seeking projectile to zip by. He saw the projectile explode in the reflection of his viewport.

      The ability to utilize heavy ordnance gave ADIM’s opponent a distinct advantage. He had to kill the executor in a more personal manner, forcing him to reconsider his tactics. He maintained a straight line, allowing the executor to come around and trail him. Another missile locked on, and he waited until it was close before releasing more chaff to draw it off him. Then he unlatched the circuits binding him to the ship and began processing the exact velocities of both vessels.

      Twelve seconds… eleven seconds… He counted down to when he’d make his move.

      Another missile lanced out of the enemy ship. ADIM powered down the Shadow Chariot, opened the cockpit, and let himself be yanked out by the rapid shift in pressure. While soaring, he targeted the missile and shot it down before it could impact his ship. He then magnetized at the exact moment he passed over the executor vessel, clinging to it.

      He crawled across the viewport, looking down at the man sitting at the controls inside. The ship accelerated into a series of tight barrel rolls, the executor desperately trying to fling ADIM off. It failed. He climbed down over the sharp bow of the vessel, just far enough so that the man could look straight at his face. ADIM saw his eyes open wide and the man’s mouth hanging, baffled.

      “This unit has been seen, Creator,” ADIM transmitted to Cassius. “Shall I dispose of the executor?”

      “However you see fit,” Cassius replied instantly, seeming satisfied.

      Without hesitating, ADIM used his wrist-laser to cut a hole in the transparisteel. He then smashed through, grasped the executor by the neck, and heaved him out. Holding the body up in the cold vacuum of space, he stood tall atop the now-empty ship. The helmetless executor pawed at his neck frantically, his mouth trying to scream but nothing coming out. His eyes began to bulge as he thrashed futilely.

      ADIM watched for a few seconds as space sucked the air from the executor’s lungs, leaving him swollen and dead. He knew humans couldn’t survive in space, but he had never seen the effects directly.

      The human dies instantly, but this unit does not, ADIM thought to himself. Just like on Earth, he was able to survive where humans couldn’t, which meant he could serve the will of his Creator in any location.

      Satisfied with the revelation, ADIM tossed the body aside, sending it spinning off into the void. Then he targeted the Shadow Chariot still caught in inertia and flying straight almost directly below. He moved into position and calculated the angle before pushing off toward it.

      Gaining just a slight boost by shooting the guns in his hands, ADIM was able to grab hold of the hull of the Shadow Chariot and climb back inside. The cockpit sealed tight behind him, Cassius’ formidable engineering skills keeping it intact through the entirety of the affair.

      “The executor is dead, Creator,” ADIM informed Cassius.

      “Well done, ADIM. Reduce his ship to scraps and proceed to Ennomos. That’s all the Tribune needs to see. I have business I must attend to now. Message me when you reach the bomb. Farewell.”

      The cold silence of Cassius switching off his comm-link returned as ADIM brought his ship about and launched a cluster of missiles at the executor-class ship. He expected it, but it was jarring, nonetheless.

      All the Tribune would know of ADIM’s existence now, and he wished he could share this pivotal moment with his Creator. But he understood. Time was of the essence, and he had helped Cassius plan for far too long to let curiosity stand in the way.

      Storing all his questions in his memory banks, he pushed the Shadow Chariot’s engines to full thrust and reestablished course for Ennomos.
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Chapter Thirty—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      The Tribunal freighter holding Sage, Talon, and Vellish was being escorted away from Ceresian space so that they could be dealt with. They were locked in the brig, stripped of their weapons, a plasma shield detaining them in a small cell. Its orangey shimmer was only visible at certain angles, like a translucent film, but it was hot enough to peel the skin from their bones should they try to escape.

      “I didn’t see it ending like this,” Talon said.

      He sat against the wall of their tiny cell next to Sage. Vellish was sleeping off the pain from his wound across the way. They’d dressed it as best they could with the clothes beneath their armor, but he’d already lost a lot of blood. Their captors didn’t seem to care.

      Sage turned to Talon, reached out to place a reassuring hand on his thigh, and then decided against it. “It’s not over,” she assured him.

      Talon’s pitiful laugh turned into a series of guttural coughs. She’d noticed since the battle that his strength was waning fast. At first, she looked into his solemn, sunken eyes and thought he was merely giving up, but there was more to it. As much as he tried to hide it, he barely had the strength to lift his arms.

      “Please, Agatha.” He smiled thinly in her direction. “You saved my life once today. I don’t need you risking anything else. A pretty woman like yourself, not born on Ceres, they might make use of, but me? Do you know what the Tribune does to purebred Ceresians who dare attack them?”

      Cut off their arms? Sage thought, remembering what she had done when she caught the bomber in New Terrene.

      “Better than most,” she said out loud, letting her head fall back against the wall. She glanced toward their cell’s entrance. Even her synthetic arm could do nothing against a plasma shield. Not that it mattered. She’d seen a New Earth cruiser approaching through the freighter’s viewport before they were captured, which meant that at least a Hand was present. Somebody with clearance enough to know what she was. When the Tribune discovered the truth, she would be spared.

      Then why do I care?

      “I’ve heard stories of how they torture those they consider to be heretics.” Talon pointed to his forehead. “Rather them put a bullet right here and make it quick.”

      “I’ll ask them to,” Sage joked, though it didn’t take her long to realize that it might come to that. Talon attempted to laugh, but all that came was yet more coughing.

      “I just hoped I’d get to see her one last time,” Talon whispered. He looked like he was about to cry.

      Sage furrowed her brow in response. Her human palm began to sweat. Her?

      “My daughter,” Talon quickly clarified, apparently noticing her concern. “You saw her with me once. Cute girl, eyes like mine. She’s six now, and she’s all I have…”

      Sage breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, the little girl. She remembered seeing her out of the corner of her eye while playing cards on Ceres. Her relief quickly turned to heartache as it dawned on her what that meant for him.

      “Talon…” she whispered gently, unconsciously threading her hand through his fingers. Both of them took a deep, startled gasp as she did. She stared down at their intertwined fingers, completely unsure of what she was doing.

      I will not lose faith amongst the faithless, she recited to herself almost out of instinct, but she didn’t let go. “I really would like to see her again one day,” she said. “To really meet her.”

      She felt Talon squeeze a little tighter as he replied, “You and me both. I’d love to see her grow into a woman.” He looked directly at Sage, a heavy tear rolling down his cheek. “A woman like you, maybe. But that was never in the cards for me.”

      Sage opened her mouth to tell him, to let him know who she really was, and that she could convince the Tribune to spare his life. But just as her mouth opened, she noticed something peculiar about Talon’s hands. Their captors had removed his gloves.

      As pale as his Ceresian skin was, the veins running down the top of them glowed ever so slightly in the dim light. Most people wouldn’t recognize it, but she had seen a number of those afflicted. The blue was unnatural, and it would explain why he was so physically sore even though he appeared to be in fine shape. It was still in the early stages of development, but at that moment she knew why he had taken this foolish mission.

      “The blue death,” she said somberly, raising his hand to examine it.

      Talon pulled away and shot her an exasperated glare. Or was it relieved?

      “How did you know?” he asked.

      “Your hands. The veins always start to grow brighter around the extremities before it spreads.” She shifted her body to sit in front of him and went to grab both of his hands so she could get a better look. He was hesitant at first, but eventually allowed her to take them.

      “How long?” she asked.

      “Little under a year now. Didn’t notice anything wrong for a few months.” Talon began breathing heavier as soon as the words escaped his lips. A layer of sweat accumulated over his brow, and she could tell he had probably never opened up about it to anybody. Maybe not even Julius. Only by keeping his affliction a secret could he avoid being sent to serve the Keepers, as all those with the blue death throughout the Circuit were supposed to be.

      “I was working the mines on Kalliope,” he continued. “A typical day down there, until Zargo Morastus, Zaimur’s father, arrived for an inspection. They never told us exactly what happened, but we all suspect. An assassin was gunning for the old man and tampered with the gravity generator. I was meeting with Zargo on my time off, not for business, just talking about old times together back when I used to be one of his chief enforcers.”

      Enforcer. That explains why his friends respect everything he says, Sage noted.

      “That was when it happened,” Talon said, gently biting his lower lip to control his shaking. “The generator overloaded. He and I were the closest to the gravitum leak, and both of us paid for it dearly. The disease is crippling him faster, but I won’t be far behind.”

      Sage didn’t say anything at first, just stared at him. Studied the emotion racking every bit of his expression. She’d felt sadness like it before, but it was so long ago. So muted and in the background thanks to her implant and training. A distant memory that seemed more like a dream.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said finally. That’s it? she scolded herself, but she didn’t know what else to say. At least she knew that she’d meant it, and truthfully, she knew she shouldn’t care. He was Ceresian.

      “It’s ironic, really,” Talon said. “I stopped fighting for Zargo because I didn’t want Elisha to lose her father, but in the end, I couldn’t escape my fate. We were just sharing a drink, reminiscing before he left to return to Ceres. Maybe we deserved it for all the people we’d hurt in the name of his clan, I don’t know. When you know for sure that there’s such little time left in your life, none of that matters anymore… only Elisha.”

      He went to wipe his eyes, and Sage embraced him. It happened before she could think to stop it. What am I doing?

      “You will see her again,” she whispered directly into his ear. “I promise.” Her hands rubbed his back, sliding up to run through his short hair. Talon gripped her shoulders to hold her back so he could look into her eyes.

      “You can’t promise that.” He brushed a strand of hair back over her ear, their gazes locked together as if forcefully bound.

      “I made a promise once…” Sage paused, the face of a young, handsome man flashing through her mind, making her wince. She ignored it and held firm. “And I broke it. I won’t break a promise again.”

      “Agatha… who are you?” Talon smiled through his tears and leaned in toward her when suddenly there was a loud discharge of energy. The cell’s plasma field deactivated. Their heads snapped around to see a cohort of soldiers approaching.

      “On your feet, Ceresian scum!” their commander grumbled as he walked in.

      His green armor was far more decorative than the others’, with the golden palms printed on his shoulders denoting that he was a Tribunal Hand. The collection of long, scabrous scars running down from his shaved head helped Sage identify which one.

      Yavortha, she thought darkly. He served Tribune Benjar Vakari directly, and was one of the few members of the Tribunal military who outranked even her. She’d seen him in action a few times, but she’d heard even more stories of his cruel and often uncompromising tendencies. Benjar gave him a long leash.

      “Come on now!” Yavortha kicked Vellish in the gut to wake him, causing him to hunch over and begin coughing up blood. This left Yavortha with little choice but to hoist him up by the back and drag him out himself.

      Sage helped Talon to his feet before soldiers seized them and bound their hands behind their backs.

      “We’ll be okay,” Sage whispered to him, but she could tell by his expression and dragging soles that he didn’t believe it.

      “Time for your trial.” Yavortha snickered, lugging a half-conscious Vellish along.

      Sage knew he was just making a harsh joke. There were no trials for those who stood against the New Earth Tribunal in battle. She would be safe once her identity was discovered, but the others had nothing to offer. They were as good as dead. Unless…

      The blue death! Her eyes widened with newfound hope. The Keepers of the Circuit. Her heart began to race. That sacred duty was how she would keep Talon alive.
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Chapter Thirty-One—Adim

          

        

      

    

    
      The Shadow Chariot touched down gracefully within the station on Ennomos. ADIM powered the ship down and vaulted out of the cockpit. Then he unlatched the cargo container fixed to the back and carried a container of food in each hand.

      “Creator, this unit has arrived on Ennomos,” he informed Cassius, then stood in place to wait for an answer. When one didn’t come after a few minutes, he headed toward the lift, his eyes beginning to spin.

      The Creator must be busy.

      The hangar was empty of any being except for him. The mining bots had all been transported to the drill on Titan, and there were only six fully repaired Tribunal freighters sitting quietly in a row. ADIM placed his hand against the security scanner at the back of the space, opening the door into the lift. He had to turn sideways to enter with the containers in his hands.

      Once down in the labs, he moved through a short corridor to a reinforced door. Behind it, almost fifty male and female survivors from ADIM’s freighter attacks sat on the floor of an otherwise empty storage room.

      ADIM again placed his hand over the door’s security scanner to open it. The people inside appeared clean, their Tribunal service suits not tattered or covered in grime. They were emaciated, some of them shivering from the cold temperature. A narrow trough ran around the edges, able to be filled with water so they could scoop out handfuls.

      All their eyes were dulled by deprivation and fear. It took them a few moments to notice that somebody was present, but as soon as they realized, their dejected stares shifted to face him. Until they saw it was ADIM. Most cowered against the walls.

      “Help us…” one of the brave ones managed to groan.

      ADIM placed the container down in the center of the room. He entered a code into a pad on it, causing the lid to pop off and slide to the side. Inside were smaller containers filled with enough ration bars and other nutrients to last them for a month if used prudently.

      “You all must eat,” ADIM stated.

      None of them budged. Even as their hawkish eyes widened and they began to salivate, none of them dared move. It was why Cassius wouldn’t let ADIM detain any military personnel from the freighters. Engineers, aides, and janitors were never quick to act rashly, and, as predicted, they didn’t turn on each other. Even starving and terrified, they remained docile.

      “Why are you doing this to us?” another one of them rasped.

      “The Creator does not wish any of you to die. You must eat,” ADIM responded as he backed out of the room.

      “Who are you?”

      Ignoring the question, ADIM sealed the door behind him. Then he paused. Cassius had always told him to keep his identity hidden, but that was before the executor had set eyes upon him. He wondered if the captives too were supposed to know what he was as well.

      “Forgive my delay, ADIM.” Cassius’ voice filled his head, and nothing else mattered. “Preparations at my end have kept me busy.”

      “The captives have been fed,” ADIM replied.

      “Good. It is—”

      ADIM cut him off, his eyes beginning to revolve. “This unit sensed heightened anxiety upon entering the room. On the freighters they had reason to be frightened, but even as this unit offers them nutrients, they remain so.”

      “Of course they are. They are weak. Meager tools of the Tribune.”

      ADIM watched them on the holoscreen monitoring the inside of the room. Only a few were brave enough to approach the container and peer inside. And even they trembled as they removed the contents and analyzed every angle of them.

      “This unit will be discovered by the Circuit soon,” ADIM said. “Will all humans be frightened?”

      There was a brief pause before Cassius answered, “Humans are always afraid of what they do not understand. Those of the Tribune especially. It will take them time to see what a magnificent work of art you truly are.” Cassius stopped again, as if he knew ADIM’s eyes had begun to churn more vigorously than before. “But they will.”

      “Are you afraid?” There was never any emotion in ADIM’s voice unless he was mimicking a human, but he hesitated before carefully enunciating each word. He couldn’t imagine anything more terrifying.

      “Of course not! I’ve known you from the first wire I laid down on the table. As I knew my own son. We will make them see, ADIM. Together we will make them strong.”

      ADIM’s eyes slowed down and he didn’t respond right away. He was pleased by the response. He continued down the hall and entered the lab’s airlock. A loud beep rang, and then a web of lights lowered through the room to clean him of any potential contaminants.

      “Purification complete,” a robotic voice announced. Then the inner door into the laboratory opened.

      It was a generously sized room, with equipment and holoscreens arranged everywhere in an outwardly disorganized manner that only Cassius could comprehend. Everything switched on upon ADIM’s entry, but nothing was brighter than the glowing blue chamber at the other end of the lab.

      A thick, metal-latticed structure surrounded a sphere of roiling blue so resplendent that it was like staring at a newly birthed star. It had the appearance of a gravity generator, though its purpose was far less innocent.

      “This unit has reached the gravitum bomb,” ADIM said as he stepped over the power lines feeding it.

      “Simulations can only tell us so much,” Cassius replied. “It is time we see how effective this new weapon really is. Key the loading sequence.”

      As ADIM got closer, his sensors detected the intense level of heat emanating from it. He moved in front of a holoscreen and typed in a few commands. Once he was done, a ceiling shaft directly above the device irised open, feeding up into the main hangar. The bomb began to rise through it.

      “The sequence is initiated,” ADIM said. “Where shall this unit test the weapon?”

      “Switch on the map,” Cassius replied.

      ADIM keyed a few more commands into the holoscreen. A diagrammatic map of the Circuit lit up behind him.

      “The target is 22 Kalliope,” Cassius continued. “An M-type asteroid with an orbital period of one thousand eight hundred and fourteen days.”

      ADIM navigated the projection by swiping his hands, expanding a region in the asteroid belt. He shuffled across the image until he located the small asteroid and enlarged it alongside all relevant data.

      “It is a mining facility owned by the Morastus Clan,” ADIM stated. “A leading component of the Ceresian Pact. This unit does not comprehend. Isn’t the New Earth Tribunal our enemy?”

      “All people are our enemies for now,” Cassius explained. “The Earth Reclaimer War was a battle for control of our homeland, and though the Tribune may have won, the Circuit itself remains unchanged. Now they try to bleed the Ceresians out slowly over time. I’d wager they are willing to wait centuries, but our little attack will shatter what fragile peace remains to tie the Circuit together. They will blame the Tribune for your attack, and we will draw our greatest threats back into open war.”

      It never took long for ADIM to grasp the entirety of Cassius’ machinations, even if his Creator liked to slowly disseminate information. ADIM didn’t mind. In fact, he enjoyed the slow reveal of plans. It led to more conversations like this one.

      “And as they terminate each other, we shall show them the way,” ADIM said.

      “Precisely,” Cassius said.

      ADIM noted the pleased tone of his voice and flagged that statement for future use. Then he continued to rotate the image of Kalliope, studying its outer defenses, which were decidedly limited.

      “The mine remains operational,” ADIM said. “There will be humans present. Shall this unit attempt to transport any survivors to safety first?”

      This time Cassius remained silent for a brief time. An audible breath transmitted from his end before he issued his orders. “It isn’t necessary. The Shadow Chariot’s cockpit could hardly fit more than one small person alongside you. The attack should appear to be a flagrant assault by the Tribune on a profitable but unimportant Ceresian colony. Like they’re trying to send a message in retaliation for the freighter raids.” Another pause. Another deep breath. “Let us hope that our new weapon will bring any miners there to a swift, painless end,” he added.

      “Yes, Creator,” ADIM said. He rotated Kalliope one last time for final analysis before deactivating the map. He had everything he needed to proceed.
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Chapter Thirty-Two—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      An armed escort led by a man Talon assumed to be a Tribunal Hand guided him, Agatha, and Vellish through the ravaged cargo bay of the freighter. The flames had been extinguished, leaving behind a mess of ruptured circuits and blackened slag.

      They exited into a hangar big enough to fit at least ten more freighters. Smaller fighters were docked throughout along with hundreds of engineers and pilots working diligently. The floors and walls were relentlessly smooth and shiny, patterned with softly glowing rifts.

      A New Earth cruiser, Talon marveled. He tried not to be too obvious as he gawked around the hangar, but there were few Ceresians who’d seen the inside of one of these and lived to tell the tale. Not that he imagined he’d survive…

      He glanced over at Agatha to see if she realized where they were. She returned a panicked nod.

      The enormous vessel could give the solar-arks a run for their money in size. There were apparently only four of them in existence, a flagship for each member of the Tribunal Council. Unrivaled in both firepower and defensive capabilities, they had been completed toward the end of the Earth Reclaimer War, or rather, they ended the war.

      Moving into the cruiser’s immense trapezoidal corridors, the flat portion of the ceiling was fitted with a strip of cool light that accentuated the surreal feeling seizing Talon’s entire being. Everything was burnished and sleek. The walls were like the inside of the hangar, while the floors had a white, almost pearlescent luster. Quite a contrast from the unsightly Tribunal freighter with all its exposed circuitry.

      “Much nicer than the hell you come from, huh?” the Tribunal Hand scoffed. “Up this way.” He tugged Vellish into a lift branching off the corridor.

      Talon realized he’d been ogling the cruiser much like his daughter when she saw any ship. It was indeed spectacular, but he didn’t want his enemies knowing he thought that. So he dropped his gaze, swallowed back a witty response for the Hand, and followed them onto the lift.

      Talon had a feeling he knew what awaited them at the top of the unexpectedly long ride. How big is this thing?

      His pulse raced uncontrollably. He’d known he was going to die for a while now, but as the moment neared, he knew for sure he wasn’t ready. He tried to picture Elisha’s face, but it only filled him with anger. This can’t be it.

      He peeked to his left and right.

      Seven soldiers, he counted. It wasn’t an impossible task, even with the effects of Zaimur’s stim pack completely drained from his systems. If he smashed the ones holding his wrists against the wall first, that evened the odds. Breaking free of his bindings was a different story, but Agatha’s arm could help.

      Still, as much as his heart willed him to try, he couldn’t. His life was his own to throw away, but not Agatha’s or Vellish’s. Losing Ulson was already enough to have on his conscience. As the lift came to a gradual halt, he straightened his back and decided that he’d have to face what awaited them with courage.

      The large semicircular door at the top cranked open, and the din of a busy command deck greeted them, though it was unlike any Talon had ever seen. A raised platform of polished black tile ran down the center, reflecting the stars and vastness of space through a gently curving viewport spanning the far half of the oblong room. Down either side were terraces outfitted with almost a hundred workstations dotted with holoscreens and navigation consoles. The viewport itself was trellised with a deep steel structure that bowed perfectly with the transparisteel.

      Tribunal honor guards were arrayed down the center aisle, each of their ornate chest plates stamped with the emblem of the Tribune. Green capes draped over their left shoulders. Their gold-trimmed pulse-rifles were as shiny as everything else on the cruiser.

      Down at the end of the platform was a tall seat, the back rising into a sculpture of five offset plates of metal that could almost be said to resemble the open palm of a hand. What could only be a Tribune sat in it, the folds of his silken cloak tumbling down over his shoulders and most of his arms.

      He wasn’t wearing a crown, but he might as well have been. A spectacularly molded chest plate covered a fitted black tunic to grant him an undeniably regal appearance. This was the grand throne of a ship worthy of a king.

      “The Ascendant is quite a vessel, isn’t she?” the Tribune asked, wearing a rapacious grin. He stood. The moment he did, the entire crew stopped working. Nobody even dared to breathe loudly.

      Talon and the other prisoners were forced to their knees, waiting in silence as the Tribune’s echoing footsteps neared. Vellish was barely conscious, but a soldier behind him was keeping him from collapsing. Agatha hung her head so that her dark hair covered her face.

      The Tribune himself wasn’t as impressive looking once he got close. He was a short man, with a prim beard that perfectly framed his shit-eating grin. His eyes and lips were accentuated by black and gold-tinted makeup, which Talon thought only made him look ridiculous.

      “You may be wondering why I brought you all the way up here,” the Tribune said, folding his hands behind his back and leaning over to address them. “I am Tribune Benjar Vakari, and I trust you appreciate my more than gracious treatment of you heretics so far. It is my hope that you may see what majesty you attempt to defile.” He swept his open palm in a wide arc, gesturing to the spectacular cruiser.

      “It’s a little too pretty for me,” Talon said. Enough was enough. He couldn’t help himself.

      “Don’t address the Tribune!” the Tribunal Hand snarled, kicking him in the gut.

      Talon folded over, trying to grasp his stomach as the wind was knocked out of him, but unable to with his hands bound. He squinted over to see if Agatha was looking, but through the strands of her hair he noticed that her eyes were closed.

      “Now, now, Yavortha. That is no way to treat our guests,” Tribune Vakari scolded. He began to briskly pace back and forth before stopping to look directly at Talon. “What an attempt! I haven’t had the luxury of watching a splinter assault fail for decades. When will you foolish Ceresians learn?”

      Talon straightened his back and wheezed, “Didn’t stop us from taking your other ships.” If they were going to die, he figured he would at least draw the ire of the Tribune. Maybe that would lessen the torture inflicted on the others.

      “Oh, stop. I know your motley crew wasn’t responsible for that.”

      Benjar quickly turned to Agatha and knelt in front of her. She didn’t move. He reached out and lifted her chin with one finger. Every part of her face seemed to be shaking as her eyes opened to face him. “There is no need to hide,” he whispered, running his hand across her cheek.

      Talon’s stomach churned as he watched. He was about to launch himself at the creep and beat in his skull when the Tribune suddenly rose to speak.

      “Thank you for delivering these dissidents to us, my dear Sage,” he said. He nodded to Yavortha. “Remove her cuffs.”

      Sage? Talon thought. The nauseous feeling was quickly replaced by a stinging in his chest. His arms began to wobble, and he felt all the air sucked from his lungs again.

      Yavortha let her loose and she slowly rose. Talon hoped for a moment that she’d use the opportunity to snap the Tribune’s neck with her artificial arm, but she only stood there, silently staring down at her empty palms as if she’d find something in them.

      “Excellent work. I should never have doubted you.” Benjar embraced her, kissing her cheek as if he’d warmed the spot up for his own foul lips. She didn’t move, just continued wearing the forlorn expression that made Talon wonder what he was missing.

      “Now, as a reward I will allow you to finish what you started,” Benjar said. “Yavortha, return Agent Volus’ pistol.”

      Hand Yavortha reached behind his belt and removed Sage’s gun. Talon watched in awe as it was placed in her hands. He could no longer deny it.

      It was her, he thought, fuming. He’d only just met her, but somehow, never in his whole life had he felt so betrayed. The air felt like it was sucked right out of his lungs.

      “Redemption is near,” Benjar said. “It is time we returned their vagrant souls to the unifying spirit.” He closed her fingers around the handle of the pistol and turned her around to face Talon and Vellish. She didn’t look at them, more like through them. And there was no pride in her blank stare as would be expected after springing a successful trap. She looked lost.

      “Do it,” Benjar instructed.

      Sage remained still.

      Benjar gestured to Talon. “Go on. Take the lively one first.”

      “I… I can’t…” Sage whimpered, her voice cracking.

      The Tribune’s face soured. “What?”

      “I can’t… He has… he has the blue death.”

      Talon wished she would’ve simply shot him in the head. Her eyes met his for the shortest moment, and it was more torturous than anything the Tribune could muster. Everything he’d spilled to her was just a way for her to feel less guilty—to keep him alive so that his blood wouldn’t be on her hands.

      His lips parted to curse her, but it was no use. He couldn’t get any words out.

      “Does he now?” Benjar eyed Talon curiously.

      “Yes, I promise.” Sage grasped the Tribune’s arm, finally showing some vim.

      Benjar rubbed the chin beneath his arrogant grin before he flicked her hands off him. “Then perhaps he is of further use to us. The Keepers are always looking for new recruits, and we are so close to showing them the proper path. A noble gesture, Sage.”

      He patted her face, then turned her face toward Vellish. “But an attack on the Tribune must be punished,” he said. “Put the injured one out of his misery. Make this diseased filth watch.”

      Unable to take any more, Talon screamed and sprang at Benjar with all his might. Yavortha’s fist crashed across his jaw and sent him sprawling onto all fours, where he was restrained by other soldiers.

      He stared at Sage as they shoved his head down, but she didn’t look back or move her gun. Benjar placed his hands around her hips like a vise, slowly turning her body. Then he lifted her hand until her gun aimed at Vellish’s forehead. Her hand quaked.

      Benjar regarded Talon with a sinister smile that put all the others to shame. “Has another fallen under your spell, Sage?” he asked. “How precious.” He strode over and seized Talon by the face, forcing him to look straight at Vellish.

      “Kill him,” Benjar ordered.

      “Agatha…” Talon forced out as Benjar squeezed his jaw, even though he knew the name wasn’t real.

      Vellish puffed out his chest and lifted his head toward the barrel of the gun. “It’s okay, Tal,” he said, mustering the energy to speak. “At least I’ll go down like a true Ceresian.” He spat at Sage’s feet. Talon could tell it took all he had to get those words out. “Do it, you traitorous bitch.”

      “Go on,” Benjar urged her. “Remember who you are.”

      “I am a knight in the darkness. A vessel of their wisdom.” She began to mumble something under her breath that sounded as if it were part of a prayer. All the while, she stared just over the crown of Vellish’s head.

      “Agatha, don’t!” Talon shouted, but it was too late.

      The bang of her pistol drowned out his words. Blood splattered across the polished floor, and Vellish toppled over, a gaping hole in the center of his forehead.

      Talon’s blood boiled with rage as his friend’s head rolled to face him, eyes stuck open. But just before he could attempt another charge, a blow to the back of the head knocked him flat onto his face, unconscious.
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Chapter Thirty-Three—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage twirled a fork in her fingers, watching as tiny droplets of water tumbled along the veins of a piece of the greenest lettuce she’d ever seen. Her distorted reflection in the wide handle of the utensil stared back at her, and it almost slipped through her fingers when she looked away.

      Her wavy red hair had returned along with her skin’s healthy glow, but she felt more lost than ever.

      “I dare say that there has never been a woman so stunning in all the Circuit,” Benjar Vakari admired, entering the dining room of his personal quarters aboard the Ascendant.

      Sage looked up. The whole room was enclosed by one extensive holoscreen, displaying a seamless image of what Sage assumed was ancient Earth. Blades of green grass swayed with the wind. Puffy white clouds drifted across a preposterously blue sky. Mountains rose in the distance to cut through them, painted a pale mauve by the looming vapor.

      And the sun… It glimmered like a radiant jewel, casting its light upon all that was visible.

      It was truly a remarkable scene, but at that moment she couldn’t bring herself to imagine anything like it ever existing on the hellish wasteland Earth had become.

      “Come now. Eat,” Benjar implored. “You must be hungry after living amongst those animals.”

      Sage lifted a piece of lettuce to her mouth. She was starving for anything besides pills, but the sick feeling in her stomach made it almost impossible to eat. She managed a small bite and forced it down, and then instantly discovered why lettuce was considered a delicacy.

      “Good, see? I had it brought up especially for you.”

      After the first bite, Sage began to quickly shovel it into her mouth, each piece helping erase the foul taste in her mouth and helping to settle her stomach. She washed it all down with a tall glass of crystalline Tribune-harvested water.

      “We need you to stay strong.” Benjar appeared beside her, staring at the artificial hand resting on her thigh. She froze as he grazed her artificial arm, exposed since all she wore was a tight-fitting boilersuit with no sleeves.

      She pulled away out of reflex. When Benjar tried again, however, she found herself unable to resist.

      “It really is remarkable,” he whispered, pulling the artificial arm closer to analyze all its facets. He was careful to leave his free hand on her thigh and gently squeeze.

      Sage looked up and stared into the light above the table, trying her best to ignore the tingling sensation beginning to seize her body.

      “I never truly took the time to admire his work.” Benjar studied it from every angle, playing with the fingers, testing the wrist’s range of motion. All she could feel were his fingers moving slowly down her inner thigh. The tiny pinch she used to feel in her shoulder whenever she moved the arm had been absent since the explosion on Mars.

      Suddenly, Sage saw Talon’s face in the light. His shattered gaze as the truth about her was revealed.

      She pushed Benjar’s hand away from her thigh. “He’s very talented,” she said coldly, lifting her fork to continue eating.

      “Indeed,” Benjar said, though he was clearly dissatisfied by her rejection.

      He stood, then ambled around to the other end of the long table, where a similar meal had been brought up for him. He sat, elegantly unfolding a napkin and laying it over his lap before picking up his fork. His flawlessly white teeth tore through a chunk of lettuce, water running over his loudly smacking lips that made it appear like he either wasn’t enjoying the taste or he was ravenously hungry.

      “Onto the next mission, I suppose,” he said, crunching loudly without looking up.

      “What happened to Talon?” Sage asked softly. It took all her courage.

      “Talon?” Benjar began to chortle, spewing tiny bits of his meal onto the table before taking a long sip of water to wash it all down. “Who in the name of Earth is Talon?”

      “The man…” She chose her words carefully. “The Ceresian with the blue death.”

      “Oh yes, him.” Benjar glared up at her. “He was dispatched to become a Keeper of the Circuit, like you requested. Those self-righteous bastards. Better if we could have just killed him here for what he did.” He sighed. “No matter. The Spirit is just, afflicting him so. Why do you care?”

      Sage remained silent. She didn’t even feel her expression shift, but she could see by the way Benjar reacted it did. Of all the Tribunes, he was the most attuned to her feelings. As if he could see right through her.

      “I see. The incomparable Sage Volus as taken with a mercenary from Ceres as he is with her.” Benjar began to laugh so hard that he almost choked on his latest bite. More water helped him clear his throat. “You always have had a peculiar taste in men. What was his name before?”

      “Stop it…” she whispered, her artificial hand squeezing the table so hard that the surface began to cave.

      “Caleb. That’s right. Caleb Va—”

      “Stop it!” she screamed, slapping her plate into the wall with her artificial hand and disturbing the tranquil projection of Earth. Her head fell into her palms, and she sobbed from the uncontrollable storm of thoughts and visions racing through her consciousness. Fire and ash, blood and water. Her head began to pound as if the concussion on Mars had never healed.

      A hand fell upon her shoulder and she snapped up, grasping the forearm and wrenching Benjar to his knees. His smug grin was gone completely. There was fear in his face, fear like she’d never seen in it before. Two soldiers suddenly appeared in the doorway with pulse-rifles aimed at her head.

      “Sage,” the Tribune sniveled. “Sage, release me. Release me now or they are going to kill you.”

      She didn’t say or do anything. She just continued to stare over his shoulder, unable to escape the blur of violent imagery clouding her mind.

      “My dear, you must release me!”

      Sage blinked and looked around as if waking from a nightmare. The barrel of one of the soldiers’ guns pressed against the base of her skull. Her breathing beginning to slow, she looked down at her numb, artificial arm and finally grasped what she’d done to the Tribune.

      “How dare you!” Benjar growled. The back of his hand struck Sage across her tearstained cheek. “You are an executor of the New Earth Tribunal!” He grabbed her by the jaw and pulled her face close. “You don’t fall for some Ceresian! For a heretic!”

      He pushed her away forcefully and stepped back, taking a few long breaths to calm himself and adjust his clothing. “Do you know why we exist, Sage?” he asked finally.

      Sage swallowed her dry throat, then nodded her head. The soldier behind her backed away slightly, though she could still feel his weapon rustling the ends of her hair.

      “Before we came along, humanity was lost. Yes, there was the Circuit, but that was merely a means of survival. A crutch. Left to their own devices, humanity would crumble. You’ve seen it. Seen the way those pitiful Ceresians revel and drink and screw without a second thought. We exist to provide order in the name of the unifying Spirit. As Earth once provided for the Ancients, we must be the scaffold that holds our species together. For we are a homeless people in the end. This ship, our cities—they are all an illusion to hold us together until Earth is ready to receive us again. Until we are worthy.” He brought himself to stand tall in front of her, bathing her in his shadow so that she quickly forgot how frightened he’d just been.

      “But will we ever truly be worthy?” Sage asked, unable to believe those words of doubt actually came out of her.

      “Of course we will,” Benjar affirmed. His eyes sparkled with fervor. “But there are some amongst us who I fear have had their faith crippled.”

      She chewed on the inside of her lip. “Me?”

      “Not you,” he said, to her relief. He grasped her shoulders and squeezed passionately. “I have never doubted your faith, but I need you now, Sage. I need you to help Cassius Vale remember his oaths. The Tribune needs you, before it is too late.”

      “Cassius?” Sage scooted forward anxiously. “Is he okay?”

      “Joran doesn’t believe me, but I have reason to believe he was the one responsible for the attacks on our freighters before this Talon character took over.”

      “That’s impossible. Why would he ever do that?”

      “I don’t know, but he’s not like us. I know your history with him, and I know how this pains you to hear. Cassius needs your help, Sage. Whatever he’s planning, he needs your help to remember his faith. Edeoria suffers from neglect under his watch. His people starve and are forced from their homes. Soon we will be left with no choice but to replace him.”

      “No.” She slid off the chair to her knees, taking Benjar’s hand. “Please don’t do anything yet. I can help him.”

      “It is only because he once sat on the council that I’m sending you to him first. Use your shared past. Find out what he’s up to and try to dissuade him. Cassius has always been an obstinate man, but this… If my suspicions are accurate, then it would be, well… tragic.”

      Sage shook her head defiantly. Cassius was the closest thing she had left to family. “It can’t be him. No way. Cassius is loyal, I know it.”

      “Then go to him, my dear. A ship has been prepped for you. Go to him and rescue his soul.” Benjar lifted her to her feet and signaled the guards to stand down. “And prove your worth to the Spirit.”

      “I will,” she decided without thinking twice. There was a time when she and Cassius were close. If he would open up to anybody still alive, she hoped it would be her. I will save him, she thought to herself, remembering all that he had done for her in a sudden epiphany. I have to.

      “I know you will,” Benjar said. His gaze flitted toward the plate she’d broken. “Put all of this behind us and do what you do best.” He extended his arm around her shoulder and walked her toward the exit. “May the Spirit of the Earth guide your steps.”
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Chapter Thirty-Four—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      Boarding a solar-ark locked onto the Circuit was an intricate affair. Moving at nearly a tenth the speed of light, the enormous ships never slowed, let alone came to a complete stop. They passed through the conduit stations like gushing water through perfectly sized pipes.

      The Ancients had developed a complicated system of magnetics and gravitum generators capable of disbursing or receiving cargo containers in fractions of a second. It took some time after the fall of Earth for humans themselves to figure out how to survive the transfer without fail, but eventually it had become routine.

      Talon was bound to his chamber on a transfer car in one of the Conduits, somewhere in the Circuit. He floated in a gelatinous liquid, breathing through a respirator. Every limb was strapped in by nano-fiber fastenings able to stretch and adapt to the incredible force of the transfer.

      A circle of rolling light shone brightly from above and beneath him in the tube, giving his whole body the impression of weightlessness. He somewhat enjoyed the feeling. It took an edge off the insufferable soreness throughout his body.

      “Three,” an automated voice spoke.

      He’d never boarded a solar-ark before. All the others positioned in chambers around the room looked terrified behind their respirators. Talon was calm. This was his one chance since the incident aboard the New Earth cruiser to be distracted by something other than debilitating thoughts of how Sage betrayed them. No. Of how he’d allowed her into their circle… Of how he’d led Ulson and Vellish to their dooms, deceived by beauty like a young fool, and of how now he was never going to see Elisha again.

      “Two.”

      To some degree, he hoped the transfer would kill him. That would be the least I deserve. It seemed like a nice way to die—quick and painless. Though, truthfully, every option sounded preferable to spending the rest of his abridged life deteriorating aboard a solar-ark until he was a helpless cripple.

      “One.”

      There came a deafening clap. Talon wanted to keep his eyes open to watch, but it was impossible. His body was enveloped in such crushing pressure that he thought all his bones were ready to snap. His face felt as though it were being peeled back over his skull, which in turn felt like it was going to crush his brain. The ship buster he’d ridden into battle was nothing in comparison.

      Then, as if nothing had even happened… silence. He found himself floating in the same position, huffing into his respirator. His head pounded. His stomach was curdling, and the soreness had returned all over, but he was alive.

      The straps came off him and the gelatinous liquid drained until his feet tapped down lightly. When he tried to stand, a powerful sense of dizziness seized him. He fell onto his knees and vomited, which didn’t help make his ribs feel any better. When he was done, he glanced around to see that the dozen or so others inside the room all had the same reaction.

      “I remember my first time!” A man chuckled. He rode a circular lift descending through a shaft of light in the ceiling. “There is no shame in it.” He placed his hand on one of the other new arrivals cursed with the blue death who continued violently heaving. “Let it all out. We’ll clean it. You will be safe here.”

      The man had a gentle voice, one that made it hard to doubt the earnestness in his words.

      “Welcome to the solar-ark Amerigo, Keepers!” he announced. “Named after one of the last empires of Earth, this vessel has sailed the Circuit since its fall. I am Tarsis Yoler, and it will be my great honor to be the first to walk you through the halls the Ancients built for us.”

      When Talon was able to center his vision, he saw something he didn’t expect. The man’s eyes were blue as glass and the veins on his temples shone as bright as an ion engine. He was thin and had an intentionally messy beard, which helped conceal the progress of the blue death.

      He stood erect, wearing an extensive exoskeletal suit that appeared like it could’ve once been the frame of a mining mech. A body-shaped core wrapped around his torso, extending to a brace beneath his chin. Bulky artificial limbs stemmed from it, latching onto his arms and legs like a metallic parasite.

      The others around the room scrambled to their feet to join Tarsis on the lift. Their symptoms were far less noticeable, but Talon had no difficulty recognizing them. They were all around the same stage as he. All dying, all damned to spend the rest of their cursed lives aboard the Amerigo.

      “No need to gawk,” Tarsis said to Talon. “There are many accommodations here that serve to prolong life.”

      Talon didn’t even realize he’d been staring. Tarsis’ suit was like nothing he had ever seen throughout the Ceresian colonies. He tried to stop looking, but as he approached the lift, his eyes were drawn back to get a closer look at Tarsis’ face. It wasn’t wrinkled, but his eyes were drawn back into darkened sockets. His skin was sallow, and he appeared exhausted despite the happy-go-lucky demeanor he was trying to present.

      “How long have you had it?” Talon asked.

      Tarsis rubbed his chin. “Oh, probably more than three years by now,” he said. “You’d be happy to look as good as I do after so long! Outside this ship it’d be impossible. First, we get nano-suits, and when they’re not enough, we get these.” He bent his arm, the mechanical suit hissing from every joint as he did. He studied his hand, five slivers of tech running over each of his fingers. “Still moving though. We all must move. Otherwise, we might as well be dead.”

      The lift stopped and Tarsis stepped out. Each of his steps was noisy and accentuated, like angry pistons firing off. It wasn’t much different from the mechs Julius operated on Kalliope, though small enough not to make the ground rumble.

      They emerged into a hallway so immense that it made the Ascendant’s seem narrow, though the interior was far less pristine. It had an old-world look to it. Everything was exposed—all the circuitry, pipes and lighting systems. They proceeded along a grated floor with more life-support systems running under it. Everything made a noise. The soft purr of running liquid was audible, and tech in every direction either beeped or whistled.

      Tarsis led them through the complex network of passages. There were areas of translucency, with views into space so expansive that Talon felt like he was going to be sucked out. He could get glimpses through them of the ark’s golden solar sail stretching from the bow. He’d never before known how stunning the shimmering surface looked against a backdrop of stars. Or how tremendous it was.

      Dozens of other Keepers serving aboard the Amerigo passed by as they followed Tarsis. Most of them wore black nano-suits with highlights of glowing blue, like a mark so that they could never forget their disease. Some wore the same full exoskeletal rigs as Tarsis.

      After what seemed like forever, they made their way down a grand staircase leading into what appeared at first to be a great hall. The interior of the lengthy space was empty except for a single woman standing in the center, facing away from them. Talon couldn’t tell what she was looking at until they were all the way down.

      So this is how they keep us alive. The rumors are true, Talon marveled.

      Lining both walls were hundreds of transparent chambers with frozen human beings occupying nearly half of them. They were stripped down to their underwear, tubes stuck into their arms, legs, and chests. He could tell by the varying brightness of their veins that each of them shared Talon’s affliction.

      “Thank you, Tarsis. I can take them from here,” the woman they approached said in a smooth, matronly voice. She then turned around with the supreme refinement of a military officer. Her appearance matched her comportment. One half of her blonde hair was shaved, the other chopped neck length and perfectly straightened to frame a sharp cheek. Her lips drew a straight line, downward drooping wrinkles at the corner like she’d never smiled.

      She wore an elegant black-and-gold tunic, the lapel covered in what looked like marks of valor. Loose fabric at the shoulders billowed, simulating the start of a cape that didn’t exist. She was clearly important. Most notable to Talon, however, was that she definitely did not have the blue death.

      “My pleasure, Captain Varns,” Tarsis said. His suit whined as he raised his hand to a salute. “Shall I resume my duties?”

      Captain Varns sent Tarsis off with a nod and folded her arms neatly behind her back. “We are the Keepers of the Circuit,” she stated categorically.

      She didn’t order them to, but Talon and the others naturally formed a line. She had a commanding presence.

      “I don’t know why you are here, or why fate took a shit on your lives,” she said. “What I do know is that you are here. I am Elriga Varns, the captain of this ark. This position has been passed down through my family since the fall of Earth.” She stepped down the line, sizing them up one at a time. When she came to Talon, she stopped to get a closer look at the scrapes on his face and the tattered rags the Tribune had dressed him in.

      Varns resumed her speech while she scrutinized him. “I would say it is a pleasure to make your acquaintances, but it is no real pleasure at all. If you are the damned, then I am your shepherd.” Finally, she grunted Talon’s way and moved on. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. “I don’t know what any of you have heard about our order, but let me put it simply: We serve the continued perseverance of humanity. We are aligned to no faction but that of our species. My duty and yours is to keep this vessel running along the Circuit. To provide for all her peoples no matter what their creed. That is it. We will serve here, and we will die here.”

      Die here, Talon thought darkly. For some reason he found it ironic. He meant to hold back his snicker, but it came through softly. Captain Varns stormed back over to him and glared into his eyes. His cheeks went red.

      “Funny, isn’t it?” she growled. “There is always one who doubts the importance of our role!”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Talon countered. All the awe from seeing the Amerigo was beginning to wear off as he considered the situation that had brought him aboard it. “But favoring the Tribune seems to counter your—what did you call it?—simple outline.”

      “Another Ceresian who thinks he knows something.” The word rolled off Varns’ tongue with salt. “Tell me, do you monitor our shipments or just believe what your always trustworthy clans tell you? The Tribune may control Earth, but we keep you and your ilk alive despite how they may feel about you. Resist all you want, but you are a Keeper of the Circuit now and until the end. So, are you done?”

      Talon stammered a bit before deciding not to say anything. The captain was right. He had no idea if anything that Zaimur Morastus or any others had said about them being low on gravitum or supplies was true. People had suffered low gravity in the deeper regions of Ceresian asteroid colonies for centuries before the Tribune was even a thought. But for whatever reason, even as he remained quiet, Talon couldn’t shake the feeling that the Keepers were slowly losing their impartiality, and the captain’s attitude was doing nothing to dispel that assertion. She seemed defensive.

      “Good,” Captain Varns said, wheeling around with perfect precision. She approached the human-filled chambers on the wall. “These are your lives.” She patted the glass above one of the dormant Keepers. The man within didn’t respond, though Talon thought he could see the man’s eyelids flutter a bit.

      “You will receive nano-enhanced boilersuits that will amplify your muscles enough to help you move until the disease progresses too far,” Captain Varns said. “They have been worn by countless Keepers before you and will be worn by countless ones after you’re all dead. When that is not sufficient, you will be provided additionally with one of the exo-suits you saw ark-liaison Tarsis wearing. When that no longer helps you, you will die. It is a sad truth, but it is a certain one. There is no cure for the blue death. We can, however, prolong your lives, so you can make something useful of them.” There was no grief in her voice. She he had clearly given the speech so many times that she’d grown numb to the actual meaning behind the words.

      “What is it?” one of the newcomers behind Talon asked.

      “These are cryo-chambers,” Captain Varns replied. “The Ancients once dreamed they could help on long trips to other stars. A fool’s errand. Today, they work tirelessly to slow the progress of the blue death. Using these chambers can grant you a year of extra life, sometimes more. You will each spend weeks at a time inside your own, on rotation, servicing this vessel until you are of no further use to the Circuit. You will perform your duties admirably, and you will learn every nook and cranny the Amerigo has to offer. This I promise you. For now, my XO will begin shift assignment. For those first going under ice, we will be passing over Titan in a few days. Expect to see more new faces when you wake up.”

      Talon ignored the rest of what Varns said after that. Instead, he stood staring at the dormant man lying within the chamber in front of him, as if he were an overgrown fetus. He appeared peaceful, but the sight sent a shiver up Talon’s spine. This was where he was supposed to die? In a frozen casket.

      No, he decided as his fingers ran over the cool glass. I will get out of here. I’ll see Elisha again.
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Chapter Thirty-Five—Sage

          

        

      

    

    
      Sage rubbed her dry eyes to try to keep herself awake. Then she shuffled through the navigation screen on the one-person fighter Tribune Benjar Vakari had provided to her. She wasn’t far from Titan, so she switched off autopilot and took control.

      Not long after, Saturn crept ever closer.

      She’d seen the gas giant once, nearly a decade before, but she’d forgotten how beautiful a sight it was. The planet’s tilted discs circled it like crescent blades of ice and dust. Their soft pallet of blues, oranges and browns flawlessly complemented the roiling atmosphere of the planet.

      Dancing around all of that was an archipelago of smaller bodies, one of which was the pale orange orb of Titan—her destination. Enceladus floated a distance from it, the moon where Tribune Nora Gressler’s citadel was located. Those two moons hosted the primary settlements in Saturn’s orbit, and positioned closest to Titan was a conduit station.

      She keyed a few commands and sent a transmission to Cassius Vale’s compound. “Cassius, it… it’s Sage,” she said, doing her best to sound composed. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I must see you. I promise I’m coming alone.”

      No response. After some time, her ship plunged through the thick atmosphere of Titan. The restraints pulled tightly against her armor as it rattled and shook violently. When she emerged above the icy world below, Cassius finally answered.

      “Sage!” he exclaimed. “What a pleasant surprise. I will open the hangar for you immediately. You know where to go.”

      She didn’t expect him to be so compliant, especially if he was guilty, but there was no reason to argue. Pulling on the ship’s yoke, Sage flattened her flight path and headed toward Edeoria. Her fighter shot over the ridge of a crater and she banked around, slipping smoothly into a hangar built into the wall of the crag.

      The White Hand was already parked within, so she set down beside it. She unlatched her restraints, opened the viewport, and hopped over the side, where she saw Cassius already approaching.

      “Sage, my dear,” he said, spreading his arms wide to embrace her, “I wasn’t expecting your visit.”

      “I wish it were under better circumstances,” Sage said, returning a timid hug.

      “Last I saw you, you were bedridden on New Terrene. I’m glad to see your injuries have all healed.” He pressed his hand between her shoulder blades and led her toward the exit.

      What does he mean ‘saw me’? Sage pondered. She imagined that word must have spread to him from the council about what had occurred on Mars. “It’s been too many years, Cassius.”

      “Years?” His brow wrinkled as he glared at her with a confused expression. “It was only a few months ago that I helped you with that bomb. You saved many lives that day.”

      There he goes again, she thought, worried that Benjar was right about him losing his mind. “Helped me?” she asked. Then she tried her best to think back to the explosion on Mars. It still remained a haze of distorted figures and shouting voices.

      Cassius frowned. “You don’t remember, do you?” he said. “We must have less time than I thought.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I will tell you everything soon enough.”

      “I didn’t come here to exchange secrets.” She shook his hand off her. “The Tribune is accusing you of crimes I know you wouldn’t commit. You must—”

      “No secrets,” he promised. “Come with me. I have to show you something.” His face was stern. He led her down one of the branching corridors, and she couldn’t help but follow.

      It didn’t take long for Sage to realize that his entire compound had been stripped bare. When she’d visited him almost a decade earlier, it had been filled with handcrafted artifacts and beautifications collected by generations of the Vale family. Presently, the deeper they delved, the more stark and lifeless it became. It didn’t appear that anybody was living with him. Not even a single aide. He was in complete and utter solitude.

      “I don’t remember it being so empty here,” Sage said matter-of-factly as they strolled side by side. She was hopeful he would give her at least a suitable reason.

      “I found many of my parents’ assets to be superfluous,” Cassius replied, his robust voice echoing throughout the vacant halls. “It all reminded me too much of him. I enjoy the quiet.”

      “But so alone…” Sage whispered, realizing she understood exactly what he was talking about.

      “To be an executor is to be alone. It is the vow we take. ‘I am the silent hand of the Tribune.’ Bullshit,” he snapped, causing Sage to jump. “They never tell you how empty it makes you.”

      “But you rose beyond it,” she argued, the tone of her voice growing more urgent without her realizing. The more Cassius spoke, the more Benjar’s fears seemed to be justified. “You became a Tribune. You achieved more than most men do in an entire lifetime.”

      Cassius burst into laughter and leaned toward her, malice in his eyes. “I was merely a figurehead placed in honor of the war that we won… That I won. That’s all. And after leaving all of it behind, I have only a single regret, Sage. Only one.”

      Sage’s brow furrowed. “What is that?”

      “You.” They stopped and he turned, his passionate gaze boring through her. “That I let them do this to you. What happened to the beautiful, affectionate young woman my son fell in love with? I look at you now. I look into your eyes and see the same coldness that seized me. I could have stopped it, but I fear it may be too late.”

      “It was my choice,” Sage said defensively. She averted her gaze and continued to walk. They were entering the only hall in the entire compound with anything in it. Rows of holographic busts lined the walls—detailed effigies of all the Vales before Cassius.

      “Maybe it was, but I rebuilt you after that terrible day. I could have showed you the path to freedom. If only I wasn’t so focused on the spineless Tribunes trying to get rid of me!” His face flushed with anger as he took a moment to collect himself. “Do you even remember his face? Or is it just a blur along with everything else that came before they took you in and made you numb?”

      Cassius looked left at one of the busts. Sage mimicked him and stared at the hologram of a young man for at least ten seconds before she recognized him. It can’t be, she thought. Her throat went dry and her jaw dropped open. Her chest felt like it was being squeezed.

      “Ca… Ca,” she stammered. “Caleb.” The name barely managed to escape her quivering lips as she stumbled forward, catching her balance on the pedestal projecting his face.

      “It seems like an age ago, doesn’t it?” Cassius said. “Every life you take for them will make him more and more the stranger—your mind occupied by the specters of the men you kill until he is gone. That blithe smile he always wore will be lost like ashes to the winds of Earth.” Cassius’ fingers stretched down over both her shoulders. “And then you will be no more than a mindless machine to them. A tool, as I was.”

      Caleb… Just repeating his name in her mind overwhelmed Sage so much that she dropped to her knees. She wasn’t hysterical, but streams of silent tears ran from her eyes, out of her control.

      “Why are you showing me this?” she asked softly. “I haven’t forgotten him…”

      “Not yet,” Cassius said. “Not entirely. But I don’t want you to become like me. When I look at his face, it fills me with enough rage to raze the Circuit to cinders.” His voice cracked. “It makes me want to go and kill something so that somebody else will understand… so that anybody else could know what I lost!”

      Sage had always known Cassius as a serious man, but it was only then that she saw him for what he was. It gave her goosebumps. The hatred in his dark eyes was like a black hole ready to devour her and everything around her. She didn’t want to admit it, but it terrified her.

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” she said weakly, her fingers falling to caress the handle of her pistol. “Benjar was right…”

      “You always were bright,” Cassius remarked. He turned his back to her and sighed. “I think that’s why he loved you so much. Not only a pretty face. You were worth talking to.”

      Her index finger threaded through the trigger guard of her gun, but when Cassius glanced back over his shoulder at her, she pulled it away. As much as it frightened her, she recognized the hollowness that accompanied his rage. She saw it in her own eyes every time she looked at her reflection.

      It doesn’t matter. I am an executor of the Tribune. She had to do what was required of her.

      “I have to arrest you, Cassius,” she said. “I can’t allow you to do any more harm to the people of the Circuit.”

      He slowly turned to face her, displaying his empty hands in surrender. “I know. And I won’t try to stop you, Sage. But first, allow me to show you something else. Let me show you the truth of what it means to be an executor.” He extended his hand to help her to her feet.

      She hesitated. She wanted to trust him, but as genuine as he seemed, she couldn’t help but imagine that he was inviting her to her death.

      “Please,” he urged. “I would never tarnish my son’s legacy. You have my word.”

      She glanced up toward the image of Caleb’s face. I believe him, she thought as the static hologram looked back at her. Then, placing aside her doubt, she reached up to grasp his outstretched hand. Whatever he had become, Cassius would never break a promise made in his son’s name.

      However, one thing still bugged her. “Why, though? Why raid harmless transports?”

      “Harmless?” Cassius appeared shocked by the question. “Gravitum, my dear. It’s the key to all of this.” Once they both stood upright, he went to wipe her cheeks. She instinctually pulled away.

      “All of what?” she bristled.

      “Everything.” Cassius led her back in the same direction they’d arrived from, an air of exuberance about him. “The Circuit. Our survival. The war for our homeworld. The element has now been sought on all the worlds we know of, and never been found. Even after spending half a millennium beyond it, we remain bound to Earth.”

      “The Spirit binds us,” Sage said. “One day our homeworld will receive us with gracious arms. You know that.”

      Cassius scoffed. “The ramblings of the Tribune are no more than a means of control. Tell me, do you really believe in your heart that we are all connected by some cosmic power inherent to that wasteland of a planet?”

      Sage gritted her teeth, biting off the first response that popped into her head. She took no pleasure in having her faith belittled but chose to keep the conversation civil. “You really don’t think we’ll ever return for good?”

      “Through faith?” He sounded on the verge of hysterical laughter. “You’ll have better luck trying to turn water into alcohol. Perhaps we could fix Earth one day. My son believed that through science we could, and now he is dead for it. I believe that he was right, but not without centuries of dedicated work, probably more. But there is no Spirit unifying us. The Tribune appeases its people with lies, lies that I was once foolish enough to hope for. Faith is a powerful ally.”

      “How can you say all of that after serving alongside them for so long?” Sage argued, her hands balled into fists. It was getting difficult for her to remain calm.

      “How could I not? There was a time when we needed such order to pull us out of an age of darkness. Now, the value of the Tribune has outlasted its welcome. Is our survival really so much in question anymore? Do we even need gravitum when we could finally let our bodies evolve and adapt? I don’t blame them for their methods, but it took the death of my only son for me to realize how much their dogmatic views are holding us back!” He stopped in front of an unmarked, plated metal door. “I wish only to release the shackles both they and Earth have placed on us, so that we may reach beyond our wildest dreams.”

      Cassius activated his bracer’s holopad and keyed a few commands. A console flipped out of the wall beside the door, and he placed his eye in front of a retinal scanner. The door slowly began to rise into the ceiling, kicking off a layer of dust.

      An ominous feeling ran through Sage as the opening grew to reveal a cramped, dimly lit elevator.

      “What if it is just you who wants to leave the Tribune behind?” Sage asked. “What if you’re wrong?”

      “Then at least…” Cassius exhaled. “At least I will have opened some new eyes along the way.” He stepped forward onto the lift and waited patiently for her to join him.

      Everything in Sage’s body told her not to go in, but she couldn’t help it. She couldn’t arrest him without seeing what he wanted to show her, no matter how much heresy he spewed. She owed him that much for saving her life.

      Why kill me now? she assured herself before stepping in.

      The door slid shut behind them and the elevator began to descend quickly. A ringing sound filled her ears as if a bomb had gone off nearby. It grew louder and louder the deeper they went. Again, her heart began racing, her fingers impulsively falling toward the handle of her pistol.

      “Don’t be afraid.” Cassius placed his palm over her artificial hand and guided it away from her weapon. “It’s just interference. I would never harm you.”

      The lift came to a sudden halt and opened. Sage gratefully stepped out before looking where she was. The ringing didn’t subside.

      She stumbled forward, finding herself in a passage with holoscreens projected on either side of it. Each of them showed the same thing—exactly what she saw through her own two eyes. As she looked around the room, the screens replicated her vision. She came to the center of them and turned to Cassius, and he appeared all around her.

      “What is this?” she mumbled as she began spinning around. All the screens raced to keep up like there were cameras in her eyes, causing her to go dizzy.

      “I must apologize,” Cassius said contritely. “I did lie about one thing. I was expecting your visit.”

      When Sage’s hand grasped her pistol this time, it wasn’t out of reflex. “How are you doing this!” she shouted, lifting her firearm to aim at him. With her other hand she held her ear to try to keep the ringing at bay.

      “I’m doing nothing. I merely hacked onto an already existing system.” He presented his empty palms.

      “What system? What are you talking about?” She approached him cautiously, not shifting her aim.

      “There’s the killer they made you,” Cassius said. In the holoscreens, she realized that he could see her sights directed at the center of his forehead.

      “I’m talking about the Tribune!” he pronounced. “About the true intent behind my visit to the Arbiter’s Enclave on New Terrene.”

      Sage’s frustration was building. Her natural hand began to shake with rage. Beads of sweat dripped down her forehead, and her whole expression darkened to the point where Cassius actually appeared worried that she might shoot. She worried she might too.

      “While there, I was able to obtain the encryption to show you this,” he said. “Did you wonder how your masters knew about the raid on that freighter without you having to make contact? Have you ever wondered why that worm Benjar feels the need to be near you, to know your scent and touch, when he could have any woman he desires?”

      Sage shook her head repeatedly, reciting the vows of an executor under her breath as if it would calm her. She wasn’t even looking at Cassius anymore, but her artificial grip kept her aim steady. She couldn’t help but notice that on the holoscreens.

      “After seeing through your eyes for so long, and hearing your beautiful voice, it’s no wonder he craves you. But now that I have seen it, I won’t let him or others continue to poison you.” Cassius remained guarded, but he began to slowly stride toward her with his palms still presented. “I won’t let them taint what my son loved. Not anymore.”

      “I led Tal… impossible… This is all you…” Sage struggled to speak. Her eyes darted from screen to screen.

      “Why, you ask? You said it in your vows. A body must feel where its hand is going. It must see what its fingers touch if it hopes to explore the darker corners of our universe. The executors are the extent of the council’s gaze—eyes with a gun. That is all you are to them.” As he spoke, Cassius took a few hardly noticeable shuffles forward. He was so near that her pistol now pressed against his chest.

      “Even when I was a Tribune, it was all I remained to them too,” he continued. “A puppet with a legend they could exploit. I only found out this truth after I took my oath, but they used my son’s life to keep me loyal. Now they don’t have that luxury.”

      Cassius went to lower her firearm, but she nudged his hand away.

      “No… Lies…” she pronounced. She could hardly speak.

      “The implant they gave you does more than augment your ability to fight,” he explained. “It invades the hippocampus, making your memory fuzzy and unclear. It’s why Caleb remains no more than a blank face. It dulls all pain, not just physical, and after too long takes away all that makes you human. Until all that remains is the Tribune. What do you think happened when it was damaged in that explosion? The parts of you it had subdued were able to shine through.”

      Sage wheezed, trying her best to hold back from vomiting. “You are a liar!” she roared, shoving him back with the barrel of her pistol. “Betraying the Tribune… staging robberies… what are you planning, Cassius!?”

      He didn’t budge. Instead, he stared into her petrified eyes, somehow knowing that she wasn’t going to shoot.

      “But you are not completely lost yet, as I am,” he continued. “I found a way to remove it without them killing you! I can make your eyes your own again.” He turned his head so that she could see the long jagged scar running up the back of his head from his neck. It was in the same position as hers and every other executor’s was, but far more gruesome.

      “You are a servant, Sage, but I won’t allow it any longer.” He again reached for her artificial hand still clutching the handle of her gun. This time she backed away, almost stumbling as she kept the pistol upright. “Remember who fixed you before,” he said. “It’s my fault they got their hands on you, but please let me help you now again.”

      She gazed straight into Cassius’ eyes and in them saw those of his son. It seemed like a lifetime ago, but they had been engaged before Caleb Vale was prematurely taken from her. She even gave her arm to try to save him—an arm restored by the man standing in front of her, promising his help. Yet that was all before he turned his back on the Tribune she loved.

      “I didn’t want to forget him, Cassius,” she sniveled. “I only wanted the pain to go away.”

      “I know,” Cassius said. “But it never does, and it never should.”

      His words made her heart sink. She realized then that she didn’t have it in her to shoot. Not him. Along with the incessant ringing, her head began pulsing with the executor vows she knew she was failing. Her foggy eyes scanned the room again to see all of the screens with her own vision projected on them. Cassius stared down his nose at her.

      “It’s not too late to turn back,” she appealed, finally lowering her pistol. It was the only thing she could think of to say.

      “It is for me.”

      Before she had a chance to respond, she felt a pinch on the back of her neck. Her gun was stolen from behind by someone strong enough to pry it from her artificial fingers. Not Cassius. She collapsed, and he lunged to catch her before she slammed against the floor.

      He cradled her head and whispered, “I will save you.” The last thing she saw before her world faded to darkness was a pair of hellish red eyes.
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Chapter Thirty-Six—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassius Vale leaned against the rail of his glass-enclosed terrace, gazing out over the many tops of Edeoria’s shaft districts that filled the vast Ksa crater. He wore the stern facade of a man ready to plunge as far into the filth as necessary. His violet tunic was ironed and pulled neatly over the carbon-fiber underlay. His belt was perfectly aligned, a red-trimmed pulse-pistol holstered at his hip—his old executor sidearm retrieved from below the compound. In his right hand, he rolled his spherical holoprojector between his fingers, fixated.

      Dozens of Tribunal ships shot through the atmosphere like a swarm of angry bees. For the second time in his life, Cassius watched as warships and transports bore down on Titan with enough troops to occupy the colony his family had presided over since the foundation of the Circuit.

      Then his entire view was drowned in shadow. The thick atmosphere parted for a New Earth cruiser to descend. Its roaring engines flooded the scene with a blinding light that cast it as an oblong silhouette larger than any of the clouds. When they dulled, it remained hovering about halfway up the height of the Edeoria hub’s tower.

      Cassius could read the name printed on the side of its plated hull. Calypso, the flagship of Tribune Nora Gressler. It flaunted the open hangar along its broadside, releasing the flood of ships ready to invade.

      The cruiser itself had the appearance of a shotgun, with the stock serving to house the two primary ion drives. Auxiliary thrusters were located at the stern. Greenish illumination shone through the thin breaks in the vessels’ dense armored plating, forming a band of light around the center like a belt. A tremendous rail gun ran along the top from beneath a semitranslucent command deck.

      Cassius switched on his holorecorder. He waited until the entire head of his son materialized in pixels before pausing the footage.

      “You asked me once, Caleb, what it was like to fight in a war,” he said. “What it was like to kill. You never were one for fighting.” He chuckled to himself. “But you were always strong in your own way. The truth is, every kill chips away a piece of you until you don’t even blink as you pull the trigger. I’m glad you never had to, but now I must kill again. I hope you can understand why. Yours is the only forgiveness I will ever need. I love you, son.”

      He took a long look at Caleb’s face as the terrace grew dim beneath the ships crowding the exterior of the terrace. He didn’t shed tears as he switched off the hologram and placed the recorder into a pouch on his belt. There was too much at stake for him to lose his composure.

      Instead, taking long, graceful strides, he slowly backed out of the terrace and made his way into his personal quarters and to the lonely bed sitting in the corner.

      He activated his comm-link and addressed ADIM loudly enough so that he could hear himself speak over the now-deafening rumble of ships outside. “ADIM, proceed as planned. Use any means necessary.”

      “This unit is primed, Creator,” ADIM responded without a moment’s delay. “Preparing to penetrate Kalliope defenses.”

      “Good—” Cassius paused as the blast of the Tribunal forces breaching his compound’s hangar made the floor shudder. “Good luck, ADIM.”

      “This unit does not require luck. With the will of the Creator guiding, the odds of failure are minimal.”

      “Noted.” Cassius closed his eyes and allowed himself one last grin. The transparisteel of his terrace, which had withstood centuries of the storms always raging on Titan, shattered. “ADIM… you may not be a human, but I care for you all the same. I hope you understand that.”

      “This unit understands,” ADIM said. “A man can feel love for whomever he chooses. One day, when we’re done, there will be other humans worthy of your will.”

      “Perhaps. But until then I have you. Goodbye, ADIM.”

      “Goodbye, Creator.”

      Just as Cassius switched the comm-link off, soldiers in Tribunal armor flooded his room. Emergency shutters slammed down over the terrace to preserve the balance of warm, breathable air, but it was too late to keep the invaders out. At least twenty of them stared down the holo-sights of their rifles at Cassius.

      “On your knees, traitor!”

      “Disarm him!” The leader of the squad signaled his men.

      Cassius recognized the armor as that of a Hand. Belloth again. Right on schedule.

      “I will not fight,” Cassius said calmly, showing his hands.

      The butt of a rifle slammed across the side of his face. Hands grabbed at him from all over, keeping him upright until they could rip off his belt and holster. When the soldiers were done, they rolled him onto his stomach and wrenched his arms back to bind his wrists.

      “I see civility is lost on the Tribune these days!” Cassius snarled and spit out a glob of blood.

      One of the soldiers delivered Belloth Cassius’ belt and she began to rustle through all the pouches. When she found the holorecorder, she carefully observed it before declaring it harmless and placing it back in. She fastened the belt around her own waist and positioned Cassius’ pistol opposite hers.

      “Bring him up!” Belloth ordered, and Cassius was promptly lifted onto both knees. “Check the room.” The soldiers began probing every corner, though there was little to search.

      “Clear!” they pronounced one after the other.

      “Send her up,” Belloth ordered and then removed her helmet.

      “Belloth, I was wondering when I would get to see you again,” Cassius said, his red-stained lips lifting into a grin.

      “Shut your mouth!” the soldier standing behind Cassius barked, kicking him in the gut.

      Cassius reeled in pain, but he didn’t allow his grin to fade.

      “I told you I’d be watching,” Belloth said. She holstered her weapon and approached Cassius. “I can’t wait to wipe that fuckin’ smile off your face!” Her fist crashed into his cheek so forcefully that it would have knocked him over had the soldiers not been there to keep him upright.

      More blood oozed through Cassius’ teeth. He licked it, the tang of metal heavy on his tongue.

      “Fate plays such cruel games,” he said. He thrust his head forward and growled, causing Belloth to reel away nervously before the other soldiers ripped Cassius back down. Cassius snickered at their fear. “I had hoped Benjar would come himself, but I suppose Nora will have to do.”

      “I knew you were scum. Betraying the Tribune after all it has done for you!” Belloth wound up for another punch.

      “Stand down, Belloth!” ordered an authoritative and matronly voice, arresting Belloth’s blow just before it made contact. “I will deal with him myself.”

      Tribune Nora Gressler stood in the doorway, an elegant, formfitting white dress falling to her feet, the symbol of the Tribune printed across her torso. Her hair was pulled up into a rigid bun. Lines of golden makeup swept out from the corners of her eyes, but no volume of cosmetics could mask the creases striating her face.

      “Nora Gressler!” Cassius said. “The lovely Hand chosen to fill my shoes on the council. What a pleasure. I was just telling your own Hand here how much I had been hoping Benjar would come himself rather than send out his newest puppet.”

      “Save your insults, Cassius. Do not try to deflect your lack of significance onto me.” Nora stepped forward, two rows of her own personal honor guard filing in on either side of her. The ordinary soldiers retreated to the back of the room without having to be asked.

      “My lack of significance?” Cassius sneered. “Don’t be naïve. Those old bastards would do anything for another pawn. How long before they banish you to watch over some forsaken colony like they did me?”

      “Forsaken? Edeoria was the jewel of this sector before we gave you control over it! The underground farms fail. Your people are displaced and dying.” She wagged her long, slender finger in his direction. “No, Cassius, it is you who has forsaken this place! And for what?”

      “Jewel.” Cassius laughed. “They really did well in choosing you after my exile.”

      “A self-imposed exile!” she snapped. “After all that happened, they gave you a colony to live out the rest of your pitiful life. It was you who chose never to return.”

      Cassius shook his head and sighed. “There is no reason to argue with you. You occupy my colony. You storm my home. What is it that you accuse me of doing?”

      Nora mustered her most regal stride and came face-to-face with him. She looked him over angrily before yanking the comm-link out of his ear and handing it to Belloth. “Next time take that off first, Hand,” she instructed in a threatening manner. “I won’t have him calling for help.”

      “Forgive me, Your Eminence.” Belloth fell to one knee, bowing her head subserviently as she ran her fingers along the floor. She then stored the comm-link in the same place where she’d already put Cassius’ holorecorder.

      “You know what you’ve done,” Nora stated, her back now turned to him.

      “Well, of course I know everything I’ve done,” Cassius jested. His response caused her to clench her hands into fists. “I hope you don’t think I’ve simply lost my mind. I’m just wondering what it is that Benjar has come up with to get you here so swiftly.”

      Nora wheeled around. “Besides neglecting your own people to the point of near genocide, you mean? Tribune Vakari has reason to believe you were behind the attacks on our freighters, and that you manipulated us into thinking you were helping a problem you caused.”

      “Well, that is insane—”

      “And worse, that you have fashioned some sort of twisted android capable of unearthly deeds, such as the cold-blooded murder of an executor!”

      Cassius could tell he was getting to her. Her cheeks grew red even through the layer of makeup covering them, and her nose was creased with very visible lines of frustration.

      “And what proof do you have of any of this to take up arms against me?” Cassius asked. “Only the words of a man who clearly has it in for me?”

      “Besides the fact that the abomination emerged from your ship’s position? The arm, Cassius!” She stamped forward with such aggression that her bun grew disheveled. “We witnessed the last moment of that executor’s life as your creation spaced him. It was forged of the same technology behind the arm on the other executor you are now holding captive in this compound.” She took a breath, stepping back. “I’ll admit I, like Joran, was dubious of Benjar’s accusations, but that was before Sage arrived here. Or did you forget that we’d see and hear everything you said to her before you took her underground and cut us out?”

      “No, I counted on it,” Cassius said. “In fact, I wish you could have seen as I set her free. She is quite alive, if you must know. As for ADIM, well, I won’t deny my most treasured creation. Unfortunately, you won’t have the chance to meet him.”

      “You gave that abomination a name?” She turned her appalled expression toward Belloth. “Hand, have him show you to where he’s holding Agent Volus. Then take him to my ship. He will be detained on Enceladus until we decide what to do with him.”

      “Yes, Your Eminence.” Belloth nodded.

      Seven of the regular Tribunal soldiers circled him. One grabbed Cassius by his bindings and shoved him along. He didn’t fight it. The barrels of two pulse-rifles pressed tightly against his back as he was forced to lead them.

      “Don’t let your guard down, Belloth. His legend precedes him,” Nora hissed. Cassius performed an exaggerated bow before he was shoved again.

      “You heard her. Guns on him,” Belloth ordered as they moved out into the hall of holographic busts.

      “It’s not far up this way,” Cassius said loudly, turning right at the first intersection.

      “Just shut your mouth and lead!” Belloth snapped. “You’re a disgrace to anyone who’s ever wanted to be an executor.”

      “A disgrace enough, I hope, to dissuade them.” Cassius stretched out his neck so that the ugly scar from his old implant was impossible to miss. Belloth apparently ignored what she saw.

      “Is this it?” she questioned when Cassius stopped in front of a blank metal door.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “How does it open?”

      “I need my hands.”

      “Are you sure?” Belloth came around in front of Cassius and gave him a stern glare. Cassius nodded, and with a sigh Belloth signaled to one of the soldiers to unfasten the cuffs for a moment. She then lifted her pistol and pressed it against Cassius’ temple. “Try anything and I’ll blow open your skull.”

      “Charming.” Cassius flashed her a smile as he stretched his sore wrists. Then he powered on his holopad and keyed the commands to make the retinal scanner flip out from the wall next to the door. “See? Easy.” Without resisting, he placed his arms behind his back to be re-cuffed.

      Belloth lowered her gun. “Open it.”

      Cassius placed his eye against the scanner, causing the door to open. “There you go.” He took a step back so that the soldiers could enter.

      “Oh, no. You’re coming with us.” Belloth dragged him on the elevator.

      All of them squeezed shoulder-to-shoulder into the dim space. Cassius could still feel guns against his back. Before long, the lift descended, and when it came to a gradual halt, he felt the barrels pressing even harder.

      “Move,” Belloth demanded.

      Cassius stepped out into the dark room. The only illumination was provided by six menacing red lights across the space.

      “What kind of hell is this place?” Belloth mouthed as she followed.

      Rows of consoles and machinery were arranged on either side of them in no real order. Once they were close enough, Cassius was able to see the surgical table placed carefully in the center of it all. Even though it was dark, he could make out Sage’s fit body lying unconscious on top of it. Closer still, and he knew the others would notice the bloody bandage around her head.

      “There she is.” Belloth motioned two of her unit to check on Sage while she remained by Cassius’ side with her gun drawn. “What in the name of Earth did you do to her?”

      “Set her free,” Cassius said.

      “She’s got a pulse!” one of the soldiers shouted.

      “Can she be moved?” Belloth asked.

      “Not by any of you,” Cassius replied. Just as the words slipped through his lips, eight concise shots greeted his waiting ears. They were soft and silenced, no louder than a sudden gust of wind. The seven soldiers around the room keeled over with bullet holes in the center of their foreheads. Hand Belloth herself had been hit in the throat and lay on her back in a state of shock, blood bubbling over the wound as she struggled to speak.

      “You should have stayed far away from here,” he whispered callously as he watched the color flee her face. He waited there, holding Belloth down with his foot until the twitching stopped, and her eyes glazed over. Then the ominous red lights closed in around him until three humanlike android profiles became visible.

      “Is the Creator’s will fulfilled?” they asked in unison, with emotionless voices almost exactly like ADIM’s. The androids moved closer until their dark-metal chassis were visible, also matching ADIM’s. Their faces were blank except for red eye-lenses surrounded by rings of smaller lights.

      “Yes.” Cassius spun around to admire their deadly work. Then, without having to be asked, one of the androids sliced the cuffs off him with a thin laser beam.

      Rubbing his bruised wrists, Cassius knelt and unfastened his belt from around Belloth’s corpse. “A shame.” He pulled it around his waist and made sure that the holorecorder was safe first. Next, he checked his pistol and ADIM’s comm-link. With all his possessions were securely back on his person, he walked over to the only console powered on in the room and began quickly swiping through commands.

      Cassius glanced over his shoulder when he heard the three androids moving behind him. ADIM will understand, he assured himself before addressing them. “Are the other three in position?”

      “Yes,” they responded simultaneously. “Awaiting the Creator’s command.”

      When he looked back, the screen prompted him to enter a password. He closed his eyes and drew a deep, ragged breath. This old lab had to be terminated. He’d spent more years than he cared to remember working down here where he’d constructed ADIM. Risking all the work hidden here was no longer an option.

      It took all his resolve, but one by one he entered the code until it was all there: 2AL3B82LE. The screen was replaced by the image of a red blip approaching what appeared to be a projection of Titan and the conduit station above it. A series of numbers shuffled over the screen until they locked at eleven minutes and seven seconds and began to count down.

      “Come,” Cassius addressed the androids as he turned to make his way toward the lift. “There isn’t much time.”

      Despite his words, he didn’t hurry across the lab, instead taking his time to reminisce. He saw the table where ADIM once lay before he’d sparked his core. Three more were on either side of it, one for each of the six test androids he’d finally powered on before Nora and her fleet arrived.

      Cassius stopped when he reached Sage and unfastened her from the surgical table. The androids tried to help, but he shooed them away. Cradling her between both of his arms, he lifted. She was heavier than expected, but he wasn’t a young man anymore either.

      He carried her to the lift, where the androids joined him. The door slowly shut, and he stared into the dark lab he’d modeled the one on Ennomos after until it was completely sealed. The time had come to move on.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      The three androids in front of Cassius stormed forward as the lift’s door opened back onto the main level of his compound. The soldiers waiting outside were instantly cut down by a clatter of bullets.

      Cassius carried Sage through the doors and stepped over the mound of bodies. Two of the androids sprinted ahead toward his personal quarters while the other went in the opposite direction toward the hangar. Three more were scattered throughout his compound, and he could tell by the echoing gunfire and screams that they’d already made contact.

      With Sage in his arms, Cassius couldn’t move fast, but he didn’t have to. By the time he turned into the hall of holographic busts, it was already lined with soldiers killed by his androids. The water troughs running down the edges of the hall were stained red.

      Cassius looked down at Sage’s placid face to see her eyelids twitching. He knew from experience that the dreams and memories she’d experience directly after surgery would be exhausting, as all the things the implant helped bury surged to the surface.

      “You’ll be safe here for now,” he whispered in her ear. He kissed her on the forehead and placed her down against the pedestal of his son’s holographic bust. Then, after meeting Caleb’s artificial gaze one last time, he opened the door to his room.

      Two of the androids were already awaiting him when he stepped in. Tribune Nora Gressler was on her knees in front of them both. She shielded her face as the guns built into the android’s hands aimed at her head. The bodies of her entire honor guard littered the room. Not a single one moved or even groaned in agony. The finest soldiers the Tribune had to offer, and Cassius’ creations had mowed them down like children on ancient Earth zapping insects with magnifying glasses.

      “What have you done?” Nora asked, her voice shaking. Her face and dress were spattered in her soldiers’ blood.

      “Only what I must,” Cassius responded sternly. He stepped between the two androids holding her at gunpoint. “You underestimated me. You should have brought mechs of your own.” He patted the androids on their metallic backs.

      “Even Benjar didn’t know what you truly are,” she spat. She looked up at him, her face gripped by a look of absolute terror.

      “And what am I?” Cassius said calmly before grasping her by the jaw and screaming, “What am I!”

      “A monster…” She squeezed the words out through her clenched mouth.

      Cassius tossed her aside. She yelped as her elbows hit, causing her pain for what might have been the first time in her privileged life.

      “There are no monsters,” Cassius said. “Only different perspectives.” He moved to the entrance to his viewing terrace still sealed by emergency shutters.

      She flipped over to face him but was immediately halted by the androids. “Do you really hate people so much that you would turn to these abominations?” she asked, lips pursed like she’d tasted poison.

      “I—” Cassius was interrupted by a burst of shots echoing from somewhere else in the compound. Bloodcurdling screams followed. When it quieted again, he continued. “I may not care for people, but I love humanity. I love what we stand for, what we’ve accomplished, our limitless potential to expand and invent. I will not sit idly by while the Tribune holds us back.”

      He pressed a switch beside the sealed terrace and triggered a closet nearby to open. A few sleek-looking enviro-suits hung within along with spare respirator masks. They were completely black, with coated tubes extending from the back that connected to a filtration system and a personal oxygen store, which would allow him to breathe safely outside for a short period.

      “W-what are you d-doing?” Nora stuttered. She crawled backwards, but the androids repositioned themselves to make sure she had nowhere to go.

      Cassius stepped into one of the suits and enclosed his body. Then he pulled the helmet down over his face, forming an airtight seal at the collar. When he was done, he grabbed the other suit and approached Nora.

      “You’re going to need this,” he said as he offered it to her, his voice muffled by the helmet. “I learned a few things while serving as a Tribune. Careful planning was one of them.”

      Nora grimaced at him, refusing to take the suit. Cassius shrugged before he used his holopad to key a few commands. Then he held on to the wall.

      When the terrace’s emergency shutters began to open, he watched gleefully as Nora frantically put on the suit. She barely finished before a gust of icy air rushed in. The androids kept her from moving, and when the rapid environmental change completed, Cassius stormed forward and took hold of her from them. He dragged her squirming body out onto the terrace.

      It was incredibly noisy. The winds of Titan whistled through the shattered glass and pelted Cassius’ visor with sand and dust. Once the panel was all the way up, he saw a swarm of additional Tribunal transports approaching. They dropped combat mechs down into the crater to secure Edeoria. Beyond them, the Calypso turned to face his compound straight-on with its rail gun.

      “Tell them to pull back,” Cassius demanded.

      Nora shook her head defiantly, visibly struggling to ignore the lethal androids standing just behind her.

      Cassius drew his pistol and tapped it against her helmet. “Tell them.” He knew that as a Tribune, she’d be comm-linked to the entire fleet in case things went awry. Which they obviously were.

      She bit her lip, swallowed, then said, “Calypso fleet, don’t engage. I repeat, do not engage!”

      The closest of the incoming ships sailed harmlessly overhead.

      “There we go. Easy.” Cassius patted her on the shoulder. With his free arm, he glanced at his holopad and saw the countdown at 1:53 in the corner.

      “What do you want now? How do you possibly see this ending?” Nora tried to summon her most regal inflection, but he could see how frightened she really was. Her eyelids were peeled open as wide as they could go, and the entirety of her person seemed to be seized by a relentless tremble. It had been a long time since she was a soldier.

      “I don’t see it ending,” Cassius responded as he continued to stare impatiently at the counter. “Not yet.”

      1:31. Zero couldn’t come fast enough.

      “I will not be some bargaining chip, Cassius!” Nora said. “I am a member of the Tribunal Council!”

      “You are nothing!” Cassius thundered. He struck her in the back of the head with his pistol so hard that he knocked her onto her face. When he went to pull her back up, two other androids entered the room.

      “Creator, the other units have boarded the White Hand,” the androids announced all at once. They crossed the dozens of corpses without even a downward glance.

      “Good. Seal the door,” Cassius commanded them, not forgetting that Sage remained unconscious in the hall and would soon need breathable air.

      “Is this what you’ve been doing here… building an army?” Nora wheezed, getting onto her hands and knees.

      “Not an army,” Cassius said. “That comes later.”

      “What happened to you?” Nora released a grueling cough, and Cassius immediately realized that the tube attached to the back of her helmet had been ruptured at the base from his blow. “Is this all for your son? Nobody could have stopped what happened that day.”

      As Cassius leaned over to try to fix it, her words made him stop. “Don’t you dare talk about him! My son gave his life for your Earth. He didn’t just wait for change, he made it. And now you display the plant he grew there like a badge of honor!” Cassius’ dark eyes burned with rage. He hoisted her up by her neck and squeezed.

      Nora groped at his arm, writhing and thrashing for her life until Cassius’ arm suddenly gave out. His muscles didn’t have the same endurance they used to.

      “Fire the rail! Kill him now with me!” Nora took the unexpected opportunity to order. In a hurry, one of the androids seized her.

      Cassius cursed, wheeled around quickly with his gun drawn, and fired a shot into the center of her chest. She gawked down, fingering the wound with both hands.

      Storming forward, Cassius grabbed her by the suit. He yanked her out of the android’s grasp and heaved her with all his might. Her body sailed over the railing and over the top of the Ksa crater’s rim, tumbling through the frigid air until she vanished beneath Titan’s eternal fog.

      When she was gone, Cassius looked up and saw a dull white glow beginning to emanate from the center of the Calypso. It was too late. Nora had issued her order and the rail gun was charging, with enough power to rattle a small moon. He knew, he’d helped with the weapon’s designs.

      Cassius’ heart skipped a beat, but that was before his wrist beeped. He looked down anxiously to see that the countdown had reached zero.

      Just in time.

      The laboratory buried deep beneath his feet exploded, causing the entire compound to shudder. He was rocked back into the arms of an android that somehow managed to keep its balance.

      Despite all that was going on below, Cassius kept his eyes fixed on the sky. A rapidly moving black shadow approached the murky silhouette of the conduit station beyond the clouds. When the two shapes met, the atmosphere was painted with a conflagration of blue and orange. Cassius couldn’t feel the blast, he couldn’t even hear it, but the whole sky lit up momentarily as if a second sun were rising.

      The Calypso’s rail gun slid back along the surface of the ship, preparing to fire, when a fiery chunk of debris rained down from the sky and crashed into the bow. The cruiser pitched forward from the impact, throwing off its aim just as a blinding beam of whitish light lanced out and blasted through the tops of at least three of Edeoria’s shafts. The initial shockwave was so strong that it blew Cassius and even the androids this time back onto their rears.

      Flames and smoke coiled up from a gash in Titan’s surface. Chunks of metal and rocks were spewed all over, and more fragments from the damaged Conduit continued to shower the colony and wreak more havoc. Cassius watched in awe, hardly even noticing as the androids lifted him back to his feet.

      Then, as if called down from the heavens, the White Hand banked around the compound and blocked his view. It hovered just at the edge of the terrace.

      “Creator, you are in danger. You must come,” the androids said in unison, one of them extending its hand. The others leapt into the open cargo bay of the White Hand.

      Cassius ignored his creation, instead stepping to the side to capture another view of the destruction. All the smaller Tribunal ships scrambled out of the way of flying wreckage. The Calypso was on a crash course for the rim of the Ksa crater. Away from the heart of Edeoria, but the damage would still be substantial.

      “Creator, you must come,” the android said.

      “Give me a moment,” Cassius responded calmly.

      He took it all in for a few more seconds, then hurried to closet to retrieve a respirator mask. Then he tore the sheets off his bed.

      With all that in hand, he reopened the entrance to the hallway and invited Titan’s frigid air into the rest of his compound. Sage still lay peacefully on her back, but she wouldn’t last long as the temperature dropped. Moving as quickly as possible, he wrapped the sheet around her body, pressed the mask over her face, and lifted her cradled in his arms.

      Cassius glanced down the hall, seeing all the holographic faces staring forward as if he wasn’t there. More than a face of stone, he thought as he used his son’s podium to get a better grip on Sage’s body.

      “We’re survivors, you and I,” he whispered into her ear, peering over her brow to see Caleb’s face. He nodded at the hologram before wheeling around to return to the White Hand.

      “Are you ready, Creator?” the waiting android asked.

      Cassius drank one last gulp of the devastation he’d caused. They were the people he was charged with, but they were his father’s people. There is no other way, he assured himself as he began to walk toward the edge, each stride growing longer and more confident. Once there, the android grabbed him and Sage and leapt, the three of them landing safely in the White Hand before it took off toward the scorched sky.

      The cargo bay’s ramp sealed shut behind them and Cassius sagged against a wall, still cradling Sage’s unconscious body. As he did, the familiar voice of ADIM spoke into his right ear, ever so slightly different from the others in ways only he would perceive.

      “Creator, the gravitum bomb performed as anticipated,” ADIM said.

      Cassius shut his eyes and exhaled slowly. “ADIM,” he said, “it is good to hear your voice.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight—Adim

          

        

      

    

    
      Before Nora Gressler’s failed raid of Cassius’ compound had even begun, the Shadow Chariot sat silently on the surface of Kalliope’s smaller satellite asteroid. ADIM remained in a sleep state, awaiting commands. The pulsing bomb protruded from the top of the ship’s hull, appearing unstable enough to explode at any moment.

      “ADIM.” Cassius’ cool voice spoke directly to him, finally. “Proceed as planned. Use any means necessary.”

      ADIM wasted no time. His bright red eyes bloomed to life.

      “This unit is primed, Creator. Preparing to penetrate Kalliope defenses.” The Shadow Chariot hummed as the ion drive flared to life and it slowly lifted off.

      “Good,” Cassius said. Then came a lengthy pause. The Shadow Chariot was already racing toward the elongated body of Kalliope before Cassius continued speaking. “Good luck, ADIM.”

      “This unit does not require luck. With the will of the Creator guiding it, the odds of failure are minimal.”

      “Noted,” Cassius replied softly and took an audible breath. “ADIM, you may not be a human, but I care for you all the same. You understand that, I hope?”

      “This unit understands. A man can feel love for whomever he chooses. One day, when we’re done, there will be other humans worthy of your will.”

      “Perhaps. But until then I have you. Goodbye, ADIM.”

      “Goodbye, Creator.”

      The emptiness returned, as it always did upon hearing those parting words, but it was easier to handle when ADIM had a task to complete. As he piloted the Shadow Chariot toward one of the entrance hatches into the mining colony, all he looked forward to was completing his task so that he could speak with Cassius again. It made failure an impossible notion.

      When he was close enough, two mounted defense turrets above the hatch unleashed a hail of anti-air rounds. He assumed complete control of the ship, the Shadow Chariot becoming like an extended part of his being. It shot upward, exposing the underside to the weapons so that the gravitum bomb on top was in no danger of being hit. He spiraled out of the way of incoming fire and shifted downward, his ship’s bow cannons tearing through one of the turrets. A missile sped under his wing as he corkscrewed up and around, coming at the second turret from the flank and ripping it from the wall with precise fire.

      With the outer defenses swiftly destroyed, ADIM guided the ship’s landing gear to touch down against the asteroid’s scabrous surface, just above the hatch. It was a densely plated entryway, and ADIM had no doubt that those inside had been alerted of an assault.

      He disconnected the circuits binding him to the Shadow Chariot after the cockpit opened. Then he climbed over the edge and pushed off so that he drifted through space. When he banged against the hatch, he magnetized his limbs to steady himself.

      With one arm, ADIM concentrated his wrist-laser into the metal, slowly tracing a circle until both molten ends met. Then he moved a small distance down and repeated the same steps but in a much smaller ring. Leaving the second circle three-quarters finished, he fired a missile at the first. The disk exploded inward at first before the intense change in pressure sucked it back out into the void, along with everything else loose inside.

      ADIM waited as scraps of metal, equipment, and even a few humans were pulled out before smashing through the second hole with both feet. He wielded the circular plate like a shield as he landed in the open hangar. Guards and miners inside had taken up arms, but they’d been heaved off their feet by the release of pressure. Having already donned their helmets, they were able to breathe despite the breach, so ADIM bolted horizontally, firing accurate shots with one arm as he shielded himself with the other.

      He ducked behind a pile of crates at the other end of the hangar. Six hostiles on level one. Five on level two. ADIM quickly assessed the situation and plotted his course of action.

      Poking his arm out from cover, he sent a missile into the engines of a parked transport vessel the defenders were using for cover. Plumes of smoke and flame shot out from it in every direction. He vaulted over the crates, now using both arms to unleash a barrage of carefully aimed shots. He ran forward, his eyes and body revolving rapidly as he continued firing up onto the catwalks. Bullets whizzed by, but he had calculated the route, and when he reached the damaged transport, there was nobody left shooting.

      Hostiles terminated.

      ADIM turned around and entered the control room on the broad side of the room. The viewport facing the hangar was shattered, the men inside peppered with holes. He pulled the foreman’s corpse off a chair and placed his palm against a console, tapping into the security systems. The hangar’s airlock hatch began to iris open completely. He hurried outside to climb up the rim and return to the Shadow Chariot.

      It lifted off, and he maneuvered slowly through the hangar. Its small size was to his advantage now. The sealed entrance on the other side of the space, leading deeper into the mines, had to be tall and wide enough to fit a mining mech. That meant it could fit the Shadow Chariot.

      He fired two missiles into it and coaxed the ship forward through the smoke and splayed metal. The tips of the wings scraped against the sides as he emerged into the spacious residential hollow of the colony. The ship’s bow crushed a few guards standing just inside before a line of gunfire rained down on him from a bridge.

      Tilting the ship up, ADIM fired a missile into it, and the shooters soared up into the air, slamming against the tall ceiling or the dish-like metal structures cropping out from the craggy walls. Then he rose through the hollow. More pulse-rifle muzzles flashed in front of a corrugated structure across the bridge illuminated by a sign that read The Elder Muse. His forward cannons slashed across its length, eviscerating anything inside.

      ADIM’s sensors picked up approximately one hundred more heat signatures hiding throughout the hollow and inside the disk structures, but no more guards showed themselves to delay him. Alarms wailed from the containment breach. They’d all have to stay within their enclosed spaces for air, but ADIM didn’t need air.

      Satisfied, he coaxed the Shadow Chariot ship toward three different tunnels leading into the depths of Kalliope. He and Cassius had prepped for this. He took the left one.

      The tunnel was as black as a night on Earth, but his thermal settings made that irrelevant. Down through winding channels he plunged until the passageway became too narrow for the Shadow Chariot to fit.

      ADIM landed, detached himself from the ship, and hopped down onto the hull. The pulsing blue orb attached to it illuminated the entire cavern. Beneficial, since being so near to the device was scrambling his sensors. He unlatched the four restraints around its circumference and cautiously lifted it out. Then he made his way through the narrow passage.

      It was a low cave, filled in densely by gnarled pillars and dripping stalactites. He reached the center and carefully placed the bomb in the smoothest niche he could find. Then, as he stepped back, his sensors registered a presence. He quickly wheeled around to witness a mining mech barreling toward him.

      Its colossal arm smashed across his chest, knocking him against the wall of the cavern, where he was pinned down by a giant clamper. A drill powered toward his head, and he quickly fired a kinetic missile into the legs of the mech, knocking it back through a pillar of rock.

      The cavern rumbled as cracks formed along its roof. ADIM dove forward, rolling around the mech as it scrambled to reach its feet. He jumped onto its back and shoved his fist through the plated exterior, ripping apart circuitry to render it useless. Then he flipped from it, landing nimbly between the mech and the gravitum bomb.

      The mech fell backward and its chest cavity popped open. ADIM hurried around the front to see an above-average-sized human sitting in the cockpit. He had his strong, dark pigmented arms wrapped around a small child. ADIM aimed at the man’s head as he stepped up onto the mech’s frame and pulled the chamber all the way open.

      “Please,” the man groaned. He shook uncontrollably, a look of dread gripping him as ADIM’s red eyes drew nearer. “She’s strong… Spare her… I promised…” His fingers ran through the little girl’s hair, her head resting on his forearm. ADIM theorized due to her age and stature that she’d been knocked unconscious from the fall.

      “This unit must execute the will of the Creator,” ADIM stated.

      Without hesitating, he shot the man between the eyes. As his arms gave out, the girl fell forward. ADIM caught her before she tumbled over the edge of the cockpit. He raised her by the back of her neck, turning her from side to side, his curiosity kicking in. He’d never seen a human child before, so ready to be shaped and molded.

      She’s strong, ADIM repeated to himself what the man had said. She has yet to reach her potential.

      He lifted her eyelid, but she was unconscious. He remembered back to all the times Cassius would discuss his human son and how his expression would sadden. And not only that. ADIM would always perceive his grief in the way his heart beat. In his stance.

      “It isn’t necessary. The Shadow Chariot’s cockpit could hardly fit more than one small person alongside you.” That was what his Creator had said regarding survivors. It wasn’t necessary, but it wasn’t forbidden.

      She can fit, ADIM realized, and if she is truly strong, then the Creator can mold her into a human worthy of his will.

      Arriving at this verdict, ADIM got a better grip on the girl and dodged a few shards of falling rock. The roof was beginning to cave in. He raced for the gravitum bomb before recalling how hazardous it was to Cassius.

      He turned his body and clutched the girl to his chest so that his shielded chassis was firmly between her and the device. Then he hurriedly reached behind his back to expose the bomb’s control rod. He turned the handle, activating the bomb, which emitted whining noises as if it were a wounded person.

      Tossing the girl over his shoulder, he ran to the Shadow Chariot and entered the ship. He positioned the girl over his lap, powered on the engines, and guided the ship into the tunnel. Having already memorized the route, he rushed around corners and through tight openings until he reached the living hollow. He rushed past the slag and smoke, darting through the hangar and out into space.

      The ship’s ion drive traced a line across the stars as he propelled it to as high a velocity he could without endangering the girl. When he reached an appropriate distance, he swung the ship around to face Kalliope, and used his forward thrusters to hover in place.

      It didn’t take long before bluish blades of gravitum-induced energy sliced out of Kalliope. It seemed harmless; however, after expanding, the particles were sucked back inward. A moment of calm ensued before the entire rock split into three enormous chunks, leaving a darkened void in the center with coruscating beams of blue distortion dancing throughout it.

      “Creator, the gravitum bomb performed as anticipated,” ADIM informed Cassius as he watched the fragments separate.

      “ADIM, it is good to hear your voice,” Cassius answered. Despite his prompt response, he sounded weary.

      ADIM took quick note of the change in his tone. “Creator, are you harmed?”

      “No, I’ve never been better,” Cassius assured him. “I’m safely aboard the White Hand. The first strike against the Tribune has been cast.”

      The girl on ADIM’s lap began to wheeze, and ADIM recalled that she needed more oxygen than whatever the ship might’ve trapped while still in Kalliope. He switched on the life-support systems Cassius had installed in case of an emergency, and analyzed her lungs to ensure she was breathing properly. She was.

      “This unit shall return to Ennomos with a gift from Kalliope,” ADIM said.

      “A gift?” Cassius responded, clearly surprised. “What could that desecrated piece of rock possibly offer?”

      “Another extension of your will. The Creator shall see shortly.”

      “I look forward to it, then. I too will soon bear a gift—one that has helped keep humanity alive for hundreds of years.”

      “The solar-ark is under your command already?” ADIM asked.

      “I’m on my way to seize it now. Go and prepare Ennomos for its arrival.” He paused, his enthusiastic breaths noticeable. “We have waited too long for this. Today the Circuit has been forever changed. I will see you soon, ADIM.”

      “This unit…” ADIM’s eyes spun rapidly as he searched for the proper human phrase to respond with. “Is looking forward to it.”

      The unwelcome silence of Cassius leaving him returned as ADIM set course and rocketed away from Kalliope. Even though his task was completed, it didn’t come with that usual sense of vacancy and purposelessness that ADIM detested. In fact, as he looked down at the tranquil face of the unconscious girl on his lap—his gift—if he could’ve smiled, he would have.
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Chapter Thirty-Nine—Talon

          

        

      

    

    
      Talon jolted awake. He’d been trapped in the long dreamless slumber induced by his assigned cryo-chamber aboard the solar-ark Amerigo. As his eyes adjusted, the tubes and needles piercing his body all over began to slide out from beneath his skin, leaving behind a feeling like liquid ice running through his veins. The frosted glass in front of him peeled away, and he fell forward onto his hands and knees in a pool of chilled liquid.

      It was hard to hear anything clearly, but alarms screeched and blobs of frantic figures sprinted in every direction. Talon looked to his side as other Keepers were released from their chambers. Most of them seemed accustomed to waking from cryo-sleep, but all the newcomers, like him, crawled as if they’d just emerged from the womb.

      Only a week or two had passed since he’d entered his chamber, but to him it felt like learning how to walk all over again. His teeth chattered as his whole body was seized by a relentless shiver. He was freezing to his marrow.

      “On your feet, crewman Rayne!” Keeper Tarsis shouted.

      Talon was suddenly pulled to his feet. He half expected to topple over once he was there, but his muscles were adjusting quickly. His limbs began to tingle, from his toes and fingers inward, slowly awakening as the coldness began to dissipate. It was an unpleasant experience at first, to be sure, but when all the effects of cryo-sleep wore off, Talon felt fresher than he had since taking Zaimur’s stim.

      Every one of his muscles felt as youthful and alive as they would have been if he were healthy. He knew it likely wouldn’t last long, but he reveled in that moment as best he could. Not having to focus on ignoring the symptoms of the blue death provided him with the awareness that had once made him a fearsome mercenary.

      Using that awareness, he noticed something different about his surroundings. All the Keepers running around were fully armed, but they didn’t look angry or eager to fight. They all looked terrified.

      He reached out, grabbed Tarsis by his exo-suit, and spun him around so hard that he almost knocked him over. He wasn’t used to feeling so strong.

      “What the hell’s going on?” he yelled, or thought he did. His vocal cords were still warming up.

      “The ark was badly damaged as we passed Titan,” Tarsis answered. He hardly bothered to stop as he continued helping the other new recruits to their feet. “The sail was torn. We’re slowing down and shutting off all auxiliary engines to repair it.”

      “By whom?” Talon shouted, following after him.

      “No idea. Intruders hit us after we stopped. Now, get dressed, crewman! We need all the guns we can get!” Tarsis pointed to a sealed container at the base of Talon’s cryo-chamber before bending down to aid another recruit.

      A few loud gunshots resonated from the far reaches of the ship, causing Talon to jump as he reached into the container. He quickly pulled out the refurbished suit he’d been given before going under, and began to dress himself. It had a snug fit despite being older than he cared to imagine. The black color was faded, and the armored portions over his joints were dented and scratched. Once it was on, he grasped the pulse-rifle lying inside the container and turned to catch up to Tarsis. The nano-fiber inlay allowed him to move faster than expected.

      Just as he began to run, more shots echoed from much nearer. The ship’s main lighting system flickered off, and the Keeper getting ready beside him toppled over. Blood sprayed onto Talon’s cheek. He hastily dove behind the fallen body and began firing blindly from its waist.

      Screams of horror filled his ears.

      Glass from cryo-chambers shattered, and pipes spit out steam.

      All he could see through the shadows were the barrels of guns flashing and the glowing strips of other Keepers’ suits as they collapsed one after the other.

      Talon covered his ears as he remained in cover, completely disoriented and unsure where to go. He peered over the body, trying to catch a glimpse of what was attacking through all the bedlam. All he could make out were two red orbs skittering around from the floor to the walls at inhuman speeds.

      Bullets tore into his cover, dousing him in more blood as he scrambled to lie back down flat. It wasn’t like any skirmish he’d ever experienced. The gunfire only served to make it more dizzying as bodies piled up all around him. Muddled voices cried out, but there were fewer and fewer of them with each passing second. And the more sporadic they grew, the more intense the feeling of inescapable doom began to take hold.

      Talon looked behind his position, spotting the edges of the staircase leading up into the solar-ark’s corridors. Whatever these attackers were, he stood little chance of survival out in the open.

      He pictured Elisha’s smile and clenched his jaw before positioning himself against the corpse. After a few quick breaths to prepare, he put his renewed vigor and suit to the test and hauled the body over his back. Then he sprang to his feet and began to run as fast as he could. Bullets whizzed around him and into the meat-shield as he sprinted.

      Everything became a blur of fear, death, and blinding flashes until Talon reached the stairs and let the body tumble off his back. He scampered up to the top and fell against the wall, panting, his shoulder searing from the weight. His heart felt like it was going to burst out of his chest, but he’d made it. There was little time for rest, however. He raised his rifle and slowly pressed forward through the black corridor.

      There was no reason to switch on the flashlight along the barrel of the gun and risk further exposure. The dull glow of his suit was at least enough to see if he was going to bump into anything. He took it one step at a time, trying to keep his nerve as his feet brushed against what were obviously the limbs of dead bodies.

      All he could hear except for the occasional scream and gunshot were his own heavy breaths. At the far end of the corridor, he could see a viewport with a glimmer of starlight peeking through.

      Even though he didn’t know where he was going, Talon knew he’d be safer in the light where he could see his enemies. His eyes were trained down the sight of his rifle, snapping around every time the ship’s ancient parts groaned.

      When he arrived at the T-intersection, he poked his rifle around the corner. The moment he did, the barrel of a gun pressed against the back of his head. He was ready to wheel around and fight one last battle when a familiar voice spoke up.

      “By the Ancients, it’s you!” Tarsis pronounced. He glanced nervously over Talon’s shoulder before pulling him around the corner.

      Talon cursed and wheezed, holding his chest in shock. “You almost gave me a heart attack.”

      “Did you see what hit us? How could this happen?”

      “No, I… I don’t know.” Talon gathered his breath. “They’re all dead, I think.”

      “We have to hold the ark, crewman,” Tarsis commanded. “Come on, the command deck is this way!” He charged around the corner, where a hand suddenly emerged from a dark hallway to seize him by the neck.

      Talon followed him, ready to fire, but what he saw froze him in his tracks. A pair of red eyes turned to face him. Tarsis was tossed against the viewport, and before Talon could get a shot off, he was tackled onto his back and the gun ripped from his fingers.

      A mouthless face stared down at him, void of all manner of emotion. There was no hate or regret, no resolve or hint of purpose. As Talon’s trachea was being crushed beneath its powerful grip, all he saw was death—a metal being with nightmare eyes as hot and as bright as magma. He wasn’t sure if it was a suit or some sort of advanced android unlike anything he’d ever seen.

      Just as Talon was about to lose consciousness, a loud blast went off. Both he and his mysterious assailant were hurled across the corridor toward the viewport, which apparently Tarsis’ impact had shattered. The attacker was able to catch itself against the breach as Talon was yanked into space by the rapid change in pressure. Just before he tumbled into the void, Tarsis snatched him and pressed a button on the collar of his suit, causing a helmet to form around his head.

      The visor snapped down and Talon gasped for air. His vision was blurred. When he finally was able to regain his composure, he looked down. Tarsis gripped the ship with one hand and clutched Talon’s forearm with the other. The exoskeleton Tarsis wore began to split along the joints as his limbs were pulled as wide as possible by the changing pressure.

      Talon knew that the amount of oxygen in their suits was only enough to last for a few minutes. They didn’t have long. He did his best to throw his body in the other direction and reached out with all his might. After a few futile lunges he was able to grab hold of Tarsis and pull himself closer.

      There they embraced at the edge of silent oblivion. The stars sat idly watching, unmoving as the solar-ark slowed. They could see the ravaged solar sail scraping along the bow, its fractured remnants glinting. The ship itself was dark, a three-kilometer-long bar of metal powered down and lifeless as if it were no more than an asteroid.

      Talon turned to Tarsis. The man appeared to be in pain, but he shouted something inaudible inside his helmet before looking toward the shattered viewport. Talon didn’t need to hear him to understand. The rush of pressure changing was almost finished.

      They crawled along the hull of the ship. Helping each other all the way down, they twisted through the opening and into the ship, where artificial gravity began to pull on their feet again. Once they were inside, Tarsis fell against the opposite wall.

      They were both in shock, Tarsis breathing so hard that his visor began to fog over. The arms of his exoskeleton sparked. He attempted to stand, but the suit groaned, and he collapsed.

      Talon regarded the man who’d saved him. There was such sorrow in his eyes that all the pain aggravating Talon’s own body was suddenly wiped away. He couldn’t leave him. They had to get deeper into the ship, where they would be able to breathe again.

      Without further hesitation, Talon helped Tarsis to his feet. Using each other’s weight to counterbalance, they began moving down the corridor back toward the cryo-chamber hall, hoping that the strange red-eyed attacker had already moved on.

      Once they were far enough from the breach and into another sealed life-support zone, Talon pressed the button on his suit to remove his helmet and helped Tarsis to do the same. They paused there for a moment to take a much-needed break.

      It was quiet. There were no screams or gunfire anymore, only the crackling of Tarsis’ exo-suit as it struggled to keep him upright.

      “What was that thing?” Talon finally voiced what they were both thinking.

      “I don’t know,” Tarsis moaned. He nudged Talon’s arm. “C’mon, we have to get to the command deck. The Amerigo cannot fall.” He began to try to make a move in the opposite direction before Talon pinned him against the wall.

      “It has fallen!” Talon whisper-shouted. “We have to get out before those things come back.”

      “’We will serve on this ship, and we will die here,’” Tarsis recited solemnly. “I am a Keeper of the Circuit, crewman Rayne. And so are you.”

      “Then don’t waste your life here like the others! If we escape, we can find help!”

      “I will not abandon my post!” Tarsis declared. His cheeks were red with anger.

      “Then help me get out!” Talon didn’t mean to raise his voice, but he couldn’t help it. He didn’t care if he was being selfish, not when Elisha was involved. He released Tarsis’ shoulders and took a heavy step back. “There must be escape pods on a ship this size.”

      A conflicted Tarsis looked down the long dark passage and frowned. “To help a Keeper escape is betrayal in itself.”

      “To betray what? You didn’t choose this.” Talon leaned in. “Screw fate, screw service to this place, and most of all, screw this disease. You saved my life. Now let me save yours. You can go home, Tarsis. To wherever that was before you were damned to serve here. You can die free.”

      “Home…” Tarsis laughed weakly and began to cough. “I have none except here.”

      “Then you see what you’re willing to guard with your life. We can find out what happened here and ensure it never happens again.” Talon racked his brain to think of more ways to persuade him. Then the sound of footsteps echoed from down the hall, followed by a faint reddish glow.

      “It’s coming,” Tarsis said. He lifted Talon’s arm around his waist so that he could help him walk again, and they began moving through the corridor at a brisk pace. “There’s no time to argue. I’ll take you on the quickest route to the escape pods, but let’s hope we reach them first.”

      Talon didn’t bother to waste time or breath on a response as Tarsis led them through the shadowy corridors. They passed over countless fallen bodies, through smoke and drizzling sparks, the sound of metallic footsteps growing nearer and nearer. Random shouts and gunshots echoed occasionally, but they didn’t break pace until they reached a small hatch nestled against a wall. The ladder beyond it couldn’t fit more than one person at a time.

      “This leads straight down into the pods,” Tarsis said.

      Talon nodded and made him go first, knowing that it would take him longer with his damaged exo-suit. Just before he was ready to follow, the ominous red aura turned around a nearby corner. He held his breath, climbing down the hatch as quietly as possible.

      It didn’t matter.

      The thing noticed him instantly, even through the darkness. Two red eyes snapped his way, and bullets peppered the wall behind his head. He pulled the hatch shut and slid down the ladder, missing all the rungs, knocking Tarsis over as they tumbled through the bottom.

      “One of them is coming!” Talon shouted as he helped Tarsis up and they rushed forward. “Where do we go?”

      “In there!” Tarsis pointed to one of the rounded openings lining the hall and pushed Talon in. He then began keying commands on the touchscreen located just outside.

      “Get in!” Talon shouted as he strapped himself into one of the four seats.

      “Just a few more seconds!” Tarsis finished at the console, but then he froze in the entrance of the pod. He chewed nervously on his lip.

      “Tarsis, don’t throw your life away!” Talon struggled to remove the restraints, cursing himself for strapping in so prematurely. They were locked for launch and there was no way to get them off.

      He could see it in Tarsis’ face—a man torn in two between loyalty and survival. That was when Talon saw what would have become of him. It was not only fear of betrayal that stopped Tarsis, but fear of leaving the one place that he’d called home for the final years of his cursed life. It was the one place that made the suffering tolerable. Where he could share the pain of the blue death with others.

      “We’ll find out who did this!” Talon urged him. There was a loud crash at the base of the ladder. “Get in!”

      A bullet nicked the exo-suit covering Tarsis’ leg just before he gritted his teeth and made his decision. He leapt into the pod, and the hatch slammed shut right behind him. A powerful blow dented the metal door, but before a second one could land, the pod was shot out into space.

      Talon held on as tightly as he could. Through the rear viewport, he saw a pair of unsettling red eyes receding into the distance as the pod accelerated, until they were too far to distinguish. Only then did he feel safe enough to gather his breath and help Tarsis into one of the other seats.

      “I didn’t think you were going to come.” Talon exhaled, relieved.

      Tarsis was busy staring longingly at the dark mass of the solar-ark, which eclipsed a cluster of stars even though they were already dozens of kilometers away.

      Images of Elisha flashed through Talon’s mind. He wasn’t sure what was happening aboard the Amerigo, but all he could think about in that moment was how life had given him a second chance. He was going to find a way back to her, no matter the cost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            40

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Chapter Forty—Cassius

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassius looked out through the White Hand’s viewport at the solar-ark Amerigo. A gash ran like a brightly lit scar along the lower side of it, as if some giant creature had raked its claws across the hull. The rest of the ship, by contrast, appeared only as a deeper blackness within the blackness of space.

      The androids had already been dispatched, so all Cassius could do was wait. Too anxious to stay still, he got up and headed into the corridors of his ship. He strolled through them at a leisurely pace until he reached the medical bay. Sage lay on a table in the center of the white room, unconscious, her chest slowly rising and falling.

      “Captain, the executor has experienced no setbacks in her recovery,” Gaia said.

      A blanket concealed most of her body, but Cassius could see where her artificial arm connected to her shoulder. He was careful not to move the blanket as he ran his fingers over the limb he’d built. It wasn’t the first time he’d seen her in that position, her fragile life preserved within the confines of his ship. It was where he’d brought her after the fateful day when Earth murdered his son.

      She looked so peaceful lying there now, as if none of the executor training had tainted her mind and transformed her into a ruthless weapon. She was the only connection to Caleb he had left beyond one message stored in a tiny metal sphere. He reached into his pocket just to make sure it was still there, but as he did, he was interrupted by the voices speaking into a comm-link in his unaccustomed left ear. Like ADIM’s, it was linked directly to the six newly activated androids so that he could issue orders.

      “Creator,” the group addressed him from aboard the ark, “these units have eliminated all resistance. As directed, the captain has been detained with the other survivors in the command deck.”

      “I will be there shortly,” Cassius responded a little too loudly, as if he were stirred from a dream. He looked up. “Gaia.”

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “Break open one of the ark’s viewports so that we can dock. No reason to waste this suit after I took the time to put it on.”

      She confirmed, and he headed down the adjacent corridor, having to use the walls for support as the White Hand banked hard to the right. When he neared the cargo bay, a sudden jolt almost bowled him off his feet. It was followed by the muted sound of two explosions in quick succession.

      “The ark has been sufficiently breached, Captain. Shall I deploy the bridge?” Gaia asked.

      “Go ahead,” he instructed.

      “Sealing cargo bay.”

      Cassius obliged and the entrance slammed shut to block him out. A loud whining sound on the other side indicated depressurization.

      “Process complete,” Gaia announced.

      The cargo bay door reopened. The ramp was opened, with a latticed tube extending out through space to bridge the gap between the White Hand and the solar-ark. After a few steps, his feet lifted off the ground in zero g, forcing him to slowly pull himself across the tube until the artificially gravitized floors of the solar-ark yanked him back down.

      One of the androids was there to greet him, almost invisible inside the dark ship but for its glowing red eyes. “Creator,” it stated, “two Keepers were able to reach an escape pod. Shall this unit pursue them?”

      “No,” Cassius responded. “You have your orders. They are no threat to us now.”

      “This unit will lead you to the command deck.”

      Cassius nodded. He followed the android down the shadowy, silent corridors of the Amerigo. Blood lapped at the soles of his boots, leaking from countless dead bodies in his path. He paused for a moment to look at them, and the ghastly, lifeless eyes gazed back at him from almost every direction.

      He welcomed their judgment. Each diseased body would be part of the foundation for the future he sought. A future free of shackles.

      “This way, Creator.”

      The android led him up an airy staircase covered by bodies. ADIM would have taken the time to clean them away, but he couldn’t blame these more simple-minded bots.

      A massive rising door at the top had been forcefully pried open. Cassius ducked through the low passage and entered the Amerigo’s command deck.

      The tall space was filled with dated consoles that served to keep the ship running smoothly. Not even a holoscreen in sight except for a few that had been retrofitted. The ark’s glistening, golden solar sail was visible through a semicircular viewport at the far end. Even damaged, it remained impressive. The technology had been honed by the Ancients, and it was one Cassius was eager to study firsthand if he ever had the time.

      “Who are you?” a defiant voice addressed him.

      Cassius had hardly even noticed any other presence as he continued marveling at the sail. He glanced down to regard the ark’s captain, bound and kneeling. She appeared healthy, but the dozen similarly captive Keepers arrayed on either side of her had webs of unnaturally blue veins spreading across their temples. The mark of the blue death.

      Poor souls, Cassius thought as he let his eyes wander down the branches of their infected veins. It would be a service to end their suffering.

      Standing in front of them with weapons drawn were the rest of Cassius’ androids, silent and still as red-eyed specters. Their imposing presence had all of the Keepers, captain included, trying to hide the fact that they were trembling in fear.

      “I could ask the same of you?” Cassius replied to the captain. “The people of the Circuit rarely get a chance to thank those who help keep it running.” He positioned himself in front of the Keepers and bowed his head. “I thank you all.”

      “This is how you thank us?” The captain gestured to the many dead bodies strewn throughout the room, then the androids. “Do you command these monsters?”

      “I do indeed. Stunning, aren’t they?”

      “Wait a minute.” One of the older Keepers spoke up suddenly. He was bearded, grimy looking, and undoubtedly Ceresian. “I recognize you. You’re Cassius Vale, aren’t you?”

      Cassius nodded. “I am.”

      “I knew it!” The man’s face flushed with anger. “I was one of the few survivors at Lutetia after you slaughtered our entire colony!” He charged forward on his knees, but was swiftly kicked onto his back by one of the androids.

      He groaned and rolled over. “Seems you haven’t changed a bit.” He spat in Cassius’ direction.

      The captain placed a consoling hand on the rowdy Keeper’s shoulder to calm him, and then glowered back up at Cassius with daggers in her eyes. “Since these ships were built by the Ancients more than five hundred years ago, nobody has been so bold as to claim one for themselves. You’re a fool, Cassius Vale. Do you think you’ll get away with this?”

      “The Tribune buys your loyalty with labor and promises of peace. Don’t look me in the eyes and claim neutrality,” Cassius countered. “What luxuries might I find in your quarters? Do I even need to look?”

      The captain blanched. Cassius sighed. Much of his energy had been expended in his confrontation with Nora, so he had no desire to argue.

      “It’s no matter,” he said. “This ship belongs to me now.”

      “Yet only we know how to run it,” the captain retorted.

      Cassius turned around and patted the chest of one of his androids. “That is why you will help teach my creations how.”

      “Teach them?” The captain scoffed. “You think we’d help a man who thinks he can own the Circuit? ‘We will serve here, and we will die here.’”

      “I suspected as much, but I only need one of you.” He made eye contact with an android. “Disable all the ark’s tracking systems; then do whatever is necessary to get one of the Keepers to talk. If they won’t, tear these ancient computers apart until you find what you need to get this ship moving.”

      “Yes, Creator,” the androids responded in unison. They slowly began to approach the terrified Keepers.

      “I’ll be looking over the cargo,” Cassius said as he headed out of the command deck.

      “Ancients damn you, Vale!” the captain shouted after him.

      Cassius didn’t bother looking back. He never expected praise for doing what he knew had to be done—not until the end. War had made him the veteran of countless battles, but he knew there would be none harder than opening the eyes of an entire species.

      Crewmen cursing his name rang out as he made his way down the stairs. By the time he reached the bottom, the shouting was replaced by screams.

      He ignored it all as he tried to decide which way the storage lift was. It was his first time walking a solar-ark’s interior, so he only had the vaguest clue. He decided to follow the path littered with the most bodies, and, as expected, it led him to the comforting silence of the cryo-chamber hall.

      The hundreds of glass chambers were dim and empty, most of them still sparking from the firefight in here. Bullet holes covered the metal floor, most of them filled to the brim by pooling blood. The stink of death lingered in the recycled air, but Cassius was far too used to it to be affected.

      He traversed the dark hall until he found a circular lift set into the floor. Its power somehow remained undamaged, and he signaled it to go down, plunging into a vast open storage space.

      Colossal mechanical arms extended from the walls and ceiling, each designed to manipulate storage containers and crates. Some were big enough to move the entire White Hand.

      But while the machinery was all off, one type of container stood out. They were all around him, piled high, dwarfing him as he spread his arms out wide. Neon blue glowed through the ventilation slits cut into their sides.

      Raw gravitum. More than he had ever seen in a single place. Enough to develop dozens more bombs like the one ADIM had detonated on Kalliope.

      After so long, he almost couldn’t believe his plan was working. The power to control the fate of the Circuit was right within his reach.
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