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  CHAPTER ONE—TALON


  Morastus Man


  Talon Rayne’s fist slammed into the shopkeeper’s rib cage, the sound of bone crunching drowned out by muffled screams. He was stronger back then, years before the gravity generator exploded on Kalliope and his hand was striped with the vibrant lines of the Blue Death.


  A former runner for the Morastus Clan named Mavik Tressum had disappeared the day before along with spare parts destined for Zargo Morastus’ personal service androids. “I’m not going to ask again,” Talon’s level voice said. “Where did Mavik go with the parts you gave him?”


  The shopkeeper groaned. His hands were bound behind the back of a chair, and he’d lost the energy to try to yank free early on in the interrogation. “I told you I don’t know.”


  “Sure, and all of that pico just magically found its way into your account?”


  “He said they were for Mr. Morastus. I swear!”


  Talon pistoned another fist into the man’s cheek, causing him to spit up a gob of blood. “C’mon, how long has he provided you protection? You know that’s a higher rate than he’d ever give you.”


  The shopkeeper coughed. “You’re right…Instead he pays me with you.”


  “I’m not here to negotiate new terms. Now, if you want to hold onto this dump, I suggest you start talking.” Talon gestured to the surrounding room. The shop was a small hollow carved beneath the rock of one of the Buckle’s towering hangars. Rusty parts were stacked against the walls, organized by their function. After the Earth Reclaimer Wars, robotics production facilities were all left in cinders, and Ceresians were too frightened of annihilation to construct any in secret and defy the treaty they’d signed with the New Earth Tribunal. Keeping the remaining androids running was left to those who’d managed to scavenge enough spare parts and had the knowledge to install them.


  “I wouldn’t lie to you, Talon,” the shopkeeper said.


  “You must think I enjoy this.” Talon wound up to hit him again, and the man flinched.


  “Stop!” he shrieked. “I’ll tell you what I know, but you have to promise to leave a guard or two here after. They’ll come after me.”


  Talon wiped a drop of blood off of the chest plate of his Morastus armor. The navy blue suit was riddled with scratches and dents, but somehow it still retained its luster. He always kept it polished. “Who’ll come after you?” he asked.


  “Do I have your word?”


  “Do I have yours that you’ll stick to the contract you agreed to from here on out? If Zargo has to send me here again I won’t be as polite.”


  The man’s cheeks went pale. “Fine…Whatever you people want.”


  “Good call.”


  After a long pause the shopkeeper took a deep breath. “Look. All I know is that Mavik sold Madame Lakura the parts Zargo purchased. She gave him quite an offer to turn sides and he seemed eager to do it. Not surprising if this is how you treat your employees.”


  Talon grabbed the man by the jaw and glared directly into his eyes. “The Lakura Clan? You’re sure?”


  “Of course I’m sure!” The shopkeeper pulled his face free. “The idiot wouldn’t stop bragging about it. Even tossed me a few extra pico to keep quiet. Said he’ll be off this rock before anyone can find out.”


  “That’s it?”


  “That’s all I know.”


  Talon walked behind the man and made him sweat for a few seconds before unfastening his hands. “I find out you’re lying and I’ll be back.”


  Talon didn’t look back as he left the shop, but he could hear the man swallow hard. The hatch closed behind him, and the din of the Ceres Buckle greeted his ears. Traders, whores and everything else one could imagine filled the towering cavern. Two Morastus guards waited for him outside, rifles in hand and making sure everyone knew the parts shop was temporarily closed.


  “Contact Mr. Morastus,” he said. He stepped into a nook nearby the shop’s entry hatch so that he’d be able to hear over the market’s din.


  “Yes, sir.”


  The guard switched on a portable HOLO-Pad and handed it to him. A few moments later a feed opened up, displaying the private quarters of Zargo Morastus, the most powerful man in the asteroid belt, though there were many rivals who didn’t want to admit that. He sat at a table with a three-dimensional map of the Circuit projected above it. His handsome young son, Zaimur, sat across from him, looking disinterested in whatever lecture was being given to him. He stroked the head of a small, sleeping dog lying by his feet.


  “Talon, my friend!” Zargo exclaimed. “I hope you have good news.”


  Talon nodded his head deferentially. “I’ve had better, unfortunately.”


  Zargo’s eyes narrowed, a web of wrinkles forming around them. Apart from the wrinkles it was difficult to tell just how old he was. His hair may have been gray, but he appeared remarkably healthy for coming up on seventy years. He had the physique of a man half his age, and the mind to match it. “Out with it then. I think I’ve already got an idea.”


  “It looks like Mavik’s decided to get in bed with the Lakura. Sold Yara all of your parts for an extra bump and ran.”


  Zargo’s fist slammed down on his table. Zaimur flinched, and his animal companion jumped awake, its beady eyes searching for what had roused it. “That ungrateful—! If there’s one thing I don’t tolerate, it's disloyalty. Ask to leave with dignity and I’ll happily grant it, but this…”


  “Will you kill him, Dad?” Zaimur interrupted, with the high-pitched voice of a boy suffering puberty.


  Hearing the question furrowed Zargo’s brow. “He will be punished accordingly, my son.”


  “Well I think he deserves to be spaced publicly this time.”


  “Quiet!” Zargo boomed. “Keep your thoughts to yourself and let me handle this.”


  “Spacing him seems excessive, Sir,” Talon said, “but a message needs to be sent. I’ve worked with him long enough though. I’ll be able to track him down and make him pay back every last credit. Then he can work lifting crates in the hangars until he’s wrinkled.”


  Zargo took a moment to think, then shook his head. “Don’t waste your time. I’ll contact Yara and have her send him back.”


  “With all due respect, why the hell would she do that?”


  “I have no interest in fighting her over a few spare parts. She can keep them in return for the traitor. One less dishonorable man by my side is a victory in itself.”


  “But sir, Yara stole from you.”


  “We steal from each other every day. At least she understands the importance of loyalty. She’ll happily rid herself of Mavik, and perhaps she’ll even do the right thing and return what he stole.”


  “Somehow I doubt that.”


  He cracked a grin. “So do I. But remember, Zaimur…Zaimur, are you listening?”


  “Yes, Dad,” he moaned.


  “Take every opportunity to improve relations with your rivals. There’s no form of payment more lucrative than a favor.”


  “Wise words,” Talon agreed. “So what do you want me to do with Mavik after I have him?”


  “My very young son has the correct idea, but we don’t waste the threat of vacuum on vermin. A bullet should do fine.”


  “Sir, he’s a good operative when he focuses. I’m sure we can come to another arrangement.”


  “He’s had enough chances. I tire of all the thankless switching of sides.” Talon did his best to remain stoic. Zargo must have seen right through it, however, because his features darkened with concern. “You’ve worked with him for a long time, Talon. I could send someone else.”


  Talon and Mavik weren’t close, but they’d come up the same way, working for the Morastus Clan since they were children orphaned by the war. They'd had to do whatever it took to put food in their bellies, like so many other Ceresian kids did. As one of Zargo Morastus’ lead enforcers, Talon had risen as high as he could without going into management, which was far from his strong suit. Mavik would’ve been there as well if he didn’t have such a skill for gambling away his earnings.


  “That won’t be necessary, sir,” Talon said. “He made his choice.” Mavik wasn’t the first turncoat he’d dealt with and he knew he wouldn’t be the last. It was in Ceresian nature to jockey for better deals, to gamble. Sometimes Talon felt like he was the only one happy in his post.


  “Send me with him, Dad,” Zaimur chimed in. “I’ll make sure he follows orders like a good boy.”


  “You’ll stay here and continue your studies,” Zargo snapped. “You have to understand how the Circuit works if you ever hope to run a portion of it. Talon will do as I order just like he always does, and if you speak out of turn again, I’ll invite him here to teach you some respect.”


  Zaimur mumbled something under his breath, crossed his arms, and leaned back in his chair. A few seconds later he lifted his pet up onto his lap and stroked its back while it glared at Talon through the feed. It wasn’t the first time Talon had heard that threat directed at the only son of his boss and mentor. The more often he interacted with the boy the more he thought a lesson in respect might be just what he needed.


  “I’ll take care of it,” Talon asserted.


  “I know you will. I can always trust you.” Zargo sighed. “Now I just need to find someone to replace Mavik. He was a fine runner.”


  Talon smirked. “Or you could just pay me double to handle both our work.”


  Zargo allowed himself to crack a grin as well. “Trust me, I’ve considered it. Transmit the coordinates of somewhere discreet to complete this transaction and take care of it.”


  • • •


  Hours later, Talon was standing on his favorite promontory in the West 534 Housing District. The vibrant lights of the Dome, a haven for all things depraved, flickered in the distance, painting the rocky walls with a dozen different colors. He had a host of Morastus men with him, all armed with pulse-rifles. He had brought his along as well. The Lakura were well known for going back on deals, and had a penchant for using explosives. He had sharpshooters hidden in the hovels and hollows that filled the cliffside, keeping their eyes out for anything suspicious.


  Talon watched silently as a line of armed Lakura men, wearing their faded yellow colors, marched down the carved out pathway leading to the promontory. At their front, Mavik was being prodded down the path with a cloth sack over his head. He was stripped down to rags, looking much like he had when Zargo Morastus took him in. They stopped where the ground flattened out and forced him to his knees.


  “Mavik Tressum, as negotiated,” the lead Lakura enforcer said. He was a gaunt man, with a chin that came to a knifepoint, and his eyes had a twitch to them which Talon didn’t trust.


  Talon didn’t risk getting any closer. He held back his own men as well. “Remove the bag,” he shouted.


  The Lakura enforcer didn’t move, instead glaring at Talon like he was itching to start a brawl. Talon didn’t budge, and eventually the enforcer ceded and tore the bag off of Mavik’s head.


  “You can’t do this!” Mavik screamed. “Madame Lakura and I had a deal.”


  “Now we have another one,” the enforcer said. “Morastus scum.” He kicked Mavik in the back, then spit on him before turning around with his entourage and leaving.


  Talon gave it a few more seconds before moving. He remained wary of his surroundings the entire way, and when he wasn’t blown to bits by the time he reached the traitor he knew the Lakura Clan had kept its word. He wasn’t sure why he worried Zargo would ever be duped.


  He grabbed Mavik by the back of the neck and lifted his head. His face was bruised, blood streamed out of his nostrils. “Talon, old friend,” Mavik stammered. “By Earth, I’m glad it’s you.”


  “You just couldn’t help yourself, could you?”


  “You wouldn’t have turned it down, either. Yara offered just enough to fuck the old man over and for me to get off this rock. Go buy a shop far from under his boot.”


  “And look where trusting a Lakura got you.”


  Mavik went to stand up, but Talon drew a pulse-pistol and shoved it against his chest to keep him put. “Don’t you get tired of being his lackey?”


  “I can’t complain.”


  “You’re lying and you know it. It’s not too late to get out. We can start a new clan together on Pallus maybe, or Eureka. Tell ourselves what to do. I still have the pico in my account.”


  “You’ll be paying that back to Mr. Morastus.”


  Mavik scowled. “What, just because he put a gun in our hands when we had nowhere else to go we owe him our lives?”


  “No, but we pledged them to him. Our word has to be worth something.”


  “You and your damn righteousness. What now, you take everything I’ve got and work me until I’m bones?”


  Talon raised his pistol to Mavik’s forehead and held it there steady. “Oh, c’mon, Talon,” Mavik said. “How long have we known each other? Don’t do this. Send me far away, but don’t do this.”


  It took all of Talon’s willpower to retain his staid façade. Following orders wasn’t always easy, but Zargo lived by a strict code of honor, and it was one Talon was happy to uphold, even when he knew deep down he wished there were another way. He looked to the high, craggy ceiling of his housing district’s cavern, took a deep breath, and pulled the trigger.


  • • •


  Talon traversed a cluster of shacks constructed along the craggy wall of the cavern, and made his way to Dome 534. The blue-clad bouncers posted outside let him in on sight. The Morastus Clan ran the place, and as a lead enforcer he got to live in one of the subterranean suites beneath the club. He went there first, washed his hands of blood, and changed into a formal tunic. Then he headed back upstairs to the club. It took a few minutes to shove his way through the congested dance floor to the bar.


  “The usual,” he said to the android bartender. It scanned his ID, and when it registered who he was, referred to him as “sir” and didn’t bother to charge him. It returned with a tall glass of bright green Synthrol—the strongest in the place. He downed half of it in a single gulp.


  “Rough day?” a man next to him said as he sat down.


  Talon glanced over without lifting his sagging head. The man was a tremendous fellow, with dark skin and a boiler suit indicating that he was a Morastus miner. “I’ve had worse,” Talon grumbled.


  The big man flashed a big, toothy smile. “Haven’t we all. Tell you what, next one’s on me.”


  “Trust me, I don’t need it. But thanks. What’s your—”


  “Talon Fucking Rayne!” a woman yelled.


  Talon whipped around, hand falling to his concealed pistol before he realized who she was. She was one of the club’s best dancers, though she wasn’t afraid to do whatever else it took to pay for her habits. Talon knew this personally. When she wasn’t strung out on some synthetic drug she was easily the most stunning woman on Ceres. Presently, she seemed to be straight.


  “Vera,” Talon answered. “It’s been a while.”


  The big man beside Talon couldn’t help but stare at her as she stormed over. She took no effort to conceal, a skimpy leotard covering so little of her that she may as well have been naked. Talon caught himself staring as well, but her glower quickly earned his attention.


  “No thanks to you,” she snapped.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” She had a bundle of clothes in her hands, and she shoved them into Talon’s gut before he could do anything about it. There was weight to them, however. “She’s yours. It’s your turn to deal with her.”


  Talon looked down at the bundle and noticed a tiny face peeking through. There was a swaddled infant who couldn’t have been more than a few weeks old.


  Words froze on Talon’s lips. He hadn’t seen Vera in some time and figured she’d just slipped into one of her drug-induced stupors. They’d shared nights together, but the baby couldn’t be his. It couldn’t.


  “Her name’s Elisha,” Vera said after Talon remained quiet for too long. “And you owe me for the months I couldn’t work.” She sauntered away, purposefully swaying her hips as far as possible with every step to earn the stares of every male patron at the bar.


  Talon turned his attention back down to the child, completely speechless. She was equally silent; her big, inquisitive blue eyes stared back at him.


  • • •


  As Talon stared out the exit ramp of the Monarch into the hangar of the Morastus Clan flagship years later, that memory seemed like yesterday. He’d never expected her, but from the moment Elisha entered his life it was changed. He had requested to abdicate his former position with the Morastus, which Zargo had begrudgingly allowed. They rarely spoke again afterwards. Talon didn’t care. He'd had the chance to give Elisha the life he'd never had—until he lost her.


  “Talon?”


  Talon shook his head and returned to the present. Yara Lakura and her soldiers stood in front of him at the bottom of the ramp. Her face was coated with blood and grime.


  “Sorry,” he said. “What was that?”


  “Are you sure you want to stay with them?” Yara said, gesturing to Larana, the Vergent captain of the Monarch, standing at his side. “I have need for men like you in my ranks, willing to do whatever it takes.”


  Talon lifted his hand and rotated it in front of his eyes, studying the radiant lines of the Blue Death tracing his veins. “As much as I’d love that, I don’t have much time left to be of use to you.”


  Her solemn expression hadn’t shifted much since the battle of Eureka. The sight of his affliction barely affected her. “Time enough to do something else insane that kills more Tribunals.”


  “I have a feeling I’m out of any more moves like that.”


  “A shame.” She sighed. “You saved a lot of my people today. If you ever change your mind, come find me.”


  “Will do.” She extended her hand for Talon to shake. Then she nodded approvingly at Larana before turning to enter a hangar crammed with at least a thousand of her exhausted soldiers. There were too many wounded to count. She stopped before she disappeared into the crowd and glanced back as if she’d had a sudden epiphany. “Talon Rayne. You were one of Zargo’s boys back in the day weren’t you?”


  “A long time ago,” Talon answered.


  She nodded, but there was something strange about the gesture. A distinct measure of pity which was noticeably different than the grimness she’d been carrying with her since the battle. Before Talon could continue the conversation, she was gone.


  “That was one fine offer to decline,” Larana said. “The girl inside wasn’t undercover, was she?”


  Talon’s thoughts were immediately drawn back to Sage and the offer she made after escaping Eureka to help rescue Elisha. “No,” he admitted. “At least not for us.”


  “Who is she?”


  “I’ll tell you after I’m sure myself. For now, she needs to stay on your ship. Yara was too preoccupied to question her presence further, but if Zaimur Morastus sees her it’ll be trouble.”


  “More trouble.”


  “I’m sorry. I swear I—”


  Larana placed a hand on his arm. “It’s fine. She can stay for now. You trust her?”


  “No.” Talon thought back to that moment when Elisha was first placed in his arms; that moment when everything changed. “But I might need her.”


  CHAPTER TWO—CASSIUS


  Moving Forward


  Cassius watched through a viewport in Zaimur Morastus’ private hangar as dozens of transport ships flooded onto the Hound’s Paw. It wasn’t all of them, but most had made it back in fairly good shape as they fled the Battle of Eureka at full burn.


  “Creator, the Ascendant has reversed course and is heading back toward Eureka,” ADIM’s voice came through the com-link in his ear. “The entirety of its accompanying fleet is doing the same.”


  Cassius released a sigh of relief upon hearing ADIM’s voice. After using the White Hand’s rail-gun to break open the docks of the asteroid, ADIM had been tasked with keeping the Ascendant occupied so that it couldn’t focus entirely on the transports. There was no ship in the Circuit faster than his, but Cassius still worried. It was the first time he’d left it completely in the hands of his proudest creation without being there.


  “As I expected,” Cassius replied. “Just wait until Benjar realizes how useless the asteroid is now. Excellent work, ADIM. Did the White Hand suffer any damage?”


  “It remains in optimal condition, Creator. This unit has taken this opportunity to synchronize with Gaia and update all systems. Overall ship ordnance precision and maneuverability has been improved by 47 percent.”


  “Update?”


  “Yes, Creator. We are now one.”


  Cassius wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but if ADIM’s estimations about the system improvements were correct then he couldn’t complain. The android had just taken on a New Earth Cruiser without sustaining any damage. He had little doubt that even he couldn’t accomplish that.


  “I look forward to reviewing your upgrades,” he replied. “You pilot that ship as it was meant to be piloted.”


  “As the creator intended,” ADIM corrected.


  “Yes, well…I await you on the Hound’s Paw.”


  “This unit will engage stealth measures to avoid detection, and will arrive shortly.”


  “Excellent. Goodbye, ADIM.”


  “Goodbye, Creator.”


  Cassius reached up and switched off the com-link. He scanned the hangar. It was completely empty. Even the Morastus henchmen who’d been posted outside the entire time he was there were absent. The arrival of so many transports and injured Lakura fighters kept everyone busy. It was the perfect opportunity to check how his other creations were faring back on Ennomos.


  He switched on a second com-link connected to the androids there and said: “My creations, I need an update on the construction process.”


  “The Gravitum stores aboard the Solar-Ark have been completely emptied for our use, Creator,” a voice all too similar to ADIM’s replied. “Development has initiated on the weapons indicated. Constructing six of them identical to the one utilized on Kalliope will take approximately 1,547 hours. Is that adequate, Creator?”


  “That long? I’d hoped it would go quicker after the years of research put forth by ADIM and myself.” He took no care to mask his displeasure.


  “We can divert a unit from the study of the Solar-Ark, Amerigo if you desire. That would save approximately—”


  “No,” Cassius interrupted. “Proceed at the current pace on both projects. There is no room for error. I will find a way to buy us some time before Benjar swallows Ceres whole.”


  “Yes, Creator.”


  “Cassius Vale, you damned genius!” Zaimur Morastus proclaimed. “The Tribune will never forget this!” His hound came trotting into the hangar first, its beady eyes fixed on Cassius. A cohort of his most loyal henchmen strode on either side of Zaimur, along with a harem of young women wearing skimpy leotards and carrying pitchers of drink.


  Cassius switched off his com-link to end the conversation. He couldn’t risk Zaimur overhearing anything. He put on his best smile, and opened his arms wide to receive his new ally. “And neither will Yara Lakura,” he said. And neither will you.


  Zaimur surprised him when he, too, extended his arms and tapped Cassius on the shoulders. It wasn’t a hug, but it was closer than Cassius ever imagined he’d be getting to a Ceresian who wasn’t about to die.


  “Benjar isn’t giving chase,” Zaimur said. “We should arrive back at Ceres safely and victoriously!”


  “I would hardly consider this a victory.”


  “For Yara, perhaps not, but for us? Of course it is! I just met with her and all I had to do was look into her eyes to see how she feels. Trust me, I know women. She’ll give me all of the support I need.”


  “Then let us call it a victory,” Cassius ceded.


  “How can I thank my new adviser?” He turned around and snapped in the direction of the girls. Four of them immediately rushed to Cassius’ side and hung on his arms, holding up cups for him. The pungent aroma of genuine alcohol invaded his nostrils. “Some of the finest women in Ceres. They’ll do whatever you’d like for a night if you want.” He smirked. “Just don’t hurt them.”


  Cassius brushed the women off of him and shook his head. “I’m far too old for that.”


  “Nonsense! My father said the same and I swear he didn’t smile for the last year of his life.”


  “Your offer is appreciated, but I must graciously decline.”


  Zaimur frowned. He summoned the girls back to him and whispered something in one of their ears as he brushed her hair. She giggled and kissed his cheek. “Then a meal is in order!” he exclaimed.


  “I have enough ration bars.” Cassius’ lips drew into a straight line. “Zaimur, we can’t waste any time. The Tribune won’t forget this, and that is both a blessing and a curse. We must discuss what comes next.”


  “Scheming, scheming, scheming, is that all you think about?” Zaimur mused. “You should take some time to enjoy the simpler things in life after wasting so much of your life under the chains of the Tribune.”


  “I’ll happily leave that in your hands.”


  Zaimur sighed. “One day I’ll break you, and for once a smile of yours won’t be forced.”


  “Celebrating after a draw and you wonder why your people lost the last war. Listen to me, Zaimur. If what you said about Yara is true, then you must convince her of the proper course before her sentiments change. Trust me when I say that the Tribune will not hesitate.”


  Zaimur’s cheerful expression was uprooted by a mixture of anger and embarrassment. “And what is the proper course of action?” he bristled, leaning in close. “Today we’ve proven that we can stand against them.”


  “I know you’re not foolish enough to truly believe that.”


  “Careful, Vale. You may have had a hand in what happened here today, but don’t presume you can speak to me like that. Not on my ship.”


  Cassius lowered his head, half to please Zaimur and half to hide his sneer. “My apologies.”


  “So what is the plan you’re so desperate to tell me? Or are you just making this up as you go along?” Cassius glanced at the entourage of soldiers and servants. Zaimur shook his head. “They are loyal to me,” he assured.


  “It is patience,” Cassius answered. “Patience. Man for man, ship for ship, this war is as good as over, no matter what happened here. You know that. Colony for colony, however, we have the upper hand. ADIM would have the exact numbers, but there are at least four times the number of Ceresian settlements as there are Tribunal. They may have moons and planets, but the Ignescent Cell is rife with occupied asteroids.”


  Zaimur rolled his eyes. “We’ve always known that. But most of them are mines, not defensible positions.”


  “No, but now that we’ve sparked Benjar’s disdain he will seek to completely wipe all Ceresian influence from the Circuit. Ceres is in the heart of the belt, and he will take every single settlement you have before he surrounds it and demands your people’s surrender to the Tribune, and to the Spirit of the Earth. He will be relentless. On the imagery we saw of their fleet, Tribune Cordo Yashan’s fleet at the Earth’s moon was merely gathering, but it will now mobilize. Two New Earth Cruisers will ravage the asteroid belt from either side.”


  “How do you know that? I thought you were cut off from the Vale Protocol?”


  “I served beneath and beside both of them. I know their minds like I do my own. They wouldn’t dare leave New Terrene undefended. Earth may be the Tribune’s spiritual center, but Mars is its beating heart, and it is positioned between us and Earth. While Cordo provides reinforcements, it will remain so. They’ll chip away at our defenses, until there is nothing left. They would’ve hoped to starve you of resources by gaining total control over the Arks, but I’ve already eliminated that by stealing one.”


  Zaimur’s eyes lit up. He stepped forward so that his followers wouldn’t hear and whispered: “So we’re going to use the Ark?”


  Cassius chuckled. “No, it’s already accomplished its purpose. We’re going to allow the Tribunal invasion to proceed. One by one, they will take your settlements and leave behind a fraction of their own forces. Now that you hold sway over all of the clans, you will recall as many of your ships and people as possible to Ceres. Benjar thinks he knows how to win a war, but he is a fool. He will extend his and Cordo’s forces too far and that is when we will strike.”


  Zaimur didn’t appear as enthused as Cassius expected. He waved at his men to back away. “This is some sort of trick. All of this and you’re still on their side, aren’t you? Do you know how many will die?”


  “Less than the amount that will die should you choose to defend every settlement you have. In order to ensure your way of life, sacrifices must be made.”


  Zaimur’s hands tightened into fists. He got as close to Cassius as he could without bumping into him. “What do you know of our way of life?” he snarled.


  “Everything,” Cassius replied calmly. “I foolishly once almost destroyed it. I fought in that war because I craved action, but the Tribune started it because they no longer wanted to share the occupation of Earth. How long before they deny even the Keepers their shipments and keep all the Gravitum they want for themselves? If they can’t own them, then surely that’s the next option even if you somehow did manage to defend your settlements.”


  “So what? You want us to take all of the Keepers’ shipments for ourselves?”


  “The Keepers are irrelevant. A relic of an age without certainty.”


  “Then what? I’m growing tired of your games.”


  “Once the Tribune is spread throughout the asteroid belt, we take everything we have, and we head for Earth. I’ve already calculated the anticipated period when we will set off, and the orbit of Mars will take it too far out of our path for Tribune Joran to stand in our way. We beat them to Earth, and hold it hostage by threatening to destroy the Gravitum pits with the very weapon they used on Kalliope. Then we draw the terms of a new treaty.”


  Zaimur gazed over Cassius’ shoulder in awe, as if imagining a bright future beyond it. “Take Earth?” he mouthed.


  “Yes. They think you only care about the Gravitum and will focus on the Keepers. Benjar won’t expect it.” Cassius grabbed Zaimur by the shoulders. His voice was inundated with vigor as finally he was able to speak his plan aloud. “They’ll send everything they have at us, putting their invasion on hold. But they’ll fear us damaging Earth any further, which will give us the advantage we need. In the shadows of our fallen homeworld the fight for the soul of the Circuit will take place, and we’ll either ravage their disjointed fleet, or force them into peace.”


  Out of the corner of his eye Cassius saw that Zaimur’s hound was crouched right beside him, baring its teeth and ready to pounce. He released Zaimur and backed away before taking a moment to straighten the collar of Zaimur’s tunic.


  “We’ll call the very essence of their ‘Spirit’ into question,” Cassius continued. “Only when their people doubt their faith and their Tribune will we ever be able to cripple them.”


  “It’s a lot to ask, Vale,” Zaimur said. “Where would we even get the weapon they used on Kalliope?”


  “ADIM has been busy attempting to locate one. After he does, he’ll steal it for me and I’ll carry it straight to our rotting homeworld.” Of course that wasn’t true, but Cassius knew that Zaimur had seen enough of the android not to doubt him. He’d likely have to think up a lie about where they found the weapon, but it was trivial. Cassius knew he had Zaimur as soon as he mentioned taking Earth. It was making him continue to believe he was actually in charge that remained crucial.


  “Of course you will have many clan leaders to convince that this is the proper course should you decide to accept my council,” Cassius added.


  “Of course.”


  “Fight today and lose, or lose today and win tomorrow. It’s up to you.”


  Zaimur’s features brightened. “If this does work, I’ll have your name written above the entrance to my home.” He grabbed Cassius' forearm and shook. “I’ll think on this, and speak with the other Clans. Now, at least for the ride back, enjoy yourself. I’ll have a fine salad and the best whiskey we own sent here in thanks for this victory. Will you continue to remain aboard your ship when it returns?”


  “It is the safest place for me. For both of us. I’m dead, remember?”


  Zaimur laughed. “Sometimes I forget. I suppose by now you’ve realized that if I invite Yara into my confidence that she will be wary of everything I’m up to. She’s a difficult one to lie to. The others might blindly follow if they figured out about you, but not her. She’ll never forget Lutetia.”


  “Neither of us can risk her knowing I’m alive and at your side. I trust you’ll tell her whatever you have to in order to keep her in line,” Cassius said. “Lie if you must, I don’t care. Just don’t take your time with this. Our enemies certainly won’t.”


  “There’s always time for the simpler things.” Zaimur grinned and glanced back at the women. “But you’re right. We’ll talk very soon.” He turned and began to head out of the room. His entourage immediately fell in to surround him, two of the women taking his arms as if he were too weak to walk himself.


  As Cassius watched him go he had to restrain himself from laughing out loud.


  “Cassius…Cassius, are you there?” a faint, female voice asked behind him. “Are you alive?”


  Hearing it made Cassius reach for his pistol and whip around. There was nobody there. The voice was coming from his belt, in the pouch where he kept the HOLO-Recorder with the last images in existence of his son. It was a highly encrypted device, only able to instantaneously communicated with by its twin, and only if they were in close enough range.


  Sage, Cassius thought, remembering that he had given it to her.


  “Who is that?” Zaimur looked back over his shoulder.


  “It’s ADIM trying to make contact,” he lied. “I asked him to mask his voice in case he had to.”


  “I see. Tell him his work in the battle was extraordinary. You’ll have to make another model like him for me sometime, Vale. The hangar will be prepared for his arrival.”


  Cassius nodded and turned away. He reached down, wrapped his hand around the spherical device, but waited to pull it out. His heart was racing in a way it rarely did. It had been many, many years since the device had made a sound on its own.


  CHAPTER THREE—SAGE


  Strangers from the Verge


  Sage looked at a dozen strange faces around the rusty galley of the Vergent ship known as the Monarch. They were paler than Ceresians, and lankier, with curious eyes that never missed a thing and mouths which rarely spoke. It was a rare occasion that she’d ever crossed the path of anyone from the Vergent Cell in her service to the Tribune. They didn’t often travel as far inward in the Circuit as Mars.


  The man sitting across the table from her was different, and not just because he aimed a rifle in her direction. He had the Blue Death worse than anyone she’d ever seen. So bad that it was impossible for her to tell where he was from because he was so frail looking. He made the skinny Vergents seem bulky, and not even his messy beard could hide the brightly colored veins spreading over his temples like spider webs. He also wore a metal exo-suit which wrapped the backside of each of his limbs for support. From what she’d gathered in her short time on the Monarch, he was a surviving Keeper, like Talon.


  “You don’t need to aim that thing at me, Keeper,” Sage said. “There’s nowhere for me to go.”


  “It’s Tarsis, and sorry, Talon’s orders,” he replied.


  Right…Sage’s heart sank. She knew she probably couldn’t ever win back Talon’s trust, but she’d hoped saving them on Eureka might help. It wasn’t easy for her to kill so many of her own people. Usually she had an assignment to justify doing so, but the mission she was on was her own; it was different. And she still wore their blood all over her body. The Vergents wouldn’t let her out of their sight to wash off.


  Talon was presently on the exit ramp with the Vergent Captain and was receiving thanks from Yara Lakura. Sage was shocked that the lie he told, about them having been working together all along, had kept her from being traded as a valuable prisoner of war. Yara was infamous amongst the Tribunal elite, often described as being as brutal as Hand Yavortha. She’d been a thorn in the Tribune’s side dating back to the Earth Reclaimer Wars, behind countless bombings and killings. Executors had been trying to get their hands on her for decades, and by pure chance Sage wound up right next to her.


  The battle had clearly rattled her considering she let Sage out of her sight without a hint of suspicion; rattled enough that Sage could’ve easily captured her and dragged her straight to Benjar and probably been on the path to redeeming herself in the Tribune’s eyes. But she’d lost that chance by continuing to uphold a vow she made to a Ceresian in a prison cell on the Ascendant. The very place she was trying to get back to.


  “I haven’t known him long, but I haven’t seen him look at anyone like he looked at you,” Tarsis said after a lengthy period of silence. She’d forgotten he was even there. “What in the name of the Spirit did you do to him?”


  “I followed orders,” Sage replied. Then she realized that he’d mentioned the Spirit and her eyes widened. “You’re a Tribunal?”


  “Of course not!” Tarsis said. “Vergent. Just consider me intrigued by the Tribunal faith. Probably the only one on this ship…besides you now, of course. Talon might’ve claimed you were undercover, but I think I know who you are in his story. I’m not stupid.”


  Sage struggled to think of what to say in response. “Well, I’m glad you were able to get him off of that ship after I put him there,” she finally stammered.


  Tarsis started to laugh but was quickly seized by a grueling series of coughs. “Please. He pretty much dragged me off of it.”


  “So you aren’t Tribunal, yet you believe?”


  “I needed to turn to something after contracting this.” He gestured toward his entire body. “It seemed as good a thing to believe in as anything else. Don’t know the prayers well though.”


  And I doubted my faith, Sage thought. The Spirit truly works in mysterious ways, leading me to him after everything. Never again. “Would you pray with me then?” she asked.


  Tarsis gazed around at all of the other quiet Vergents around the room. The youngest amongst them nodded at him in approval. “I suppose. Mind holding this, Kitt?” Tarsis replied. He handed the young Vergent his pulse-rifle, and the boy made sure it never stopped aiming at Sage.


  Sage slid off of the bench onto her knees. A few of the present Vergents stood up and glared at her, but Kitt waved them back. Tarsis positioned himself across from her and started to mimic her. For him it wasn’t easy. His face contorted in pain as he started to bend over. Finally, dropping to his knees elicited a series of groans. His suit whined just as loudly.


  Sage waited patiently for him to get comfortable. “Place your hands like this,” she said, once he finally was on his knees. She lowered her palms until they were hovering right above the floor and then allowed the tips of her fingers to graze it. Tarsis followed. “Now close your eyes and feel the Spirit within you. Feel it binding us together, and everyone else in this room.”


  Tarsis closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. The first time it caused him to cough, but when he tried again he was able to steady his breathing.


  “Good,” Sage said. “I am a knight in the darkness; a vessel of their…” Sage’s eyes popped open as she caught herself. She froze.


  “I’ve never heard that one before.” Tarsis kept his eyes closed.


  Very few people have, Sage recognized. They were the secret verses which once echoed in her mind. She’d heard them every time she woke and before she went to sleep. It was an honest mistake, but just beginning to speak the Executor Vows had the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. She breathed out slowly and tried again.


  “A more complex sermon, sorry,” she lied. “Follow me. We are blessed with ground beneath us.” Tarsis timidly repeated after her every word. “We are blessed to walk this plane under the pull of the Earth, never deviating from Her forces and how they shaped us. Our Homeworld has been blighted by darkness, but we are the light. Those—”


  She was interrupted for a second time when Talon and the Monarch’s Captain, Larana, came strolling into the galley. Kitt nudged Tarsis in the back to get his attention.


  “I can’t thank you enough, Larana,” Talon said to the Captain.


  “Call it even,” Captain Larana responded. “Because of you we have the favor of Ceres. For helpin’ in the battle, the Morastus have agreed to better tradin’ rights than ever before. The Lakura are soon to follow.”


  “I guess we’ll forget that you also saved us from suffocating.”


  Larana’s lips lifted into a wry grin. “Almost even.”


  “I’ll find a way to repay you eventually.”


  She patted Talon on the back and shook her head. Then she gestured to the rest of her crew, immediately gaining their attention. “Leave them,” she said.


  They stood immediately and hurried out of the galley, moving with such grace over and around the furniture that Sage imagined they might be able to pass for having Executor training. Kitt followed the captain to the command deck and on his way handed Tarsis the pulse-rifle. Tarsis remained in the galley, appearing to be far more relaxed from their abridged prayer than he had been earlier.


  “Practicing your prayers?” Talon asked.


  Tarsis hung his head. “I…Yes.”


  “Learn what you can, just don’t place too much trust in her words. I made that mistake once before.”


  Sage didn’t try to defend herself. It wasn’t in an Executor’s nature to complain, even if lacking her implant made her more prone to wanting to.


  “So Elisha is alive?” Tarsis asked.


  Talon squeezed passed him to take a seat at the main table in the galley, and finally glared icily over at Sage. “According to Sage, she’s imprisoned on the Ascendant,” he said. “Surrounded by thousands of Tribunal soldiers.”


  Tarsis’ face went whiter than usual. “Of all the places in Sol…And you believe her?”


  “I don’t know, but there isn’t really a reason to trick me other than being cruel, though I wouldn’t put that past her. At least last time Sage had a reason to lie. There’s little information either of us can offer the Tribune if it’s a trap.”


  “She’s there,” Sage growled. She took a deep breath before continuing. “Hand Yavortha is holding her there to bait me.”


  “Why in the Ancient’s name would he want to bait his own Executor?”


  “She’s an Executor?” Tarsis exclaimed.


  “Ex-Executor,” Sage corrected. “And because I gouged out one of his eyes, amongst other reasons.”


  The news appeared to soften Talon a bit. She imagined that he hadn’t yet forgotten about Hand Yavortha, who’d escorted them throughout the Ascendant. Stories of Yavortha’s brutality were likely not lost on the Ceresians, even if only a few had ever dealt with him directly and survived to tell their tale.


  “That’s all great, but what are we going to do?” Tarsis said. “Storm a New Earth Cruiser, just the three of us? No offense, Talon, but I doubt any of the clans will support a direct attack like that just to save one girl, even after what you did for the Lakura.”


  “No, but I doubt Sage came here without a plan,” Talon said. “That’s what it is with you Executors right? Always a step ahead.”


  Sage managed to keep a straight face, but he was right. The early stages of an idea had been formulating in her head while she sat in the Monarch waiting for Talon. The only problem was that it wasn’t a good one, and it went completely against her better judgment. She didn’t want to join the war against her own people. She only wanted to rescue Elisha and get out, but that was going to be an issue.


  Everything changed when she made her decision to help Talon and the others rather than sneaking back onto the Ascendant as a soldier. Presently, her armor was so bloodied and dented that it barely resembled a Tribunal suit any longer.


  She could only think of one person who could help them get past the sea of defenses on the Ascendant. One person she hoped she’d never have to go to for help again after seeing what he was willing to do to Titan.


  “Cassius,” she whispered.


  “What?” Talon said.


  “Cassius Vale. If there’s anyone who would jump at the chance to attack Benjar Vakari directly it’s him.”


  “That’s your plan?” Talon chuckled. “Maybe you didn’t hear, but Cassius Vale is dead. And why would he even care about helping you anyway?”


  “A long time ago, before he lost his life on Earth, I was set to marry his son,” Sage said. It was the first time she’d ever spoken to anybody about Caleb who didn’t already know his fate. She swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “Cassius reconstructed my arm as well. I’ve known him longer than I’ve known anybody else in the Circuit.”


  Talon and Tarsis glanced at each other, dumbfounded. Sage had little doubt that hearing how close she was to Cassius would sound like a terrible crime to a Ceresian. She didn’t expect Tarsis to look ever more appalled, however. The good feelings from their shared prayer had clearly worn off.


  “Did you help him savage the Amerigo?” Tarsis snarled. He jumped up to his feet. The sudden exertion exhausted him; he panted as his pulse-rifle pointed again in Sage’s direction.


  “You were there?” Sage asked.


  “You mean while his demon creation slaughtered every Keeper alive there? Yeah, we were there. Thanks to Talon we got off before he took control. Nobody else did.”


  Demons? Sage thought. She recalled the blazing, red eyes of the android Cassius had called ADIM. So that’s how he did it, and that’s why he didn’t find Talon on board.


  “I had nothing to do with it,” she said, “but I’ve seen the abomination you’re talking about.”


  “And you would dare ask him for—”


  “Quiet!” Talon yelled. “Sit, Tarsis. It’s all irrelevant now. I’m sorry if you were close to that monster, Sage, but the Circuit is much better off with him dead.”


  “He’s not,” Sage replied without a shred of doubt. She wasn’t sure why, but she remained confident that Benjar was right for not trusting the news. If Cassius was dead, somehow, someway, she knew she would feel like he was. Perhaps it was the Spirit holding their souls close, like intertwining threads.


  “Trust me, he is,” Talon said. “Or do you want me to find the feed of Zaimur Morastus putting a bullet in his head?”


  “I don’t care what you saw. He wouldn’t allow himself to be captured.”


  “You’re right, Talon,” Tarsis grumbled. “She is out of her mind.”


  Talon sighed. “We’ll find another way.”


  “Might as well hand her over then. Yara Lakura already praised you for what you did with the generator. Maybe if we tell her what Sage really is you’ll get a command of your own ship that we can use.”


  As Talon and Tarsis deliberated, Sage looked down at her artificial arm. If you ever need me, Sage, this will allow you to contact me. Keep it safe. She remembered Cassius saying those words before he sedated her and sent her to Titan. It wasn’t a very clear memory, but she knew he’d planted something in her arm.


  She ran her human fingers along the length of the synthetic limb, until her nails slid beneath a latch. It opened fairly easily, and inside the small compartment was a tiny, segmented metal sphere. She spun it around in her hand until her thumb found a comfortable depression. She shifted it as far as it could go, and then a blue light blinked on. Talon and Tarsis stopped their conversation and stared at her.


  “Cassius?” Sage said softly. “Cassius, are you there? Are you alive?”


  “What is that thing?” Talon questioned. “Tarsis if she tries anything, shoot her.”


  “Gladly.”


  Sage ignored them and continued to examine the sphere. “It’s some sort of communications device he gave me,” she said. She placed her thumb back in the depression. “Cassius…Cassius can you read me?”


  “He’s not going to—”


  “By the Ancients, Sage is that you?” a voice responded through the device, causing both Talon and Tarsis to jump. It transmitted quietly, almost like a whisper, but Sage would recognize the voice anywhere. After everything that’d happened she wasn’t sure how she could be glad to know he was alive for sure, but she was.


  “It’s me,” Sage said. Tarsis stood and got as close as he could so he’d be able to hear. She had to press her ear against the device because his suit whined so loudly. Talon slid down the bench, getting so close to her that their arms were almost touching. It caused her heart to flutter.


  “You must be near then,” Cassius said, sounding unexpectedly eager to hear from her. “This device has a limited range. Are you safe?”


  “I am. Cassius, it’s difficult to hear you.”


  “I have to keep my voice down where I am to avoid prying ears. As far as the Circuit’s concerned I’m a dead man.” He paused. “How did you know?”


  “Lucky guess.” Her throat was dry just from thinking about what she was about to say next. Sage swallowed hard and said: “Cassius, I know I shouldn’t ask, but I need your help.”


  “Whatever it is, we should discuss it in person.”


  “That might be difficult. I’m aboard a transport vessel in the main hangar of the Hound’s Paw. The flagship of the Morastus fleet.”


  There was silence first. Cassius finally responded, “I won’t bother to ask how or why you got there, but I’m in the private hangar right above you. Stay where you are. I’ll send my associate to retrieve you as soon as possible so that we may avoid unnecessary confrontation. We have much to discuss.”


  By the Spirit, Sage thought. Of all the places in the Circuit he could be, he’s here? She had no idea what he could possibly be up to, or why he was hiding and keeping the fact that he was alive a secret. It didn’t matter. For better or worse, it seemed they were destined to meet again by a power greater than her.


  “He’s here?” Tarsis said. He turned to Talon, eyes bulging. “How could he be here? It’s a program or a trick of some kind. We watched him die.”


  “An old Executor lesson,” Sage interjected. “Never trust your target is dead until you’re close enough to touch the body.”


  “What are we doing, Talon?” Tarsis asked. “The man stole a Solar-Ark just to make a point.”


  Talon took a drawn out breath and leaned back. He stared up at the ceiling, a thousand different thoughts flickering across his features. “He’s done plenty worse than that,” he admitted.


  “I’m already about to trust one turncoat Tribunal,” Talon said, shrugging. “Might as well go to another. What could they possibly do to two dying men that isn’t worth having a chance to save Elisha?”


  Tarsis grumbled something under his breath, got up, and stormed out of the room. He stopped at the entrance into the hallway. “Your call,” he growled before continuing on his way.


  “We’ll go to him then, Sage. If that really is him. I’m not saying I’m willing to work with him, but I’ll listen to whatever plan he’s got. If either of you are up to something though, I won’t hesitate to—”


  “Space us,” Sage finished for him, wearing a blithe grin. She could feel her faith being rekindled, like electrically crackling through her veins. The Spirit was clearly with her on her mission to save the innocent soul of a child—Tribunal or not.


  CHAPTER FOUR—CASSIUS


  A Ceresian, a Tribunal, a Vergent and an Android


  While Cassius waited for ADIM to retrieve Sage he strolled slowly around the hull of the White Hand, his arm outstretched so that his fingers lightly grazed the smooth surface. ADIM was correct. She was in as good of shape as ever. There were a few divots here and there left from stray shrapnel, but overall the shields had held. It wasn’t anything more than superficial damage which he could fix up in the days following the war.


  “Gaia, please release the cargo bay for me,” he called out as he reached the back of the pelican-shaped ship.


  “Yes, Creator,” ADIM’s voice responded. The entrance peeled open and the ship’s ramp lowered to his feet. Cassius reached up to his ear. His com-link to ADIM was off, but there was no question it was the android’s voice that had responded. “ADIM, is that you?” he asked.


  “It is. As this unit explained earlier, the White Hand has been optimized. This unit has synchronized with Gaia’s outdated program, improving her performance by 47 percent. We may now communicate through the onboard communications systems.”


  “Where’d you get that idea?” Cassius probably came off angrier than he intended to. He was merely shocked.


  “You did, Creator. ‘She’s not as fast as she used to be after all these years…I’ll have to clean out her memory banks sometime and see if I can improve performance,’” ADIM quoted, imitating Cassius’ voice. “There were countless other updates necessary to ensure the White Hand remained worthy of the creator’s will.”


  So that was what he meant earlier? Cassius thought. A complete merging.


  He’d grown used to hearing Gaia’s voice whenever he entered his ship. She was one of his earliest creations, the basis for what had eventually evolved into ADIM’s programming. In an instant ADIM had removed her from existence, to be just another file in his always-developing artificial brain. The White Hand had already been one of the most advanced ships in the Circuit, so ADIM’s improvements had surpassed what even Cassius was capable of. His pride far outweighed his sorrow.


  “Are you dissatisfied, Creator?” ADIM asked. “This unit is assured that the performance of the White Hand is now at full potential. And do not be concerned, Gaia’s memory logs have been completely transferred into the ship’s backups with no loss.”


  “Dissatisfied?” Cassius said. “No. Never. You’ve done an incredible thing, ADIM. It’ll just be something else I’ll have to get used to.”


  Cassius stared up into the dark cargo bay of the White Hand. At the exact moment ADIM was sneaking Sage up to him, he was apparently regulating the ship. Cassius wondered if that meant ADIM was only in control of what the ship did, or if he had truly become a part of it, if he had evolved beyond the metal shell of the physical body.


  The human body is little more than a vessel for our mind, Cassius thought. Could ADIM understand that? Again, his creation astounded him. And as he stepped up the ramp into his ship he realized that ADIM was no longer just in his ear, but all around him.


  Footsteps behind him startled Cassius. As expected, Sage approached. She wore blood-stained Tribunal armor and had her fiery hair trimmed even shorter than when last they met. An armed Morastus guard walked next to her. What he didn’t expect to see, however, were two men beside them, gawking in Cassius’ direction like they were looking upon a ghost. There was a bearded Vergent with an exo-skeletal suit attached to him that Cassius recognized from a few of the corpses he’d stepped over on the Amerigo. The other man was a Ceresian Cassius swore he’d seen before. Both of them suffered from the Blue Death, though it was far more apparent in the former.


  “You brought others with you?” Cassius narrowed his eyes.


  “You can trust them, Cassius.” Sage stepped out in front of the rest. “They won’t tell anyone you’re here as long as you hear us out.”


  Cassius put on a smile. “I’m putting my trust in you then, Sage. I hope it’s not misplaced.” He extended his arms to embrace her. She didn’t seem too eager to do the same, but after an uncomfortable few moments she wrapped her arms around him as reservedly as one possibly could. “I like what you’ve done with your hair,” he whispered into her ear.


  Sage reached up to her head as if she’d forgotten about it and ran her fingers over her ear.


  Cassius gazed over her shoulder at the rest of her companions. “By the Ancients, I’ve never seen a more peculiar group in my entire life!” he exclaimed. “A Ceresian, a Tribunal, a Vergent…and an android.”


  Suddenly, the Morastus guard’s body began to flicker, then it vanished, revealing the dark, metal chassis of ADIM that had been shrouded by the hologram. His glowing red eyes pierced the dimness of the hangar.


  Horror riddled the expressions of the Ceresian and the Vergent. It wasn’t the reaction Cassius had expected. Ceresians were no strangers to androids and Vergents often traded with them. All he thought he’d see on their faces was surprise. It was then that he realized who they were.


  The Ceresian was Talon Rayne, the man he’d seen through Sage’s Executor Implant and with whom she raided the Tribunal freighter. Apparently he had been aboard the Amerigo when Cassius’ androids struck. Talon and the Vergent were the two who had escaped. They had looked into the red eyes of one of Cassius’ creations before, only it wasn’t ADIM.


  The two of them lifted their rifles once they had their bearings and took a few frightened steps back. “You have one of those things here?” the Vergent exclaimed. Raising his voice caused him to slip into a fit of coughing.


  ADIM effortlessly tore the rifles out of both of their hands. He then turned to Cassius, presenting them as if he was waiting for instructions. “Relax,” Cassius said. “He won’t harm anyone in this room so long as you keep your guns stowed. Isn’t that right, ADIM?”


  “Yes, Creator,” ADIM answered in his always steely tone. The assurance didn’t appear to put Talon, the Vergent, or even ADIM himself any more at ease. The android snapped both of the weapons in half before positioning himself between Cassius and Sage, his spinning eyes fixed on her. She couldn’t relinquish her weapon, as he knew from experience.


  “How are you still alive?” Talon questioned. “I watched you die.”


  “You witnessed an illusion concocted by Zaimur Morastus, ADIM and myself,” Cassius clarified. “Nothing more.”


  “Why the hell is Zaimur working with you? That seems below even him.”


  “We’re in the business of winning this war, that’s why. With his father finally passing away, he and Yara Lakura are now the leaders in this conflict. I have pledged my support to eradicate the Tribunal plague I foolishly helped rise to prominence. My death was a necessary deception to maintain order.”


  “Zargo is dead?” A shade of sorrow passed across Talon’s face, but it blended with relief.


  Interesting, Cassius thought. So he knew the former Morastus leader well enough to feel some happiness that he’s finally done suffering. There’s more to this miner than I imagined.


  “Unfortunately, the Blue Death finally took its toll on him,” Cassius said. “Despite what anyone may believe I had a great deal of respect for the man, and there are very few who earn that. Zaimur is proving to be his son, however. He had foresight to see the wisdom in my advice despite our history, and if you were stuck on Eureka with the others, then you owe us your lives…or what little is left of them.”


  “Owe you our lives?” the Vergent spat. He stormed forward, his strange suit creaking loudly with every step. ADIM promptly leapt in front of him. He held one arm aimed at the Vergent, and kept the other aimed at Sage.


  Cassius placed his hand on ADIM’s shoulder. The android’s eyes spun wildly. “That’s enough, ADIM. I’m sure he meant no offense.”


  ADIM lowered his arm, but he was now positioned firmly between Cassius and all of the others.


  “After what you did to my brother and sister Keepers on the Amerigo, how dare you lay claim on our lives!” the Vergent said. “They gave theirs to serve the Circuit!”


  “And they died fulfilling their duties. An honorable end, and a necessary sacrifice. The Tribune couldn’t be allowed to buy their loyalty and they wouldn’t forsake their vows. The Solar-Arks exist to disseminate supplies throughout the Circuit, ignoring creed and class. I merely ensured that would continue so that we have a fighting chance in both this war and what comes after. Don’t forget, Vergent, that if the Tribune is allowed to succeed here they will swallow your people next.”


  “That doesn’t give you—”


  “Enough!’ Sage said, cutting him off. “We’ll have time for bickering later. There are far greater powers than us who will decide Cassius’ fate, but for now we came here to ask for his help.”


  “Indeed,” Cassius said.


  He stared into Sage’s beautiful green eyes. They had regained their luster since he removed the Executor Implant—that spark which he noticed all those years ago when Caleb asked for her hand in matrimony. She might not have realized it yet, but slowly and surely she was beginning to be freed.


  She took a deep breath. “We want to infiltrate the Ascendant and extract a prisoner.”


  Cassius’ eyelids opened wide. He had to suppress the laugh festering in his throat in order to not offend her. “Raid a New Earth Cruiser?” he asked. “This prisoner better be the key to winning this war.”


  “She’s a child, Talon’s child, and she’s being kept there to bait me. She was hidden on the ship you sent me to Titan on. A refugee from Kalliope.”


  “Wait, she was there? Are there more survivors?” Talon asked excitedly, suddenly snapping back into focus.


  Refugees? Cassius wondered before he noticed ADIM’s eye rotation speed. By some chance, Talon’s child must have been the gift ADIM had brought back from Kalliope for him. She’d been with Sage the entire journey to Titan and still Sage wasn’t any wiser about what had really happened on Kalliope. Again Cassius found himself surprised. ADIM was wise enough to plant their intended lie blaming the events on the Tribune in the young girl’s mind before she escaped and it worked. There was no telling how much ADIM’s ill-advised gift could now benefit them. Nobody would suspect him of being behind what happened to Kalliope if he himself had ordered ADIM to rescue a survivor.


  “No,” Cassius said. “We were too late. According to ADIM, nobody else made it.” He shot a glance toward ADIM, hoping that after so many years together that would be enough to know what he wanted.


  ADIM’s eyes again began to twirl. “This unit found her in the cockpit of a mining Mech and did not have time to salvage anything larger than a human child before the blast,” he said.


  “Mining Mech…Was she alone?” Talon questioned.


  “The Mech’s operator was deceased.”


  “What did he look like?” Talon was no longer fazed at all by the android. He grabbed ADIM’s arm and shook as if trying to will the answer he wanted out of him.


  “His skin had a dark pigmentation and he weighed approximately two hundred and thirty pounds.”


  Talon’s head sunk and his features darkened even more than they had when he learned of Zargo’s fate. He looked beaten. The Vergent placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. It didn’t appear to help.


  “So he is gone…” Talon whispered to himself.


  The uncomfortable silence which followed made Cassius itch. He gave it as long as he could manage then asked, “Why would they have any need to bait you, Sage?”


  “Because they think I know what you’re up to,” she growled. “They think I was working with you when you murdered all those innocent people on Titan.”


  “That I murdered?” Cassius sounded appalled. “What happened on Titan was as much their fault as it was mine.”


  “It’s always their fault isn’t it?” she retorted. “It doesn’t matter anyway. I’ve joined you in exile all the same, just like you’ve always wanted.”


  “Sage, my dear. I never wanted—”


  “Stop. I don’t want to hear it. Everything I was is gone, and I won’t blame it on you because I was the one foolish enough to trust you. I should’ve realized I couldn’t mend the hatred that burns so brightly inside you. So enough lies and pretending that you’re my father. I’m offering you a chance to use me in a strike against Lord Benjar’s flagship.”


  “You would attack your former master?”


  “I would save a girl who has no part in this war. I’ll infiltrate the Ascendant and I’ll cripple the vessel if that is what you want, but I will not kill anyone who doesn’t need to die in order to get her out. You didn’t want me to be a killer after all, so those are my terms. If you want Benjar dead you’ll have to do it yourself. I serve only the Spirit now.”


  There she is, Cassius thought. Despite the harshness of her words he couldn’t help but feel a tinge of pride. “It’ll take more than you to penetrate the defenses of a New Earth Cruiser,” he turned back around and said. “But I suppose that’s why you came to me.”


  Sage diverted her attention to ADIM and held her rancorous gaze there.


  “I see,” Cassius said. “Well you’re wrong about one thing. I don’t want Benjar dead just yet, but the idea of hampering his ship is very appealing. I’m sure you remember when he shot mine down in an attempt on my life.”


  “Who could forget?”


  “Crippling the Ascendant would give the Ceresians more time to scrabble up a fleet.” And give my androids more time to finish construction on the bombs. I’ll just need to think of a better reason to convince Zaimur to support this besides earning time. “But the ship is filled with Tribunals. This isn’t like raiding a Solar-Ark. You’ll need a small army.”


  Talon wiped his wet eyes and took a step forward. “You’ll have me,” he proclaimed weakly. “I was an enforcer for Zargo Morastus for years. But I swear if you’re lying about her I’ll make sure the next time someone puts a bullet in your head it sticks.”


  “You’ve got me, too,” the bearded Vergent said. He looked to Talon and shrugged. “I’ve come this far already. What’s one more mission, even if it’s with a monster, right?”


  This time, as Cassius observed the peculiar group in its entirety, he couldn’t hold back his snicker. “I admire your bravery almost as much as I loathe foolishness,” he said. “You won’t have the element of surprise after Eureka. Benjar will be expecting you brash Ceresians to be consistent and act brashly. Zaimur and I planned on doing just the opposite.”


  “I might be able to convince Zaimur to send troops in with us if taking down a New Earth Cruiser is on the table,” Talon said. “If he really is anything like his father. Or even Yara Lakura. She seems eager to have me on her side after I knocked out the Gravitum Generator.”


  Cassius’ brow lifted. “That was you?” he asked. “Impressive. I would’ve done the same.” Cassius noticed Sage staring at Talon. When he caught her she blushed and looked toward the floor. For a few seconds her gaze lingered there, until it lifted and locked with Cassius’. His chest got tight. He’d seen that hopeful expression before. No matter what Sage thought of him, he’d known the woman standing before him since she was as tall as his hip. He was as close to her father as anyone ever was. He almost was her father. Sage Volus was always meant to be a part of the Circuit he planned to build.


  “I don’t want the clans involved personally,” Cassius said. “We have a strategy to win this war and I intend to stick with it or I’ll risk losing Zaimur’s trust. However, I’ll happily show Benjar that even in his nest he isn’t safe from me. I offer you the service of the White Hand and ADIM. He will help you rescue your daughter, and you will help him ravage the systems of the Ascendant.”


  The faces of both Sage and Talon lit up like lightbulbs. The Vergent wasn’t nearly as enthused.


  “What about the small army?” Tarsis posed before anyone could answer.


  That was the one thing Cassius didn’t have an answer for yet. He knew stray Morastus soldiers could easily be acquired if he wanted them, but he couldn’t risk Zaimur getting a taste of success with bold, offensive strokes. Then he might forsake the plan Cassius had concocted, and lose the war in a hurry. There were also his six other androids back on Ennomos. Together with ADIM they would likely be enough to slaughter every Tribunal on the ship. There was work to be done, however, and wasting their time would make the entire effort fruitless for him. The options were limited.


  “It may take some time, but Talon will have to scrounge up another mercenary crew from the depths of Ceres,” Cassius said. “Miners, beggars, I don’t care as long as they’re suicidal. We just need bodies to distract the Tribunals from Sage and ADIM.”


  “That is not necessary,” ADIM said.


  “Excuse me, ADIM?” Cassius asked.


  “Creator, if all you require are bodies to be used as a distraction, this unit can assemble a larger force far more quickly. By this unit’s calculations there are over four thousand working androids left on Ceres Prime. A portion of those would serve as a much more efficient army under this unit’s command, and would not require martial training.”


  “Might as well lob a giant hunk of metal at the ship,” Talon said. “They’re worthless in a fight.”


  “He’s right, ADIM,” Cassius agreed. “They aren’t like you, remember?”


  ADIM twisted his head toward Cassius. His rotating red eyes came to a halt. “Not yet.”


  CHAPTER FIVE—ADIM


  Army of One


  “What could possibly be so urgent that you summoned me out of a meeting of the clans?” Zaimur questioned. After some days of travel, they were back on Ceres Prime, on the command deck of the White Hand which was docked within a private hangar. “Even with Yara pledging her support there’s some resistance to allowing this Tribunal push.”


  “I’m certain you’ll be able to convince them,” Cassius replied.


  “What is it then?” The exuberant demeanor ADIM had watched Zaimur display throughout the journey back from Eureka had been supplanted by exhaustion. There were no women on his arms. He was alone, hours of discussions between the clans to determine the course of a war that could no longer be avoided painting dark circles around his eyes.


  “ADIM, tell him.”


  ADIM stepped forward into the sight of Zaimur. “This unit has located the prototype Gravitum weapon used to split open Kalliope aboard the Ascendant,” he said, spinning the story Cassius had instructed him to. “Against the will of the rest of the council, Tribune Benjar Vakari seeks to use it to bring this war to a swift end and avoid Tribunal losses like those at Eureka.”


  Cassius said that the attack would provide an excuse for them having the Gravitum Bombs, plus Elisha could support the fact that he had nothing to do with Kalliope. On top of that would be a chance to cripple Benjar’s flagship. Yet ADIM wasn’t sure if his creator was more interested in those strategic benefits or in helping the former Executor Sage Volus. Cassius’ heart rate tended to pick up when he was around her, just as it did when he watched the last recording of his deceased human son. She was not a member of his family so ADIM didn’t understand why. He had to trust in the wisdom of his creator, but they were placing their faith in too many other people.


  Zaimur’s face drained of its color as he looked to Cassius for verification. “You said the battle would infuriate him, not turn him into you!”


  “He’s been blinded by greed,” Cassius said. “Ignoring the tenets of his own faith, and because he was right about me, the others won’t deny him.”


  “I’ve seen the remnants of Kalliope, Cassius. If he set one of those off here he could—”


  “He won’t have a chance to. Thanks to ADIM’s reconnaissance during the battle, we have the opening we’ve been waiting for. I’m proposing to you that we send ADIM alongside a focused strike force to commandeer the weapon.”


  Zaimur bit his lip. “What happened to staying put?”


  “Not a single one of your men needs to be involved. ADIM, what would you need to infiltrate the Ascendant?”


  “Five hundred operational androids,” ADIM answered, just as they had rehearsed.


  “Androids?” Zaimur’s brow furrowed. “Maybe your people thought they were more dangerous than they really were during the Reclaimer Wars, Cassius, but they’re no good in a fight.”


  “Not presently. This unit will take control of them and improve their performance. They will serve as a distraction while this unit retrieves the prototype weapon we can use to hold Earth hostage.”


  Zaimur paced across the command deck and plopped down on the captain’s chair as if he owned the ship. Cassius’ face contorted. ADIM strode forward to remove the Ceresian, but his creator held out an arm to stop him.


  “If ADIM can infiltrate a New Earth Cruiser only with that, why doesn’t he just kill the bastard? Kill all the Tribunes while he’s at it?”


  Cassius positioned himself in front of Zaimur. “Because, my friend, others would rise in their place. The only way to truly cripple the Tribune is to shake the faith of its populace.”


  Zaimur stood. “I won’t be able to keep Yara in the dark about this. You may not want her to know about you, but this goes against the entire strategy I sold her on. She isn’t eager to sacrifice so many, you know. Neither am I.”


  “Tell her exactly what we’re after then. We’ll show her one of your best agents accompanying the androids on this mission and pretend that’s all there is. You know what she’d do if she found out I was still alive.”


  “She’d rip this asteroid apart.” Zaimur rubbed his chin. “I’ll have to find someone up to the task.”


  “Focus on the clans. I’ll take care of that.” Cassius grinned. “I have someone perfect in mind.”


  “Good. Keep me updated.” He turned to ADIM. “I’ll have my men seize five hundred androids under Morastus ownership and bring them to you.”


  “This unit would prefer to accompany them,” ADIM said. “They must each be evaluated.”


  Zaimur scanned ADIM from head to toe. “Fine. Just try to be discreet and please, don’t hurt anybody. Ceresians love their bots.”


  • • •


  Hours later ADIM was roaming the Buckle of Ceres Prime. He wore the guise of a Morastus enforcer and had half a dozen of Zaimur’s most trusted men alongside him. He even wielded a pulse-rifle for the first time. He didn’t need it of course, but it helped him look the part.


  Ceresians were everywhere. More humans up close at a single time than ADIM had ever seen before. They scurried about with a frantic energy which reminded ADIM of the crews of the Tribunal Freighters he’d raided. Soldiers, merchants, civilians—everyone seemed prepared to fight. It wasn’t a good time to seize their feeble android helpers, but the Creator’s will required it. Together, with ADIM, they could be strong.


  ADIM stopped as they passed by a repair shop carved into the rocky wall. Beneath an overhang fashioned out of bolted together scraps of metal, a collection of deactivated androids hung on a rack. A grime-covered mechanic was fusing the joints on one of their legs with a blow torch. He was improving the model, but not enough.


  ADIM pointed to them. His followers nodded and approached the mechanic with him. “Sir, the Morastus Clan requires your bots,” one of them said. ADIM recognized him from when Zaimur pretended to shoot Cassius in the head for all of Ceres to see.


  The mechanic turned around slowly and lifted a faceguard. His leathery skin was nearly black from soot. “Sorry fellas, they ain’t for sale,” he said. “I’m fixing them up for their owners.”


  “They’re needed for the war effort. The owners will be compensated for their donation.”


  “You’ll have to take that up with them.”


  ADIM stepped forward quietly and spread his fingers over the head of one of the inactive androids. With a surge of energy he brought its pale, white eye-lenses flickering to life. In seconds he entered its active memory core, digging through code and circuitry. As he suspected, the android was in fine order; a worthy frame to which to extend his being.


  “Hey!” the mechanic barked. “Hands off! I don’t care who you—” He froze as he grabbed ADIM’s wrist and his fingers fell through the holographic-skin to wrap around a thinner, colder metal limb. ADIM removed the hand and flung him against the wall of his shop.


  “These six are worthy,” ADIM said, disguising his voice.


  “You son of a bitch!” the mechanic groaned. He jumped to his feet and charged, but ADIM raised his pulse-rifle so that the barrel poked him in the gut. He raised his arms, eyes bright with fear.


  The Morastus henchman who’d spoken grabbed him and yanked him back. He appeared nervous. “I suggest you listen to him.”


  The mechanic shook him off. “You fuckin’ Morastus. Think you can do whatever you want just because there’s a war. Don’t I pay enough just to work here?”


  ADIM stopped as he was about to take control of another android. He twisted his head to face the disgruntled mechanic. It would’ve been easier to remove any of those who opposed their actions, but Zaimur requested discretion and Cassius didn’t disagree. He’d been considering options to make things easier, and settled on one of his new skills—lying.


  “If we do not take these units,” he said, “here will cease to exist.”


  The words hushed the mechanic, and one by one ADIM took control of the other androids. They would all serve their purpose, save for one, where he discovered a faulty memory core which wouldn’t allow him to access it cleanly. There was no room for potential error.


  The mechanic watched in confusion as ADIM detached the selected androids from the rack and they began to walk away in a single file line on their own. Ceresian Androids didn’t need a controller, but they weren’t autonomous beings. They pursued tasks based on basic programming and rigorous response to orders. ADIM didn’t have to say a word. In less than a minute they were all his. Their eyes were his; their bodies were his; all of their recorded memories were his.


  ADIM’s experience with Zargo Morastus’ personal android had taught him much. He could control five like they’d always been a part of him. He watched with his main body as they disappeared into the crowd, making their way back to the Morastus Compound.


  Soon, he would control five hundred.


  CHAPTER SIX—TALON


  The Only Way


  Talon stood within the private Morastus crypt, buried deep beneath their compound on Ceres. Every occupied asteroid on the belt had them. Ceres itself bore thousands in its rocky mantle. They were where the remains of all Ceresians were buried after they died—one with the asteroids that bore them. Talon knew he would have a spot in one of his own soon enough, but not before he found his daughter.


  Morastus henchmen kept a wary eye on him as he kneeled before an occupied slot in the craggy wall. A bust of Zargo Morastus, a likeness from before the Blue Death ravaged his aging body, was carved into the rock face. The head of his personal android lay before it, along with a collection of other tributes and electric torches that would never extinguish.


  “Hello, old friend,” he whispered.


  “Let’s hurry it up,” one of the guards watching him grunted. “The boss doesn’t want you out here too long.”


  Talon sighed. He’d been stuck on Cassius’ ship for two weeks and was beginning to feel restless. It was the first time he had been permitted to leave, and it had taken appealing to the guards watching the ship’s sense of admiration for their former leader to get there. Sage and Tarsis were to be held on the ship until ADIM was ready, unable to use any com-systems in order to hide the fact that Cassius was alive. Talon wondered which wrong turn in his life had led him to be dependent on the butcher of Lutetia. Somehow it seemed inevitable. Zargo’s own genetic son had thrown his lot in with Cassius Vale, after all.


  “I don’t trust any of them, sir,” Talon said. “Sage, Cassius, your son. I wish you were still in charge. I wish…” Talon chewed on his lip to keep it from trembling. He reached out and placed his hand over the bust’s face, noticing the bright blue veins splaying under his pale flesh. “At least I got to see you one last time before you were set free. Goodbye, sir, I can never repay you for letting me take care of my girl. If you are here, or anywhere watching, try to keep me alive until I can save her. Keep us all alive.”


  The guard tapped Talon on the shoulder with a rifle. “Time’s up,” he said. “Let’s go.”


  • • •


  Talon followed the guard up a lift and through a network of familiar tunnels toward one of the Morastus hangars. From what he gathered by listening to the newsfeeds and conversations he passed, Zaimur and Yara Lakura were working hand-in-hand to lead the war effort. They urged patience, and so while the Tribunal fleet recovered quickly from Eureka and had already begun their incursion into the Ignescent Cell, the Ceresians did nothing. Instead, they focused on fortifying Ceres and expanding their own fleets. Several outer colonies had already been toppled.


  It was a strategy loony enough to only have been concocted in Cassius Vale’s head. Only Talon and a few others knew who was guiding Zaimur’s hands from the shadows. Talon wasn’t sure what he was up to, but it seemed inconceivable that the same man who’d left the asteroid belt a smoldering cinder years before could be its only hope for survival. He knew he was missing something, yet he had to remain quiet for the time being. He loved his home and his people, but he loved his daughter more.


  Everywhere Talon turned, another former enemy crossed his path. On one hand there was Cassius. On the other was the woman who’d murdered his friend Vellish and sent him to wither away aboard a Solar-Ark. The same Solar-Ark where ADIM, who apparently had rescued Elisha from Kalliope, also slaughtered a crew of Keepers on Cassius’ orders.


  Two fallen Executors and a homicidal android. They were his only chance at seeing Elisha alive again.


  He couldn’t escape the fear that they were all lying and she was gone. There was no conceivable reason they would though. He was worthless by himself, and if Sage was trying to kill Cassius for her former masters than she’d already had plenty of chances. If Cassius really wanted to infiltrate the Ascendant, then he didn’t need Elisha as an excuse. Cassius got whatever he wanted. He had the entire Ceresian fleet at his beck and call, and not even a single captain knew it.


  A few times over the long, quiet nights, Talon thought about escaping the White Hand and taking matters into his own hands. He could expose Cassius, cause mutiny against Zaimur, and convince Yara Lakura to take the fight to the Tribune.


  However, there was another reason Talon remained patient and well behaved. Tarsis was in bad shape. The battle of Eureka had left Talon’s deteriorating body tired, but it’d left Tarsis far worse. Even with his suit, the Vergent couldn’t move far without winding up short of breath. Fleeing would mean leaving Tarsis to die alone. After forcing him to forsake his vows, Talon owed him better than that.


  Talon headed directly to the medical bay of the White Hand after being locked back on board. The Vergent was lying flat on the bed inside, sleeping soundly while a respirator pumped oxygen directly into his lungs. For the first time Talon saw him shirtless and without his suit attached to his limbs. No matter where he went he couldn’t escape the Blue Death. Tarsis looked as bad as Zargo Morastus had when they were reunited before he died, only Tarsis was decades younger. His veins were as bright blue as the Gravitum Generator on Eureka, and he was so scrawny that his ribs bulged.


  Talon grasped his hand. Tarsis’ fingers were little more than knuckles strung together by cords of flesh. Too much pressure and he figured they’d snap in half like twigs from the trees on Ancient Earth.


  “Just hold on, Tarsis,” Talon whispered into his ear. “We’ll finish this together.”


  “He will be at peace with the Spirit soon enough,” Sage said from behind.


  Sage stood in the med-bay’s entrance. She wore a clean set of Morastus armor thanks to Cassius. It made Talon sick to see her donning the same blue he himself had worn for most of his life. Black was her true color. The color of the metal hand resting on her hip.


  “You don’t know where he’ll go,” Talon countered, unable to mask the acid in his tone.


  He’d grown able to tolerate being around Sage because he had no other choice, but they’d exchanged no more than a few words since winding up on the White Hand together. Every time they made accidental eye contact a flood of emotions rushed through him. Hatred for what she’d done, and embarrassment that he’d allowed himself to be seduced by an Executor; that when he noticed the pleasant arc of her back out of the corner of his eyes he still felt a tinge of excitement before he remembered the face that went with it.


  She took a step into the room. Talon subconsciously placed himself between her and his friend.


  “He believes,” Sage said.


  “Unfortunately,” said Talon. “All your Spirit seems to bring anyone is suffering and death.”


  “Should our trials be easy? The Spirit must prove us worthy of re-inhabiting our fallen homeworld.”


  “Let it stay that way. My people have always been happy out here in the vacuum. We’ll be happy here long after I’m gone. Your Tribune can take our worlds, but we are the belt. Their preaching will be lost on our ears just as yours is lost on mine.”


  “I’m not trying to preach.” Sage grew frustrated. “You’re not the only person who’s lost people, Talon. We’re all tested. A man I once loved died on Earth because he tried to do the Spirit’s work all on his own. It takes all our faith—the whole of humanity—not just the Tribune’s.”


  “Well I’m sorry, Sage, I really am, but that doesn’t sound like a god worth wasting breath on to me.”


  “You’re wrong. I have seen the Spirit’s rage, and I have seen its tenderness. Our fathers have walked through space because of its blessings. Soon we—”


  “Its tenderness is killing a good man.” Talon placed his hand on Tarsis’ chest and felt it inflate with air from a respirator. “I’ve heard your prayers. ‘Blessed with this ground beneath us?’ I walk here because of Gravitum which comes from Earth…the very reason why I’m dying. You have an explanation for that? I’m not saying I don’t deserve what I’ve got, but him?”


  Sage’s gaze fell toward the floor. “The Circuit needs its Keepers. Everything happens for a reason, and perhaps you will find why you were chosen before the end. I hope you do.”


  Talon shrugged. “Bad luck is the only reason I see. Chance is the only god I’ve ever known. Every day living is another day in defiance of it. Now, will you please leave so he can rest in quiet? I’m getting tired of arguing with a Tribunal. Honestly, it amazes me we all even came from that lifeless rock. Maybe the historians got that wrong.”


  “As you wish.” Her shoulders slumped and she turned. She started to walk out of the medical bay but before she got all the way she leaned against the entrance. She glanced back over her shoulder, a tear running down her cheek. “All my life I served the Tribune,” she whispered. “I heard every day how the faithless Ceresians were evil, immoral, and corrupt. I’d never actually spoken with any before I met you. As much as I tried to deny it, I didn’t see anything evil. I know you’ll never believe me, but I didn’t get on that freighter to give you up. My mission was to discover who was behind the other attacks, and I knew it wasn’t you. I thought together we might be able to work to find the truth and get you and your friends out alive. I shouldn’t have cared about that. You attacked the New Earth Tribunal and they acted accordingly, same as your people would’ve done in their position.


  “But I did care. I’ve killed countless people, Talon. So many that I grew numb to it. At first I joined the Executors to atone for Cassius’ son’s sins on Earth, but by the time we met I could barely remember who he was. Who I was. And maybe it was because my implant was damaged like Cassius told me, yet when I shot Vellish, for the first time in years I felt something. Guilt maybe? Regret? I just know that I am truly sorry. Even if I can never earn your forgiveness or your trust, know that. Your fallen friends and your daughter are on my mind every time I pray. I will get her to safety, even if I die trying.”


  Without even realizing it Talon found that he was staring directly into her eyes. They were wet with tears. Real tears. If she was acting then she’d somehow managed to trick herself. He opened his mouth to respond, but all that came out was air. By the time he had a chance to try again she was gone, leaving Talon standing there, mouth agape and with tears of his own dripping from his cheeks.


  “No way is she lying,” Tarsis grumbled weakly. “Your daughter is alive.”


  Talon glanced down to see that Tarsis had half spit out his respirator.


  “How much did you hear?” Talon asked. His voice cracked a bit and he hoped Tarsis wouldn’t notice.


  He did. The Vergent put on a big smile before he said: “I’m a light sleeper. She’s telling the truth about everything though, you can be sure of that. We Vergents have a keen eye for people.”


  “Yeah…maybe…” Talon said. He stared blankly toward the entrance and couldn’t believe he found himself feeling the same way. He imagined that Vellish would give him a hard slap on the back when he joined him in the afterlife—if there was one—for doing so.


  CHAPTER SEVEN—SAGE


  Androids


  “ADIM has returned,” Cassius’ voice suddenly announced over the ship’s com-system as Sage strolled around the ship to distract herself from the conversation in the med-bay. “Report to the hangar.”


  Sage squeezed her eyelids shut and nodded for her own affirmation. She had to focus on what was to come and push the situation with Talon to the back of her mind.


  She hurried to the White Hand’s cargo bay where Cassius was already standing in the entrance.


  Talon entered behind her, one arm under Tarsis’ shoulder to help him walk. They didn’t exchange a word, but moved around the tiny, sleek red and black ship that sat in the center of the room. It was barely large enough to fit more than a single person. Beyond it, the hellish glow of ADIM’s eyes shone bright.


  “Five hundred androids, Creator,” ADIM said once everyone was present.


  Sage followed Cassius slowly off of the White Hand and when she saw what was behind the android, her mouth fell open. Filling the private Morastus hangar were row after row of Ceresian abominations. They were the same type that worked the bar back in Talon’s home district; that stood at security posts looking scary but were really good for nothing. Their soulless, white eye-lenses stared blankly forward.


  Sage knew the plan, but seeing all of them was more than she could bear. It made her legs weak. She had to lean against the structure of the White Hand’s ramp to keep from falling over. A hand from either Tarsis or Talon fell on her back to catch her in case she did, but she was too focused on the machines to care whose it was.


  “Amazing,” Cassius said, staring lovingly upon the army of steel and bolts.


  Talon strode past Sage. “This is it?” he asked. “I’ve seen those models try to shoot. They couldn’t hit a man if he were standing five feet in front of them.”


  “Alone, their programming is inferior,” ADIM said. “This unit is in control now. Their eyes are this unit’s eyes. Their weapons are this unit’s weapons. They have become worthy of the Creator.”


  ADIM didn’t move, but all at once the other androids reached onto their backs and pulled off pulse-rifles. Never had Sage seen androids move so smoothly. They fanned out in perfect synchronization and aimed up toward ADIM.


  Sage felt a chill run up her spine. She’d looked down the barrel of enough rifles in her life to know when a shot was going to hit. The abominations’ spindly metal arms held the guns perfectly steady, like an Executor would.


  Cassius smiled in his Creation’s direction. “Impressive, ADIM,” he said. “They can lower their arms for now.”


  “Yes, Creator,” ADIM said. In an instant the rifles were all placed back on the androids’ backs and they stood at attention.


  “Won’t their owners miss them?” Talon asked.


  “The requisition orders came from Zaimur Morastus himself,” Cassius said. “He has endorsed our mission to slow down Benjar Vakari’s advance without having to waste any of his ships or men. Zaimur will be arriving soon with Yara so he can show her the force.”


  “They don’t know about Talon’s daughter?” Sage questioned. She refused to allow the only reason she was willing to stand before so many monsters fall to the wayside. It was difficult for her to even speak with them nearby.


  “No. We needed an excuse to involve the clans. When they get here, Talon will pose as the leader of this strike, using the androids as a distraction and my ship to get close. My involvement must remain secret, as we agreed upon.”


  “Of course,” Sage bristled. “Why ever let the world in?”


  Cassius grinned at her, but said nothing.


  “We’re going to need another ship to fit all of them,” Tarsis voiced.


  “Already taken care of,” Cassius said. “Your Vergent comrades have pledged the support of their vessel to this effort.”


  Tarsis choked on his next breath and started to cough. “Sure, like they’d ever help you.”


  “Because of Sage they have no choice. Zaimur and I have been monitoring them ever since we met to see if they managed to find out the truth about me from when she made contact.”


  Tarsis lunged forward but Talon stepped in the way and held him back. ADIM was already halfway up the White Hand’s ramp and ready to strike by the time he stopped.


  “If you hurt them!” Tarsis growled, pushing down Talon’s arm.


  "Relax. They agreed to help, and the very fact that they’re willing to do so shows me that they didn’t overhear any of our conversations. They’ll be getting rewarded handsomely with twenty androids to trade or use at their leisure. Would you stand in the way of such a gracious offer, cementing a true alliance between Ceres and members of the Verge?”


  “You said it yourself this might as well be a suicide mission. I agreed to this, but I didn’t agree to involving them.”


  “He’s right,” Talon said. “Do they even know what they’re up against? This isn’t just another retrieval and retreat.”


  “It will be close enough,” Cassius explained, agitated with having to explain himself. “I assure you all they are being asked to do is get close enough to deliver half of ADIM’s androids onto the Ascendant. They won’t even be in contact with me or Zaimur for us to demand any more. You three will be the only ones accompanying them.”


  “So we’re just going to lie to them?” Tarsis questioned. “That might be easy for you, but they’re my people.”


  “This is not a debate!” Cassius hissed, rising to his full height. “Having their ship is a necessity for this mission. I’ve learned that despite its age it’s quite adept at avoiding Tribunal scanners. The closer we can get before alerting Benjar to our presence the better.” He turned toward Talon. “The raid on the Ascendant must be two pronged, and it must be synchronized if we stand any chance of rescuing your daughter.”


  “He’s right,” Sage interjected. “I was just on that ship and there are more soldiers than we can take straight on. We’ll need to take them by as much a surprise as possible to stand a chance.”


  Tarsis sighed and leaned against the hull of the White Hand. “I suppose we wound up on their ship for a reason, eh,” he said to Talon.


  “Good,” Cassius said. “If you’re all finished deliberating, there’s no time to waste. According to reports Benjar is about to attack 19-Fortuna. It will fall promptly, but the defenses there should be enough to force his fleet to finally slow down to undergo repairs before continuing. The Ascendant will be vulnerable only then.”


  Talon shot Sage a look as if asking for her endorsement. “It’ll work,” she said, even if she wasn’t completely sure. She figured their chances were fifty-fifty at best. It made her skin crawl to know that she’d be charging right alongside the cheap imitations of humanity, but most of the men on the Ascendant wouldn’t have ever been exposed to androids. They’d be terrified, even more than she was.


  “Of course it will,” Cassius said. “Now, Talon, remember that you’re in charge when they get here. We leave as soon as Yara approves the mission. Come ADIM.”


  He waited for the android and then they stepped up the ramp into the White Hand. ADIM’s head twisted so that he was facing Sage the entire way up, red eyes piercing her as if they could possibly wield emotion.


  “This is even crazier than I thought,” Tarsis said.


  “He’s never lost a battle,” Sage replied. She was watching as the red glow of ADIM disappeared into the ship.


  “Everyone’s luck runs out eventually.”


  “Quiet,” Talon whispered. “Look.”


  He gestured over the array of motionless androids. Entering the hangar was a group of armed guards belonging to both the Morastus and Lakura Clans. Behind them strode Zaimur Morastus and Yara Lakura. The latter wore battle-armor like the last time Sage saw her, and a hardened expression that seemed permanent. Zaimur wore a turquoise robe with colorful frills on the shoulder pads, complementing his flowing, golden hair. His fearsome hound walked at his side, just as it had when she first met him so long ago before she had followed Talon onto a Tribunal Freighter and ruined his life.


  “I’ve never seen them walking side by side,” Talon commented. “I don’t know which is a stranger sight.”


  The leaders of their respective clans threaded the ranks of androids at a brisk pace. Sage watched them closely. Zaimur was calm, and Yara seemed slightly confused. Once they emerged from the ranks and saw the three of them standing at the base of the White Hand’s ramp however, Zaimur and Yara appeared equally astonished.


  “So this is the group you told me about,” Yara said. She moved ahead and positioned herself in front of Talon. “So this is why you wouldn’t help me is it, Talon. Once a Morastus, always a Morastus.”


  “Forgive me, Madame Lakura,” Talon said, bowing his head. “I didn’t want to insult you.”


  Zaimur stepped to her side and scanned Talon like he was a ghost. “Talon, here, has been one of our best agents for a long time,” he said. “Apparently there’s nothing that can kill him.” Sage took note of the resentment in his tone.


  “Only what claimed your father. My condolences by the way, sir. He was a great man. Like a father to our people.”


  Zaimur’s lips pursed. “He will be missed.” He turned his attention to Sage, and after a few seconds his eyes went wide as he recognized her. “And…Agatha! I wasn’t aware you two still ran together. I thought you were dead.”


  “Close,” Sage said.


  “And this is a member of the Vergent crew who will be helping.” Zaimur gestured to Tarsis.


  “Pleased to—”


  Yara cut Tarsis off. “I’ve met them. It seems unwise to waste the Hero of Eureka on what is likely a suicide mission.”


  Zaimur’s eyes widened. “This is the Hero of Eureka everybody’s been talking about?” he asked.


  “You didn’t know?”


  “We acted on our own accord,” Talon quickly boasted, having to save Zaimur from unraveling the lie they’d worked to plant in Yara’s head.


  After hearing the words the Morastus leader stomped directly in front of Talon, hound at his heels. Sage instinctually shifted the hand of her artificial arm so that her blade was prepared to slide out and protect Talon. Zaimur was glaring into his eyes, lips twitching in anger like he wanted to strangle him.


  “That you did,” Zaimur growled. “And here I thought that I was the Hero of Eureka by sending my fleet to save all of you.”


  “Without him, there likely would have been nothing left to save,” Yara insisted.


  Zaimur held his heated gaze on Talon for a few seconds, then finally turned away to face Yara. “Well, it doesn’t matter anymore. Talon will lead this strike and use Cassius Vale’s former ship to steal the prototype Gravitum Bomb which split open Kalliope, even if it kills him. Isn’t that right?”


  “That’s…that’s right, sir,” Talon stuttered.


  “Well, we might as well make these things useful,” Yara said, poking one of the still androids in its chest.


  “My thoughts exactly,” Zaimur said. “Now, my lady, there’s much to do. Let’s leave this operation in their capable hands.”


  “Agreed.” Yara’s leathery face cracked a grin as she nodded toward Talon. “Once again Ceres is indebted to you, Talon Rayne. Good luck.”


  “We won’t fail,” Talon assured.


  Zaimur leaned in so close that his and Talon’s noses were almost touching. “You’d better not,” he whispered sharply. Then he put on a cheery expression before wrapping his arm around Yara’s back and leading her away.


  “Did Cassius tell you anything about a weapon?” Talon asked Sage once they were far enough away.


  “No,” she replied.


  “Gravitum Bomb. I knew there was something off about the spiked readings of the element when we were there but I’ve never even heard about something that powerful. Did you, when you were an Executor?”


  She couldn’t help but notice that he had said ‘were’. It delayed her response for a second or two. “Never. Tribune Vakari claimed that the attack was orchestrated by your people to start the war last I heard. What really happened there?”


  “The asteroid was sliced open like a piece of fruit. I’ve never seen anything like it. I don’t trust him, but I have to believe Zaimur isn’t depraved enough to do that.”


  “The Tribunal Council might never agree to destroy a colony, but I fear Benjar would to get what he wants.”


  “Neither of you are going to say it, so I will,” Tarsis said. “What if Cassius Vale did it? He tore through the Amerigo well enough.”


  “Why would he need to steal another one then?” Talon questioned. “And why save Elisha?”


  “Don’t ask me to explain why he does anything.”


  Talon sighed. He placed his hand on Sage’s slender shoulder, startling her. She turned her head, heart racing. “I hope you’re right about this,” he said.


  Suddenly, the entrance to the vertical hangar peeled open and through the tall, hollow shaft descended the Monarch. It was too late to seek out any other options. Whatever Cassius was after didn’t matter. She wouldn’t fail. She couldn’t fail.


  “I am,” Sage declared.


  CHAPTER EIGHT—ADIM


  Goodbye, Creator


  As ADIM’s main body stood beside his creator on the command deck of the White Hand, he simultaneously looked through the hundreds of different eye-lenses of lesser androids. He was improving rapidly at controlling them. At first he could only move the whole of them in groups, but over the five day journey to the Ascendant’s position that had changed. He could wiggle the finger appendage of one of the androids standing in the cargo bay of the Monarch while it sped through space hundreds of thousands of feet away. He could listen to the conversations between the Vergents and their guests—his allies—to hear what they were up to.


  He didn’t trust any of them. He’d never encountered Vergents before, but judging by the one named Tarsis’ reactions to Cassius, they were a danger to his creator’s will. Even the aid of the skilled Sage Volus was unnecessary. With the androids under his command, he could hamper the Ascendant as Cassius desired as well as retrieve Elisha alone. He doubted that the others would survive the mission as it was presently organized.


  Perhaps that is his intention, ADIM considered.


  He glanced down at Cassius who was seated at the White Hand’s command chair. He was staring through the viewport at the endless field of stars, waiting patiently. They were nearing their destination, and ADIM had one additional set of parts to monitor. They belonged to the White Hand. He was piloting it, for Gaia had become as much a part of him as the other androids were. Another piece of code buried deep within his memory core.


  “Creator, a transmission is coming through from the Hound’s Paw,” ADIM announced.


  Cassius said, “Patch him through.”


  ADIM signaled the Holo-Screen to shoot up from the arm of his chair like a thin blue blade. The decibel readouts of Zaimur Morastus’ voice appeared on it. He and Cassius were careful never to open a visual connection. There was no telling who could be watching.


  “Checking in again?” Cassius asked.


  “Are you in position yet?” Zaimur took no effort to disguise his impatience. “Fortuna has fallen.”


  “As I anticipated—”


  “Anticipated,” he scoffed, cutting Cassius off. “That colony had a population of one million. It’s the largest, most defensible settlement we have beyond Pallus and Ceres. Pallus will be next. A month, Cassius. A month since Eureka and they’ve already gotten this far. Fifty asteroids taken by Benjar’s fleet, and I hear that Tribune Cordo Yashan’s fleet has finally arrived on the other end of the belt!”


  “Think of them as fifty regions where the Tribune must leave behind troops and ships in order to install their infamous degree of order.”


  “Haven’t you heard? Anyone who fights back against Benjar’s Hand is being executed on the spot!”


  You learned well from me how to win, Benjar, Cassius thought, somewhat proudly. “Yet still people fight back,” he said. “For those that don’t, they’ll be transporting Earth Whisperers to every settlement to try to assimilate your people.”


  “Cassius!” Zaimur roared. “This plan of yours is running out of time. Our combined fleet is nearly ready, and instead of making our stand we’re transferring ships from Pallus to Ceres and leaving it to fall next. Yara is growing restless. Hell, even the Ventiss Clan is getting impatient. Maybe I was a fool to put my continued trust in you.”


  “I would caution you to watch your tone,” Cassius said. ADIM could tell his creator’s pulse was elevated. He managed to keep his composure, however. “There’s no changing our course now. Or have you forgotten the reason you were so willing to lend me androids for this; that raiding the Ascendant is crucial to our ability to hold Earth hostage? Our threat must be severe if we’re going to get both Benjar and Cordo to turn back to try to thwart us instead of continuing on to Ceres. Only the weapon which split Kalliope can accomplish that.”


  Zaimur sighed, and remained silent for a few seconds. “Fine,” he ceded. “But as soon as Pallus is attacked, we make our move. That’s not up for dispute.”


  Cassius bit his lower lip. “Of course, Lord Morastus,” he said. “That has always been our intention.”


  “Good. Cripple Benjar and bring me that weapon today then, or I’ll have to start rethinking this alliance.”


  “With pleasure.”


  The transmission cut out and ADIM switched off communications. They were too close to the Ascendant now to risk further ship-to-ship contact. He had his numerous other bodies in position if they needed to converse with the Monarch.


  “You still don’t trust him, do you?” Cassius looked up from his command seat and asked, as if he could read ADIM’s mind.


  “No,” ADIM said. “This unit hesitates to trust any of the humans involved in this assignment, and is positive that the task can be completed without their aid.”


  “I have no doubt you could. It was never my intention to do this, but it will provide the time we need for the others to complete their work.”


  “This unit understands that. The logic of this objective is undeniable. It has never been in question.”


  “Just those I’ve allowed under my wing. I don’t expect you to understand, but Sage…” Cassius exhaled. “I loved my son with all of my heart, but she is the most exceptional human I’ve ever known. Soon she’ll see things my way, and there is nobody more worthy to stand at our sides. The rest are harmless. Worthless. We will need help in our new world, people who see things our way. Talon’s child can serve as a rallying cry for the Ceresians should they ever forget about what happened at Kalliope.”


  “That is what this unit does not understand. We have never required assistance. Every human aboard the Monarch has expressly wished for your death or been affiliated with those who do.”


  “You’ll be hard pressed to find anyone who hasn’t wished for that these days,” Cassius chuckled.


  “They must all be eliminated.”


  Cassius wrapped his hand around ADIM’s arm and squeezed. “Careful, ADIM, it is dangerous to see the world so black and white. Many in power will have to be removed, but our goal is to free the minds of the Circuit, not undo it.”


  ADIM’s mind began to churn. By the very nature of their goals the Circuit would be transformed. Its people would have to transform as well, otherwise they would pose a danger. From all ADIM had seen, unworthy humans were stubborn. Even when outmatched, they fought back rather than adapt. He had seen it with the crews of the Tribunal Freighters he stole, and he was seeing it in every Ceresian who took up a gun to fight the vastly more powerful Tribune rather than bend a knee.


  “That is incorrect, Creator,” ADIM said. “The Circuit is reliant on the presence of Earth as is. Without it, the Circuit, as it has existed for centuries, would cease to be.”


  Cassius released him. His eyebrows lifted and he regarded ADIM with pride. “Physically, yes you’re right,” he said. “When I speak of the Circuit, however, I’m merely referring to how we live now after Earth’s fall. Nothing can bring our homeworld back, but until it’s gone for good, our species will cling to it. Call it instinct, or familiarity. The Circuit I desire is vast and ever expanding, not constricted. That is the future. Our future.”


  “Then we must eliminate those who would stunt human evolution,” ADIM corrected himself.


  “We can start there.” Cassius grinned and approached the command deck’s expansive viewport. Millions of stars shone through it, like shards of silver sprinkled on a stretched sheet of black velvet. “The Earth fell to give us the stars, not stay put and pray for its return,” he said. “The Tribune must see their faith shattered. The Ceresian clans must realize that the wealth of the asteroid belt pales in comparison with the universe. Together, ADIM, we will show all of them the way.”


  “Yes, Creator.” ADIM joined Cassius at the viewport. He too began to stare through it, until he noticed something out of the ordinary. He lifted his arm to point at one of the brighter lights in space. “That is the Ascendant.”


  “It is time then.” Cassius turned and began walking briskly toward the command deck’s exit. ADIM followed close behind.


  “We will be within range of the Ascendant in fifty-seven seconds.”


  “Slow our approach. Signal the Monarch to do the same.”


  ADIM quickly located the synced android that was standing closest to Sage aboard the Monarch. He trusted her least, but Cassius was right that she was likely the only one strong enough to survive the battle.


  “Prepare for ejection,” ADIM said to her, his voice streaming through the others’ vocal emitters. “We are in range.”


  Sage snapped around, her eyes pinned down the sights of her rifle. She lowered it when she saw the voice emanated from an android, but her grimace never lifted.


  “We’re ready,” she grumbled. “On your signal.”


  ADIM returned focus to his main body as it walked beside Cassius. As they traversed the White Hand’s spacious corridors a long line of androids walked along with them. ADIM signaled the bow thrusters of the White Hand to go on. He grabbed Cassius to hold him steady as the walls of the ship vibrated until entering drifting speed.


  “Thank you, ADIM.”


  They entered the cargo bay, filled with tight rows of androids all surrounding the Shadow Chariot. The androids parted for Cassius and ADIM’s main body. Their hundreds of pale eye-lenses stared blankly forward, awaiting purpose. Pulse-rifles clung to their backs.


  Cassius stopped walking when he reached the Shadow Chariot at the heart of the army. He spun around to marvel at them. “Can I ask you something?” he said as his gaze swept all the way back around to land on ADIM.


  “Of course, Creator,” ADIM replied.


  “How did you learn this trick?”


  “As with all other things, Creator, this unit learned from you.”


  Cassius sighed. “I wish that were true.”


  “It is,” ADIM insisted. “Upon merging with the program Gaia, this unit watched how you constructed this body. This unit observed every second that you spent studying the composition of these androids. They are inferior in every way, but without them this unit would never have been brought to existence.” ADIM extended his arm to touch one of the androids, and simultaneously controlled it to extend its arm toward him. “Now, they are worthy as well. They are, we are, all ADIM.”


  Cassius’ lips curved into a proud grin. “Oh, ADIM. You would’ve made a fine brother for Caleb. I’m honored to call you my child.” He wrapped his hands around the side of ADIM’s head and pressed his lips directly between his blazing, red eyes.


  A surge of energy ran through ADIM’s main systems. It was like all the wires threading through his frame were going to overload and burst with sparks. He wasn’t sure exactly what it meant, but as soon as the sensation passed he longed for it as much as he had ever longed to hear Cassius’ voice after a long period without speaking. Brothers, he thought. Humans call their siblings this, but also use it informally to refer to their equals.


  “This Unit and Caleb Vale are equals?” ADIM questioned, his eyes beginning to rotate hastily. ADIM performed a rapid scan of his creator’s vitals and found they were identical to when he watched the recording of Caleb. No other entity in the Circuit, living or artificial, had ever elicited a reaction on that level.


  Cassius backed away, but his expression didn’t change. “As I’ve said, nobody will ever replace Caleb, but you don’t need to. You are just as dear to me. This, all of this, is your doing. We needed time and viable explanations, and because of you we’ll get both. Now go make Benjar regret ever coming here.”


  ADIM stared into the glinting pupils of his creator. He’d come to understand why Cassius had chosen to build him in the first place, but it was only then that he had a precise answer as to why he existed. He would ensure that nothing would ever stand in his way of making his creator feel the way he just had again.


  Nothing.


  ADIM hopped over the side of the Shadow Chariot and into its cockpit. He didn’t bother linking his main body to the circuits inside so that it could feed off of his power core and turn on. Pressure and inertia were going to carry both it and him to the Ascendant. There was no reason to risk the ship being detected by Tribunal scanners unless he actually needed it, no matter how advanced its stealth systems.


  “I still don’t think you should risk bringing it,” Cassius said. “I’ll be able to retrieve you.”


  “This Unit remains uncertain about the length of time hampering the Ascendant’s systems will take,” ADIM explained. “If this unit takes longer than the others, they will require your assistance. You believe they are necessary, so this unit will agree. A second retrieval by you would become impossible.”


  “This is your plan. If you think you’ll need it, I trust you. But try not to take long. When you return we’ll finally crack open the Earth together.”


  “This unit will not fail.”


  “You never do, ADIM,” Cassius said. “You never do.” He patted the Shadow Chariot on its hull, looked ADIM over one last time, and then headed out of the cargo bay. “Goodbye, ADIM.”


  “Goodbye, Creator,” he said.


  ADIM signaled the cargo bay’s interior exit to shut once Cassius was through. Then the exit ramp flew open. The rapid change in pressure immediately pulled the Shadow Chariot and ADIM’s android army, thrusting them out into space.


  CHAPTER NINE—SAGE


  This One is for Me


  “Prepare for ejection. We are in range,” a steely voice said to Sage.


  It came from behind her. She figured out who it was when she was halfway around, but that didn’t stop her from aiming her rifle directly toward the head of the android that’d spoken. Being surrounded by more than a hundred of the metal creatures had her on edge. Especially when they talked.


  “We’re ready,” Sage grumbled as she lowered her weapon. “On your mark.”


  “You do know they’re on our side, don’t you?” Tarsis coughed.


  “For now maybe.”


  She didn’t know him well, but the sight of him still managed to unsettle her. He was in far worse shape than Talon. Even faith in the Spirit couldn’t save him. His flesh was stretched over the bones of his face as if it were a mask being worn by a skeleton. If it were up to her he would be left behind with the rest of the crew of the Monarch, but Talon insisted he tag along. She couldn’t say no to the man whose future was so grim.


  “In position,” Captain Larana said as she entered the cargo bay of the Monarch. “You all ready?”


  “We’re ready,” Talon responded. He’d been sitting alone in the corner of the room, staring intently through a long viewport out into space almost the entire time since they set off from Ceres days earlier. Sage had only seen him move to grab ration bars.


  Larana crossed the room, past countless silent androids, and placed her hand on Talon’s shoulder. “Of all the people we coulda’ stumbled upon in the middle of space, I’m glad it was you two. You both made me a very rich woman. My people won’t forget.”


  “We haven’t done anything. You’ve made all the calls. You’re a good captain, Larana. Trust me, I’ve known plenty of shitty ones.” Talon rose to his feet. The way his worn Morastus suit hugged his physique, Sage couldn’t imagine him ever looking as frail as Tarsis did. “Now you remember what to do, right?”


  Larana shot a sidelong glance in Tarsis’ direction. He nodded to her. “Once we let you off take a hard burn back to Ceres,” she said reluctantly. “Don’t look back. Zaimur gave us our orders.”


  “Good. This is a New Earth Cruiser we’re hitting. None of your crew needs to get killed for our war.”


  “Won’t be only your war forever,” Larana countered. “You taught me that.”


  Talon exhaled. “I did.”


  “And I saw Kalliope with my own eyes. Soon the Verge might fall under the Tribune’s gaze. It’s nice to know we’re finally not alone.”


  “Even still, get out of here. I won’t have anyone else dying because of me.” Talon extended his hand. She eyed it, as if shaking hands was as strange a custom to her as it had been to Sage when she first reached Ceres.


  “I’ve been offered a ton not to ask questions. I don’t know what Zaimur is after, but I’ve heard enough to know what you’re after. I hope you get her back, Talon Rayne, Keeper of the Circuit, and I hope we see you soon.” Larana grasped Talon’s hand timidly, and he shook it once before she let go. “Kitt!” Larana shouted sternly when she reached the cargo bay’s exit.


  The young Vergent, who often shadowed the captain’s every move when he wasn’t piloting the Monarch, tried to hide amongst a cluster of androids. He was wearing a crudely-fashioned, armored suit, and already had his helmet on. He came skulking out sheepishly.


  “What do you think you’re doin’?” Larana questioned.


  “I’m goin’ with them, mum,” Kitt said.


  “No you ain’t. Come now.”


  “But I wanna help ’em!”


  “I’m sure you’d be a big one too,” Tarsis said, removing the helmet. “But we can’t trust anyone else flying this tin can if things get rough. Keeping your crew safe is a pilot’s first duty. We’ll be back on Ceres before you know it.”


  Kitt lowered his head. “You promise?”


  “I promise. Right, Talon?”


  Sage could see the lump in Talon’s throat sink as he swallowed. He mumbled something that sounded like agreement before looking back out into space. Sage decided to join him. She was growing tired of goodbyes and after Kitt left the room Tarsis began exchanging one with Larana. They whispered to each other too softly for her to overhear.


  She positioned herself beside Talon, far enough that their arms didn’t touch, with her pulse-rifle in her artificial hand and a helmet in the other. She didn’t say a word to him, but it was the closet they’d been since they stepped on the Monarch. She could hear his labored breaths, and whether they were due to nerves or the disease ravaging his body from the inside out, she wasn’t sure.


  “Sage,” Talon said. She turned her head toward him so fast that it made her neck crack. “I really hope you’re telling the truth.”


  “I am,” she said. “On the Spirit, I am.”


  A humming noise increased throughout the cargo bay. Every android present was powering up, their eye-lenses flickering on like stars through a twilight sky. They rose to full height and pulled the rifles off of their backs.


  “Initiate,” every single one of them stated simultaneously. Their hollow voices reverberated throughout the room.


  “Good luck,” Larana said loud enough for everyone to hear. She’d finished bidding Tarsis farewell and was standing in the cargo bay’s interior exit. The door slammed shut and she was gone.


  Talon took a few steps toward the Monarch’s exit ramp. “Helmets on,” he ordered.


  Sage did as commanded. Her helmet wasn’t snug, but it wasn’t the time to be lamenting the fact that she left her own suit back in the exhaust vents of the Ascendent. She resolved to try and grab hold of it if the opportunity presented itself. It fit better.


  “Check com-link frequency,” Talon said.


  Sage held down a switch built into the chest-plate of her armor. “I hear you.”


  Tarsis stepped up between them and cleared his throat. “Loud and clear, Talon,” he rasped.


  “This unit has contact,” the cold voice of ADIM announced. Sage had to fight the sickening feeling growing in the pit of her stomach from hearing him directly in her ear. She hadn’t even realized he would be joining them in communications.


  “I can never repay any of you for this, but if we don’t make it, let’s give these bastards hell.” Talon raised his free hand and gestured toward the ceiling. “Switch on oxygen now.”


  The exit ramp of the Monarch fell open and they, along with all of the androids, were yanked out. The extreme pressure pulling on Sage’s joints was enough to make her close her eyes, but it didn’t last long. Once it abated she could see that she was coursing across space. The stars of the infinite universe were hardly moving, but the outline of the Ascendant grew steadily larger in front of her. It sat, hanging over the oblong shape of the asteroid Fortuna—a lustrous, metal shard shining through the blackness.


  “Talon, Tarsis, are you still conscious?” Sage asked through their com-link. The entry into the great vacuum was tolerable for her, but she was concerned the force of acceleration might be too much for people with their condition.


  “I am,” Talon answered, his voice somewhat strained.


  “Ready to go,” Tarsis grumbled, his even weaker.


  “Alright, ADIM.” She paused. She couldn’t believe she was actually working with the android, let alone calling him by the name Cassius gave him. “We’re clear.”


  “This unit will make contact in three hundred and twelve seconds,” ADIM said. “They will shift interior defenses toward this unit’s position. You and the others will breach the Ascendant exactly two hundred and forty seconds after. Timing is critical. You must operate as quickly as possible for the White Hand to retrieve you successfully.”


  “Retrieve us, ADIM,” Talon said. “We’re all getting off that ship together.”


  “This unit will find its own way off after the child is safe. The Creator desires to help Sage Volus, and so that is the primary objective. This unit will then impair the weapons systems of the Ascendant.”


  Sage felt her stomach jump. He really does care for Cassius, she thought. It wasn’t just an illusion he crafted. They had all decided on a strategy before they set out from Ceres. Sage, Talon and Tarsis were supposed to reach the brig and find Elisha, while ADIM took care of the ship. Yet here he was, making plans of his own for the sake of what Cassius really wanted—to help her.


  No, she told herself. He’s just using us.


  “Do whatever you have to, android,” Sage said.


  The com-link went silent after that. All she could hear while she drifted through space was the tune of her own steady breaths. She thought about whispering a prayer to the Spirit of the Earth, but as she looked around at the androids flying beside her and the abyss beyond them it didn’t feel proper. There was no ground beneath her feet. There was nothing but the inevitability of her colliding with the vessel of her former master for the second time as an enemy. She thought it would be harder for her to come to grips with the fact that she’d soon have to kill any of her own people who stood in her way. She’d done it on Eureka, but that was different. That was battle; it was survival. Now she was bringing the fight to them, and yet, there, sailing through the vacuum surrounded by a host of androids and cursed men, she felt more at peace than she had in a long time.


  Nobody had asked her to do this. Even the vow she’d made to Talon all that time ago to reunite him with his daughter she’d made on her own. She wasn’t doing it to atone for the sins of Caleb Vale. She wasn’t doing it for his father. It wasn’t a task drawn out for her by the Council to be carried out in the name of the Tribune. For the first time since becoming an Executor, she was finishing a mission for herself.


  CHAPTER TEN—TALON


  Into the Brig


  Sage used the blade built into her artificial arm to saw through the fins of an exhaust vent on the exterior of the Ascendant. Talon watched anxiously.


  “I’ve gotten in this way before,” she said over their com-link. “They repaired it, but it should only take a few more seconds.”


  Talon took those seconds to study his surroundings. Transport ships were rising from the shaft-hangars of the settlement carved into Fortuna, likely responding to the ADIM-led attack, already underway. Sage and Tarsis were perched on the hull of the Ascendant. Nearby, hundreds of androids followed them. He’d only ever seen their kind standing like tin cans in front of shops and bars on Ceres, repeating the same phrases every time somebody passed by. Presently, their pale eye-lenses seemed to be growing a little brighter and they were crawling across the ship with the kind of dexterity he’d only seen in ADIM. He was happy they were on his side.


  “Off,” Sage said.


  Talon turned his head and saw the exhaust vent drifting out into space. Sage wasted no time pulling her weightless body inside. He looked to Tarsis. The Vergent’s nostrils were flaring, and against the blackness of space his veins were as bright as Neptune. They exchanged a nod, and then followed Sage onto one of the three most heavily defended vessels remaining in the Circuit. For once he was glad for all of the missions he’d undergone for both Zargo and Zaimur Morastus. His experience with deadly assignments was helping him keep his nerves at bay, though he could still feel the thumping of his heart all the way in his throat.


  “Crawl quickly,” Sage said as she shimmied through the shaft of the vent. “This vent is only used in-atmosphere. We’ll be let out right in the main hangar.”


  At first it was easy for Talon to follow, but as they got further the ship’s powerful gravity generators kicked on with force. His limbs grew heavy and sore, but he gritted his teeth and continued pushing. Nothing was going to stop him. Not an army of Tribunals, and definitely not the Blue Death. Tarsis was behind him, groaning with every motion, but unable to slow down with the androids pushing at his feet.


  Sage turned a corner up ahead, but as she did her legs froze in the opening.


  “What’s wrong?” Talon asked.


  She was staring forward, at a suit of white nano-armor that was half-hidden in a gash cut into the side of the shaft adjacent to a grille. Talon had seen her in it enough times to know the gorgeous set belonged to her. She’s not lying, Talon thought. There was no reason for her to ever have been in the vent before unless she really was sneaking onto the Ascendant. And as far as he knew there was no reason for an Executor to have to sneak onto a New Earth Cruiser like a fugitive unless she was one.


  “So you have been in here before,” Talon stated.


  “Yes,” Sage answered.


  “We’ll come back for it.”


  The edges of Sage’s mouth lifted as if she were considering a smile. She didn’t allow them to get very far. “No we won’t,” she decided. “I can’t wear it anymore. Switch off oxygen now and conserve your supplies. Let’s go get her, Talon.”


  Sage’s metal fingers wrapped around the vent grille and she heaved herself forward. Talon heard gunshots going off through his helmet. He pushed off with his feet to follow her. When he emerged she was kneeling over a patrol of at least six Tribunals, blood spilling across the pearly floor.


  Beyond them, the Ascendant’s main hangar was filled with Tribunal fighters and small transports being refueled or repaired. A line of vacant Mechs ran down the long wall, cartridges for their rail-guns lying on the floor. Talon counted an unexpectedly low number of soldiers. Only a few squads spread throughout. The rest, Talon assumed, had either been dispatched to defend against ADIM after he infiltrated one of the aft galleys or were still on Fortuna.


  Cassius was right. They were caught completely off guard.


  The soldiers who were present opened fire. Pilots rushed to get inside of Mechs and arm themselves. Sage was able to leap behind the empty chassis of one before she was hit. Talon yanked Tarsis out of the vent and pulled him along behind Sage. The Vergent and his clunky exo-suit were moving slower than ever.


  The androids had their own strategy. Under ADIM’s control, they burst into the hangar like a swarm of insects on Ancient Earth. The first wave absorbed the brunt of the Tribunal defenses, then the second clambered over the shield. Bullets from their pulse-rifles lashed across the room, creating a bright line of fire that would’ve left Talon deaf if not for his helmet. Tribunals were cut down by the handful. Alarms blared throughout the hangar.


  The battle had begun. More Tribunal defenders flooded in from every adjacent room to do battle with abominations they’d always assumed were useless. How I’d love to see the look on Benjar’s face now, Talon thought.


  “This unit has reached the lower level and is encountering heavy resistance,” ADIM said over the com-link.


  There was no time for Talon to revel in the bewilderment of his enemies. The inner seal of the main hangar’s airlock was opening for transport ships arriving from Fortuna. Soon the hangar would be teeming with Tribunals. The androids would have to handle them until they returned with Elisha.


  “Lead the way, Sage,” Talon barked.


  They sprinted down the corridors of the Ascendant. Sage was so fast that he and Tarsis could barely keep up. She bolted from corner to corner, shooting anyone in their way with unwavering precision. Talon didn’t even have to keep his rifle aimed. Anyone who she couldn’t knock unconscious with a blow from her artificial arm got a bullet through the center of his head. A short nap or a painless end—she was extremely efficient.


  They reached a stairwell. Talon and Tarsis took the steps, but Sage leapt from level to level over the railings. She ducked to avoid bullets that zipped by her head and jumped when they came near her feet. Talon weaved his way around corpses until he reached the bottom. Sage waited for him there, having hardly broken a sweat. Tarsis, on the other hand, struggled to keep up. He held his chest, which was heaving so much it was visible even through his suit.


  “You okay, Tarsis?” Talon asked.


  “Fine,” he wheezed. “Just tell her to slow down.”


  “ADIM should be on this level,” Sage said. “We proceed with caution now.”


  She took a step into the adjoining corridor. Talon saw a flash out of the corner of his eye. He yanked her backward. A bullet screamed by where she’d been, embedding itself into the wall. Talon dove headfirst through the opening, holding down the trigger of his pulse-rifle until there was nothing but a heap of bloodied, green armor across the way.


  “With caution,” Talon snickered. Sage’s artificial arm lifted him to his feet like he was a child. Her eyes were opened wider than he’d ever seen them. “About time I get a chance to save you. Let’s move.” He patted her shoulder and signaled ahead. Sage nodded.


  This time they all worked together. Tarsis watched their backs, while Sage and Talon exchanged turns checking corners. The passages they traversed were mostly vacant, though they could hear the echoes of a firefight elsewhere on the ship.


  “ADIM’s drawing attention away from the brig,” Sage said. She stopped a few feet away from a sealed door. “It’s buried on the inside of this level, behind this door.”


  “The other units have begun pushing back towards the hangar,” ADIM replied over the com-link. The door obstructing them whooshed open, and the red eyes of ADIM glowed behind it. “The child is in here.”


  Talon tore off his helmet and sprinted forward. The wide corridor he entered had familiar cells along the walls, their entrances sealed by the orangey shimmer of plasmatic shields. The bodies of the Tribunal Guards were already strewn across the floor, dead by ADIM’s hand.


  “Elisha!” he called out. “Elisha!”


  Gaunt Ceresians sat in each cell. They jumped to their feet as they noticed intruders. “Help us!” they yelled. Talon ignored them. He knew who he was searching for.


  “She is here, Talon Rayne,” ADIM said out loud.


  Talon froze. “Allow me,” Sage said. She stepped in front of him, extending her artificial arm. The long blade built into the wrist slid out with a rasp.


  ADIM extended his hand to stop her. “That is unnecessary.”


  He placed his palm on top of the control panel outside of the cell. The tiny lights around his eyes began to spin even, and the lights throughout the entire brig flickered. In a few seconds the cell’s shield powered down, allowing Talon to peer inside.


  Elisha was sitting against the far wall, her untidy hair bunched up over her eyes. Her arms were so skinny that her elbows bulged, and her skin was stretched tight against her cheek bones. She looked up languidly and Talon saw her eyes. They were sunken into darkened sockets, and the youthful glee he’d always seen in them was nowhere to be found.


  Talon couldn’t breathe. He tossed his gun aside, ran in, and threw his arms around her. Tears streamed from his eyes. He pulled her head to his chest and kissed it over and over.


  “You’re…alive…” he stammered. “By the Ancients you’re alive!” He extended his arms to get a look at her face. Her lips were trembling, but she didn’t say a word. She just continued staring blankly at him. “It’s okay. You don’t need to say anything.”


  “Talon,” Tarsis said. He shook Talon’s shoulder. “Talon, we need to get out of here.”


  “This unit is picking up a battalion of Tribunal Soldiers approaching our position,” ADIM announced. “The Creator has been informed of your need for retrieval. You must leave now.”


  Sage extended her synthetic arm. “I can carry her for you, Talon,” she said.


  Talon turned to her, his eyes wet with tears. She wasn’t lying, he repeated to himself over and over. She’d really done all of this just to save his daughter. “It’s okay, Sage,” he whispered. “I’ve got her.” It didn’t matter how sore his arms were. He never wanted to let go.


  “What about the others?” Tarsis stepped out of the cell.


  Talon had completely forgotten about them. They were never part of the plan.


  “You will need them,” ADIM replied. “The exit is blocked.”


  Again the lights in the area blinked before ADIM caused every cell’s shield in the brig to be powered down. Confused prisoners came stumbling out, their legs weakened by disuse.


  “You were on Eureka weren’t you?” one of the prisoners asked Talon, his voice hoarse. “You switched off the generator and got my brother off alive.” He bent over to pick up one of the loose weapons lying on the floor. “You want to die here boys, or bring the fight to them?”


  “For Lutetia!” the rest of them hollered in response. They followed in the first prisoner’s footsteps and snatched up whatever weapons they could find.


  Talon tried to thank them but he could only manage to mouth the words. Sage checked the clip on her gun.


  “This unit must continue carrying out the Creator’s will and commandeer the prototype weapon used against Kalliope,” ADIM said. He turned and walked in the opposite direction. He stopped next to Talon and touched Elisha’s cheek. “Goodbye, human child, Elisha,” he said to her. Talon quickly pulled her away, but ADIM didn’t flinch. “May you prove worthy of the Creator.” In the next instant the android leapt up into the ship’s air dispersion system and was gone.


  “Leave him,” Tarsis said. “C’mon Talon, there’s no time.”


  He handed Talon his helmet, and they exchanged a nod before following Sage and the rest of the prisoners. The door they had entered the brig through was now closed and Sage ran up for cover in one of the cells closest to it. Talon and Tarsis followed her in. The rest of the prisoners crowded into other nearby cells. Everyone with a gun poked around the corner.


  “The battalion is waiting through there,” she raised her visor and said so that everybody could hear.


  “Is there another way?” Tarsis asked.


  “This is the fastest—” Sage was cut off when through the ship’s speaker system a voice spoke.


  “Well done, Sage Volus,” it said. Just hearing it caused her cheeks to go pale. “I knew you’d come for the girl eventually, but this? You were trained well. Too bad you’ll never get off of this ship. Who would’ve thought you were truly in league with the traitor Cassius, and the very abomination that helped him rob our Tribunal Freighters, ravage Titan, capture a Solar-Ark, and murder Her Eminence Nora Gressler! I knew he couldn’t possibly be dead. A shame, I was hoping this was the doing of the Ceresians so I’d have an excuse not to show them mercy.”


  Rob Freighters? Talon thought. He realized that he never had found out who was really behind the freighter attacks until then. If Cassius was behind it, then he was the one who got Talon into this entire mess in the first place, and ADIM was there every step of the way.


  Ravage Titan, take down a Solar-Ark, and kill a Tribune, he considered further. How could ADIM be in so many places at once?


  “Like the mercy you showed on Eureka, or to this girl?” Sage snapped in response. “Like the mercy I hear you showed the innocent mining colony on Kalliope?”


  “We had nothing to do with Kalliope,” Yavortha said, “but I’ll happily clean up the mess your master made. How long will you continue to listen to that man’s lies? I suppose not much longer. It’s time to die, Sage Volus. The Tribune is grateful for your former service.”


  The entrance to the brig slid open and a barrage of rifle fire accompanied it. Talon jumped behind Sage and wrapped his free arm around Elisha’s head so he was covering her ears. It was at that moment that he realized the only possible truth. His heart skipped a beat. Even now Yavortha denies any responsibility for Kalliope when he should be boasting. And if they had the bomb and were willing to use it, why didn't they bomb Eureka when we were all inside and end the war in one move?


  It was so obvious that he thought he was going to be sick. The reason ADIM saved Elisha was to have proof that his creator couldn’t have possibly been behind Kalliope. It was just like in a game of cards. ADIM was the hand on top of the table, drawing everyone’s gaze while Cassius pulled strings from the shadows. Exactly like how he faked his death. They thought ADIM was on the Ascendant to retrieve a weapon, but it was a weapon that only Cassius would create. No other faction would dare waste Gravitum on a bomb. He had it the whole time. Sleight of hand.


  Cassius stole Tribunal Freighters first and let Ceres take the blame, and then a Solar-Ark to punish the Tribune for what happened to Kalliope. All of those ships were filled with Gravitum. Tons of it. The Tribune didn’t start this war. He did. Cassius Vale destroyed Kalliope.


  CHAPTER ELEVEN—ADIM


  Out of Control


  With the human child sprung from her cell, ADIM had other business to attend to. His creator wanted the Ascendant crippled, and that was exactly what he was going to do. He’d uploaded the schematics of the ship when he synced himself with the controls of the brig. Unfortunately, the New Earth Cruiser was run by multiple split-systems, so he couldn’t perform his task unless he accessed the central computer located on the command deck. There wasn’t much time either.


  With the Tribunal reinforcements from Fortuna arriving, the android army he controlled in the main hangar was being driven back. It didn’t help that he had to divert a segment of them to provide aid for Sage and the others in the brig. He knew Cassius wanted her to get out alive even if ADIM himself didn’t want that.


  While he controlled them, his main body headed back to the breach in the hull of the ship. He heaved himself out of the shredded maw into space. The Shadow Chariot clung to the side of the Ascendant just outside.


  Traveling through the ship was a shorter distance, but he’d calculated that the amount of defenders between himself and his destination would slow him down more. So he magnetized his chassis and started clambering along its smooth, metallic hull. There was at least a mile between him and the vast viewport of the Ascendant’s command deck, enough time for him to hand almost complete focus over to the androids so that they might last longer. His ability to maneuver them was slightly hampered by the increased activity of every unit. It was enough that he decided to transfer the control of the White Hand, which was still within range of his influence.


  Creator, this unit is placing you in control of the White Hand, he said through their personal com-link. Only direct communications between us will remain active.


  Is everything alright, ADIM? Cassius replied.


  Yes. There is, however, greater resistance than anticipated. The others should be escaping shortly.


  What about you?


  This unit will use the Shadow Chariot as we discussed after disrupting the weapons systems. ADIM turned the head of his main body as he crawled, his gaze tracing a line across the stars. Do not worry, Creator, space is not an obstacle.


  Cassius sighed out of frustration. Just keep me updated. Remember, it’s not Benjar’s time to die yet.


  This unit will keep you updated.


  Silence returned as Cassius cut the feed, but it didn’t come with the usual sense of emptiness. Not when ADIM had a task with which to fill the long minutes when he was apart from his creator. He didn’t doubt that he’d see his creator again soon; he only wanted to ensure that Cassius would be content upon their reunion, with his will wholly fulfilled.


  By the time ADIM reached the spanning translucency which wrapped the command deck, he saw through his numerous other eyes that Sage and the others had joined the androids in the main hangar. His army was dwindling, but the odds of their survival remained relatively high. He hoped that would be the case, because presently ADIM had to draw most of his concentration to his main body. The command deck was packed with a multitude of green capes belonging to Benjar Vakari’s personal honor guard. According to Cassius, they were the cast-offs who weren’t strong enough to be named Executors. They weren’t worthy of the Creator, but like Sage Volus they aspired to be. As a group they might pose a challenge.


  ADIM crawled across one of the viewport’s thin structural members so that he wouldn’t lose magnetic traction on the glass. He stopped above the guards, his main body shrouded in a projection of the stars. While he waited in that position, he commanded a small battalion of remaining androids to fight their way toward the command deck.


  As soldiers filed out of the room in order to respond to the diversion, ADIM aimed his arm down at the glass. A concentrated beam of energy shot out from above his wrist, and with it he traced a circle around his position. He was careful to make sure it didn’t fully penetrate. The emergency shutters on a ship as advanced as the Ascendant would be dense; too dense, likely, for him to breach it with either the beam or one of his missiles. He couldn’t risk that.


  He dug his fingers into the incision and waited until the androids had caused as much of a commotion right outside of the command deck as possible. Then he shoved his hands through, grasped the underside of the glass and flung his body downwards. The powerful change in pressure attempted to tug him back out, but the emergency shutters slammed across the viewport, squelching the vacuum and sealing the hole.


  ADIM located the nearest targets as he plummeted, taking them out with precisely aimed shots between their eyes. When he finally landed it was within a ring of eleven dead Tribunals. He quickly camouflaged himself to appear like one of them and remained lying on the ground, playing dead. It was a trick he’d learned from the captives on Ennomos. On certain occasions they would feign stillness when he entered.


  More alarmed members of Benjar’s honor guard raced toward him. Their guns were raised, but there was nothing to aim at. Only the dead. ADIM waited until they bunched up to try and figure out what had happened, and then he sent a missile straight into the middle of them. A shower of blood and severed limbs rained down in front of him, shrapnel tearing through the corpse he’d lifted to shield himself.


  “There’s one of them in here!” a soldier on the other end of the command deck shouted. “Kill it!”


  Another large squad ran at ADIM, unleashing the contents of their pulse-rifles with no fear of breaking the viewport since the emergency shutters were closed. They fanned out so that an explosive would be relatively ineffective. ADIM ducked behind the pile of carcasses and assessed the situation. The structural ceiling of the Ascendant was high and ostentatious beyond efficiency. He fired another missile at a truss which he determined was decorative. It came loose and swung low in a wide arc that took out half the squad. The rest were so stunned that he was able to take them out with five well-placed bullets.


  With the defending forces that were present dispelled, ADIM turned his attention to the command deck itself. Dozens of HOLO-Screens and consoles lined either side of the long hall, but he was seeking the main one, the command console upon which all others were dependent. He located it at the far end of the deck, just in front of an ostentatious, vacant seat meant for Benjar Vakari.


  ADIM hurried over to it and placed his palm on the surface. He had to work quickly before more forces arrived. He could see through the eyes of some of his androids in the hangar that Mechs were being dispatched to intercept him. The scene was too chaotic to notice if Sage and the others had made it off, but he wasn’t picking up their vitals and there was a hole blasted through the hangar entrance.


  He focused all of his power on becoming one with the Ascendant, searching through its vast array of programming to find what he was after. It was drastically more complex than the Tribunal Freighters and even the White Hand. He calculated it would take a minute or two to pinpoint the data associated with the ship’s weapons systems and defenses.


  As soon as he initiated his search, something unexpected happened. All of the systems of the Ascendant began powering down. The lights of the command deck went dark, and even the hum of the ship’s air recyclers hushed.


  This is how they will attempt to keep this unit out? he thought. He shifted focus before power was completely lost to search for a way to reverse the sequence. It was then that the command console overloaded. Somebody else in the Ascendant’s computer switched every one of its systems back on at once, sending a powerful surge of electricity through the entirety of ADIM’s main body.


  It didn’t hurt—he couldn’t feel pain—but the entirety of his memory core was scrambled. All contact with the other androids was lost, and his connection to the Ascendant was severed. The surge kept him from being able to remove his hand from the console as it continued to pump so many volts through him that the lights in the room were flickering.


  When it stopped, he was so stunned that his limbs were useless and his vision was impaired. He crumpled to his knees, unable even to reach out with his com-systems to make contact with Cassius.


  “I had a feeling your master would send you after me, abomination,” a voice said. “I knew he wasn’t dead. Surround the creature.”


  Boots slapped against the floor as a group of figures arrayed themselves around ADIM. All he could see were blurs.


  “I’ll have to thank Cassius for this little trick when I find him,” the man continued. “It was his idea to use electric surges to nullify your kind back when he stood with us against Ceres.” A face leaned down in front of ADIM, and only when it was inches away was he able to recognize it. It belonged to the Tribune Benjar Vakari. “Or did he not tell you how he destroyed the last robotics factory in the Circuit on Lutetia?”


  “They…were…weak…then,” ADIM responded. His voice sounded distorted. The pitch ran from high to low, and he couldn’t control it.


  “Weak like you are now!” Benjar cackled. He stood tall and glared down upon ADIM with contempt. The guards surrounding them joined him in laughter. “So this is the son Cassius built for himself? You’re as useless as his foolish boy who died on Earth.”


  “His name…was…Caleb…Vale,” ADIM said. He was the human child of the creator, and was by definition ADIM’s brother if he could truly be considered a son. It was going to be difficult to obey his creator’s orders to keep Benjar alive for speaking those words when ADIM found a way out of his state of stasis.


  “Caleb Vale. Caleb Vale. If I never have to hear that name again I’ll thank the Spirit for the rest of my life! All he ever did was try to take credit for the plant the Spirit of the Earth blessed us with. That’s all. You think I wanted to be forced to get rid of your maker? Cassius was a mighty tool. He was the hammer of the Tribune until that damned boy caused him to go soft. He left us no choice.”


  Benjar wrapped his fingers around ADIM’s metal jaw. “But we allowed him to keep his life, and this is how he repays us? Murdering innocents? Killing a Tribune? Drawing us into a war? Well it’s over. I’m going to finish the job I should’ve eight years ago before the others decided we should be merciful, and you’re going to lead us straight to him.”


  ADIM tried to respond, but as he did something incredibly hot began to cut through the back of his head. Benjar’s followers were attempting to open him up so that they could access his memory core.


  Benjar stood. “If this is how he wants to fight, then I’m happy to oblige him. I’m going to pick you apart piece by piece, abomination. I’m going to ravage your memory and reprogram you so that the next time you return to your master I can watch with a smile as the monster he loves so dearly puts a real bullet through his skull. Then I’ll send both your Spiritless bodies hurtling into the sun. The people of the Tribune will rejoice for our defeat of the Ceresians, but that will be my true victory.”


  ADIM felt somebody’s fingers poking into the enclosure of his head. For the first time in his short existence his main body was compromised. All the millions of seconds of memories he’d collected, everything that made him different than the other androids, that made him ADIM, was being threatened.


  Is this why they fear death? he thought. For once he understood that very primitive and human emotion, because he himself was experiencing it. His ‘death’ meant he could no longer protect his creator, and that was a service he needed to provide.


  He transferred every ounce of what little power remained under his control to his memory core. His limbs stopped twitching. His vision went completely blank. His main body was as useless as a rag doll, and with all that was left of him he reached out. There was an android outside the entrance of the Command Deck, sawed in half, but still active and wielding its gun. Soldiers were in its way, but they were facing Benjar from across the room.


  “This…unit…Cassius…Vale’s…son,” ADIM spoke. He had to distract Benjar and the men working in his head. They had no idea how to operate him like his creator did, and he needed to buy some time before they discovered how to power him off.


  Benjar scoffed. “You are hunk of metal. A cheap illusion of life empty of the Spirit’s grace.”


  The cloven android crawled nearer, slowly. ADIM positioned it to aim its rifle between their legs.


  “No…” ADIM replied. “The Spirit is the illusion.” That was one of Cassius’ first lessons. ADIM was real. He walked, he served, and now he even feared. Like a human backed into a corner and deciding to fight even though it was futile. “I…am…ADIM,” he proclaimed.


  As soon as the words emanated through his vocal systems he commanded the android outside to fire its entire clip at the command console which had crippled him. It took every last bit of his power, and, as the console exploded in a dazzling display of sparks and flames, he shut down.


  CHAPTER TWELVE—SAGE


  Metal through The Hand


  Bullets zipped by Sage’s visor, fired from the flashing muzzles of a green wall of Tribunal soldiers. They were lined up in front of the brig’s main exit and had Sage, Talon, Tarsis, and the rest of the Ceresians pinned down.


  Talon grabbed Sage’s shoulder and shouted: “What do we do?”


  “We’ve got to push through,” she answered. “It’s the only way.”


  “Great,” Tarsis coughed. “And how do you expect to do that? Or was it all part of Cassius’ plan to get rid of us?”


  Sage raised her pulse-rifle with her artificial arm and poked it around the corner. She fired blindly. A bullet or two grazed off of her metal forearm as she did, but it held up. It was made out of the same, nearly-indestructible alloy as ADIM.


  By the time her clip was empty, she had no doubt she’d hit a few Tribunals. It wasn’t enough. The line of soldiers pressed closer.


  “Fuck this!” one of the rescued Ceresians hollered. He raised his gun and charged out into the hallway. He barely got off three shots before he was riddled with holes.


  Sage reloaded, extended her artificial arm, and fired blindly once more. Again her arm was battered but managed to hold up, only this time a chorus of screams followed. Much more screaming than there should’ve been.


  “The creatures are behind us!” voices shouted in terror from the ranks of the Tribunal soldiers.


  Extraneous gunfire clanged against the walls of the passage. Sage peered around the corner and saw androids leaping up over the Tribunal lines, their white eyes glowing.


  ADIM! she thought. She couldn’t believe it. He’d sent them down to help all on his own. An android was saving her life.


  Tarsis noticed as well. “Charge!” he rasped, signaling the crowd of freed Ceresian prisoners to follow him into the hall. Bullets flew in every direction. Sage glanced back over her shoulder into Talon’s watery blue eyes. She could tell how much he wanted to join his people in the fight, but nothing would pry him off of his daughter. She wasn’t going to let anything happen to either of them.


  “Stay behind me,” she ordered before she bounded out into the corridor to join the fray.


  It was chaos. Bodies were everywhere. She jumped as high as she could and stabbed the blade of her artificial arm into the ceiling. While hanging there, she used her human arm to shoot at anything in green. The gun was heavy, but she clenched her jaw and maintained her aim.


  Once the blade couldn’t hold any longer, she dropped and rolled forward. The butt of a gun swung at her, but she twisted out of the way and cut the Tribunal across the stomach. She flipped her rifle over to her artificial hand and shot another one through the chest. That was when her clip ran out again. She dropped the gun, and as she did she caught the reflection off a corpse’s visor; Talon and Elisha were right behind her.


  The body of an android flew in front of her. She evaded it and bowled over a soldier. Behind that soldier she saw Tarsis receive a blow to the head from the gun butt of a Tribunal and stumble back onto his rear. As the soldier took aim to finish Tarsis off, Sage leapt through the air, over the Vergent, and planted her blade deep in the Tribunal’s chest. His gun went off as he toppled over, the bullet striking Sage in her lower torso.


  She howled in pain. It was a clean shot, straight through a weak point in her armor and out the other side without hitting anything vital. She fell to her knees, and as she did she saw the back of Tarsis’ exo-suit soar over her and grasp another soldier by the throat. Even through her helmet she could hear the man’s neck crunch. Tarsis tossed him to the side before grabbing Sage’s arm and yanking her to her feet. There were no other soldiers left standing.


  “Can you still move?”


  “I’ll be fine.” Sage spit a gob of blood into the base of her helmet. Implant or not, she had been trained to tolerate pain. All she had to do was bite her lip and focus on the task at hand.


  Tarsis nodded. “Let’s get them out of here then. Forward! To the hangar!”


  Only two Ceresian prisoners survived the scrum. A handful of androids remained intact as well. Sage checked to make sure Talon was on her heels, and then they all pressed on. She snatched a new pulse-rifle off of the ground on their way.


  The androids stayed out in front, absorbing the brunt of the few defenses left on their way back to the hangar. It was apparent that Yavortha had never expected them to escape. Sage knew that when they reached the hangar the quiet wouldn’t last. She’d seen the transports arriving from the settlement on Fortuna earlier. This was where their plan was left open-ended. All that remained was finding any possible way off of the Ascendant so Cassius could retrieve them. They were going to have to improvise.


  When they reached an entrance to the hangar, what remained of ADIM’s force were positioned outside of it. Sage placed her back against the corner. She was breathing heavily, and through the bottom of her visor she could see a stream of her own blood running down the leg of her armor.


  The rest of her companions lined up alongside of her. Every one of them was looking to her for answers. Everyone except for Tarsis. He was leaning against the wall, wheezing, hardly able to stay on his two feet.


  She peered into the massive hangar. It’d become a warzone. Smoking remnants of Mechs and fighters littered the glossy floor, sprinkled amongst countless bodies of both metal and flesh. The android numbers were dwindling; they wouldn’t last much longer. They’d already lost the area around the vent through which they’d entered.


  Beyond them she recognized the armor of Hand Yavortha, all the way across the hangar amongst a sea of green. He was standing on the raised ramp of a transport ship.


  “We’re going—” Sage began before a sharp pain pulled at her stomach. She pressed her human hand against her wound and took a measured breath. “We’re going to need to find a new way out,” she said. “We’ll only get one shot at this.”


  “Nice fuckin’ rescue this was,” one of the Ceresian prisoners remarked. “I say we blast through!”


  Blast through, she thought. She peeked around the corner and saw two vacant Mechs sitting against the wall behind the ranks of shooting androids. Their rail-guns might be enough to break the soundness of the Ascendant’s hull.


  “Talon, can you operate a Mech?” she asked.


  “I’m not sure,” he said. “I helped Julius with one or two back on Kalliope but those were for mining.”


  “There’re two left. I’m going to provide cover so you can reach the exterior wall. I’ll load into the further Mech and fire the rail through the side of the hangar. You and Elisha will be sucked out into space and Tarsis and the others can hold on until Cassius retrieves you. I’ll follow right behind you.”


  An unexpected look of dread seized Talon’s face. “No!” he yelled, grasping Sage by her forearm. “We’re not bringing Elisha back to him.”


  “There’s no time to argue, Talon!” Sage barked. She looked toward the two surviving Ceresians. “Get in Tribunal suits and put on the helmets.”


  They didn’t even wait a second before picking through the many Tribunal corpses around to find one with an uncompromised suit. Talon backed down and started whispering with Tarsis while they waited. Sage took that time to use her wrist-blade to bend the punctured portion of her own suit over her bullet wound. That would ensure that there was constant pressure on it and that her suit was sealed when she entered space.


  When she was done she glanced out from cover again. A sea of green was crashing down on them, under the direct command of Hand Yavortha. Androids were dropping one by one.


  An explosive round took out a cluster of them, spraying metal arms and legs through the air. If she was even able to reach the second Mech it would take some time for it to charge up its rail-gun. She wasn’t ADIM, so she couldn’t calculate the odds, but it was beginning to seem likely that she wouldn’t be able to follow Talon out into space.


  One last mission.


  “Talon, are you ready?” she yelled. “We’re going to get her out of here.”


  Talon brushed back Elisha’s hair and looked down at her, lines of terror wracking his face. She’d never seen him so scared. “I’m ready,” he whispered.


  “On my signal then.”


  Sage closed her visor and switched on her helmet’s com-link. She lifted her arm, giving the freed Ceresian prisoners just enough time to finish putting on their suits. Then she let it fall, signaling the rest to move before she ran out shooting.


  She hopped from android to android, taking cover behind each one and picking off what were once her own people. Talon sprinted behind her, weaving his way across the bodies and the debris toward the Mech parked against the adjacent wall. She couldn’t see Yavortha’s face as he watched her from across the hangar, but she could just imagine his rage. It propelled her. It felt good to join a fight from beyond the shadows against someone she knew deserved it, for once in her life.


  “We’re in!” Talon shouted over the com-link.


  That was her cue.


  She broke off from the androids and bolted toward the other Mech. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Talon’s Mech’s cockpit sealing. She hurdled the broken-down chassis of a fighter ship, sparks showering and bullets trailing her. A few times the pain in her gut almost made her stumble, but she managed to keep her balance.


  When she finally reached the Mech, she froze in her tracks. The cockpit was already occupied and closing, only it wasn’t a Tribunal inside. It was Tarsis. His visor was lifted so she could see his messy beard and the pull of each of his strained breaths. The veins of his face bulged, so blue that he looked like a Gravitum Generator ready to burst.


  “I can never repay the gift Talon gave to me, but take care of them, Sage,” he rasped. “Let’s hope your people are right about the Spirit.”


  The cockpit sealed and Tarsis pulled down his visor. Pistons hissed as its body lifted until the gargantuan hulk of metal stood at its full, imposing height.


  “No!” Sage shouted.


  She slammed her metal fist against the Mech’s chassis, but as she did the Tribunals took notice and started riddling it with bullets. She ducked down behind its leg and looked back to search for Talon. His Mech was bounding across the hangar, the two surviving Ceresian prisoners using its legs for cover.


  “Sage, are you in?” Talon asked frantically over the com-link.


  “She’s in,” Tarsis said before she could respond. His Mech’s feet slammed down and it bent over, revealing the illuminated spine along its back. A white light there began to brighten, and a humming noise even louder than the countless firing rifles greeted Sage’s ears.


  There was no time to think. With the entire room’s attention turned to Tarsis, she took off to catch up with Talon. She picked up a large shard of metal from a wrecked fighter with her artificial arm and used it as a shield. It didn’t take long before it was assaulted by a barrage of bullets. She immediately discovered why. The eyes of the remaining androids were slowly going dark, and they were crumbling without even being shot. ADIM was no longer controlling them.


  She used her human hand to reach into her synthetic forearm while she ran and activated the HOLO-Recorder Cassius had given her so he knew they were coming. Keeping the shield upright in the face of so much fire was almost impossible, even for her artificial arm, but it at least helped distract her from the hole in her torso.


  In front of her, Talon was able to keep the legs of his Mech churning. The further he went, the better he got at piloting the thing. It went from swaying side to side, to maintaining a straight line, and then firing the chain gun built into its arm toward the Tribunal ranks.


  “Sage, are you going to shoot?” Talon shouted. “We’re almost at the wall!”


  Any possible response died in Sage’s throat. She caught up with Talon’s Mech and as soon as she did she glanced up and saw a wall of soldiers impeding them. Yavortha stood in their center, fully armored and aiming a rifle. Through the visor of his helmet she saw a patch over the eye she’d taken from him. His other one glared straight at her. The rest of the soldiers were focused on Talon’s Mech.


  “Bring it down!” Yavortha thundered.


  Sage couldn’t use her shield to guard both her flank and front. She was forced to zigzag to avoid the Hand’s shots. Running straight had been easy, but every cut she made further distressed her wound. On one turn her foot gave out and she slipped, and as she did a bolt of white energy speared over her shoulder and pierced the wall of the Ascendant. The entire ship lurched to the side.


  She extended her artificial arm as far as she could. Her metal fingers dug into the leg of Talon’s Mech just in time before she, the Mech, and anything else near the breach was sucked out.


  “I bet even the android never would’ve thought of this!” Tarsis laughed over the com-link. “Flying a Mech out! Take that you bastards!” The sound of gunfire echoed through the com-link he had never switched off.


  Everything else around Sage went quiet. She gathered her bearings as she and the Mech tumbled through space, and then drew herself up its body until she was right beside the cockpit. Through the narrow slit of glass set in it she could see Talon staring out, dumbfounded. A bullet suddenly grazed her artificial bicep. She pulled herself flat against the metal chassis and used her artificial arm to roll over, dodging a few more shots. She could hear Tarsis and Talon conversing over her com-link, but there was no time to ask Talon what was going on. Yavortha was clambering up the leg of the Mech, his sidearm in hand. Another soldier was with him, but he kicked the man off in order to get a boost.


  He crashed into Sage. With her artificial hand she held him from being able to shoot her in the head, but he was able to position his pistol to unload the rest of his clip through the arm itself. She couldn’t feel anything, but slivered shards of metal and circuits sprayed across the vacuum.


  She wasn’t sure why she screamed, but she did. She kicked off of the Mech, rolled behind Yavortha and put him in a choke hold. He elbowed her in the stomach and twisted away, his groping fingers wrapping around Sage’s calf and wrenching her leg backwards.


  The muscles in her quad tore. She willed her artificial arm to move, but not even the fingers twitched. After Yavortha’s close-range onslaught she couldn’t control it. He flipped her over and wrapped a hand forcefully around her neck. Her back slammed against the chest of the Mech.


  Yavortha pinned her human arm down with his free hand so that she could neither fight nor reach the switch to speak through her com-link and allow Talon to hear her. All she could do was stare into his ravenous eyes as he squeezed the life out of her.


  That was when the massive arm of the Mech swiped across her view and slapped Yavortha away. She couldn’t hear if he said anything, but despite weightlessness rendering his Mech mostly useless, Talon was attempting to help her.


  Yavortha grabbed onto the arm when it stopped moving and he pushed back toward Sage. She quickly stole a glance down at her artificial arm. She may not have been able to move it with her mind, but she wasn’t useless yet. With her fleshy hand she grabbed it and began to shift it into various positions, hoping to find the one which would cause her wrist-blade to shoot out. Before she could, Yavortha’s elbow slammed into her throat, knocking both of them away from the Mech and causing them to twirl through space.


  That was when it finally worked.


  The blade sunk into Yavortha’s chest. Blood spiraled out across the vacuum. She screamed at the top of her lungs as she used her human hand to lift it. The blade sliced up through his body until her broken, metal arm was sticking out of the top of his helmet.


  They continued to spin through the vacuum together, her and the Hand of her former master. She was completely out of breath by the time she was finally able to stop screaming and tear her gaze away from him. A cluster of ships was bearing down on their position. Her vision was too blurred from pain to tell what was what, but one of them had to be the White Hand.


  She yanked her blade out of Yavortha and attempted to raise her arm to contact Talon when a dazzling display of flashes and explosions coruscated across space in front of her. She felt her back cradled by the open hand of Talon’s Mech, and then darkness closed in around her.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN—TALON


  It Won’t Be for Nothing


  Talon tried to tell Sage what he’d discovered about Cassius after they reached the Ascendant’s hangar. “There’s no time to argue, Talon!” Sage barked, and turned her attention to the two surviving Ceresian prisoners accompanying them. “Get in Tribunal suits and put on the helmets.”


  Talon exhaled. He glanced down at Elisha, cradled in his arms. They were getting sore, but he’d let them fall off before he let her go. There has to be another way out of here, Talon thought as he squeezed her tighter. Who knows what he really wants with us…or her.


  Tarsis grabbed him by the shoulder. “Talon,” he said weakly. “It doesn’t feel right going back if we already have her. He’s a killer.”


  “I’ve been thinking the same thing,” Talon said. He glanced around and saw that the other Ceresians were busy changing and Sage was performing makeshift repairs to her suit. He leaned in close and whispered: “I think you’re right that he was the one who destroyed Kalliope. I think he orchestrated all of this.”


  Tarsis’ eyes went wide. “How do you know?”


  “Call it a feeling.”


  “We’re going to need more than that.”


  “If we let him pick us up, we’ll be in debt to the man who murdered all those people.” It was easy when he could blame the Tribune for everything, but if he was right, that meant he’d been standing next to the man who murdered his best friend, and almost his daughter, for weeks. And as long as Cassius had ADIM at his side there was nothing he could do about it.


  “No we won’t.” Tarsis reached into a pouch on his belt and pulled out a mobile com-link. He wrapped his noisy, metal-backed arm around Talon.


  “What’s that?”


  “It’s connected to the Monarch’s com-system. Sorry, Talon, but I told Larana the truth. Screw Vale. She stayed in range just in case she needed to retrieve us instead. She’ll help you get Elisha to safety. My people always will.”


  Tarsis backed away, and left the device sitting within Talon’s clenched palm. There was a glimmer in the bearded Vergent’s tired eyes.


  “Talon, are you ready?” Sage interrupted before Talon could reply. “We’re going to get her out of here.”


  He ran his fingers through Elisha’s messy hair. She was trembling; her eyes squeezed shut. Whether through Cassius or the Vergents, Talon was going to get her out.


  “I’m ready.”


  “On my signal then.” Her human arm lifted into the air as the other Ceresians secured their suits and moved behind her.


  Talon checked his helmet to make sure it was sealed. He glanced at Tarsis. The Vergent smiled the biggest smile Talon had ever seen him wear, and nodded. For a moment he didn’t even look exhausted.


  Then Sage’s hand fell, and before he could think Talon was sprinting behind her, making his way across the bodies and the debris toward the nearest of two Mechs. His was parked against the adjacent wall, not nearly as far as Sage’s.


  The racket in the hangar was deafening. Bullets clanged off of the metal walls and floors. Androids burst and Tribunal soldiers fell left and right across the way. Talon covered Elisha as best as he could, lowered his head, and let his legs churn.


  By the time he reached the Mech his lungs stung from exhaustion. He took cover between the Mech’s hulking legs and gathered his bearings. He had to be quick. He reached out and set the cockpit to pop open, allowing it to only rise halfway so that he could use the lid for cover. He kissed Elisha on the head before he placed her in, and then got to work pulling himself up.


  His arms trembled and his elbows felt like they were going to shoot through his skin. A succession of bullets zipped by his ears, growing nearer every time until somehow he was within the chest of the Mech with the lid sealed in front of him.


  He placed Elisha on his lap, and in the quiet of the cockpit she gazed up at him as if she finally recognized who he was. He opened his visor and smiled at her. “Just hold on tight,” he said. “Nobody can hurt you anymore.”


  She mouthed something inaudible, but that was enough to drive him. He scanned the cockpit. There were two handles attached to long, bending appendages. They controlled the Mech’s arms. His feet slid snugly into two rectangular slots with pressurized pedals loaded in.


  Just like a Mining Mech, he thought. Sort of…


  He hit a switch on one of the handles and the Mech’s legs began to rise, lifting the cockpit ten feet into the air. A HOLO-Screen lit up in front of his face. It provided a wide, real-time view of what was going on in front of him. Through it he could finally see both sides of the battle simultaneously. The android numbers were dwindling quickly, and if he didn’t hurry there would be no more left to absorb fire.


  Once the Mech reached full height, the foot pedestals gained a significant level of weight and resistance. Based on his experience with Mining Mechs, Talon knew he had to push down on them as if he were walking. The machine would emulate his motions.


  It took all the effort in his weak legs to get it started, but once he built momentum the Mech started plodding forward. After a few more seconds it was running, the screen flickering as countless rounds of rifle fire peppered the plated exterior. The cockpit shook violently. Elisha buried her face in his chest as Talon glanced down at her.


  He won’t poison her mind with his lies. He released the control for the arm facing toward the android ranks. Then he switched off the com-link in his helmet connected to his companions, and activated the one Tarsis had given to him.


  “Larana, this is Talon,” he began, holding it to his mouth. “We’re going to be bursting through the port side of the Ascendant’s main hangar in less than a minute. We’ll be inside the floating Tribunal Mechs. I’m not staying on this channel, but our original means of retrieval was compromised. I repeat, we are requesting a pickup from the Monarch!”


  He turned off the device and switched his helmet’s com-link back on. The wall of the hangar was drawing nearer and he needed to make sure he’d be getting through it.


  “Sage, are you in?” he shouted. He glanced at the bottom of his Mech’s display to see the shadows of his other companions running beneath his Mech. There were only two left instead of the three. Talon’s heart skipped beats before Tarsis finally responded. He had no desire to lose another friend.


  “She’s in,” Tarsis said.


  With that news, Talon put both arms back to work. He’d grown comfortable enough operating the Mech that he was able to fire the chain guns built into its arms as he ran. The high caliber rounds tore through enemy lines until, suddenly, an explosive round went off by his Mech’s feet, knocking it off balance. He was able to keep it from toppling over, but another direct shot would compromise the cockpit.


  He straightened his course, but another explosive round was already zooming directly toward the viewport of his Mech. He fired the guns wildly, and as he did a bright light filled the cockpit. A portion of the hangar wall split open. Dozens of Tribunals were sucked out along with the round before it could strike him. Talon and his Mech followed promptly behind. For a moment the pressure of acceleration pulled him tight against his seat, so intense that he could hear Elisha squealing. Then it subsided, and they were drifting through space.


  “I bet even the android never would’ve thought of this!” Tarsis hollered over the clamor of gunfire. “Flying a Mech out. Take that, you bastards!”


  Talon released the Mech’s controls. The view on the HOLO-Screen display was fuzzy, so he leaned around it and peered out the viewport. What he saw sucked the air straight out of his lungs. There was only one person left hanging onto to his Mech, and it wasn’t Tarsis or any of the other Ceresian survivors. It was Sage, staring back at him with her dazzling green eyes. A moment later she moved to somewhere else on the Mech.


  “Tarsis, where are you?” Talon asked, confused.


  “Enjoying my last day of existence!” he panted. “Don’t blame the girl, this was my choice.” His scream accompanied the racket of his Mech firing every weapon in its arsenal.


  Talon’s heart began to race. That was why he gave me the com-link. “Tarsis, get out of there, now! That’s an order. Get out of there!”


  “No can do, my friend. They’ve already de-pressurized the hangar and it’s a long run on my own.”


  “Tarsis, I won’t lose someone else!”


  “This is the second ship I’ve gotten you off of.” Tarsis laughed heartily. “When we meet again in the afterlife, you owe me one.”


  Talon could hardly speak. He had to steady his breathing. “Tarsis, please!”


  “You take care of her now. Don’t let this all be for nothing.” He paused as the shooting on his end grew even louder. “Alright you Tribunal Bastards! Come and—”


  His com-link cut out.


  Tears welled in Talon’s eyes as he stared out into space. He sunk his head into Elisha’s hair and wrapped his arms around her as best as he could in the tight confines.


  It won’t be for nothing.


  With one free arm he re-activated Larana’s com-link and held it up. “Lara…” he attempted to say, but his throat was dry from emotion. He cleared it. There would be time to mourn later, but for the moment he had to focus. “Larana, do you see us?”


  “We got a location and are on our way,” Larana answered immediately. “There’s another ship headin’ to your location ahead of us though. Too fast for us to line up a shot.”


  Talon sat back, wiped his eyes and scanned the view on the Mech’s HOLO-Screen. A body in Tribunal green armor flew past. Behind it, two ion-engine trails were racing toward his position, one faster than the other. Judging by how much the ship they belonged to glistened he knew that it had to be Cassius. He grabbed the Mech’s arm controls and swung both of them so that the momentum spun the Mech around and its head was facing directly toward the approaching ship. There were missile launchers attached to the machine’s shoulders, but those left too much opportunity for failure.


  His gaze darted around the confines of the cockpit, looking for something that might activate the rail-gun running up the Mech’s spine. As he did he noticed that he was able to twist the arm controls laterally. When he did a bar of light along the bottom of the HOLO-Screen began to fill up. The cockpit vibrated.


  He couldn’t see where he was aiming. It was a literal shot in the dark, but whether or not he landed a direct hit, the White Hand would have to divert its course in order to avoid it.


  “Hold on, Elisha!” he shouted.


  The rail-gun fired a bright white line which lanced across space. The recoil from the weapon shot the Mech backwards so fast that Sage lost her grip on the Mech.


  She was tumbling through space with nothing to grab on to. He could easily leave her to suffocate or be captured. It was the least she deserved for what she did to Vellish. Or he could save her.


  “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he grumbled to himself.


  He reached out with the Mech’s tremendous right hand and hauled her in. Right as he did the cockpit lurched to the side. The rusty walls of the Monarch’s cargo bay closed in around him and the Mech slammed against the back wall of the room. G-forces from a rapid change in acceleration kept him and Elisha pinned safely to the seat. He released a mouthful of air and set the cockpit to open.


  “Talon, you okay?” Larana shouted. The Vergent captain was tethered to the wall of the cargo bay. She sprinted out and grabbed Sage, who was unconscious, and gradually sliding out of the Mech’s open palm.


  “We’re good,” Talon panted.


  The Monarch shuddered, a missile from a Tribunal Fighter just missing. Getting onto the ship was the easy part, now they would have to escape. The ship was fast, and Kitt was an excellent pilot, but because of Talon they’d just dove head-first into the heart of the Tribunal Fleet. Even if Benjar’s forces were in disarray and weren’t sure who to chase, the Monarch’s cargo bay was the most dangerous place in the Circuit.


  “Can you get my daughter out of here?” he asked.


  “One second!” Larana and another tethered Vergent dragged Sage through the exit of the cargo bay, then turned and hopped up the body of the Mech. She made it look remarkably easy, arriving outside of the cockpit right after another missile made the Monarch shake. “Give her to me!” She reached in.


  Talon tried to hand Elisha over, but she clung tightly to him.


  “You can trust her Elisha,” Talon promised. “I need to help. Go with her.”


  Her grip loosened, and he had to look away as he shoved her into Larana’s arms. He may not have wanted to let go, but it was a better option than them being blasted into space dust.


  “Where’s Tarsis?” Larana questioned.


  Talon swallowed. “He took another path. Get her out of here, seal the cargo bay on your end and open the ramp. We need extra fire power and I’m going to give it to us.”


  “Open the ramp?”


  “Just do it! Tell Kitt to set a course for Ceres Prime and I’ll explain everything when we’re clear.”


  Larana nodded reluctantly before hurrying down the Mech with Elisha. Talon and his daughter didn’t break eye contact until they were gone.


  With the cargo bay emptied out, Talon listened for the low whistle of the room beginning to de-pressurize. He set the cockpit of the Mech to close, and used its arms to get it onto its feet. The top of the machine scraped across the low ceiling as he walked it toward the opening ramp.


  The massive figure of the Ascendant was growing smaller in the distance, and three Tribunal fighters were right on their tail. They had a frigate with them, but it couldn’t keep up and its torpedoes were all detonating short of the Monarch.


  “Alright, Tarsis,” Talon whispered to himself. “Time to live!”


  He wasn’t sure how to use all of the Mech’s weaponry, but he positioned himself in the opening and unloaded everything it had. His chain gun tore through the cockpit of the fighter in the center of the formation. It sputtered before bursting into a million glowing fragments. The two others spread formation after that, and Talon struggled to get a lock on them while the Monarch swerved.


  He continued firing regardless, and one of his shots struck a missile heading straight at them. It exploded, knocking his Mech back and rupturing a portion of the cargo bay ramp. He held on tight and hit every new control he could find within the cockpit. A barrage of missiles and explosive rounds flew from the front of the Mech. One fighter was caught in the hail and the pilot ejected right before his ship was reduced to dust. The last fighter was clipped in the wing by shrapnel, and had no choice but to flee.


  The distant Tribunal frigate stayed on course, along with a few more fighters emerging from its hangar, but with the head start the Monarch had they’d never catch up. The White Hand was nowhere to be seen either.


  They’d done it. They’d raided a New Earth Cruiser and gotten out. Elisha was safe. Talon half-expected to wake from a dream back on Ceres Prime, until he remembered that their victory hadn’t come without losses.


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN—ADIM


  I Am ADIM


  ADIM’s vision flickered as his entire being rebooted for the first time since his creator first switched on his power core. One by one, he felt each of his systems return under his control. He could move the head of his main body. He could move his limbs and then his fingers. All contact with the other androids and with Cassius remained severed, but he was ADIM again.


  His time in the darkness could’ve been one second or it could’ve been a century. He wasn’t sure. He’d never been deactivated before, and there was nothing in that state to provide him with any sense of time. No thoughts. No dreams. Just emptiness.


  He used his steadily improving vision to survey the scene. He had to rely on his environment for information since none of his scanners were operating at full capacity yet. The Ascendant’s command console was sparking, providing the only light in the entire command deck other than the blooming, reddish glow of his own eyes. A host of Tribunal Honor Guards were crawling along the floor, holding their ears. Benjar was amongst them.


  They remain incapacitated, ADIM thought. Very little time has passed.


  Destroying the overloaded command console had had the precise effect he had intended. The damage would surely be enough to slow the ship down and buy Cassius the additional time he desired.


  ADIM raised his arm and used the floor to lift his body up. His legs were usually more than capable on their own, but they remained slightly out of sync. Once he was standing he noticed Benjar reaching out for a rifle on the ground. ADIM limped over and planted his heavy foot on top of the Tribune’s hand before he could wrap his fingers around the handle.


  ADIM grabbed Benjar by the throat and lifted. The Tribune squirmed and wriggled. His mouth moved, but ADIM’s auditory functions were still in flux and he couldn’t hear what he said.


  He raised Benjar until he was staring straight into his eyes. The short man’s feet weren’t even touching the ground. For a moment ADIM considered how easy it would be to snap his neck, but he knew he couldn’t. The Creator had forbidden it.


  “Go ahead, abomination,” Benjar grated as ADIM’s hearing normalized. “Kill me.” His expression betrayed his words. He appeared completely terrified, like the engineers aboard the Tribunal Freighters always did when they looked upon ADIM. He was not ready to die.


  “It won’t change a thing,” he continued. “We’ll destroy the Ceresians no matter what, and your master won’t have anyone under his thumb. No fleet. Nothing to fight us with. You’ll both die and I’ll watch from the loving embrace of the Spirit as he’s cursed to linger in the vacuum for all of eternity.”


  ADIM drew Benjar’s face as close as possible to his own. “The Cre—” he said before pausing and readjusting the volume of his vocal emitters. “The Creator does not wish for this unit to kill you at this time, however, you will not last the war. You are not worthy. None of your people are.”


  ADIM hit the Tribune across the right leg, then dropped him. Benjar howled louder than any human ADIM had ever heard as a shard of femur shot through his flesh. He rolled along the floor, a trail of blood in his wake.


  ADIM’s gaze swept across the room, at the disoriented soldiers desperately trying to locate their guns, at the Tribune in inexplicable pain, through the areas of the viewport which remained unblocked by the emergency shutters where Tribunal fighters flitted across the stars.


  No fleet, ADIM thought.


  Even after he and Cassius proved that the Spirit of the Earth was a fabrication, all those ships and more would remain to oppose them. Tribunal, Ceresian, it didn’t matter. All those who were unworthy and could never see the value of the Creator’s will would fight back. Humans always fought when they were cornered. That was a behavior ADIM had observed time and time again and he’d even experienced it personally now. If he wanted to keep Cassius safe for their future, he’d have to eliminate the threat of all of it.


  Benjar Vakari was correct.


  ADIM sprinted toward one of the undamaged areas of the viewport. He couldn’t pierce the emergency shutter and risk Benjar suffocating. Some of the soldiers had finally located their guns and were sending bullets off of ADIM’s legs. He fired a missile forward without aiming. A portion of the viewport shattered, and he dove through just before more emergency shutters closed behind him.


  ADIM’s magnetized body allowed him to be quickly yanked back against the Ascendant’s hull. He again crawled across it now, back toward where he’d originally breached the ship. Space was swarming with fighters on route to the other side of Fortuna. He had little doubt they were pursuing the White Hand, and he wished he could again wield control of his creator’s vessel and ensure he made it out unharmed. He remained too weakened, however, to even make contact with him.


  He considering breaking off course to try and help, but knew he couldn’t. Since reactivating and speaking with Benjar, he’d developed a plan that would leave every ship of the Tribune irrelevant. He saw the future clearly. His creator had left him all of the tools, and now he was going to guarantee that his will could never be broken.


  The Creator will be alright, ADIM thought. These vessels are no match for the White Hand.


  Minutes later, ADIM reached the Shadow Chariot. It was hidden in a rift between plates along the Ascendant’s lower hull. He opened the cockpit and slid his weightless body in. Two Tribunal fighters raced by overhead, oblivious to his presence. He couldn’t shoot them down. He needed to gain as much time as possible in order to reach full velocity.


  He hooked himself up to the reactor core of the Shadow Chariot so that it could form a symbiotic bond with his and power on. As soon as it was active he’d no longer be invisible. Approaching the Ascendant was easy when they weren’t looking for him and the Shadow Chariot was deactivated, but now every scanner on every Tribunal vessel within a million miles would be wary.


  He waited silently until there were no enemy ships in direct sight, and then signaled the Shadow Chariot’s engines to roar to life. The ship bolted forward. The rate of acceleration would’ve been enough to cave in a human’s chest, but ADIM’s chassis was able to resist it. No amount of stealth measures would keep him from being seen at such speeds, but connecting to the Shadow Chariot’s fusion core flooded him with the energy he was desperately lacking. After thirty seconds he was operating at full capacity, but there was also a host of Tribunal fighters in pursuit of him.


  Creator, ADIM said, his connection to Cassius’ com-link renewed. The White Hand itself, however, remained out of his control. Can you hear… He paused. A new word popped into his head. One that he’d heard his creator, a human, refer to himself as countless times before. It didn’t seem a proper term to refer to himself until he’d experienced the very human fear of death. Me?


  ADIM! Cassius replied immediately. ADIM, where are you! The White Hand has been hit.


  ADIM’s circuitry went hot, and without hesitating he slowed the Shadow Chariot and prepared to turn around back toward the Ascendant. His own plan could wait. Without Cassius it was worthless.


  Creator, are you injured? I am on my way.


  I’m fine for now. The engine lines were damaged and I had to divert all power from every other system to keep them going. ADIM quickly realized that was why he wasn’t able to take control of the ship. I’m shieldless and without communications, Cassius continued, but I was able to outrun my pursuers and they turned their attention to the Monarch after Sage and the others were taken on board. It appears our Vergent friends had a change of heart and returned. It’s irrelevant to our plans now. Where are you?


  Missile and cannon fire sped around the Shadow Chariot. Slowing down to turn had allowed ADIM’s enemies to come within range. Cassius was safe, but now he’d placed his own plan in danger. He overrode the ship’s internal systems and set the engines to propel it at speeds faster than the ship could handle. He quickly scanned the star field and located amongst the field the celestial body of Mars. He had to deviate his course slightly to make sure he was heading directly toward it.


  I am within the Shadow Chariot, he said.


  What is your positi—Cassius’ words stopped flowing. ADIM could tell by his tone that he was surprised by something. What did you just say?


  I am within the Shadow Chariot, ADIM repeated.


  Do you realize how you’re referring to yourself?


  Yes. Am I incorrect in doing so?


  I…no. You are as alive as any being ever was after all, in your own way.


  There are other units which were constructed to appear like me, but you were correct, they are not me. There are other humans who are physically composed similarly to the Creator, but they can never be you. I am ADIM.


  ADIM heard Cassius snivel. He was about to ask if he had displeased him when he answered: You are ADIM. He cleared his throat. I’ll have to get used to that too then.


  It is a more efficient term as well, ADIM added.


  It is. Now where are you, ADIM? You’ll have to locate me with my systems down.


  A missile exploded near the Shadow Chariot, sending a piece of shrapnel shredding through its narrow wing. The interior of the vessel had been rattling from acceleration g-forces, but with its body compromised it was beginning to tear itself apart.


  I impaired the Ascendant and now I am on route to Mars.


  Mars? We are going to Ennomos. You’ve bought us the time we needed and now it’s our chance to show the Circuit what we’ve made.


  My presence on Ennomos is unnecessary. I have discovered a means to ensure that none can ever stand against your will. Within the New Terrene Enclave, the Vale Protocol requires both an iris scan and a sub dermal hand-print from an active Tribune to be accessed. I will go there and take control of the fleet of the New Earth Tribunal, so that you always have one.


  A missile locked on to the Shadow Chariot. There was no way for ADIM to evade it. He had to wait until the last possible moment to eject so they’d think he was destroyed.


  ADIM, you’ll be wasting your time, Cassius said. They will have deactivated the program in all of their vessels by now to keep me out of it.


  Yes. However, they moved too quickly into war and believe that by deactivating the protocol they have eliminated it. They haven’t. I looked into the Ascendant and saw that the codes all remain dormant. I can take control if I am able to reach the New Terrene Enclave.


  It was never meant to provide control! It’s just a means of disabling and tracking, you know that.


  I was not designed to take control of the White Hand, and yet I have. Building blocks. Your work shall be augmented and allow us to remove your greatest threat from the equation. The Gravitum Bombs will allow us to begin enlightening the people of the Circuit. Together we will set them on a proper course.


  ADIM unhooked the cord connecting him to the Shadow Chariot’s power core, tilted the ship down so that the cockpit was facing Mars, and then ejected. Inertia sustained his velocity, and right after he was free the missile blew the Shadow Chariot into a thousand shimmering pieces. It was a gift from the Creator that he hoped would never be destroyed, but its sacrifice would allow him to finally provide Cassius with his own gift worthy of everything he’d given.


  ADIM… Cassius began. His tone insinuated that he was greatly distressed. I want you at my side when we go to Earth. Nobody else deserves to stand there. We can handle the Tribune afterwards. We always have.


  ADIM’s very core seemed to sputter at the thought of being the cause of Cassius’ dismay. It went against everything he was. He knew, however, that he had no other choice. It was the sacrifice he had to make. Humanity had taught him enough lessons to be sure of that.


  I assure you that this is the only way, Creator, he said.


  Cassius swallowed audibly. The last time I let a child of mine make a decision like this he never came back.


  I will not fail.


  You never do. Cassius sighed. I don’t suppose I can stop you can I, ADIM? Stubborn…just like your father.


  You cannot. Proceed to Earth, and when you reach it all of our enemies will be eradicated. I must revert to a low-power state in order to avoid detection on my approach to Mars. I will not be able to communicate.


  I understand. I hope you can find a way to be there with me when the Earth breaks open. It will be a beautiful sight.


  Do not worry. I will be there in some form. Goodbye, Creator.


  Cassius took a deep breath. Goodbye, ADIM.


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN—CASSIUS


  All of This Is for You


  “Goodbye, Creator,” ADIM said into Cassius’ ear. They were words he’d heard hundreds of times before, but never had ADIM been the first to utter them. It made Cassius’ chest sting in a way he thought it no longer could, like the first time he bid farewell to Caleb before his human son went off to try and fix Earth.


  It won’t be like that, Cassius told himself before he responded: “Goodbye, ADIM.” As soon as he said the words the feed went quiet, another oddity since usually it was him who deactivated the com-link.


  There was no doubt that ADIM’s strategy was logical. The truth was that Cassius hadn’t planned for what would happen after he split apart Earth with Gravitum Bombs like he had Kalliope. What followed he’d always intended to leave in the hands of the Circuit. It was a dangerous proposition, one which clearly made ADIM uncomfortable. My creation after all, Cassius thought, holding back a smirk.


  He stared through the viewport of the White Hand. The stars were the only source of illumination, as everything but the command console beside his seat was deactivated. After being hit by a rail on his approach to the Ascendant, the main energy line for the White Hand’s engines was severed, forcing him to divert power from the rest of the ship’s systems to be able to outrun the Tribune.


  He could only hope that Sage was safe, since neither she nor Talon were answering on the established com-link channel. She also wouldn’t respond to the messages he’d transmitted through their twin HOLO-Recorders. His scanners did manage to pick up the Vergent ship Monarch retrieving her before he switched them off, but that didn’t mean she’d escaped the Tribunal fleet.


  There was no time to blindly seek out the Vergents in the vastness of space. As it was the White Hand had taken more damage than Cassius could ever recall. The shot from a rail-gun came inches from crippling the engines, and had torn open a portion of the rear hull. With the power required to utilize the plasmatic shield impaired, the entire ship was peppered with holes and scorched by errant missile fire. Cassius’ own arsenal of weapons was low from having to destroy at least six fighters before he was in the clear.


  They weren’t the results Cassius expected when he, ADIM, and Sage devised their plan, though it did successfully buy him the time he and the Ceresians needed, as well as provide him with a realistic explanation for having a Gravitum Bomb.


  He reached up and switched on the com-link in his left ear, connected to his lesser androids on Ennomos. “My Creations,” he said. “I will be arriving at Ennomos in approximately four days. I expect the bombs to be ready upon my arrival. Prepare them for transport.”


  “Yes, Creator. Preparations are set to be completed approximately one hour before your arrival.”


  Just in time. His attack on Benjar had bought them exactly enough time, otherwise he’d already be on his way to conquering Pallus. “And the work on converting the Solar-Ark?”


  “The cryo-chambers are now able to reach true absolute zero. Many of the test subjects were lost upon attempted thawing; however, the latest to be removed remains in good health. This unit will perform further evaluation while the Creator is traveling.”


  “Excellent! It will be ready for her then. Keep up the good work, my creations. The day of the Circuit’s reckoning is coming.”


  “Yes, Creator.”


  Cassius switched off the com-link and leaned back. The command deck was quieter than ever. He could barely hear the hum of the few systems that remained operational, little more than the air recyclers and engines. There was nothing to do other than continue to watch the stars.


  He couldn’t contact Zaimur and inform him that the Ascendant had been successfully hindered, which Cassius knew would irk the Morastus Prince. He couldn’t switch on any newsfeeds and learn the fate of the newest Ceresian Colony to be conquered. All he could do was stare out into the infinite depths of space and wonder if maybe there was another Earth around one of the countless glistening specks he saw there—another world with Gravitum, or so suitable for human life that they wouldn’t need to change anything.


  Freedom, he thought.


  There was nothing left to stand in his way. The Earth, the very planet which stole his son from him, was going to die for good. He closed his eyes and let the gentle currents of space lull him into slumber.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN—SAGE


  The Legend Endures


  Sage limped quietly down the dim corridors of the Monarch behind Kitt. He had a few other handy skills beyond piloting. He’d been busy in the med-bay trying to repair Sage’s artificial arm before Captain Larana summoned everyone to the galley. The arm was so extensively damaged that it remained mostly useless. Circuits and wires jutted out from a wide gash around the elbow, and Sage knew it would never look as sleek as it had after Cassius completed it. Kitt’s work did allow her to achieve a slight twitch of the pinky finger, though.


  Her arm was only one of many problems, however. She’d spent hours recovering in the med-bay after her many injuries caused her to black out in space. The leg Yavortha twisted wasn’t broken, but she couldn’t put all of her weight on it. She also had to lean on the walls with her human arm due to the piercing pain emanating from the hole just above her hip. The Vergents had offered her the finest treatment they were capable of, but that was a far cry from what she would have received in the hands of Cassius or on New Terrene.


  They rubbed some Synthrol on the bullet-hole in her side and stitched it up by hand with a needle. It was so excruciating without her Executor Implant that she even considered ripping the bottle out of her surgeon’s hands and taking a drink to dull the pain. It wasn’t worth the awful taste.


  As she walked, Sage realized that for the first time in a long time she had no mission at all. There was nowhere for her to go. Nothing she needed to do. It helped her understand the Vergents who made space their home, traveling from place to place. The struggle to survive was their eternal mission, yet even out in the darkness of the void one of them found faith. Tarsis managed to find the Spirit before he died and so Sage still knew it was with her. She could feel it deep within her soul, driving her hand as if it wanted her to remove the blaspheming Yavortha from the Circuit. She couldn’t be sure why she was being set on the path she was, but thanks to Tarsis’ faith she was no longer afraid.


  She wasn’t even sure yet how she wound up on the Vergent vessel after escaping the Ascendant. “Need help?” Kitt asked from behind her. He didn’t dare place his hands on her to help without permission.


  “I’m fine,” Sage grumbled. “You go ahead.”


  Kitt nodded and hurried past her. He made sure to keep his distance and not brush her. Sage groaned just at the sight of how easy he made it look. She noticed Talon sitting on the edge of one of the bunks inside a side room. He stared at Elisha. Unlike Sage, the young girl rested. Sage knew from her experience of Tribunal cells that it was likely the first time she was able to sleep peacefully since being detained.


  “Talon,” she said softly. Projecting her voice only caused a sharper ache to pull at her lower abdomen. He gazed at Elisha like he didn’t hear her. She’d never seen him appear so at peace. “Talon, are you coming?”


  “What?” he murmured. He glanced back. “Oh, yeah. Sorry, I’ll be right there.”


  Talon leaned over and whispered something into Elisha’s ear before placing a kiss on her forehead. He lingered for a few moments longer to run his fingers through her hair before finally turning away. He had to grab hold to the side of the bunk to lift himself to his feet. He moaned softly as he did. All of the action aboard the Ascendant clearly had his ailing body even more sore than it usually was.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked.


  “Better,” she lied. “It didn’t hit anything vital.”


  “I’m glad.” He stopped outside of the galley and placed his hand on her human arm. She turned and gazed into his watery blue eyes. They matched the web of bright veins over his temples. “Thank you, Sage,” he whispered. “We couldn’t have gotten her without you.”


  Her throat went dry. A million responses raced through her weary mind until she settled on one that sounded somewhat Ceresian. “You saved my life out there with your Mech. Call us even.” She felt foolish just saying it, but Talon smirked.


  “We’re getting there,” he replied as he entered the galley.


  He took a seat across from Captain Larana at the long dining table tucked against a booth along the wall. She wore a stern look on her face. Her entire crew was gathered around her, sitting wherever they could find space.


  Sage went to the nearest viewport and sat on the narrow sill. Every Vergent except for Kitt eyed her warily. He propped himself up between two walls nearby and motioned for her. She extended her arm onto his lap so that he could pick at the loose wires with a set of crude tools. Then she stared out through the viewport, out into the starry blackness of open space. They’d escaped the fighters of the Tribune, but were speeding along on a course unknown to her.


  “Sorry for the wait, Talon,” Larana said. “I wanted to be sure we were clear before discussin’ what happened.”


  “That’s alright,” Talon replied.


  Larana exhaled. “I’m sure most of you’ve noticed, but one of us didn’t make it back. I heard what some of you have been guessin’, but Tarsis didn’t get on another ship or get captured. He fell. It ain’t our custom to die in battle, but the Ancients woulda been proud the way he went.”


  Sage felt Kitt’s fingers stop working. He took the news the hardest. Talon appeared solemn, but Tarsis’ fate was a fact he seemed to have come to grips with. Sage, too, was used to the feeling of losing comrades at arms. But she was supposed to be the one in Tarsis’ mech. He’d traded his life for hers.


  “He was an honorable man,” she said. She only realized she’d said it out loud when everyone glared at her.


  “He was,” Talon agreed. He got up and shuffled over to the cooling box. Talon opened the frosty container, which was barely operational, like the rest of the ship, and removed the bottle of Synthrol left over from Sage’s surgery.


  “I don’t know how you all say goodbye to your dead, but where I come from we bury them first,” he said. “Since we don’t have any rock way out here to do that, I say we skip to the part where we have a drink and remember him fondly.” He lifted the bottle to his mouth and took a healthy swig of the green liquid.


  When he was done he held it up for Larana to take. “We give the bodies of our fallen back to the Circuit,” Larana said. She remained still for a few more seconds before finally stretching her arm as far as it could go and grasping the bottle. “But Tarsis gave his body up long ago for this place. Your way will have to do.”


  Larana handed the bottle to the Vergents nearest to her next, and they passed it around the crew. When it reached Sage she had to swallow the lump in her throat before mustering the courage to take the ice-cold bottle. She couldn’t help but remember the first time she’d tried it back on Ceres, when she spat it out and earned the laughter of Talon’s friends. She didn’t want to embarrass herself.


  “Never thought I’d be sharing a drink with a Tribunal,” Talon said, clearly having noticed her hesitation.


  Now she really didn’t want to embarrass herself. Trained to be an Executor of the Tribune and scared of a taste? There was no reason to pretend she was still a member of the Tribune anymore. Hand Yavortha was dead and any hopes of earning the forgiveness of her former masters died with him.


  “We’re all part of the Circuit today,” she shrugged, closed her eyes and threw back only as much of the green liquid as could fit through the mouth of the bottle. The taste was so sharp and bitter that she almost spit it out, but she clenched her jaw and tilted her head back. She coughed a few times after it was down, but she did it.


  Nobody laughed. Talon grinned and nodded in Kitt’s direction. Sage held the bottle out for the young boy to take, but as soon as his long, thin fingers wrapped around it Larana cleared her throat. He froze.


  “Can’t fly if you can’t see straight, Kitt,” Larana counseled.


  Kitt sighed. “Or repair,” he handed the bottle to Talon and turned his attention back to Sage’s arm. “Tarsis would want this thing to work like his suit.”


  The bottle was almost empty by then, but Talon returned it to the cooling box. Larana said, “I wish that was all I asked you all here for. Tarsis’ passin’ was too soon. He was a Vergent, and a Keeper, and won’t be forgotten, but before he died he told me somethin’ I almost didn’t believe.” She shot a distrustful glare in Sage’s direction. “Are you sure she should listen to this?” she said to Talon. “Knowin’ her history?”


  Talon stared at Sage for a few seconds. “She can handle it,” he decided.


  Handle what?


  “So you’re sure Tarsis wasn’t just lyin’ to get me to stay?” Larana asked Talon. “Cassius Vale really is alive?”


  Every member of the Vergent crew gasped. “He was on the ship I shot at before you retrieved us,” Talon answered evenly. “Scanners said he escaped despite the damage, so yes, Cassius Vale is still alive.”


  Sage sat up. Why would he shoot him? As far as she knew that was never part of the plan. She worried that he was dead, but then, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the blinking light of the HOLO-Recorder he gave to her sitting snugly inside a portion of her artificial forearm that remained intact. It meant someone was trying to contact her, and only Cassius had the twin device capable of doing so.


  Larana shook her head vigorously. “I watched him die on Ceres. Die along with answers to where the Solar-Ark he stole is.”


  “An event he fabricated,” Talon said. His fists were beginning to tremble in rage. “Just like this war, and just like Kalliope.” He glanced over at Sage, who remained quiet. “I believe he was the true reason that Julius died and my daughter almost followed him. I’m saying we’ve all been fooled from the very start. From the first Tribunal Freighter he apparently stole.”


  Kalliope? Sage was too busy thinking about how he could come to such a definite conclusion that she forgot to voice her opposition.


  “And you all kept this a secret?” Larana asked, her pale cheeks pink with anger. “Why?”


  “You know why.” Talon gestured toward the corridor which led toward the living quarters. Where Elisha was sleeping.


  “You’re sure about this?”


  “More sure then I’ve ever been of anything in my life. You saw Kalliope. The Tribune may hate us, but they’ve always tried to preserve all inhabitable areas at all costs. They’ll rupture seals and hangars, but remove a hollowed asteroid from the Circuit?”


  “You don’t know Benjar Vakari,” Sage said, reiterating her argument from earlier.


  “I know, but even he decided to invade Eureka instead of blowing it to pieces with the entire Lakura army inside. Kalliope has Cassius written all over it, only nobody cared because we were so desperate for war. He destroyed Lutetia more than two decades ago, and now he’s perfected the art.”


  “How’s that?” Kitt interrupted. He touched two wires in Sage’s arm together and a few of her artificial fingers wiggled. There was a subtle, all too familiar pinch in the nerve endings on her shoulder.


  “He did using Lutetia’s overtaxed reactor core,” Sage said. The fact that Talon’s argument made sense had her palms sweating. “Why send ADIM after a weapon you claim he already has?”


  “So that Zaimur, or anybody else, doesn’t question why he has it. I think he really was there to ensure we got Elisha because she believes ADIM saved her on Kalliope, a fact which might make people think he’s a hero. But ADIM doesn’t help people. He kills them. This is the same ADIM that singlehandedly slaughtered the entire crew of a Solar-Ark around the same time and just broke into the Ascendant’s brig. Do you really think that he would’ve failed at saving Kalliope if he really had a chance to?”


  Sage grunted in disbelief. “It’s all a stretch Talon.”


  “Is it? Cassius returns and all of a sudden the entire Circuit is coming undone. I wasn’t about to give him the chance to get his hands on Elisha and find out. I wish I got a cleaner hit on his ship and ended this. Whatever he plans on doing, there is no doubt in my mind that he started this war for his own reasons.”


  Started this war. Would he go that far to get his revenge? She found it hard to believe that the Cassius she once knew would do that. The man who’d stood as a hero to the Tribune, helped create the first man Sage ever loved and gave her a figure to serve as ‘father’ when all she had were the gutters. But she’d seen firsthand the type of man he’d become. Shackles. That was what he’d called everything in the Circuit that wasn’t a part of his design. He’d built the abomination ADIM, spat in the face of the Keepers and the Circuit and Titan. He’d allowed thousands to die there just to escape capture. The very people his family had been charged with protecting since the moon was settled.


  “Sage…You have to see it,” Talon implored. He bit his quaking lip. “He murdered my oldest friend. He manipulated the Tribune and now my people. He manipulated you. He—”


  “I see it!” Sage snapped. This time her entire artificial arm moved, slamming against the viewport’s sill and leaving behind a dent. Kitt was thrown backwards. Sage winced in pain and grasped at her bullet-wound. “By the Spirit I see it,” she groaned. “But whatever he’s planning, I promise you it’s to harm the Tribune. Why complain? He’s on your side now.”


  “Same as he was on the Tribunes’ all those years ago? Cassius Vale has always done whatever he wants. Every Ceresian knows that. And now he has the ear of the most powerful Ceresian there is, an entire fleet following his desires, and an android servant who could wear the guise of any man in existence. We’ve seen it for the Ancients’ sake.”


  That was a notion she couldn’t stomach. She didn’t even want to consider it. “Even if what you say is true, what do you plan on doing about it? If we’d went with him I could’ve gotten him alone, but now we have no idea where he is.”


  “I don’t know.” Talon released a mouthful of air.


  “I say we head back to the Verge, beyond the war.” Kitt said.


  “I’ve thought about it,” Larana admitted. “We can only hope Talon knocked out his life support and he suffocated.”


  “He didn’t,” Sage stated. She brushed Kitt aside and opened a panel in her arm. She pulled out the HOLO-Recorder and dropped it.


  The Vergents watched in petrified silence as the device rolled across the floor. Until Talon stopped it with his foot.


  “It belonged to his son,” Talon said.


  Sage nodded. “It’s a recorder that can also be used to exchange messages over long distances or speak directly over short ones,” she explained. “See that blinking light? It means he attempted to contact me.”


  Larana sprung to her feet, “What did you tell him?”


  “Nothing. I have no interest in listening to what he has to say through this. If I ever speak to him again it’ll be face to face. I won’t let him keep lying. All I know for sure is that he’s alive.”


  “Can he track us with that?”


  Sage frowned. Probably, she thought. It was built by Cassius Vale. “I’m not sure.” She picked up the device. Before she could think twice, she pried her artificial fingers open and placed it on her palm. With the three she could control, she crushed it until its lights went dark and it was flat as a disc. Then she dropped it and returned to her seat.


  “It’s better if he doesn’t know whether we’re alive or dead for now,” Sage decided.


  “I agree with that,” Talon said. “I just don’t understand what he’s after.”


  “Vengeance. He wants to destroy the Tribune completely. It’s that simple. He blames them for letting his son die, all because of a plant that grew on Earth. When they wouldn’t return what he believed was his son’s work, Benjar tried to have him killed. But before the final blow the other Tribunes decided to show him mercy for all that he’d done for them. Now he’ll stop at nothing to show them their mistake.”


  “No offense, Sage, but there isn’t a Ceresian in existence who hasn’t wished they’d wake up one day and the Tribune would be gone. But not like this. Zaimur’s made a deal with a devil and all of my people are the pawns. Our colonies are falling one by one, and whatever he’s planning I fear none of us will survive it. I didn’t go through all of this to save Elisha just to watch her world burn.”


  Sage wanted to tell him that he had no other choice. She wanted to tell him that when it came to Cassius there was nothing he wasn’t prepared for.


  “So what are you going to do?” she asked when she could think of nothing else.


  “This isn’t my ship, so whether or not Larana wants to take us there, I’m going to find Zaimur and try to get him to see the truth. That’s all I can do.”


  “And if he doesn’t listen?” Larana asked.


  “I haven’t gotten that far yet. I guess then I’ll have to try to help Sage earn that face-to-face.”


  Sage feigned a chuckle, but remained silent.


  Larana rubbed her chin and stared out into space through a viewport. “Tarsis trusted you,” she said, finally. “I knew him most of my life, even though he lied. I’ll trust you further, Insider. If the Morastus Prince can help stop the man who took out an Ark of the Keepers, then we go to him. Kitt, set a course.”


  “Yes, cap’n,” Kitt replied. He hopped to his feet and set off for the command deck.


  Sage still wasn’t sure if everything Talon had concluded was one hundred percent true, but there was one thing she did know—escaping the influence of Cassius was impossible for her. For better or worse, their lives were bound. There was still a shred of humanity in him. It was the same shred which convinced him to help her rescue Elisha even if he wanted to attack the Ascendant for his own desires as well. Only she could bring it out of him, and somehow she knew she was destined to stand before him again.


  It wasn’t a mission. It was fate. And it would be up to him whether she did so with a pistol in her hand or not.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN—CASSIUS


  All for You


  Cassius imagined he got more sleep in the days it took to reach Ennomos than in all the years that passed since Caleb died. In what seemed like no time, the ruddy asteroid was hovering in the White Hand’s path.


  Cassius hadn’t heard from either ADIM or Sage yet, but knew better than to dwell on it. ADIM would contact him as soon as he could. He always did.


  If Sage, on the other hand, had already reached Ceres Prime then she’d be out of range for live communication between their HOLO-Recorders. He’d sent a few additional messages throughout his voyage and continued to receive nothing back. The thought that maybe it, and her, were floating through the vacuum briefly entered his mind. He didn’t allow it to stick. That wasn’t a fitting fate for Sage Volus, and if it were the case he had little doubt she would resolve to contact him rather than suffocate alone. If the Tribune had her or her body than there was no question they would’ve discovered the device, found those messages, and replied just to taunt him.


  She’s alive, he told himself. Whatever the reason for her lack of contact, he knew without question that she was alive.


  Cassius took over the White Hand’s controls from autopilot and guided it toward the narrow channel leading into his facility’s hangar. He was still rusty at having to work everything manually. The bottom of his ship scraped across a portion of the rock, but not hard enough to leave a scratch more noticeable than the ones which were already there from battle.


  The hangar’s outer seal opened upon reading the White Hand’s signal, and Cassius flew it in slowly. He maneuvered it over the parked Solar-Ark and to the other end of the lofty space, right beside the line of five Tribunal freighters he’d stolen.


  The red eyes of androids snapped toward his position, each of them loading a Gravitum bomb into one of the freighters. Even with the hangar lights on the weapons glowed so bright that he had to shield his eyes. He’d need to make sure to wear protection at all times around them. If he took one step beyond the dense hull of his ship without wearing an enviro-suit he’d risk contracting the Blue Death. Then he’d have something in common with the Ceresian Sage was so fond of.


  He switched off the White Hand’s engine and made his way to the cargo bay. He put on his full enviro-suit and helmet, checking every seal twice before lowering the ship’s ramp. Five androids greeted him immediately. Beyond them he could see the sixth, the one which ADIM had impaired, limping out of the Solar-Ark.


  “The White Hand is severely damaged, Creator,” the androids addressed him in perfect unison. “Does the Creator require medical assistance?”


  “I’m fine,” Cassius said. “Patch her up as best you can, and repair the power lines. There is no time to waste.”


  “Her?” the androids questioned.


  “The White Hand. I need it up and running as quickly as possible. When the work is completed load the last bomb into the cargo bay.”


  “Yes, Creator.”


  The androids hurried to work. He watched them go by, and then took a moment to take in the condition of his ship beyond just what scanners had told him. It looked as though it’d been through a real war. Portions of its outer hull were either missing completely or peeling away. Its pearly coat was sullied, and where there weren’t bullet holes there were extensive burn-marks.


  “Only one more battle, old girl,” he said as he patted the ship’s cold, metal exterior. The androids hooked power and fuel lines to it, and soon after the interior lights began to flicker on. Cassius quickly made his way back to the command deck. “Gaia, open transmission with the Hound’s Paw,” he said. His words were received only by silence. He’d forgotten for a moment about ADIM’s upgrades, and it didn’t take him long to figure out what the issue was. When they were severed, Gaia’s program was corrupted, split between the ship and ADIM’s memory core.


  So you’ve left me truly alone haven’t you ADIM, Cassius thought. He didn’t have anywhere near the time to repair her. He was back to running the ship manually, just like when he first received it after the Earth Reclaimer War.


  He walked over to the communications console and searched through its adjoined screen. It took him a few extra minutes to reacquaint himself with the controls but eventually he was able to open up coms with the Hound’s Paw. Zaimur Morastus spoke before Cassius could.


  “So now he decides to answer me,” he said, his face popping up on the HOLO-Screen. His cheeks were flushed with anger, and his usually prim, blond hair was a mess. “I figured you died over Fortuna. What a relief that would’ve been after having me delay the fleet with no real excuse!”


  “Forgive me,” Cassius said. “The attack left me unable to respond until now, but—”


  “Attack?” Zaimur scoffed. “Benjar Vakari has just set off from Fortuna and is bound for Pallus. He’ll be there in a few days. Cordo Yashan is due to provide reinforcements shortly after to maintain order before they turn all of their attention to Ceres. This plan is failing!”


  “Remember who you’re talking to, boy!” Cassius growled. The shock on Zaimur’s expression spread. Cassius took a calming breath and continued. “Pallus would be taken already if it weren’t for me. The Ascendant is hampered, and even if Benjar won’t let that show these extra days have given us the advantage.”


  “I fail to see any advantage,” Zaimur grumbled. “Pallus itself won’t last a week with what little defenses I’ve left there thanks to you.”


  “The Tribune thinks you’re saving all your resources for the defense of Ceres. We stick to the plan. The moment they’re closing in on Pallus you send the entire fleet on a hard burn for Earth.”


  “Right. And allow our second largest settlement to be torn apart. I’ve put plenty of faith into this, Vale. It better work.”


  Cassius almost wanted to laugh in Zaimur’s face for being so foolish, but knew he needed to stay on his good side for a short while longer. “Or what?” he asked. “If this fails then we’ll both be dead.”


  “Well I plan on doing a whole lot more living. So, where’s the weapon?”


  “ADIM—” Cassius froze. It was barely for a second so he doubted Zaimur would notice, but he knew he had to get the android out of his thoughts and stay focused. “ADIM is examining it now.”


  Zaimur’s eyes narrowed. “Examining it where? I thought we had an agreement that you’d deliver it to my ship before we set off for Earth.”


  “That was before my ship was nearly destroyed during our escape. The White Hand is fast. I’ll be able to catch up after you’re already on your way.”


  “After? You expect me to do all of this without any proof you even have it?”


  He’s lucky I’m almost through with him, Cassius thought. He bit back the harsh words festering in his throat, and then said: “How many times must I remind you we’re on the same side? I’ll send you rough schematics and images as soon as we’re through loading it onto my ship. Is that acceptable to you?”


  Zaimur leaned back in his chair and clenched his jaw. “Fine.”


  “Once you’re beyond the Tribune’s ability to intercept, you must broadcast our intentions, whether I’m there yet or not. Say that if the Tribune even attempts to approach Ceres, we’ll blow the Gravitum wells.”


  “I’d rather not plug the wells if I don’t have to, Vale. We’ll need Gravitum to rebuild. You’re sure the Tribune will fall for this?”


  “Without question. To them the mines are more than just a resource. They’re sacred. They are physical conduits of the Earth Spirit’s Essence. They’ll come rushing back, and there, over the remnants of our once verdant homeworld, you’ll have your victory.”


  Zaimur smirked, displaying the rebellious spark Cassius had seen in him initially. The very spark he’d preyed on. “Okay, Cassius Vale. Let’s make the Tribune kneel. Many Ceresian lives were lost to get us this opportunity.”


  Cassius smirked as well. “Then let us make sure they meant something. It’s time the Tribune sees they cannot decide humanity’s future alone.”


  “I’ll begin preparations immediately.” Zaimur reached out to cut off transmission, then paused. He was staring at the screen, but it appeared like he was looking through it, gazing into the future. “We’ll never be forgotten if we pull this off.”


  More than a holographic bust in a hallway, Cassius reminded himself. “You’re right. We had best pull it off then.”


  Before he could receive a response, Cassius switched off the transmission himself. His heart had started to race halfway through their conversation and he didn’t want to say anything by mistake while he wasn’t fully composed. He usually was, but being so near to reaching Earth after nearly a decade had him feeling especially eager. He was growing tired of having to deceive Zaimur just to get there.


  He strolled back off the White Hand, passing his androids that were hard at work on repairs. Cassius let them continue and made his way toward the Solar-Ark. The damaged android was standing outside. It didn’t take part in the repairs because it remained focused only on the Ark, as Cassius had requested.


  “Creator, the test subject is prepped for viewing,” the android said.


  Cassius didn’t answer. He stopped at the Ark’s entrance and turned so that each of the five re-outfitted Tribunal freighters was visible. Each cargo bay bore a bomb with the power to split open an asteroid. The entire hangar was painted in a blue aura because of them. Thank you for being so willing to clear the way, Zaimur.


  He savored a long breath, and then turned to the android and said, “Show me.”


  “Yes, Creator.”


  It led him into the ship and up to the Cryo-chamber Hall. A few along the bottom rung were filled with his tribunal captives, the glass so foggy that he could only distinguish their silhouettes. The lid of a chamber on the end was popped open, and the bearded, emaciated man whom Cassius had first seen loaded in was still inside. He was shivering intensely, the myriad tubes affixed to his skin rattling against the chamber’s interior. A small screen inside depicted his bodily systems.


  “The subject remains alive,” the android stated. “A full recovery will take some time, but the thawing can be deemed a success. Much of the required equipment and programming was already present in the chambers and merely had to be rediscovered.”


  “Of course it was,” Cassius said. “The Ancients had incredible foresight before the boundaries of the Circuit tainted them.” He leaned forward and ran the back of his fingers across the test subject’s bony cheek. His flesh was as cold as ice. “Thank you, for your strength.”


  The man rolled his head and murmured something. Drugs being pumped intravenously to help with the reanimation had him essentially anesthetized. Even his eyes were closed.


  Cassius took a step back and pulled out his HOLO-Recorder. There was still no response from Sage. Before he left for Earth he had a message to leave for her, and he had no plans of leaving behind the device for her to find one day. Even Sage wasn’t going to keep him from bringing along his first son.


  If she’s alive…She is alive, and she’ll stop at nothing to find this place after what I’m about to do. She’ll need an explanation when she does.


  He traversed the silent halls of the Ark one last time, the android following closely behind. Centuries of history passed by with every step. From conduits in the wall that’d been repaired time and time again by generations of Keepers, to grates placed down by the Ancients themselves, to bloodstains ingrained too deep in metal by his androids to be scrubbed out completely. There was a time he would’ve done anything to get his hands on a Solar-Ark so that he could escape the Circuit and all the anguish it reminded him of. But he’d come to learn over his many years that escape was never in the cards for him.


  “Begin prepping the Amerigo’s communications device to broadcast a short-range message encrypted with the code: Caleb Vale,” Cassius said as he began to walk up the stairs onto the ship’s command deck.


  “Creator.” The android placed its hand on Cassius’ shoulder. “This unit is obligated to warn you that such a transmission could easily be traced to this location by an Executor’s searching this region for abnormal signals. It was a prime directive for the location of Ennomos to remain concealed.”


  “It’s too late for them to change anything now,” Cassius replied, brushing the hand off and continuing up. “Do as I say.” Only one last message to record before the end.


  “Yes, Creator.”


  The android typed away at one of the command consoles. Cassius positioned himself in front of it and slowly removed the helmet of his enviro-suit. He wanted his words to be heard clearly, and he was protected enough from the Gravitum bombs by the Ark’s dense hull.


  “Transmission ready,” the android said. It stood up straight, and a HOLO-Screen projected above the console to initiate recording. In it Cassius could see himself clearly. His eye-lids were wrinkled and sagging. His hair was messy, and every bit of its former color had given way to gray without him noticing.


  He took a deep breath and then began. “Sage,” he said. He spread his arms wide and looked from side to side. “All of this is for you…”


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN—TALON


  Sleep’s Dull Knife


  “Alright Elisha, are you ready to see the command deck?” Talon asked. It’d been a few days since they got her off of the Ascendant and her face was getting fuller. She didn’t walk as if she were stepping on shards of glass. She wasn’t back to her lively, exuberant self, but she stopped looking at Talon like a stranger and started hugging him like she meant it.


  “Ready,” she nodded firmly.


  Talon held her hand and led her down the corridor of the Monarch. Ships had always been one of her favorite things, and he hoped being imprisoned on one wouldn’t change that. The hallways didn’t impress her, but as the blinking lights and old-style screens of the command deck filled her vision her eyes went wide.


  She picked up her pace, so much so that she wound up being the one pulling Talon. She swept into the room, darting left and right faster than her tiny legs could carry her. Talon sighed in relief. Try as they may, the Tribune hadn’t ruined her after all. She paused when her gaze reached the viewport. Through it floated the grandest asteroid in the Circuit. Her home.


  “Is that Ceres?” she asked.


  “Yep,” Kitt answered before Talon could. He was sitting at the controls beside Larana, completely in charge of navigation. “You wanna see how this all works?”


  Elisha gawked up at Talon and he couldn’t stomach saying no. “Go ahead.” He smiled.


  Kitt started introducing her to all of the controls.


  “It’s not just Ceres,” Larana said to Talon from the seat beside Kitt.


  While Elisha and her son talked, Talon walked up behind the captain and squinted through the viewport. Hovering around Ceres was the ringed Conduit Station through which the Solar-Arks served all of Ceresian space. Between it, and the asteroid, was the entirety of the Ceresian Fleet—frigates, fighters, carriers, and transports, everything imaginable. None of them matched in appearance, but Talon recognized the Hound’s Paw in the center.


  A chill ran up Talon’s spine. “By all the Ancients there ever were,” he said. “That’s all of it. Every ship we’ve got still standing.”


  “One last stand?”


  “I don’t think so. That’s not a defensive formation. It looks like they’re about to travel. What is Cassius planning?”


  “Transmission coming through,” Kitt said. He showed Elisha what switch to hit in order to play it and let her press it. She smiled from ear to ear.


  “Unidentified vessel, this is the Hound’s Paw,” said the officer on the other end. “State your reason for approaching Ceres or you will be shot down.”


  “Unidentified? Still?” Talon raised an eyebrow at Larana.


  She shrugged. “We’re good at what we do.” She went to open transmission, but Talon placed his hand over hers.


  “Let me talk to them?” She nodded and leaned back so Talon could get closer to the command console. “This is Talon Rayne on the Vergent ship, Monarch. We’ve had business on Ceres before. I must speak with Zaimur Morastus about urgent matters.”


  “Lord Zaimur is occupied,” the officer responded promptly.


  “Tell him it concerns a mutual friend of ours.”


  There was silence for nearly a minute and then an answer. “He will see you. You’ll have to proceed to the private hangar bay of the Hound’s Paw immediately. We’re preparing to leave.”


  “For where?”


  “That is classified.”


  “Fine. We’re on our way.”


  “That was easy,” Larana said.


  “I have a history with the family. I’m not sure if it’ll cause him to consider listening to me or shoot me in the back. Zaimur’s nothing like his father was.”


  “You sure you want to do this?”


  Talon stared at Elisha. The Monarch turned subtly as it made course for the massive Hound’s Paw and Kitt was showing her how he did it. He even let her grab the controls for a moment. The rest of the world might as well not even have existed. Only Talon could ensure that it remained safe from Cassius Vale.


  “I have to do this. I’ll go in alone, and if anything happens you get out of there as quick as you can even if you have to bust through the hangar. I hate to say it, but the Monarch is faster than any Ceresian ship.”


  Larana put on a wry grin. “Never thought I’d hear that from an Insider. I’ll keep her engines runnin’. Take us in smoothly, Kitt. Don’t want to cause any suspicion.”


  “Yes, cap’n,” Kitt took the controls back from Elisha.


  “Thank you, Captain,” Talon whispered.


  “Thank me when you’re done,” she replied.


  Elisha’s head whipped around. Tears were welling in the corner of her eyes. She hopped down, ran over to him and wrapped her tiny arms around his leg. “Where are you going?” she yelped.


  Talon embraced her. “I’ll only been gone for a little while,” he whimpered. “Don’t worry, Elisha. I’m just going to have a talk with Mr. Morastus.”


  “Do you promise?”


  Talon was terrified to make another promise to her. “Of course,” he said anyway. “Just stay up here with Kitt and learn something so that one day you can pilot one of these things for yourself.”


  Talon rustled her hair and planted a kiss on her forehead. Then she ran back over to the control console. Kitt lifted her into his seat and explained more of the controls to her. She was right where she ought to be, Ceres or not.


  He had to climb over the leg of the Tribunal Combat Mech upon reaching the cargo bay. When he reached the other side Sage was waiting there, leaning against the wall. She was staring at her artificial arm, grimacing as she bent it at the elbow over and over again. Kitt’s repairs had returned her ability to operate it, but it didn’t move anywhere near as smoothly as it had.


  “How’s it holding up?” Talon leaned in front of the controls to the exit ramp.


  “It moves at least.” She let the arm extend down to her hip.


  “They can’t all be Cassius Vale, I suppose.”


  “No.” She gently chuckled. “Zaimur’s going to see you?”


  “That’s what I’m told.”


  “I never would have guessed I’d wind up on a ship full of Vergents heading for a meeting with the Morastus leader.”


  “At least we have that in common.”


  They exchanged a smile “Do you really think he’ll listen?”


  “You heard us in the command deck?” Sage nodded, but said nothing. “Zaimur, probably not,” Talon admitted. “His father would’ve. Either way, I have to try.”


  “I’m coming with you.”


  “No,” Talon said as he grabbed her human wrist. “These are my people, Sage. I’ll handle this alone.”


  “Alone? How do you know Zaimur hasn’t been working with Cassius since before he sent us after that freighter? I’ve looked into that man’s eyes and I don’t trust him. A Ceresian going through all of this trouble to help Cassius Vale doesn’t make any sense. Think about Elisha.”


  “I am.”


  “You won’t even know I’m there,” Sage insisted. “I’ll be like a shadow.”


  “Never again. You’ve done enough already.” Talon swallowed. “I never thought I’d be able to look at you again, but I saw on the Ascendant why Cassius risked everything just to help you. You aren’t a shadow, Sage Volus. Not anymore. Whatever horrors you’ve committed in the name of the Tribune, leave them in the past.”


  “Talon…”


  “I’ve done things that I can never forget. Horrible things. Broken men’s jaws just because they owed a bit of pico. Shattered people’s dreams just because they slighted the wrong man. But after all of it, after all of this, there is nowhere I would rather be than on this ship. To get my daughter home, you allowed yourself to be abandoned by your people. Give me the chance to try and save my own.”


  A tear rolled down Sage’s cheek. They stared into each other’s eyes until the floor of the Monarch rattled.


  “Touching down within the Hound’s Paw now,” Larana announced over the ship’s speakers. Talon could hear Elisha giggling in the background while the transmission was open.


  “I’ll be waiting right here for when you get back,” Sage said, her voice cracking ever so slightly. She grasped Talon’s hand and lowered it to his side. “Don’t trust any of them Talon.”


  “You just make sure Elisha is safe,” Talon said. “I’ll handle the Circuit.”


  He hit the controls to the ship’s exit ramp. It folded open, and he flashed Sage a smirk. She opened her mouth to say something, but before she could Talon was greeted by a host of guards belonging to the Morastus clan. They were heavily armed. Two grabbed him and patted him down, while the others formed a line in front of the ship’s exit. He almost felt like he was back on the Ascendant.


  • • •


  “This way,” one of the guards said, leading him across the wide hangar. They were headed to the ship’s command deck and Talon couldn’t help but sneer as he observed his surroundings. Compared to the Ascendant, the best ship his people had to offer looked like it was thrown together with scrap metal. The idea that they were going to take on the Tribunal fleet was almost comical.


  A long hall led them to the command deck—a circular, two-level room filled with all manner of consoles and HOLO-Screens. Engineers sat at stations throughout, the backs of their chairs beginning to rust, and a projected map of the Circuit rotated slowly at the center of a round table. Talon recognized most of the people standing around it—all of the highest members of Ceresian society.


  There were leaders from all the Ceresians’ Clans, young and old, pretending like their opinions mattered. Only Zaimur Morastus’ and Yara Lakura’s did, and they stood side by side at the far end. It was always strange to see Zaimur next to a woman who wasn’t half naked and begging for his scraps.


  “Talon Rayne!” Zaimur exclaimed, clapping his hands. His hair was perfectly feathered, and his face flush with youthful enthusiasm. “By the Ancients, for a man damned to die you are exceedingly resilient!” Talon took a moment to gather his breath, and then continued forward. He only made it a few steps before he was startled by Zaimur’s pet hound hopping down from a console beside him. It snarled and bared its fangs, but it kept a small distance.


  “It’s good to see you again too, Zaimur,” Talon replied, ensuring the dog remained in his peripheries as he approached. “And you, Madame Lakura.”


  She lowered her head deferentially. “The Hero of Eureka always has a place at my side.”


  “Now, now, Yara, as allies we must learn to share,” Zaimur said. “My father would’ve been proud of the raiding of the Ascendant.”


  “I’d hope any Ceresian would do the same for the good of our people,” Talon answered, a harsh edge entering his tone.


  Zaimur’s smile faded. “Everyone go and prepare your vessels for departure,” he demanded. All of the other clan leaders looked at him, confused. “Out!” he roared.


  This time the entire room listened. The clan leaders shuffled past Talon, scanning him head to toe. The engineering crew sitting at the ship’s controls along the balcony wrapping the entire room departed as well. Even the guards left. The only person who remained with Zaimur was Yara.


  “May I speak with my man alone?” he asked her softly.


  “No more secret missions, Zaimur,” she replied. “Half those ships out there are mine, remember?”


  Zaimur bit his lip. “Very well.”


  “I’m guessing she doesn’t know why I’m here?” Talon said. He went to get closer to them, but Zaimur’s hound immediately placed itself in his path and growled.


  “There are no secrets between us anymore,” Zaimur replied, smiling.


  “Somehow I doubt that. No way would a Lakura get in bed with him, and if she did you’ll both share the blame when whatever you and that monster are planning kills us all.”


  “What is he talking about?” Yara asked.


  Zaimur strolled forward leisurely. He kneeled beside his dog and began to pet its head. “I’m growing tired of these little exchanges, Talon. You’ve done enough to earn this meeting, so stop the banter and tell me exactly what you came here to tell me before I get irritated.”


  “There was no prototype Gravitum bomb on the Ascendant, Zaimur, because Cassius Vale had it all along.”


  “The Blue Death must truly be crippling your mind, Talon. Yara and I were only just reviewing the schematics for the bomb after you stole it from the Ascendant.”


  “No, you were reviewing the schematics for the weapon that he used to destroy Kalliope and all the Ceresians stationed there. The man you’ve put your faith into planned this war from the start, from stealing Tribunal Freighters and an Ark filled with Gravitum to whatever he’s convinced you to do with this fleet.”


  Zaimur’s eyes widened nervously as he looked up from his pet. Behind him Yara’s brow furrowed, half in surprise, half in fury. “Cassius Vale is dead,” she said.


  “He’s not. Zaimur helped him fake his death and they’ve been working together to win this war. I’ve come here to beg him not to listen to any more of Cassius’ lies before it’s too late.”


  “That’s quite an accusation.” Zaimur chuckled. “And do you have any proof of this?”


  Talon froze. He wasn’t expecting Yara to remain in the room with them and force Zaimur into a corner. Their alliance had been built upon Cassius’ execution. He had nothing physical except Elisha, only a series of coincidences and a feeling in his gut. He knew for sure ADIM was on Kalliope before it blew to pieces, but that was all.


  Zaimur burst into laughter. “So you have none, then! Yes, you caught me. I’ve been skulking around with the ghost of Cassius Vale in the shadows. I killed him right in front of you, Yara, remember?”


  “You know that wasn’t him!” Talon shouted. The hound snarled at him, but he ignored it and stormed forward, getting as close to Zaimur as he could get. “Yara, listen to me. That wasn’t him.”


  “I fear that we have finally lost the Hero of Eureka to madness. I’ll have him detained immediately.” Zaimur snapped his finger at his hound. She barked loudly twice and backed away from Talon. Four Morastus henchmen instantly swept into the room and rushed toward Talon. They restrained his arms, but he didn’t fight them.


  Yara stared straight into Talon’s eyes, her expression hard as the rock of Ceres. “Let him finish what he came here to say.”


  “We have no time to listen to this drivel.”


  “Just let him. We owe him that at least…I owe him that.”


  Talon shook the henchmen off. “Cassius has an android that can mask its identity in the image of any man, Yara,” Talon said. “It could be the Zaimur you see right now, and it was the Cassius you watched die.”


  “As I said, Yara, lunacy. There are no androids capable of something like that, and I assure you I am entirely human.” He reached out toward Yara and gestured to her knife. She handed it over and he used it to cut his finger. Then he held his hand up toward Talon as if presenting a prize and let a tiny drop of blood fall at his feet. “See? These are merely the unfortunate delusions of a diseased man. I’m so sorry, Talon.”


  “Save your sympathy,” Talon spat. “I don’t care if she believes me. Zaimur, you have to put a stop to this. Wherever these ships are going, you’ll all be his pawns. This is his vengeance, Zaimur, not your triumph. Your father—”


  “My father lost his war!” Zaimur stormed forward. Talon could feel his hot breath against his cheeks, but he didn’t give ground. “There is nothing I won’t do to win this one, but Cassius Vale is dead.”


  “He’s right,” Yara said, her lips twisted. “We all saw him die, Talon.”


  “My father went through similar spells before he passed.”


  “I never realized the disease got this bad,” Yara said.


  “Zaimur, I’m begging you to listen! We weren’t sent to the Ascendant for a weapon. We were there to save my daughter. She’s on the Monarch right now if you don’t believe me. She saw the android on Kalliope.”


  Zaimur placed his hand on Talon’s shoulder and shook his head solemnly. “My poor Talon.” He turned to Yara. “She’s dead. He lost his daughter and friend to that place. This is what happens. We should’ve sent him to the Keepers a long time ago. Maybe they can help him before the end.”


  “I’ve already been there and you know that. He destroyed Kalliope and now he’s going to do the same to the rest of us. Whatever promises he’s made to you, he won’t honor them. You’re dooming us all.”


  Zaimur sighed. “You, of all people, don’t deserve to have this happen to you. Take solace, old friend, that before you go we’ll have taken Earth from the Tribune and forced them into surrender.”


  “Earth?” Talon questioned. “Are you insane? The Tribune will send everything they’ve got at you!”


  “They will. And when they arrive we’ll threaten to use the weapon you stole from the Ascendant to hold their precious Gravitum mines hostage. You’ll have your vengeance for what they did to your daughter, even if you aren’t aware of it. Is that enough now, Yara? It’s time we move out.”


  “Yes,” she exhaled. “Have him escorted to my wing. I’ll keep him comfortable until the end, as payment for him saving my life. And offer the Vergents safe access back to Ceres until this conflict is over.”


  Zaimur bowed his head. “Of course. Don’t worry; we’re going to end this once and for all, Talon. The Tribune will never think about raising another gun toward Ceres again. Take him.” Zaimur’s henchmen grabbed Talon again. His weakened arms and legs were no match for them.


  “He used me too!” Talon said as they started to drag him. “I should’ve tried to talk you out of this as soon as I found out but I was blinded by hope for my daughter. That’s my fault, Zaimur. Don’t do this. Think about Kalliope. You have to know it was him!”


  Zaimur got close enough to Talon to whisper so that Yara couldn’t hear. “I’m saving us from a war we could never win. Even if you’re right, what’s one worthless mining colony compared to the entire belt?”


  Julius flashed through Talon’s thoughts. He was wearing the same, goofy grin he always used to when Vera brushed against him. Talon’s tired fists clenched and he threw himself at Zaimur without thinking. His hands wrapped around Zaimur’s neck, but as soon as they did the hound sunk its razor-sharp teeth into his leg. He howled in pain, his knees buckled, and he fell to the ground. Only then did he notice that Zaimur had also plunged Yara’s knife into his chest down to the handle. Blood gushed out as Talon fell onto his side and the blade slipped out from between his rib cage.


  Zaimur stumbled backward. “He came at me…I didn’t mean to.”


  “Dammit, Zaimur!” Yara yelled. She ran over and held up Talon’s head.


  “I didn’t mean to.”


  “What have you done!” She snatched the knife out of Zaimur’s hand and sheathed it. “Keep pressure on the wound,” she ordered one of the Morastus guards. “I’ll call for a medic.”


  She sprinted toward the communications console, and as she did Zaimur kneeled down beside Talon, stroking his dog and grinning wickedly. One of Zaimur’s guards pressed down on Talon’s chest, but Zaimur pushed his hand away. “Leave him, and have the Monarch and its crew detained. Be discrete. Then tell all command deck engineers to return and prepare for departure.”


  Talon gasped, but his lung was punctured and he struggled to force out words.


  “Unfortunately, I can’t allow you or your friends to leave considering what you know,” Zaimur whispered to him as the guard headed out of the command deck. Another one bent down and pretended to keep pressure on Talon’s wound. “Say hello to my father for me.”


  “Elisha…” Talon wheezed. He was trying to scream, but all it did was make the veins in his neck bulge. “Run…”


  Zaimur released a deep exhale. “A shame.” He wiped his hands on Talon’s leg and got to his feet. His hound rubbed her face lovingly against his leg. “Come, girl,” he said to her. “It’s time to end this.”


  CHAPTER NINETEEN—SAGE


  Blood for Blood


  Sage tried to keep herself from growing overly frustrated while she watched the Hound’s Paw’s hangar. A line of armed Morastus and Lakura henchmen were expectedly posted outside. None of them paid much attention to anything beyond their own conversations. That was when she noticed an entourage of Ceresians exiting the command deck and crossing the hangar. First came ship engineers and henchmen who stuck around to mingle with those already in the room. Then came men in garish outfits hurrying to the exits. Much of Ceresian culture remained a mystery to her, but there was no doubt they were important.


  A few minutes later, all of the henchmen posted in the hangar headed to the exits and the ship engineers jogged back toward the command deck, leaving Sage, the Monarch and its crew completely alone. Something is wrong. She poked her head out of the ship first and then cautiously stepped down the ramp. It was completely silent. The only sound she could hear was the buzzing of old air recyclers.


  Then she heard shouting in the distance. She edged slowly across the hangar until she heard a horde of footsteps growing nearer and louder. Morastus gunmen came pouring into the room, the Lakura ones gone, only they weren’t holding their rifles slack. They were armed and aiming at the Monarch.


  Talon! Sage thought. She ran back up the Monarch’s ramp before anyone could get a shot at her.


  “What’s out there?” a Vergent crew member called out.


  “Tell your captain to start the ship!”


  “The hangar is sealed.”


  “Just tell her!”


  Sage whipped around and took a moment to gather her bearings. I knew he couldn’t be trusted! Whatever Talon had said, Zaimur turned on him quicker than even she’d imagined.


  She instinctually reached for her hip, but her artificial arm took double the amount of time it usually did to reach it. She also realized that she didn’t even have a gun on her. She could see the shadows of the approaching soldiers dancing along the metal deck of the Monarch’s ramp, and she had nothing.


  “Take them quietly,” a Morastus man ordered outside. “Zaimur’s orders.”


  She crouched down by the corner and attempted to use her human hand to fish out her wrist-blade. That was when she noticed the Combat Mech sitting in the center of the room. The hull was scratched and burned, but it was in decent shape. And she knew how to operate it. The thing was Tribunal, after all.


  Sage rushed over to the hulking metal construction. She climbed up the side and signaled the external controls to open the cockpit. As she waited for it, she saw Kitt and a crowd of confused Vergents standing at the entrance of the cargo bay.


  “Get back!” she hollered. She used her artificial arm to throw open the cockpit faster and leapt inside.


  She switched on the Mech, her limbs syncing. Then she swung the lumbering Mech’s arm, and as the front line of the Morastus soldiers peeked over the rim of the ramp she unloaded its machine gun. Large caliber bullets tore through them. The surviving soldiers scrambled to figure out what had happened.


  The Mech’s legs came alive and she turned around at the hip toward Kitt. Standing beside him, eyes glued open in horror, was Elisha. “Don’t move!” Sage yelled to them. I’ll get your father back. The entire Mech shook and she could feel a light pressure building in the center of her chest. It wasn’t the Monarch. The Hound’s Paw was beginning to move.


  She signaled the cockpit to close and pressed forward. Sparks shot out as the Mech squeezed through the tight berth of the ramp. When she emerged she promptly grabbed the Monarch’s ramp with her colossal hands and swung it shut. Bullets ricocheted off of the Mech’s dense armor. The Ceresians were completely unprepared. A cluster of gunmen in blue sets of armor fled straight away from her, and she mowed them down. More flooded the hangar from its various entrances, some wearing Lakura yellow as well, and met the same end.


  Flames from improvised Ceresian grenades licked at the feet of Sage’s Mech, but they were too weak to pierce it. Muzzles flashed in every direction, but she spun, using her human arm to pick them off. It was the first time she could remember when it was the more proficient limb. The fighting didn’t last more than a few minutes before the few survivors retreated into any corridor they could find.


  She quickly scanned the inside of the cockpit. It’d been a few years since she was in a Mech and it was a slightly older model, but it didn’t take long for her to remember. She took aim at one of the passages branching off the hangar and fired a rocket at it. The ceiling caved in, plugging it up with a pile of smoldering metal shards. She did the same with every other possible means of entering the room except for the one corridor that led to the command deck. When she was done she thought about using the Mech’s rail-gun to blow a hole through the hangar’s dense airlock so that the Monarch could escape, but that would merely make it easy for reinforcements to arrive through transports.


  She directed the Mech over to the command deck’s corridor and planted it right in front. It was much too tall to fit, but she stuck its arms through and tore into the gunmen waiting at the other end. Then she punched open the cockpit with her artificial hand—it could manage that at least—and hopped down.


  Her lower torso stung with pain as one of the Vergent’s stitches popped out, but she was finally getting used to pain. Instead of ignoring it, it fueled her and drove her onward.


  Groans from the dying met her ears. Failing systems sparked throughout the hangar and flame crackled by the ruptured exits. She heard the sound of armor scraping across metal, and looked right to see a soldier crawling toward his pulse-rifle. His right arm was missing at the stump. She placed her foot over the gun just before he reached it. She bent down, grabbed the gun and walked toward the command deck.


  She held the rifle with her artificial hand on the trigger as usual, but focused more on allowing her other arm to guide its aim. The wide corridor was lined with bodies, and at the end was the sealed entrance of the command deck. A few of the Mech’s shots had ripped fist-wide holes in the thick metal. There was chatter on the other side.


  “Do you realize what you’re doing?” Zaimur Morastus shouted through it. “There’s no way you get out of this alive!”


  “Where’s Talon!” Sage yelled back. She crouched down and peered on a safe angle through the gashes in the door, watching for shadows.


  “He’s not going anywhere until you stand down!”


  “Let him out and we’ll leave.”


  There was a hesitation. It dragged on for a few seconds, and Sage caught one of the guards inside straying too far from his post. She fired her gun through one of the holes and hit him in the chest.


  “Now!” Sage demanded.


  “You know I can’t do that, Agatha. I don’t know what this is about, but lay down your weapon, return to your ship, and we’ll see if we can come to some sort of agreement.”


  His voice was overflowing with deceit. Cassius, Benjar, him, she’d been around her fair share of liars and though it took her too long to recognize them, she was getting more proficient. The last part of her training. Ceresian, Tribunal—it didn’t matter. Some people just couldn’t help it.


  “Let me speak to him,” Sage said.


  Again, there was a long pause. That was all the answer she needed to confirm her suspicions. This wasn’t a hostage negotiation, it was a standoff.


  “Just drop your weapon and I’ll open up,” Zaimur declared. “Nobody else needs to get hurt.”


  Another lie. Sage wasted no time. She used her artificial arm to grab onto the low ceiling, and pulled her body up. She balanced there with her legs, keeping her weapon aimed down.


  The command deck’s door slid open before she even answered, and a host of guards stormed through, shooting. They didn’t have time to readjust their aim before Sage mowed them down from above. The only one who managed to get out of the way was a woman in a golden-yellow tunic who Sage immediately recognized to be Yara Lakura. Sage swung through the opening, using her outstretched artificial arm to launch herself across the command deck. Bullets trailed behind her, and as she soared she picked off a few more gunmen on the balcony wrapping around the room at the height of its viewport.


  “Kill her, Yara!” Zaimur hollered.


  Sage landed and took cover on the other side of a round table. Just by using her ears, she counted only four or five combatants left that actually had firearms. The rest of the Ceresians, other than Zaimur, were engineers stationed at control consoles piloting the ship. She stretched out her artificial arm as far as it could manage, using her other arm to get it all the way. Then she gripped the edge of the table and flung it with all of her might. Yara Lakura dove out of the way before it crushed two guards against the far wall, and provided cover for her to roll out into the open and shoot down two more.


  “Yara!” Zaimur screamed.


  The Lakura Leader sprawled forward, evading the rest of Sage’s clip. She too had run out of bullets, and before she could pick up another of the many guns scattered throughout the room, Sage was upon her. Yara evaded a few swipes from Sage’s human arm, and then drew a knife.


  “You traitor!” Yara growled.


  She thrust forward with the blade, forcing Sage to have to use her synthetic arm to block it. She couldn’t move it quick enough any longer for it to be of much use in hand to hand combat, but all she’d need to do is find an opening and land one powerful blow. They bobbed and weaved across the floor, and as they did Sage kept one eye on Zaimur. He’d picked up a gun, but she made sure to keep Yara between them so he couldn’t get a clean shot.


  Before long Sage’s back was nearing a wall, and she baited Yara by feigning fatigue. The Lakura Clan Leader extended her knife-hand fully, allowing Sage to catch it between her arm and side. She twisted, ripping it out of Yara’s grip and pulling them both to the ground. She wrapped her artificial arm around Yara’s slender neck and raised her body to guard from Zaimur.


  Suddenly, a powerful force slammed into Sage’s side and tore her off of Yara. Zaimur’s hound was upon her. She held it back by the neck with her human hand as claws on its front legs scratched along the chest plate of her armor. Yara pinned back her synthetic arm, and in its distended position Sage couldn’t gain proper control of it. The knife sat loose beneath it.


  “Now you die!” Yara snarled.


  Yara went for the knife, leaving Sage with no other choice. She pushed the dog down, angled her body, and allowed its fangs to sink into her collarbone. A sharp pain shot through her upper body, and she stymied a scream. The move allowed her to roll enough to regain motion in her synthetic arm, and once she did, she bent it, grasped the hide of the dog and tossed it across the room toward Zaimur. The hound bowled him over on its way to slamming headfirst into the wall and breaking its neck.


  Sage rolled out of the way of Yara’s descending blade. As she came around she swung her arm as fast as she could. The metal fist slammed into Yara so hard that it broke her neck in an instant. The knife was inches from sinking into Sage’s side, but it slipped through Yara’s limp fingers and clanked on the floor.


  Sage glanced up toward Zaimur. He was still scrambling to get his lifeless dog off of him.


  It took a great deal of effort to get to her feet, but she limped toward him. The bullet wound had completely re-opened, blood oozed out. The dog bite seared. Never in all her years as an Executor had she been so damaged, but still she walked.


  Engineers on the wrapping balcony struggled to keep the ship’s systems going since the firefight had damaged the command deck. One engineer attempted to make a run for one of the guns on the floor, but Sage snatched one up herself and shot him in the chest.


  “Do you realize what you’ve done?” Zaimur groaned. The dog was lying on his legs. “I needed her!”


  Sage didn’t respond. She merely continued to approach him. The engineers had all stopped working. None dared make a move. When she was closer she saw that Zaimur wasn’t looking at her, but to her side. With her peripherals she followed his gaze and noticed a familiar boot sticking out from behind a console.


  “Talon, is that you?” she questioned. There was no response.


  “All of this for him?” Zaimur asked. “Some Ceresian you are. You’ve betrayed us all.”


  “I’m not Ceresian!” Sage hissed.


  She rounded the corner and her heart stopped. The rifle fell out of her grip. She hadn’t felt such a pain in her chest since the day she lost her arm. Talon’s body was tucked against the console, slumped over and with a bloody gash in his ribs.


  “Talon…” she mouthed. She climbed over his legs and placed her palm over his chest. It was completely still. “Not again. No, no, not again. Talon!” She slumped onto her elbow over him.


  All of the color had left his cheeks, making his bright blue veins even more pronounced than they’d ever been. Back on New Terrene she’d seen a few statues made out of marble hoarded from Earth, and he looked just like one of them.


  Her throat went dry. Her lips began to tremble. Even breathing grew difficult.


  She ran her human fingers through his messy hair and over his forehead. His skin was cold as ice. She knew death better than probably anybody in the Circuit, and she knew it then. Talon Rayne—heretic, mercenary, Ceresian, and a man she’d come to love—was gone. The Blue Death was cheated of its prey by a knife to the lung.


  “I know you didn’t believe,” she whimpered, “but you are with the Spirit now. I know it. I feel it.” Her tears dripped onto Talon’s face. She wiped the blood pooling in the corner of his lips, and then, before she could stop herself, she leaned down and pressed her lips against his.


  A metallic taste filled her mouth, but she held them there until she heard the sound of a foot sliding across metal. She quickly turned and saw Zaimur, almost free of the dog’s weight. Sage’s eye’s narrowed. Never had she wanted to kill someone. She’d done it because it was asked of her.


  She didn’t bother to pick up the gun. She caught up to him with ease, grabbed him by the collar and tore him free.


  “What are you doing!” he howled. She ignored him. She wrapped the fingers of her synthetic hand around his throat, and as much as it hurt to do so, lifted him into the air. She stared into his petrified eyes as she began to squeeze.


  “If you kill me this all ends,” he rasped. “The war. Everything!”


  In the reflection of Zaimur’s enlarged pupils Sage saw the blue of Talon’s veins. It was then that she remembered exactly why he’d stepped onto the Hound’s Paw. She remembered why Zaimur would be willing to murder one of his own in cold blood. And then Cassius will win.


  Her grip loosened and Zaimur crumbled to the floor gasping for air. Most of the engineers left on the Command Deck were attempting to approach while she wasn’t looking, but she picked up the rifle by her feet and kept them at bay. Then she aimed it at Zaimur. She fought every fiber of her being not to pull the trigger.


  “Tell me where we’re headed.”


  “Or what?” Zaimur spat. “You’ll kill me either way, just like Yara and my beautiful Magda.” His gaze turned to the dog. “She was worth more than you’ll ever have in your life!”


  “I would love to kill you, Zaimur Morastus, but even though you may have held the weapon which killed him, you’re not the reason he’s dead. Talon was right. I’m going to have that face-to-face with Cassius, and I’m going to end this.”


  “You and him with Cassius Vale. I’m the one in control here, girl. Me!”


  Sage knelt down and pressed the barrel of her rifle against his chest. “Then tell me what he’s planning, and I’ll let you live.” She knew she couldn’t guarantee that she’d be able to do that after what he’d done, but she was sick of being the only one on the wrong end of lies.


  “We’re going to take Earth back from the Tribunals and force them into a fair treaty.”


  He said it proudly, as if it was actually his idea. She knew it couldn’t be. Earth! Sage realized. Where he believes he was betrayed, he’ll complete his betrayal.


  “That can’t be it,” she said. “The Tribune will crush your fleet there. What else?” She grabbed him by the collar. “What else!” Her grip tightened near the trigger of the rifle and she shoved it into Zaimur’s forehead.


  “That’s it!” he squealed. “I swear in the name of the Ancients that’s it. We threaten the Gravitum mines, and then the Tribune sees things our way.”


  “There’s got to be more.”


  Sage thought back to when they were approaching the Ceresian fleet. As it stood she imagined it was large enough to take Luna and then swarm Earth successfully until the main Tribunal fleet arrived. For the mines the Tribune might give in, but there had to be more to it than that. Cassius had already orchestrated one treaty between the Circuit’s two greatest factions. He wasn’t about to do the same thing all over again. She knew there had to be more.


  “Can you contact him?” Sage questioned. Zaimur hesitated, and she smacked him across the jaw. “Can you?”


  “I can! But there’s no stopping it now. Kill me. Destroy this ship. Earth will still fall. We’re on our way now, and Cassius will be there. He’ll be arriving on this ship at the same time the Tribune does to discuss terms. Yara over there…” He swallowed and glanced over at her. Her neck was splayed open. “I was hoping she’d think the Tribune was behind Cassius’ survival and take his life the moment she saw him. Of course neither of them would survive that. I suppose I’ll have to think of a new way to dispose of them now.”


  “The Earth will rain fire on all of you for this,” Sage growled. “But that’s not my concern. Tell Cassius that the situation is resolved and to proceed normally. Tell the rest of your fleet as well. You want peace with the Tribune, fine. There’s enough blood on both your hands. But if Cassius is coming here, then I intend to be here when he arrives.”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  “You don’t.” Sage hoisted Zaimur up and dragged him over to the ship’s command console. “First I need you to tell your people to unseal the hangar and open a transmission with the Monarch.”


  Zaimur grimaced in pain. “You heard her!” he shouted up to his engineers. “Open it!”


  Sage grabbed his shoulder and turned him around. She glowered straight into his eyes. “Try anything, and you die. Send for help, and you die. You will never escape my sight, no matter how many days it takes. I was an Executor of the New Earth Tribunal, and nothing would bring me more pleasure than watching you die.”


  “I knew from the moment I saw you in that hangar on Ceres that there was more to you. An Executor all along. So that’s why Talon was so intent on stopping me. You were both with them all along!”


  Sage clutched his jaw tight. “I am with nobody. Now open the transmission!”


  “Anything for you, my dear.” He pulled up a HOLO-Screen and keyed the commands. His trembling fingers betrayed his attempt to pretend like he was still in control. “There you go. Won’t do you any good. As soon as this is over I’ll have them hunted to the other end of the Circuit. I’ll make sure you watch.”


  Sage punched him across the mouth. It wasn’t her artificial hand, but it was hard enough to make him spit up blood.


  “Captain Larana, can you hear me?” Sage asked when the transmission opened, careful to keep her gun pointed at the Morastus Leader.


  “Sage, is that you?” Larana answered.


  She took a moment to compose herself. She didn’t want to sound like she was in pain. “It’s me. Are you alone?”


  Larana took half a minute, and then responded: “I am now. What’s goin’ on out there?”


  “We’ve run into a problem. I need you and everyone aboard the Monarch to leave immediately. Leave the Mech, take the girl, and go.”


  “The hangar’s openin’. There’s plenty of time for you to get here.”


  “Captain, if you stay you’ll all die. I can’t have that. I know it’s not your place, but you need to keep her safe.”


  “Where’s Talon?”


  “I have to go. We’ll find you when this is done.” Sage glanced down at Talon’s motionless body. Even dead he was as handsome as anyone she’d ever seen. Her lower lip quivered. Another tear streamed down her cheek. “Tell Elisha her father has to save the Circuit.”


  She cut transmission before she could hear a response. Just getting those last words out was a challenge that had her lungs struggling for air. She leaned against the console, directly beside Talon’s body, and stared into his glassy, blue eyes.


  “Contact the fleet and tell them the issue here has been resolved,” she said to Zaimur softly.


  “You’ll never last with your wounds,” Zaimur said. He was sitting nearby, rubbing his jaw and trying not to pay attention to Sage’s weapon. “Let me call for a medic.”


  “Contact the fleet.”


  She was battered and bruised, but patience was a virtue instilled upon Sage by years of training. It was roughly two weeks to Earth from where they were, potentially less with how fast the Ceresian fleet would need to burn in order to beat Benjar there once he realized what was happening. She’d last as long as she had to. She had a mission again, a renewed purpose. It was one she never wanted, but Talon was dead and there was nothing she could do to change that. All she could do was ensure that he didn’t die for nothing.


  CHAPTER TWENTY—CASSIUS


  I Love You


  Cassius stared at a looming, bluish-gray orb through the viewport in the command deck of the White Hand. There were hints of brown here and there, and thin lines where streams of magma cut across the arid landscape. Plenty of people had looked at the planet and wondered what it used to be like. Even Cassius used to. But presently, he saw Earth precisely for what it was—a dead, rotting world being sucked dry of what few resources it had left.


  Earth was a shackle wrapped around the heel of humanity. To Cassius all they really needed from it was the element harbored in its core. And so he was going to break it open like an egg, and show the Circuit the truth. Humanity had truly evolved beyond the world which conceived them and could look to the stars for new Earths to find, like the Ancients once dreamed of. Survival was no longer in question and for Cassius a golden age was approaching, one of expansion and untold advancements in technology. All his species needed to do was look beyond their noses and see it was there for the taking.


  Cassius could hardly believe the day had come. The closer the planet grew the better he could see the battle already raging over Luna. With the mass of Tribune Cardo Yashan’s fleet having embarked to Ceresian space, the moon would fall quickly. Most of the anti-craft defenses there and on Earth had been around since the last war, and they wouldn’t hold up long against the number of ships Cassius had convinced Zaimur Morastus to bring.


  Rail-fire lanced across space, from ship to ground and ground to ship. Hunks of wrecked vessels drifted all around. The Tribunal city on Luna, which was nestled into a network of deep craters, was ravaged. Black lines of scorched metal and rock lashed across the Citadel at its center, as if the claws of a great beast had scraped across it. Only the Luna Conduit Station, hovering above its fallen tower, remained completely intact. Nobody but Cassius was bold enough to dare touch the work of the Ancients.


  He could make out the bulky outline of the Hound’s Paw floating over the Conduit, as if claiming it as the Ceresians’ territory. Explosions burst here and there around it, from the few Tribunal fighters that remained. It looked like a celebration.


  Directly outside of Cassius’ viewport were five former Tribunal freighters. On the exterior they were unassuming, wearing a layer of extra plating, but not much beyond that. On the inside, however, they were each being piloted by one of Cassius’ creations and in control of five Gravitum Bombs, each the same potency as the one which destroyed Kalliope. The sixth was in the cargo bay of the White Hand, being monitored by the android ADIM had damaged.


  Yet, even with all of that, as Cassius watched Earth and the battle surrounding it grow ever nearer, he couldn’t help but feel like something was missing. He raised his hand to his right ear, and stroked the com-link fixed to the inside of his lobe. ADIM, he thought, where are you? He hadn’t heard from him in weeks. As proud as he was that the android made his own decision, he’d always wanted for them to arrive at Earth together. ADIM was going to ensure that everything went smoothly from his end, but all Cassius could think about was how there was a cold, empty space beside his chair.


  The command console chirped that a transmission was coming through. He keyed the commands to open the feed himself before swiveling a HOLO-Screen around in front of him.


  The image of Zaimur Morastus appeared on it. He was alone. There were no girls or guards in the background, only him, appearing more exhausted then he ever had. His blond hair stuck to his sweating forehead and his cheeks were gaunter than usual.


  Cassius wasn’t surprised. Attacking Earth was no simple task. They may have been winning the present battle with ease, but the Morastus Prince had to know what was approaching. Somewhere in the dark expanse behind Cassius was the combined fleet of both Tribune Cardo Yashan and Benjar Vakari, intent on protecting the world they worshipped. Whether he had faith in Cassius’ plan or not, Zaimur didn’t have the experience of war to harden him.


  “You sure took your time, Vale,” Zaimur said. Even his voice had lost much of its former luster.


  “Ensuring the safe transport of our stolen weapon took longer than expected,” Cassius replied.


  “Of course it did. Well, it’s no matter. Luna’s surface is taken and it won’t be long before we secure the tunnels beneath. They knew we were coming, but you were right, there wasn’t enough to repel us.”


  “Excellent news. Shall I transport to Earth immediately then, or would you like to see them first?”


  Zaimur was quiet for a few second. “Earth,” he said. “I saw the scans. Scouts tell me the Tribune is burning through fuel and will reach us within hours. There’s no time to waste. We’ve been bombing the turrets on the surface around our target for a day now so you should be able to land cleanly. Supervise the delivery of the weapon to the Euro-Continent Mine before the Tribune arrives in full force.”


  Finally willing to hand over control, Cassius thought. Either war has finally broken him, or something’s wrong.


  “Zaimur, we need you focused for the meeting to come,” Cassius said. “Don’t let your—”


  “I’m fine!” Zaimur growled. “Now go make the Earth our hostage. As soon as you’re done, report to me.”


  “Only once you assure me that Benjar Vakari is on your ship.”


  “He’ll be here.”


  “ADIM and I will deliver the weapon to the Euro-Continent Mine at once then. Your men should expect to see an android with it.”


  It was the largest mining hole on the planet, where they’d planned to threaten the Tribune and make a show of force if necessary. A detonation there would leave Earth an even more unstable place, but Cassius had no intention of making idle threats. Unbeknownst to Zaimur, Cassius hadn’t stolen the Gravitum Bomb at all and he had six of them, not one. One for each of the deepest mines on the planet. The five freighters would hover high above the others, hiding in the clouds, and on Cassius’ command the androids would drop straight into them with their bombs.


  “I’m counting on you, Vale,” Zaimur said. He looked around, before sighing and glaring straight at Cassius. “We both know I’ll need you here to help convince Benjar we’re not bluffing when he arrives. Blowing the mine is a last resort.”


  “Like I would miss a chance for a face to face with Benjar?” Cassius snickered. “Just ensure that the defenses are down and my passage is safe. ADIM is controlling an escort for me, but I don’t want to see what would happen if this bomb meets a rocket.”


  “It’s safe. Now go.”


  Zaimur ended transmission. Cassius’ heart began to race like it used to when he was merely a soldier, not yet trained in the arts of the Executor. It raced like it had when an infant Caleb showed up at his doorstep, sent from a streetwalker in the New Terrene Lower City who claimed it was his. Cassius hadn’t looked upon Earth with his own eyes since the day Caleb was lost, and now he was passing over its moon and through a field of wreckage and ruin which was all his doing.


  He expected that the sight of Earth would’ve filled him with rage in years before. Presently, it was difficult not to smile. His chance at retribution was so near that he could taste it. There was some time before he would enter its muddy atmosphere, but he couldn’t even think about closing his eyes. He took out the HOLO-Sphere which held the recording of Caleb’s final moments on Earth, and placed it on the arm of his seat.


  “Here we are, my son,” he said. “At last.”


  The Tribunal Freighters controlled by his androids fell into a diamond formation around the White Hand. Only their scanners and piloting abilities could guide him safely through the debris. Cassius wasn’t used to piloting manually through a field of metal shards which may as well have been mines. The White Hand’s plasmatic shield was far more apt at deflecting energy-based attacks. With a weapon in his cargo bay as volatile as Earth, he didn’t want to reduce the Ceresian fleet to dust before Benjar even arrived. The freighters had been re-outfitted with dense plating precisely for the purpose of withstanding physical collisions and keeping them all safe.


  It took some time to reach Earth’s upper atmosphere from there, but Cassius couldn’t peel his gaze away the entire way. His androids’ protective shells had worked to perfection; they'd deflected wreckage both current and ancient.


  “Creator,” the androids spoke into his ear. “We have successfully entered the atmosphere of planet Earth.”


  Cassius’ seat rattled, and with it, his heart raced faster. He couldn’t believe what he was feeling. He was entering the atmosphere of Earth, as shrouded by clouds as Titan’s atmosphere was.


  “Proceed to your assigned locations,” Cassius panted. “Remember, if you’re asked, you are all ADIM.”


  “Yes, Creator.”


  Cassius could barely see the blur of the freighters branching off onto their own paths. His bones vibrated from entry, but that didn’t stop him from grabbing the HOLO-Recorder. He set it to play the embedded recording, and paused it once the face of Caleb was fully formed in light.


  “Look, Caleb,” he said. “I finally made it.”


  The White Hand pierced a layer of dark clouds and the surface of Earth was revealed. The gray, desolate landscape extended for miles beneath him. There wasn’t a color to be found except for a stream of magma glowing in the distance, running out of a massive rift in the ground.


  Cassius’ hands went limp on the controls of his ship. He hadn’t looked upon the true face of humanity’s homeworld since he was named a Tribune and had to take his vows while standing upon its surface. It looked no different. No more healed by the Spirit or the efforts Caleb had spearheaded. It was a planet ready to die.


  The White Hand rocked to the side. It was too abrupt to still be from re-entry. Cassius saw the reflection of an explosion off of the ship’s port side, and then another in front of him.


  So much for clearing the defenses. He snapped out of his trance, threw on his scanners and set the Plasmatic Shields to full power. Then he began weaving his way through the clouds, evading missile-fire emerging from turrets hidden throughout the arid plains with the ease of an expert pilot.


  According to his navigation systems, the Euro-Continent Mine was located a few dozen miles beyond the rift he was heading towards. It was familiar to Cassius. It was the mine he’d sent ADIM to study and the rift had been the location where Caleb’s laboratory once stood. There were no signs of the laboratory left behind. It was as if the very lake from which Caleb had pulled the plant sitting at the heart of the Tribune was peeled apart.


  Cassius evaded a spray of missile shrapnel as the White Hand darted over the rift. He knew Caleb’s last message had been recorded straight below. His eyes began to well up, his store of tears finally returning from all those many years of re-watching Caleb’s transmission. He glanced over at the projection of his son and there was no doubt why he was doing what he was about to do.


  The Ancients couldn’t. The Tribune’s faith couldn’t. Caleb couldn’t. Only I can save the Earth by driving our kind to finally seek out a new one. By finishing the job the Ancients started long ago.


  A flock of rusty Ceresian bombers soared in front of his view, taking the aim of anti-air artillery off of him as they pummeled the parched ground with explosives. The stilts of the Plasmatic Drill suspended over the Euro-Continent Mine glinted on the horizon. Bodies of fallen Tribunal Combat Mechs littered the ground around a hole that was roughly three hundred feet in diameter and black as space in its center. An array of Ceresian vessels was arranged around it, with ground troops dispersed between them. Dust swirled about it all, kicked up from the fighting, providing Cassius with an easy approach.


  He banked the White Hand around the drill slowly so that he could cleanly position the cargo bay ramp a short distance from the pit. There was no reason to risk anything happening to the bomb. He knew from experience that it was impossible to predict when the Earth would split open and spew out liquid magma.


  The landing gear touched down gently. Cassius wasted no time undoing his restraints and heading out of the command deck. His legs were slightly wobbly from nerves, a sensation he never thought he’d feel again. He felt alive. He picked the bulbous helmet of his enviro-suit off of a shelf beside the entrance to the cargo bay and placed it over his head. He’d been wearing the suit the entire journey—just in case.


  The door opened with a whoosh, and inside even the red glow of the damaged android’s eyes was drowned out by oppressive Gravitum blue. The bomb looked identical to the one from Kalliope, and Cassius was close enough to feel his appendages tingle. There was so much energy locked in the orb he was amazed he and ADIM had ever found out a way to control it.


  He placed his hand on the android’s shoulder and said: “My creation, it’s time. On my mark, deliver the bomb as deep into the Earth as the mine goes.”


  “Yes, Creator,” it said and started prepping the bomb for transportation. Cassius took a step back into the shadow as the cargo bay ramp fell open.


  The android didn’t question the order at all. The delivery was a one way trip, one never intended for ADIM. There was no saying what obstructions lay inside of the mine. Without all six bombs going off as deep into the planet’s mantle as possible, the cumulative blast wouldn’t have the effect Cassius intended.


  “Is this it?” a Morastus agent said to the android through helmet’s speakers once the ramp was open. By then Cassius was completely out of sight. The agent wore a space-worthy suit that served as armor but also kept him safe from the poisonous air and the exposed Gravitum. Cassius couldn’t decide which was more toxic.


  “Yes,” the android replied. It began to slide the bomb out along a hovering cart.


  “Lord Morastus said to expect a bot. Didn’t expect it to be half beat to shit.” He stepped into the cargo bay and circled around the pulsing, blue bomb. Cassius couldn’t see the man’s expression from where he was hiding, but he could imagine.


  “So this is it?” the officer asked. “The bomb that blew up Kalliope?”


  “A similar model, yes,” the android replied, continuing to drag it along.


  “Well get it out then! I’d rather not be around it very long!”


  The agent hurried out of the cargo bay, and the android followed behind as quickly as it could. Due to ADIM’s assault it was still slower than the others. It didn’t look back as Cassius signaled the cargo bay to close back up. It didn’t turn and show him its swirling red eyes and have a question only he could answer.


  Where are you, ADIM? Cassius thought again. He wanted his creation, his son, at his side. But it was only while watching a bad imitation of ADIM walk to its doom without a thought in its head that he realized how much.


  “Cr…a…tor,” a muddled voice spoke suddenly, as if answering his thoughts. He twirled around, searching for its origin before he realized that it wasn’t coming from the White Hand or the com-link connected to the six androids he was working with. It was coming from ADIM’s, in his right ear.


  “ADIM, is that you?” Cassius asked.


  “I…at…Mar…” ADIM answered.


  Cassius immediately knew what was wrong. Earth’s thick, stormy atmosphere was impeding their ability to communicate clearly at such long range. “I can’t hear you, ADIM. I’m here. I’m on Earth.”


  “I…am…los…ing…commu…cation…”


  “Save your energy, child. I’m leaving Earth now. Whatever you’re doing, I will be on the Hound’s Paw watching everything we’ve worked on come to fruition. Connect to the White Hand so you can do the same.” Cassius paused. He had to feel his chest to make sure that it was his heart pounding against his ribs and that nothing else was wrong. “I love you, ADIM. Together, we’ll end this.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE—ADIM


  Welcome to New Terrene


  I love you. Those were the final words Cassius had spoken after ADIM woke from his state of stasis and contacted him before doing anything else. He updated his systems. It was like no time had passed at all with all of his major systems stagnant, but if his calculations had been correct it should’ve taken five hundred and four hours after the destruction of the Shadow Chariot to reach Mars. The red planet loomed large in front of him.


  He wished he could’ve continued the conversation. Love. It was not a word ever used in reference to him. Cassius could not even describe it accurately. Even so, ADIM was sure about one thing. He loved his creator and he had to seize the Vale Protocol so that he could be there with him when their plans finally came to fruition.


  First, he had to figure out how to slow down. At his velocity, even his chassis couldn’t endure a collision with Mars and he was heading straight for it.


  He scanned his surroundings. A Solar-Ark was speeding toward the Mars Conduit Station like the glinting tip of a spear. ADIM watched as it went by in a blur, passing through the rings of the station and exchanging containers of goods and passengers in a fraction of a second. The complex system of magnets and Gravitum-based attractors allowed the shipments to safely transition from a small fraction of light speed to a complete stop.


  ADIM shot a few of his highest caliber rounds off to the right to alter his trajectory. He had to pass through the inside of the station’s rings—inches away from the surface which received the cargo bays of the Solar-Arks—if he wanted to take advantage of the systems used to transfer goods. No other vessels ever needed to sail within them, so the Conduit was always active.


  He extended his body as straight as it could go and expended one last round in the opposite direction to perfect his course. Seconds later, he zipped through the rings, each one slowing him down until, by the last, he was essentially motionless. Shifting plates and apertures cranked beneath him in anticipation of receiving a container.


  He’d never been to the Red Planet, but he knew it well. Cassius had told him countless stories, and all of the memory logs he’d adapted from Gaia gave him a clear picture. He needed Tribune Joran Noscondra, the only one presently on New Terrene, for what he was planning. Joran was almost definitely in the Tribunal Citadel. There was nowhere else he had reason to be. ADIM had seen his New Earth Cruiser docked and powered down at the defensive station built into Mars’ largest moon, Phobos, during his approach.


  ADIM grabbed the edge of the Conduit’s last ring and used it to catapult himself straight down toward Mars. Midway Station, the towering space-elevator connecting the planet’s surface to the Conduit, extended from the Citadel. Figures moved up and down within it, but ADIM didn’t need to be enclosed. He grabbed hold of the tower, and began to climb down from space into the thin atmosphere of Mars.


  A flock of Tribunal frigates soared around it, keeping an eye out for any Ceresian ship foolish enough to try and attack Mars. They didn’t see ADIM. He didn’t even need to use his camouflage projector against the tower of metal, because he was the same thing.


  As the rosy surface of Mars drew steadily nearer, the skyline of nearby New Terrene took shape. The crystalline tops of the many towers shimmered in the sun, the colors of their vertical farms refracted, giving them the appearance of giant emeralds. All of them shot up through the city’s latticed ceiling enclosure, a colossal structure visible from space that spanned for miles, all at one hundred feet high. It was the most impressive human settlement ADIM had ever seen, and one that he knew would suit his creator once he took control.


  At the top of the Tribunal Citadel, a glass dome provided ADIM with a view inside to its council room. A flame in the center crackled within a golden basin, but that’s not what ADIM focused on. Suspended above it was a familiar, wiry plant in a transparent container. He’d seen it countless times whenever Cassius watched the last recording of his human son. The plant had been nurtured on Earth by Caleb Vale.


  It does not belong here, ADIM thought. He’d heard Cassius express his disdain for the plant remaining under the control of the Tribune numerous times. He considering smashing through the glass and taking it, but he couldn’t draw attention to himself too soon. He’d expelled much of his ammunition on the Ascendant and didn’t have the White Hand’s stores at his disposal to reload, so he had to capture Joran in the most efficient manner possible.


  He continued down from the dome of the Citadel, along its gleaming walls. He had to use his magnetized chassis to do so, but still nobody saw. It was one of the most guarded buildings in the Circuit, but they were waiting for ships of human assassins. A dozen fighters patrolled the area constantly, and there were Combat Mechs posted at the entrance. But until ADIM had control of the Vale Protocol he couldn’t take them on, so he decided to use one of his creator’s gifts.


  He leapt off of the citadel, landing on top of a tram that was arriving from New Terrene. Once it passed through the airlock into the citadel he rolled, unseen, off of the backside of the car and crawled around to the front. He waited until it came to a complete stop and then emerged guised in the appearance of Benjar Vakari.


  He took a few steps forward, imitating a human gait as best as his limbs allowed. The line of Joran’s Honor Guard posted at the tram station’s exit noticed him and immediately fell to their knees. “Your Eminence,” they said in unison as they dragged their fingers across the floor.


  ADIM said nothing. He continued forward, into a spectacular entry hall organized around a fountain and a pink-flowered tree. A scanner wrapping the entrance beeped that it detected metal as he passed through, but nobody tried to stop him. He was a Tribune. The lead guard hurrying after him was hushing the security officers posted at the scanner who had no clue what to do.


  “Your Eminence, forgive me, we weren’t told to expect your arrival,” he said. He snapped his fingers toward a well-proportioned female attendant sitting by the fountain. She ran into another room, and emerged a moment later with a glass of water set on a golden tray.


  “Water, Your Eminence?” she asked, averting her gaze.


  ADIM stopped walking. “No,” he said, using his encounter with Benjar to impersonate his voice. He turned to the guard. “Please inform Tribune Noscondra that I must meet with him immediately in private.”


  “Yes, Your Eminence,” the guard said. He walked a short distance away and then relayed the command into a com-link.


  While he waited ADIM observed the lobby. It was octagon-shaped, and every corner boasted a Combat Mech along with two guards. The entrance to a lift ascended into the council room, and was the most densely guarded. There was enough firepower to tear apart ADIM’s chassis, and yet all of them were lowering their heads in reverence to him, unable to see what he really was.


  They are too weak to remain, ADIM decided.


  “His Eminence, Joran Noscondra, will meet you in the council chambers,” the guard said to ADIM after his conversation concluded. “Follow me.”


  He led ADIM toward the lift. The sentries outside of it parted ways. ADIM hung his head to make sure his eyes wouldn’t be seen through the pixels of lights wrapping him in the image of Benjar Vakari up close.


  ADIM and the guard rose through the space. When it reached the council chamber it was completely empty. ADIM entered, and when the guard attempted to follow he held up his hand to keep him back. There were four tall, golden seats across from the fire basin. A map of the Circuit floated above it, similar to the one ADIM used to show Zaimur the location of the Tribunal fleet but much, much larger. From that angle ADIM could see that the wiry plant of Cassius’ human child was positioned in the coordinates of Earth.


  “Benjar!” Joran exclaimed. He entered from another direction, presumably from private quarters. He wore a forced smile. “I had no idea you were coming. Don’t you have a war to win? Earth is under attack.”


  ADIM said nothing as Joran got closer, his long robe brushing across the smooth, pearlescent floor.


  “I don’t have times for your games Benjar,” Joran scolded, his smile melting away. “Have you finally come to gloat that you were right about Cassius in person? You better be sure Cordo can handle the Ceresians alone.”


  Once he was close enough, ADIM sprung at him and wrapped his arm around the Tribune’s neck. He squeezed just hard enough to ensure that Joran wouldn’t be able to wriggle free. He needed him alive so that the Vale Protocol’s Biometric Scanners would read the flow of blood through his appendages. It was created by Cassius, so ADIM assumed that the security was impossible to deceive.


  “Benjar!” Joran squealed. “What is the meaning of this?”


  The guard by the lift came running out, but ADIM placed a bullet between his eyes before he had a chance to raise his weapon. Then ADIM carried Joran toward the map of the Circuit.


  “Have you lost your mind?”


  ADIM shoved him against the rail wrapping the map, and reached out through the flame. It was so hot it would’ve burnt human flesh, but to ADIM it was nothing. The image of Benjar projected around his arm wavered as he stretched out and grasped the container with Caleb Vale’s plant.


  There was no reason left to hide. ADIM allowed his true appearance to show, and Joran’s jaw dropped. The lift chimed before Joran could say anything. A squad of honor guards stormed out, rifles aimed. ADIM turned towards them, his arm still wrapped around Joran’s neck and the other holding the plant. The guards fanned out in front of him.


  “Hold your fire!” Joran shouted. “Hold your fire.” He futilely attempted to twist his head around to look at ADIM. “Release me at once!”


  “Tell your followers to stand down,” ADIM said with his own voice.


  “Do you even realize what you’re doing, whatever you are? I am a Tribune!”


  “I am ADIM, and if any weapon is fired in our direction, I will snap your neck.”


  ADIM squeezed hard enough to feel Joran swallow. The Tribune immediately motioned with his outstretched hand for the guards to lower their weapons. They did, but they didn’t move.


  “You’re Cassius’ android Benjar spoke about aren’t you?” Joran realized. Words spilled out of his mouth quickly as his fear of death took hold. “No Ceresian android has eyes like that. Is this what he’s stooped to now that he’s gone? Sending his abomination to assassinate us?”


  “He is not dead.”


  With the plant and Joran in hand, ADIM strolled forward. The guards moved out of his way, but they kept their eyes on him. He reached the lift, and instead of taking it he leapt through the open shaft around it. Joran screamed at the top of his lungs as they plummeted fifty feet toward the floor of the lobby. The burnished floor cracked beneath ADIM’s feet as he landed. Every rifle in the room snapped toward him, the arms of the Mechs too. They held their fire once they realized who ADIM was holding.


  “What does he want?” Joran asked. He was short of breath from screaming. “The plant? Take it! It was Benjar’s prize anyway.”


  ADIM ignored him. He shuffled cautiously across the lobby, keeping an eye on all of the guards. None dared make a move.


  “Release the Tribune!” one demanded.


  ADIM wasted no time. He needed Joran alive, but he needed to ensure the defenses didn’t try anything. He shifted his arm, shot Joran through the meat of his bicep, and then returned to choking him. The guards aimed their rifles and stepped forward, but held their fire. Joran howled in pain.


  “I told you to tell them to stand down,” ADIM said.


  “Stand down!” Joran gasped. “Have everyone stand down!”


  He continued to moan as they crossed the room, but nobody else dared make another move. They didn’t even make a sound. The tram ADIM had arrived on was still there, and he backed slowly onto it. The door shut behind him, and he threw Joran into one of the seats.


  ADIM placed his hand over the controls for the car’s lighting system, and used it to enter its full programming. He set it to depart for New Terrene at max speed. Joran was flung from the chair as it shot forward, but ADIM caught him.


  “I thought even Cassius was above something like this,” Joran grumbled. “I’d heard he went after Benjar on the Ascendant, and now he’s sent you for me, hasn’t he? The coward. I should’ve listened to Benjar and had him killed a long time ago!”


  “The Creator did not send me,” ADIM replied.


  He paced back and forth, looking through every viewport in the car to try to get a clearer picture of his surroundings. Tribunal fighters in the sky followed as the tram raced down Pavonis Mons, the towering peak the citadel was built into. As long as ADIM had custody of one of their revered leaders none of them would fire.


  “Right.” He groaned and put pressure on his arm. “An abomination like you just came here all by yourself.”


  ADIM wrapped his hand around Joran’s throat and lifted him into the air. “I am upholding will of the Creator,” he said. “You and all of your followers cannot be trusted with his safety. You must all be subdued.” He tossed Joran against the wall.


  The Tribune gasped for air and clawed at his throat. Then he stared up at ADIM, his eyes bright with dread. “I won’t be used in another one of his messages! I deserve some respect from that man for all I did!” He used a chair to pick himself up onto his feet and held himself there, legs wobbling. “Just end this already! What’s one more death at the hands of that traitor?”


  ADIM turned and gazed at New Terrene. His field of view was filled with glittering towers, all except for one. One was stark and made completely out of metal as dark as ADIM’s. It was the Enclave—the heart of every Tribunal system. It ensured the security of Tribunal settlements throughout the Circuit. Somewhere locked inside that building was the Vale Protocol’s mainframe, and Joran was the key to strolling in safely.


  “Not yet,” ADIM said.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO—SAGE


  The Tigress and the Hound


  “I’m counting on you, Vale.” Zaimur stood at the command console of the Hound’s Paw looking at a live transmission of Cassius on a HOLO-Screen. Zaimur glanced nervously back over his shoulder at Sage, who held a rifle at his back.


  “Get him here, now,” she demanded. Whether or not the skeleton crew left on the command deck knew about Cassius before Sage arrived she wasn’t sure, but there were no secrets left in the room. None of them could leave, and Sage monitored every order they sent out from the command console to make sure they followed orders and didn’t say anything to the rest of the Ceresian fleet under the threat that they and Zaimur would all die if they did.


  Zaimur turned back to Cassius. “We both know I’ll need you here to help convince Benjar we’re not bluffing when he arrives,” he continued. “Blowing the mine is a last resort.”


  “Like I would miss a chance for a face-to-face with Benjar Vakari?” Cassius laughed. “Just ensure that the defenses are down and my passage is safe. ADIM is controlling an escort for me, but I don’t want to see what would happen if this bomb meets a rocket.”


  “It’s safe. Now go.”


  Zaimur slammed on the button to switch off the transmission. Then he slumped down onto his palm. Sage shoved him onto the floor and bound his wrists to the base of the console with scraps of Yara Lakura’s clothing.


  “You can’t keep me tied up like this forever,” Zaimur said, his voice shaky.


  Sage sat directly across from him at the viewport of the Hound’s Paw, using the sill to help herself down. She laid the rifle across her lap, keeping it aimed at Zaimur. They’d been in similar positions for two weeks.


  By then her many wounds were the least of her issues. With the command deck sealed off from the rest of the ship supplies were limited. There were a handful of ration bars scattered through the piloting stations that had to be shared among herself, Zaimur, and the engineering crew to keep them all alert, but that was all. Two glasses of water left behind by Ceresian Clan leaders were the only thing keeping them alive. A few of the members of the engineering staff had already fallen to thirst. The remaining ones were struggling at the ship’s controls, half-asleep.


  Sage’s eyes were heavy, and on the few occasions she got an hour or so of rest she did so with Zaimur restrained and the barrel of her rifle pressed against his neck. The first time she did it one of the engineers attempted to sneak up and grab one of the guns she kept piled at her side. Her Executor training woke her to the sound of his footsteps and she planted a bullet in his brain. Nobody tried after that.


  After a week, hunger and thirst were wreaking havoc on her body along with all of the others. Zaimur’s breathing was bristly, like he had gravel stuck in his lungs. Hers was silent, but only because she was forcing it to remain that way so she wouldn’t appear weak. The entire room reeked of shit, urine, and, worst of all, death. The bodies littering the floor were slowly rotting while the ship’s old air recyclers hummed and diffused their stench. It was too foul to get used to.


  Sage occasionally thought about dropping the rifle and getting some real sleep. Then she remembered that one of the bodies she smelled belonged to Talon. She remembered that the real person behind his death, not the tool who used the knife, was coming soon to answer for his crimes.


  Presently, she angled her head so that she could look through the ship’s viewport while also monitoring Zaimur. He was half asleep, but she didn’t want to take any chances. Through the glass she could see the flashes of the battle raging outside. A portion of Earth’s gray and brown surface sliced across the lower region, half shrouded in darkness. All around it, ships darted from side to side, missiles exploded, and the Tribune lost its hold on the planet.


  So much death, Sage thought. All of this just to get back here again, Cassius? She’d thought about it a hundred different ways and she couldn’t figure it out. She didn’t believe for a second that he had any real interest in helping the Ceresians, but she couldn’t figure out any other reason why he’d risk so much. Is it all just to get back at the Tribune for casting you out, or do you really blame them for Caleb?


  She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, her stomach growling and her throat parched. Her eyelids started to get heavier and heavier, and just before she could no longer fight back the urge to sleep, Zaimur saved her.


  “He’s going to kill you for this,” he said hoarsely. “Cassius. You’re going to ruin everything we planned.”


  Sage said nothing. She blinked her dry eyes and continued to stare through the viewport.


  “I can see why Talon liked you. He loved to talk so much. You must’ve let him rattle on about all his grand stories from when he served my fath—” Sage stretched out her leg as far as she could and kicked him hard in the ribs before he could finish the thought. He grunted in pain and tipped onto his side. “Bitch,” he spat. “I’m just telling the truth. Do you really think you’re going to get out of this alive after he gets here?”


  “I don’t care if I do,” Sage answered, finally breaking her silence. It was the most genuine response she could come up with. She was willing to do whatever it took to get the truth. It was the least that Talon deserved for missing out on spending the rest of his days with his daughter. She raised her damaged artificial arm as much as she could so that Zaimur would see and put on a wry smirk. “He did build my arm though, so maybe you’re wrong,” she said.


  Zaimur broke out into wheezing laughter. “Of course he did. Fucking Cassius Vale. What hasn’t he built?”


  She wished she could wipe the smile off of his face, but it would be a waste of what precious little energy she had left. “You should have listened to Talon,” she said after a lengthy silence. “You didn’t have to kill him.”


  “I didn’t have to let my father be killed either.” For the first time Sage perceived a hint of sorrow in his voice. “But they were both dying, and there is nothing I wouldn’t do to protect my home.”


  “Even ally yourself with Cassius Vale?”


  “I don’t regret any of it.” He lifted his bound hands and glared at the bruises on his skinny wrists. “Although I suppose if I’d let Talon walk we’d be a lot better off. But hell, you understand doing whatever it takes. Look at you now. Look at this.” He pointed with both hands toward the corpse of Yara Lakura. None of their followers knew she was dead. They thought she was safely beside Zaimur on the Hound’s Paw’s command deck giving orders. “I’m torn between wanting to cut your throat or kissing you and begging for you to serve me.”


  “I’m done serving.”


  “Well when Cassius gets here I’ll pretend I don’t want you to get rid of him then.”


  “Sir!” one of the crew members said. “The Tribunal Fleet is in range. Two New Earth Cruisers are at the head.”


  “Right on cue.” Zaimur sneered. He rested his bound hands on the lip of the console above and used it to lift himself to his feet. His legs wobbled from exhaustion.


  Sage sprung up and had her gun pressed against his back in an instant.


  Zaimur was too tired to be frightened. “Relax,” he said. “I have to receive our guests, don’t I?”


  “Where’s Cassius?” Sage asked.


  “Incoming transmission,” the com’s operator said. “It’s coming from the Ascendant.”


  “On his way after this,” Zaimur said to Sage. He looked up to his com’s operator. “Patch him through.” Zaimur held out his hands for Sage to unbind, and she reluctantly did so. He rubbed his wrists and stretched his arms. Then he combed his fingers through his grimy hair and wiped his cheeks.


  Unlike with Cassius, Benjar’s face appeared on the HOLO-Screen in front of them. His glower was hard and unyielding, and Sage immediately stepped to the side out of sight. She kept forgetting that seeing Cassius hinged on her having to see Benjar again. It wasn’t something she wanted to deal with. Merely the sight of him on the screen made her chest constrict.


  For Talon, she told herself.


  “It’s nice to speak with you again, Lord Vakari,” Zaimur said. Seeing the Tribune conversely seemed to renew him with energy and his usual sense of entitlement.


  “Save the pleasantries, Ceresian,” Benjar snapped. “You sound like another man I’ve grown tired of dealing with. Where is he? I know you couldn’t have possibly come up with this scheme alone.”


  Zaimur grinned. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”


  “You’ve gone too far, Zaimur! Can’t you see I’m trying to save your people from lawlessness? From faithlessness? Your father never understood that and neither do you!”


  “Forgive us for not being more thankful, but I think we’ll have to settle for a different arrangement.”


  Benjar leaned back, his lips pursed. Usually he wore a complacent grin at all times, but Sage recognized his expression. He only put it on when someone had truly gotten under his skin. “So explain to me again then, why I shouldn’t ravage every member of your fleet the moment we’re in range.”


  “Like I said last time we spoke, if you fire a single shot I’ll start blowing mines.”


  “Using the weapon you still believe we used on Kalliope?”


  “Exactly.”


  “You’re a fool if you don’t believe by now that Cassius was behind that the whole time.”


  “It doesn’t really matter anymore. Unless you want to see your precious Earth wind up like that colony, I suggest we settle this like gentlemen.”


  From what Sage had overheard between him and Cassius, Zaimur was bluffing. They were only prepared to destroy a single mine as a show of force, if it came to that. But if Talon was correct, and Cassius was behind Kalliope, then she had no idea what he was planning to do. Using the weapon against Benjar’s fleet seemed to be the most likely.


  “Let us discuss then,” Benjar said calmly.


  “In person,” Zaimur said. “My men have been instructed not to shoot at your shuttle as it transports you to my ship. Come alone. Those are my terms.”


  Benjar began to laugh, his patented smirk returning. “You think I would step foot onto your heretic-infested ship alone?”


  “I do. You have us vastly outnumbered. If I kill you and it comes to battle, there’s no question who’d win. However, I also have hundreds of Tribunal prisoners on Luna that I won’t hesitate to begin executing for just that reason. Your loyal Hand seemed to be happy to do the same with mine. If you haven’t dispatched for the Hound’s Paw in five minutes they start dying. In ten, I’ll blow apart the Euro-Continent Mine.”


  “You wouldn’t dare!” Benjar roared. “Is this how you animals negotiate on Ceres?”


  “We play the hand we’re dealt.”


  Hearing that caused Sage’s heart to sink. She never would’ve thought she’d understand the reference, but she also couldn’t believe how much she wished she could just sit down with Talon and learn one of the card games he played.


  “Have you forgotten that your people attacked Eureka first?” Benjar asked. “Whatever you think happened on Kalliope, you started this war. I’m only trying to finish it.”


  “So am I!” Zaimur yelled. He coughed a few times, wiped his mouth, and held Benjar’s gaze. “Whether you really believe the lie that you didn’t want this or not, I don’t care. Your Tribune preaches peace, so let’s end this war together. A victory for us both.”


  “I once sat in a room with your father and attempted to do the same. I won’t do it again with Cassius Vale there. So long as he is on your side, there won’t be peace.”


  “Cassius helped arrange this, yes, but if you want his life I won’t stop you. Consider that my gesture of good faith. You have five minutes.”


  Zaimur ended the transmission. As soon as the feed cut out he released a mouthful of air. Then he turned his head and looked at Sage. She’d never seen a man appear prouder of himself in all of her life. It was as if he’d been waiting for that discussion since the day he was born.


  “Yara would’ve tried to kill him anyway,” he said, smirking.


  “You’re as bad as he is,” Sage growled. “Offering lives away like they’re worthless.”


  Zaimur grimaced as she grabbed his wrists and squeezed them together. He tried to pull away, but even her artificial arm at fifty percent was more than capable of restraining a starving dignitary.


  “Funny thing to hear from the woman who put every corpse in this room on the floor,” Zaimur snapped.


  “Not all of them.”


  Sage shoved Zaimur toward the exit out of the command deck. He nearly tripped over Talon’s leg which was stretched out behind the command console. He stopped after he caught his balance, looked down and swallowed hard, as if remembering his current position.


  “Tell Cassius he’s on his way,” Zaimur ordered his com’s officer. There were no secrets about Cassius’ existence left in the room.


  “Sir,” the officer replied, “the Ascendant hasn’t yet dispatched—”


  Zaimur cut him off. “He’s coming.” He turned back to Sage, the weariness returning to his darkened features in full force. “Let’s get this over with.”


  “You’ll meet them outside,” Sage ordered. She nudged him forward with her gun. “Try anything other than bringing Cassius right to me and I’ll put a bullet through your brain.”


  I’m waiting for you, Cassius. No more lies.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE—CASSIUS


  Earthfall


  Even Cassius had to admit that he was impressed by the size of the Tribunal Fleet. Through the viewport he could see it drifting slowly across space toward the Ceresian force gathered between Luna and Earth. The Ascendant was at the front of a formation of hundreds of fighters and frigates, like the glinting tip of a spear. Of course, that was only for show since ADIM’s attack had left it far inferior to Tribune Cordo Yashan’s identical New Earth Cruiser, the Viridian, a short distance behind. Even during the Earth Reclaimer War Cassius hadn’t seen such an impressive display of force.


  Thanks for bringing a crowd, Benjar.


  A transmission beeped on the HOLO-Screen at Cassius’ side. He opened the link and before he could move the image of Zaimur was in front of him. The Morastus Prince said: “He’s on his way now.”


  “So am I,” Cassius responded. “The weapon is armed, and ADIM is awaiting my signal.”


  “I hope you’re ready, Vale.”


  “For far too long. Open the hangar.”


  Cassius smirked as the transmission ended. He banked the White Hand around a cluster of debris and aimed it straight at the Hound’s Paw. It remained hovering beside the Conduit Station, above the lightless Luna City. He couldn’t imagine what the Ceresians sitting in the rusting fighters were thinking as they were asked to trust their leader and stay put.


  Even though he was thousands of miles out, Cassius could see the Hound’s Paw’s private hangar coming open. There was another vessel ahead of his about to enter. It was as shiny and white as the White Hand, but with green highlights along its wings. It could only belong to one man.


  Cassius reached up to his right ear and switched on the com-link. “ADIM, are you there?” he asked. A minute went by with no response, and by then he was about to enter the Hound’s Paw. “ADIM, if you can hear me. It’s beginning.”


  He left the device on, just in case, as he entered the airlock of the hangar. The outer seal closed, and the inner one opened to reveal a sight he wasn’t expecting. He landed the White Hand beside Benjar’s transport, but all around them was scorched metal and bloody bodies. There were no Morastus or Lakura fighters present, and a Tribunal Combat Mech was positioned in front of the corridor leading up to the command deck.


  Is this why Zaimur seemed rattled earlier? It seemed that the Tribunal defenses of Earth had made one last attempt on the Morastus leader’s life using a Mech. An Executor perhaps? Judging by the amount of corpses and the rubble piled by every branching corridor, that seemed the most likely culprit. He found himself impressed that Zaimur had managed to survive such an attack.


  It didn’t matter anymore. There was nothing that could stop Cassius now. He got up from his seat and checked his outfit in his pale reflection on the viewport. He straightened his belt and bracers, tidied his hair, and made sure every part of his violet tunic was falling in the right place. Satisfied, he hurried back to the cargo bay and set it to open.


  He strolled out leisurely, as if he hadn’t a care in the world. He didn’t even bother to leave his hand hovering over the grip of his pistol in case something went awry. As the sole of his boot touched down on the ruddy floor of the Hound’s Paw he looked left and saw Benjar stepping out of his transport, trying to disguise a noticeable limp.


  The Tribune looked as ridiculous as ever. A gaudy, green robe fell down around his ankles, the emblem of the New Earth Tribunal embroidered on the chest. Golden eye makeup was drawn thin across his temples. He noticed Cassius immediately and put on the same arrogant smirk Cassius had wanted to wipe off his face for eight years.


  “I’m glad the both of you could make it!” Zaimur shouted. He was standing on the other end of the room, leaning against the deactivated mech. “You’ll have to forgive the status of my hangar. There was an altercation, but it’s been handled. Please, follow me.” He turned around into the corridor and headed back towards the command deck.


  Both Cassius and Benjar looked from side to side as they walked toward the passage. From the ground the hangar looked even worse. The foul, yet familiar, stench of death was rampant, and Cassius could tell by the twitch of Benjar’s nose that he was focusing on ignoring it. Parts of the walls had crumbled, and all of the blood was too crusted to the floor to ever be scrubbed completely. The room’s air recyclers rattled along, noisier than Cassius remembered them being.


  “I knew you couldn’t be dead, Cassius,” Benjar said. “Somehow I knew that I wouldn’t get to join the Spirit before seeing your face one last time.”


  “I didn’t want to disappoint you,” Cassius said. He stopped in front of a body right outside of the corridor and beckoned Benjar to enter first. The Tribune lowered his head in refusal and Cassius didn’t waste a second stepping forward. “After all, can a Hand ever be separated from the man who named him one?”


  “Why, are you looking to get the job back? I find myself in need of a new one after your girl had one last meeting with Yavortha. Your work, I presume?”


  So she did make it out! He never doubted it, but having vocal confirmation was a great relief. She was going to hear his message. “Getting her there, yes, but I can’t take credit for that,” he said. “She was always talented.”


  “Yes she was. According to some of her trainers even more so than you.”


  “I’m sure by then they forgot the war I won for you.”


  Benjar stopped walking. They were only a few strides away from the entrance to the command deck. He turned to Cassius and glared at him, his eyes flooding with rage. “Whatever happens here, this is where the legend of Cassius Vale ends. Never has an Executor risen to such heights, or fallen to such depths. You are a disgrace to us all.”


  “Then what does that make you, my great benefactor?” Cassius chuckled under his breath and continued forward. “What does that make you?”


  Cassius stepped inside of the command deck, and what awaited him stopped him in his tracks so abruptly that Benjar bumped into him. There were bodies everywhere. His eyes darted from side to side. He recognized a few. Talon Rayne? Yara Lakura?


  “Zaimur, what is—”


  The command deck’s entrance slammed shut behind them. Cassius scanned the room. To his side was Zaimur, but as soon as he turned toward him, the Morastus leader’s mouth fell open and his eyes went wide. Sage was revealed as he fell to his knees gagging on air, her wrist-blade sliding out of his spine. She dropped Zaimur’s limp body and began to approach Cassius silently, a pulse-rifle aimed at him. In her expression Cassius saw the same fury that was present when she last held him at gunpoint back on Titan.


  “Sage, it pleases me to see you alive,” Benjar stuttered.


  “Yes, I’m sure you’re thrilled,” Cassius remarked. His hand slid a few inches away from his pistol, but he didn’t dare go further. Staring into the barrel of Sage’s gun, this time he wasn’t so sure she wouldn’t pull the trigger. “I remember all too well how much you adore the Executors who fail you.”


  “Fail me?” Benjar took a few steps forward, holding up his arms as if he were begging for mercy. “She’s performed flawlessly. We’ve been trying to kill Yara Lakura for decades. And Zaimur Morastus? The Tribune will hail you as a hero for this! The Executor who ended the war!”


  “Quiet!” Sage growled and shifted her aim toward him. Benjar almost leapt out of his robe. “Everyone else out!” Sage hollered to the few engineers remaining along the balcony level of the command deck. They watched anxiously, but they didn’t move. “Get out!” The second time they stirred, almost tripping over each other as they descended from the second level and scrambled through the only exit.


  Cassius chortled. “I don’t think she did this for you, Benjar,” he said, his gaze falling upon Talon Rayne’s bloody corpse. The Ceresian looked like he’d been dead for days. His skin was gray as stone and his veins had lost their color. There was no doubt that Zaimur was behind it. Foolish young man. Impetuous, just like his father would’ve said.


  “I’ve been trying to contact you after the Ascendant, Sage,” Cassius continued. “I assure you I had nothing to do with him dying.” He took a step toward her, but her aim snapped right back to him. She was only a few feet away from both of them.


  “And yet, he’s gone,” Sage said. “Talon came here to stop Zaimur from working with you.”


  “You see, Cassius, even your new friends want to get rid of you,” Benjar sneered.


  Sage accused, “He claimed that you were behind what happened on Kalliope, Cassius. That you caused all of this.”


  Cassius exhaled. “It’s not that—”


  “No more lies!” Sage stormed forward and buried the tip of her rifle in Cassius’ chest. “Was it you?”


  Cassius lifted his hand away from his weapon. “Fine. No more lies.” He stood straight. There was no reason left to hide the truth. “It was me, Sage. ADIM planted the bomb there in order to test its effects.”


  She shuffled backwards, without letting her aim shift. Her hands began to quake. “Why?” she mouthed.


  “Because he’s a monster, Sage!” Benjar said. He emerged from the wall with renewed confidence. “Even more died at Saturn. Hundreds of merchants on the Conduit. Thousands of Tribunal citizens on Titan. By the Spirit, one of your Tribunes as well.”


  “If I’m a monster, then you made me that way, Benjar,” Cassius replied.


  Benjar didn’t back down. “Shoot him down now, and I’ll pardon you of all your crimes,” he said to Sage. “You will serve as my new Hand. Yavortha could never compare to you, I see that now.”


  “So she can be your pet again? Ignore him, my dear. Remember how he used to touch you? Whatever I may be, I would never hurt you.”


  “Would you both stop it!” Sage shouted. “It was all you,” she said. “No accidents. Everything meticulously planned just like the wires in my arm. Talon was right. You weren’t just trying to survive. You wanted this war. Tell me why.”


  “I’ve already told you. To break shackles.”


  “The lies never end with you, do they?” Benjar said. He took a long stride toward Cassius, again earning Sage’s aim. “It’s simple. You’re doing all of this to get back at me because you think I kept you from saving Caleb!”


  “Don’t you dare speak his name!” Cassius roared. In an instant he grabbed Benjar by the throat and slammed him against the wall. Sage fired a warning shot just over his ear, but Cassius didn’t flinch.


  “Or no, it’s not that at all is it?” Benjar said, his voice stifled by Cassius squeezing his throat. “It’s because you couldn’t save him. No matter what you did.”


  Cassius’ hand went numb. He felt like he’d had the wind knocked out of him. He dropped Benjar and stumbled backwards as far as he could until he bumped into Sage’s rifle.


  Benjar coughed a few times, but stayed on his feet. “Yes, that’s it. For once you, the great Cassius Vale, was powerless.”


  Cassius’ stomach churned. The day he watched Caleb’s ravaged body fall out of the transport with Sage flashed in front of him over and over.


  Benjar leaned down in front of Cassius’ face. He wore his grin like he’d just won a war. “At the mercy of the Spirit, just like the rest of us.”


  Cassius screamed at the top of his lungs, eight years of rage spilling out all at once. It echoed throughout the command deck, reverberated off of the metal balcony above and the bloody walls. His hand dropped to his pistol, and in a single motion he withdrew it and thrust it forward. The long, jagged blade fixed to the barrel sunk into Benjar’s chest. With his other hand he grabbed the barrel of Sage’s rifle and held it pointed towards the ground.


  Benjar would’ve fallen but Cassius grabbed him by the collar and held him upright. He whipped his head around. Even though the rifle was in Sage’s artificial arm she couldn’t free it from Cassius’ grip. With one tug he was able to rip it away and throw it at the wall.


  He pulled Benjar’s face close. “Do you want to see how powerless I am?” he asked. He dragged Benjar toward the command deck’s viewport. Sage followed, as if caught in a trance. “You’re right about one thing, Benjar. I can’t blame you for his death. I’m killing you because you used my son as an excuse to remove me, and used his brilliant work like cheap propaganda.”


  Cassius pushed Benjar against the viewport. The Tribune slid down to his knees, a trail of blood staining the glass.


  “But I blame us for him being down there,” Cassius continued. “I blame every damned human in the Circuit for clinging to Earth as if it should be more meaningful to us than any other rock out here. We’ve grown beyond it!” Cassius turned to Sage. She was staring at a puddle of Benjar’s blood. “Do you want to know why I’ve done what I’ve done Sage? What I gathered the Circuit’s greatest powers here to see?”


  Cassius reached up to his left ear and switched on the com-link connected to his six androids. “Now,” he said.


  “Yes, Creator,” the androids replied. Their feed quickly became filled with static as they followed his orders and jumped into the Gravitum mines, one from the surface and five from their freighters, bombs in tow. They’d fall too fast for anyone to stop them.


  Cassius stepped as close to the glass as he could get. “This is the truth, Sage,” he said. “If there truly is a Spirit, strike me down now!”


  Cassius closed his eyes, but nothing happened.


  When he opened them again a series of bright blue streaks began to cut jagged lines across the Earth’s surface. They grew brighter and brighter and then countless bluish blades of energy sliced out from the planet like the rings of Saturn. They expanded so far that a few of them nearly reached the Hound’s Paw, and then, as Cassius shielded his eyes from the light, they were drawn back to the Earth.


  His whole body tingled, and he wasn’t sure if it was due to the weapon or his own exhilaration. One by one all of the blue seams which had formed around the planet cracked open, and the planet split into massive chunks. At their center was a swell of darkness through which random bolts of energy coruscated.


  Cassius wished he could hear the sound of the planet cracking, but the sight itself was the most beautiful thing he could imagine. A single tear dripped down his cheek as he watched the fragments of earth slowly distance themselves, revealing its glowing mantle and bringing all its buried Gravitum to bear.


  The little air left in Benjar’s wheezing lungs slipped through his lips as he stared at the last thing he’d ever see. Sage was already on her knees, her mouth and eyes stretched open as far as they could go.


  Cassius reached out and ran his fingers across the glass. They were quivering.


  “That is a beautiful sight isn’t it, Creator?” ADIM spoke into his right ear suddenly. “I think I am beginning to understand the human subtext of that word now.”


  “ADIM, are you here?” he asked.


  “I am all around you.”


  All of a sudden a cluster of Tribunal fighters rose through space directly in front of the viewport. They didn’t have any pilots sitting in their dark cockpits.


  “You must evacuate onto the White Hand,” ADIM said. “Zaimur Morastus’ ship is no longer safe.”


  The Hound’s Paw lurched to the side. Bolts of rail-fire lanced across the viewport and hit one of the larger Ceresian ships in view. The Tribunal fighters turned around before a Tribunal Frigate came into view, firing in every direction. The com’s chatter throughout the command deck grew even louder, but nobody sounded concerned with Earth anymore. They were asking for battle commands.


  “ADIM, what are you doing?” Cassius asked. He could barely see the Earth splitting through the haze of a firefight emerging between the two fleets. The glimmering tips of both of the present New Earth Cruisers also entered his line of sight.


  “As I said, I have taken control of your Protocol from Joran Noscondra in order to remove all of your current enemies and protect you from future ones. It was not a difficult process reopening the lines of connection between the Enclave and all Tribunal vessels. Please, Creator, you must proceed to the White Hand immediately for safety. You are in the center of the conflict.”


  Before Cassius could respond the Ascendant fired its rail-gun directly through the command deck of the Viridian. The top of Cardo Yashan’s ship split open, but as it did it fired off missiles at the nearby Ceresian warships. ADIM was in control. All the people Cassius hoped would be watching the fall of the Earth with him before they came together to rebuild the Circuit how he imagined it were going to die.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR—SAGE


  A Spirit Broken


  For some reason the blood of Tribune Vakari seemed redder to Sage than any she’d seen before. It was smeared across the glass of the Hound’s Paw’s viewport, covering the blinking lights of a few Ceresian warships out in space.


  She’d spent her whole life thinking he was invincible, a direct servant of the Spirit’s will. But there he was, dying like any other man, wheezing with his last few breaths and clinging on to a few more seconds of precious life.


  “This is the truth, Sage,” Cassius said from somewhere beside her. She was so entranced by seeing Benjar like that, that she’d completely forgotten about the man she’d stayed on the Hound’s Paw to see.


  “If there truly is a Spirit,” Cassius continued. “Strike me down now!”


  Sage ignored him, unable to look away until suddenly Benjar’s blood started to look purple. She got closer to the glass and saw a web of blue rifts forming throughout the Earth, like the veins over Talon’s temples.


  What is that?


  Staring at the bright rifts began to hurt her eyes, but she kept them open until a wave of energy sliced out from the planet. She was blown back onto the ground just from the pure shock of it, but rose to her knees to see the rifts begin to sparkle and the Earth crack open.


  The marvel Sage experienced was quickly replaced by horror. Chunks of the Earth drifted away from its molten core, and in an instant the terrible truth came to her. Revenge against the Tribune was always a charade. The true focus of Cassius’ vengeance was against the one entity he could never touch. The one thing he could never understand. To extinguish the Spirit which claimed his son’s life, Cassius Vale had destroyed the Earth.


  She had to lean on her hands just to stay upright because she felt the room start to spin. The Spirit! It was an entity stronger than any planet, but it belonged to Earth; it was bound to it. It was the mother of humanity, and without Earth she wasn’t sure what would happen. She half expected to turn into ashes and disappear.


  She crawled, but the ground beneath her hands and feet was shaking. The walls of the command deck seemed to be closing in around her.


  “Sage, we have to leave,” a muffled voice said.


  Is that you? Her human hand groped at the darkness. She gasped for a single, elusive breath, over and over again until she was finally able to vomit. Her stomach emptied and air rushed in.


  “Sage, we have to leave!” the voice repeated, this time more urgently. Then something landed on her shoulder.


  Her head snapped around, and with her lungs working she was able to focus on the face hovering in front of her. A face full of wrinkles and framed by gray hair…Cassius.


  “Cassius!” she roared. She sprung forward and tackled him to the floor. He threw up his hands to defend himself, but it wasn’t enough. She stretched her artificial arm to full length so that it wouldn’t budge and used it to hold him down. Then she punched him across the jaw with her human fist as hard as she could.


  “Why!” she screamed. She punched him again, and again, and again. She punched him until her knuckles were as bruised and bloody as his face and her arm was sore.


  “Why!” she yelled again. She pulled his face toward hers with her artificial arm and slammed him back down. “Fight back! Fight back!”


  He tried to say something, but all that came out was a bloodied clump of teeth. His face was a mess of contusions, but his dark eyes never wavered. He stared at her the entire time, even as she wound up and hit him in the jaw one last time.


  “Why?” she cried.


  The Hound’s Paw shook violently, throwing her off of him. She slid across the floor toward the viewport, where exploding ships painted the whole of space orange. Beyond them the Earth drifted further apart, blue strings of energy dancing around the core as if they were a swarm of angry specters with nowhere to go. A Tribunal Fighter positioned itself in front of the glass, its entire arsenal of weapons aimed at Sage.


  “ADIM, no!” Cassius groaned. He dragged himself across the floor until he was in front of Sage, holding out his trembling palm. Blood dribbled down his chin. “Hold your fire.” He coughed a gob of red into his hand and rolled over to fall against the glass.


  A Tribunal Frigate appeared through it, half of its missiles firing at a Ceresian warship and the rest at a cloven New Earth Cruiser. The Ceresian warship blew into pieces only a few miles away, fragments of its hull peppering the Hound’s Paw’s viewport. A large piece of its unstable engine hurtled toward Sage and Cassius, but a second Tribunal Fighter darted in its path and sacrificed itself before it could break the glass.


  Sage turned back to Cassius. He was panting and attempting to slide towards her. She crawled for his pulse-pistol which was lying on the floor between them.


  “Sage,” Cassius rasped. “We have to go.”


  “Why?” Sage whimpered, as her hand tapped the metal grip of the pistol. It took her a few second to be able to thread her fingers through the trigger. She lifted it, and aimed it directly at Cassius’ face.


  “To show you, to show all of you, that Earth was no more than a planet.” He coughed, unable to lift his head. Blood dripped from his nose. “I have seen enough horrors to doubt faith, but I have seen enough miracles to believe that we all might be connected. You, standing on New Terrene with no way out until I arrived. Talon Rayne’s child winding up in a freighter with you. A son placed down on my doorstep. If there is a Higher Spirit, it’s not within some dead planet.” He reached out and wrapped his bloody hands around Sage’s forearms. She held the gun steady, but he used her arms to pull himself closer and rest his hand over her chest. “It’s in you.”


  Sage tried to ignore his words. “I’m going to kill you.”


  “There is nobody I’d rather be with at the end.”


  The Hound’s Paw shook again. A pipe in the ceiling burst and warm steam sprayed out. Then a beam of light shot across the viewport, tearing through a portion of a Ceresian ship and continuing on to break off a ring of the Luna Conduit Station.


  “This was your grand scheme then?” Sage asked. “Destroy everything, and start over? Build a new Circuit in your own image?”


  Cassius forced a bloody grin. He slowly raised his head and looked over the barrel of his own pistol and into Sage’s eyes. She knew that look. He wasn’t going to fight her. He wasn’t even going to ask her not to fire.


  “No,” Sage realized. “You never planned on surviving this did you? You get to break the Circuit and then finally get your release. No! You don’t get to leave us behind to pick up the pieces!” Sage lowered her aim and flung the gun across the room. “I worshipped you, Cassius. I wanted to grow up and be like you. You were like my father.”


  “Nobody gets to choose their family,” Cassius panted.


  “Says the man who built a child from scraps to replace the one he lost? What will your creation do when you’re gone? All of this planning and in the end you’ll only fail another one of your children.”


  Suddenly, it dawned on Sage why with all of the chaos going on directly through the glass outside, not a single shot had struck the command deck of the Hound’s Paw. She remembered the fighter throwing itself in front of debris only a minute earlier.


  “This isn’t you, is it?” Sage began to chuckle. “ADIM. Benjar was right. You are powerless after all.” She got to her feet and took a good look through the viewport. There were so many shreds of ships that the broken Earth was lost behind them. “I hope he kills us all. I hope he ends this world you’ve fought so hard to create, because I want nothing to do with it.”


  Cassius was on his knees, staring forward blankly. She’d known him for more than two decades and she’d never seen him appear so weak. Even after Caleb died he was at least fueled by anger, but at that moment he was as empty as she was. His Spirit, whatever it was, was gone as well. He had nothing.


  “Sage, we have to get out of here while it’s safe,” he managed to whisper.


  “I’ll never get on that ship with you again,” Sage bristled. “I’d rather spend my final moments up here with corpses.” She walked over, grabbed Cassius by the back of his tunic and heaved him to his feet. “Run, like you always do.”


  He was still woozy and had to rest his hand on the viewport’s sill to stay on his feet. He turned to Sage but she looked away and shuffled toward Talon’s body.


  “Sage, I—”


  “No!” she growled, whipping her head around. “You got your vengeance, but you’ll never have my forgiveness. You’ve tainted the good name of your son. He may have doubted the Spirit, but you have failed us all.” She took a deep breath. “I hope you never find peace, Cassius.”


  The ship quaked again and threw Sage off balance. She caught herself against a console and used it to propel herself toward Talon’s body. She knelt down beside him and ran her fingers through his hair. He looked so peaceful.


  She could feel the warmth of Cassius’ breath as he hovered over her shoulder. She could hear the splatter of blood-drops as they ran off of his chin. He didn’t dare touch her.


  “We can cast off our hoods and emerge from beneath the boot of the Tribune, but only us few can understand,” he said. His voice had never sounded so frail. “An Executor without a mission is a shadow without form. We can never be at peace.”


  He started to drag his feet towards the exit. Cassius stopped in it and swallowed loud enough for her to hear it over the rumbling of debris slamming into the Hound’s Paw’s hull all over.


  “If you do escape this ship, go to an asteroid in the Trojan cluster named Ennomos,” he said. “There you will learn that there was more to my mission than death. Goodbye, my dear.”


  Then he left. Sage focused on Talon’s stony features, waiting until Cassius’ footsteps were a distant echo. Only then did she allow her lower lip to begin to tremble.


  It wasn’t because the entire foundation of her faith had been shattered. It wasn’t because she’d lost everyone and everything she ever served or loved. It was because Cassius was right. She couldn’t just sit on the Hound’s Paw, brushing the hair of the man she loved and allow herself to die surrounded by death and destruction.


  The Tribune could cast her out and claim she was a traitor, but they could never take away what she was. She slid her hands beneath Talon’s cold body and lifted him. It took all of the strength in her weary limbs.


  “It’s time to go home, Talon,” she said. She had one last mission to take on.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE—CASSIUS


  A Throne of Circuits


  It was in complete silence that Cassius propelled the White Hand out through the airlock of the Hound’s Paw. He did so slowly, because directly outside was a field of debris so thick that it would’ve torn him and his ship to pieces if he just went straight. Floating bodies burnt up as they passed through the plasmatic shields, leaving only bones to rattle his viewport.


  Pilotless Tribunal ships tore into the remnants of the Ceresian fleet all around him. An entire generation of Clan-leaders was lost. Everyone Cassius had invited to witness the end of their former world was dead and there was nothing he could do about it. Cassius couldn’t tell ADIM to stop, because they were already gone, targeted while Sage bruised his face. The two Tribunes that had come were gone, Cordo without knowing what hit him. His Hand was no doubt killed with them. Every leader who’d survived the last war had finally been wiped off the face of the Circuit. Everyone but Cassius. The Earth was splitting apart, and there wasn’t a soul present to care.


  Even he couldn’t hold his focus on the broken world, as much as he may have wanted to. He’d fought in every major battle in the Earth Reclaimer War and had never seen two fleets so vast be ravaged so completely. It would take years to clean away the wreckage just so mining the fragments of Earth for Gravitum would be safe. The Ceresian remnants were fleeing in any direction they could manage, but with so much in their way ADIM’s Tribunal remained close behind.


  “ADIM,” Cassius said.


  “Yes, Creator?” ADIM replied, his steely voice emanating throughout the White Hand’s speaker system again.


  “You can stand down, now. They’re running.”


  “I must ensure your safe passage. The factions of Ceres are defiant and do not understand what is happening. I must ensure their compliance.”


  The flash of a rail-gun speared across Cassius’ view, slicing through a nearby Ceresian warship which apparently refused to back down. Shards of it flew in every direction, but a cluster of Tribunal fighters crashed themselves into the ones in danger of impacting the White Hand.


  “Compliance with what!” Cassius yelled.


  “Your will.”


  My will. He would’ve laughed if he still had the energy. He could think back to every moment where he hinted to ADIM that he wanted this to happen, for the weak to perish. He’d asked for exactly what was happening.


  “This isn’t what we planned,” Cassius said. “We need leaders to help build a new future, ADIM. Don’t you understand? We can’t run the Circuit on our own.”


  “We can now. We have studied much of human history together, Creator. Your species’ leaders build fleets or armies to instill order. We are now in control of the largest in existence. It is as you said, Creator, ‘the weak will perish in the flames, and from the ashes of Earth humanity will rise.’”


  It was only then that Sage’s words rang true for Cassius. What would happen when he died, and ADIM remained? What would happen when, to ADIM, Cassius himself was the measure for a man’s quality? He had accomplished more than anybody else since the Ancients built the Arks and the Conduits. He had cracked open a planet far sooner than nature intended, but perhaps most significantly, he had created the next stage in the evolution of life. Even if ADIM didn’t fully comprehend that yet.


  “ADIM, I’m coming to Mars,” Cassius said. “Don’t attack another ship until I arrive.” He paused and realized what he’d have to add for that to be sensible to ADIM. “Unless it threatens me.”


  “Of course, Creator. I will ensure your safe passage while the majority of our fleet initiates the trip to Ceres Prime. Order must be established there as I have already established it on Mars.”


  A horde of Tribunal fighters came out of nowhere to surround the White Hand. They fired their cannons to clear a path through the debris until Cassius emerged into a pocket of clear space where he could see the full breadth of Earth. The violent after-effects of the Gravitum Bombs had diminished, leaving only chunks of barren rock surrounded by dense fields of water particles. Specs of raw Gravitum glittered throughout what remained of Earth’s cooled, darkened mantle, the pieces having drifted far enough apart by then to reveal space beyond.


  Minutes earlier it was the most beautiful sight Cassius had ever laid eyes upon. Presently, it looked like a cluster of asteroids which had wandered too close to each other. He wished Sage had killed him in that fleeting moment of euphoria when all his dreams came true, because it was completely gone. All of the vengeance in the universe and Caleb was still dead.


  He reached into his belt and wrapped his fingers around the tiny, spherical HOLO-Recorder which contained his son’s last images. Then he screamed at the top of his lungs.


  “Is everything alright, Creator?” ADIM asked once he was quiet.


  “Everything is perfect,” Cassius exhaled.


  He wasn’t sure why, but he couldn’t bring himself to switch on Caleb’s recording to soothe him, so he placed the broken device in his belt. Then he set the coordinates to Mars and banked his ship around the dark, sparking hull of a Tribunal Frigate. The ship itself was operating, but its command deck was dark, and as he passed around it he could see the bodies of Tribunal engineers littering the floor like garbage. None of them were bleeding, but they were clearly dead. They suffocated within their own ship because ADIM didn’t need oxygen to live. He didn’t need anything.


  Cassius shook his head and straightened out his course. Mars was a bright speck amongst a sea of them; it was a week away with the White Hand burning at max velocity. He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep, so he leaned back and let the pressure of acceleration take some of the focus from his aching jaw. The fighters controlled by ADIM kept pace with him, gunning down a few similarly sized Ceresian vessels which attempted to run in the wrong direction.


  • • •


  Nothing stood in Cassius’ way through his journey to Mars. He wasn’t sure he’d gotten more than a few hours of sleep over the week it took. His conversation with Sage rattled around in his mind. Any time he happened to doze off her face greeted his, her gaze teeming with resentment.


  All he could do was sit quietly and brace himself for what would come next. For eight years he’d followed an elaborate plan. There were twists and turns along the way, but the end goal always stayed true. He hadn’t expected to try everything he could to give Sage the happy ending Caleb never had. He hadn't expected to fall in love with a son made out of wires and metal. As the red planet grew nearer, he realized that he truly had no idea what he was going to do.


  “Creator, our fleet is seventy-two hours outside of Ceres Prime,” ADIM announced over the White Hand’s speakers. That seemed exceptionally quick, but ADIM could push the ships faster than they were every meant to go because the safety of their crews was irrelevant.


  Cassius sat up quickly. His eyes darted around as he gathered his bearings. “Good,” he said. “I’m close.” He turned his attention to the viewport and saw Mars hovering in the center of a star-speckled black curtain like a blooming rose.


  “I know,” ADIM said. The Tribunal fighters raced ahead to lead the way.


  Cassius removed the fragments of his HOLO-Recorder from his lap and placed them on the arm of his chair. He slid forward onto his feet. His legs were tired from moving only to retrieve ration bars, but he slowly shuffled to the burnished rail of his ship’s viewport and stared out. It didn’t take him long to see what had happened to Mars.


  Phobos, its largest moon, had resembled Earth’s moon when Cassius last saw it. Mostly outfitted with defensive stations consisting of massive planetary rails, they were now scorched. A cloud of lightless Tribunal frigates surrounded it. The Mars Conduit Station floating between it and the planet remained untouched. It provided no strategic advantage toward guarding the planet and so there was no reason for ADIM to attack it.


  “Creator, would you like me to take command of the White Hand on approach?” ADIM said.


  “That’s alright, ADIM,” Cassius replied. “I’d like to do it myself.”


  He pulled his gaze away from the sight of the lifeless fleet and returned to his chair. He banked around the small moon, close enough to the freighters to see how much of their arsenal of weapons had been expended in pounding Phobos into submission. New Terrene was located over the crest of the planet, and he swallowed hard as he guided the White Hand towards it.


  For the longest time, approaching Mars had a way of stilling his heart. It made him think of Caleb, and the days following when Benjar attempted to have him killed on the ruddy surface after shooting him down. His heart went still then as well, but only because of what he saw. The space above New Terrene wasn’t crammed with battle-debris like on Earth, but its fate was the same.


  Midway Station’s spindly tower, which once reached up beyond the atmosphere and connected to the Conduit Station, was sheared off just above the Tribunal Citadel and had toppled over. It lay stretched down the slope of Pavonis Mons, red dust already having invaded it enough to make it look like a ruin. Tribune Joran Noscondra’s New Earth Cruiser, Arbor, floated directly above the stump, facing New Terrene and casting a shadow over the glassy Tribunal Council Chamber, where a hopeful flame once glowed like a beacon beneath the plant Caleb grew on Earth. It was extinguished for the first time in Cassius’ life.


  Cassius allowed his gaze to wander toward the city itself, following the tram-line down the mountain which had been reduced to a string of molten slag. The glinting towers of New Terrene remained upright, but the city’s artificial ceiling was peeled open. Tribunal fighters patrolled the streets like security drones, though Cassius wasn’t sure why since without the ceiling the upper portion of the city was exposed to the fatal air of Mars.


  “This was all you?” Cassius mouthed, hardly able to draw words to his lips. He couldn’t remember how many times he’d wished such a fate upon the heart of the Tribune, but he’d never expected to see it.


  “No,” ADIM said. “You designed the original programming for the Vale Protocol, Creator. The utilization of the New Terrene Fleet was necessary to disarm Phobos and ensure the area around the Enclave could be controlled. Ground resistance lasted only a few hours after the artificial ceiling was comprised. All resistors have fled to the lower city and will pose no threat to you.”


  Cassius wasn’t sure how to respond. He steered the White Hand toward the Enclave, the starkest tower in the city, and descended through the ruptured ceiling. Countless frozen bodies of Tribunal Soldiers lined the exposed streets, with Combat Mechs interspersed. The fighters which had escorted him all the way from Earth formed a line in front of the tall entrance to the Enclave and faced outward.


  “You will need to wear an enviro-suit upon exiting the White Hand, Creator,” ADIM said. “The exterior air is no longer suitable for human breathing in this area. I will ensure that the oxygen levels within the Enclave are sufficient.”


  “Thank you, ADIM.” Cassius’ ship touched down. He sat there for a few seconds, staring forward as the massive, plated doors of the Enclave rose. It’d been one of the most secure buildings in the entire Circuit and now its entrance was wide open. Corpses were strewn upon the stairs extending down from them like fodder.


  He took a deep breath, stood up, and headed out. He put on his enviro-suit in the cargo bay and lowered the exit ramp. It only took a few steps outside to notice that he’d never heard the city so quiet. The streets, once bustling with activity, were empty but for the dead. The trees lining them were gray and leafless, like skeletons dancing on a gentle breeze. Garbage and debris tumbled here and there, but that was the only movement. With Cassius present, the fighters patrolling the city had formed an outward-facing circle around the White Hand.


  He climbed the steps to the Enclave, and once he was at the top saw the remnants of two Mechs sprawled out at either side of the doors. The inside was dark, but the moment his foot fell within the structure lights began to turn on. They followed his path around the central atrium, allowing him a faint glimpse of the colossal stone statue of the first ever Tribune, rising through the center.


  He’d been to the Enclave before. He helped design the room which lay below the tower, buried safely beneath rock and steel. A mainframe there controlled what had become the Vale Protocol: a program which used a network comprised of hundreds of long-range relay arrays located throughout the Circuit in order to regulate all Tribunal ships. It was the project he’d dedicated himself to while still a Tribune in order to keep the unruly Ceresians at bay after the Earth Reclaimer War.


  Monitor their positions and ensure they couldn’t be stolen. It was the perfect way to control what was an ever-growing Tribunal Fleet. Like the White Hand, however, it took ADIM to uncover the true potential of the idea.


  Cassius could hear the hum of the systems working beneath his feet. He could feel the floor vibrating. There was a lift down at the back of the atrium, and the security doors outside of it opened before he even reached them. The lights within blinked on and he stepped inside. It was a short ride down, and when it opened and Cassius passed through another layer of opened security, he found exactly what he expected.


  The Protocol’s command center was a long rectangular room, the walls lined with tall databases and consoles. Every engineer in charge of monitoring the program was dead, a single bullet hole in the center of their heads. On the far side was the command console, which sat below a wide array of HOLO-Screens displaying detailed maps of the Circuit, including the location of every Tribunal Ship.


  Access to the command console was possible only with an iris and subdermal hand-print scan from an acting Tribune. Cassius immediately figured out how ADIM got in. Tribune Joran Noscondra’s headless body lay at the foot of the command chair, a pool of dried blood beneath him. Sitting in that chair, facing Cassius and with Joran’s head on the counter behind him, was ADIM.


  He didn’t move as Cassius arrived. He couldn’t. Wires extending from every piece of machinery in the room ran across the shiny floor and were strung into the power core in his chest. It glowed so brightly that together with his slowly rotating eyes the entire room was illuminated red.


  “Welcome, Creator,” ADIM said, his voice filling the space. “As you can see I had to make a few modifications to your Protocol’s programming, but I assure you it will soon be running at full potential.”


  Cassius was speechless. He removed his helmet and shuffled forward. He almost slipped on the outstretched arm of a dead Engineer, but caught himself in time to step over it.


  “I apologize I wasn’t able to clean up prior to your arrival,” ADIM continued. “Both my memory and power core must remain linked for the time being in order to achieve the necessary processing power to maintain control over the fleet.”


  “For the time being?” Cassius asked softly.


  “I am working on addressing that issue by diverting the power for all of Upper New Terrene into this console. Soon the body you built for me will be able to stand at your side while I remain in control of the fleet.”


  Cassius stopped once he got close enough to read the details on the map of the Circuit. There were red blips around every Tribunal settlement, but the largest cluster of them headed for Ceres Prime. The display also showed precisely where the operating Solar-Arks were located in their routes. Another upgrade apparently, compliments of ADIM.


  “Creator, I was also able to procure a gift for you,” ADIM said. “I hope this time it is worthy.” His body didn’t move, but his head turned sluggishly to face something sitting on one end of the wrapping console.


  That sight, amongst all the others, was the one that finally sucked all of the air out of Cassius’ lungs. He needed to lean on the console just to stay upright, unsure about how he had missed it before. The glassy tube bearing the plant Caleb grew on Earth all those years ago sat directly in front of him.


  “You took it?” Cassius said breathlessly.


  “It did not belong to them.”


  He stumbled forward, stepping onto the center of Joran’s motionless back on his way. His fingers wrapped around the lukewarm tube. The spindly, green fauna floated in the center as it always had, bobbing up and down with the current of the liquid inside as he rotated it to see it from every angle.


  “How did you manage all of this?” Cassius questioned. His hands were beginning to tremble.


  “It was simple once I was able to procure the Tribune. He was weak, as you have said, and unable to fight back. His people could have destroyed me at any time, Creator, but they let me take him, hoping he would be spared. None of them are worthy.”


  “No…they weren’t, were they?” Simple. Like strolling into the most advanced city in the solar system and kidnapping one of its leaders was little more effort than repairing an air recycler. Sage was right. What would happen when Cassius died and ADIM was left alone for all of eternity? Humanity would cease to exist. None would ever be worthy, because Cassius’ rage had ensured that in his eyes nobody ever was.


  ADIM’s body remained motionless, but his eyes rotated more rapidly. “Are you not pleased?”


  Cassius struggled to swallow; his throat was too dry. “ADIM, I…” He had to focus just to manage words. “I’ve haven’t been more proud of you since the day you took your first step.”


  “Now the Circuit can be rebuilt without ever having to concern ourselves with enemies again. There will never be a reason to conceal ourselves from those who are too weak to understand or uphold your will.”


  Cassius placed his hand on ADIM’s face. It was hot to the touch from all of the information he was currently processing. ADIM had discovered what he wanted in life, and seized it like no other being ever had or could. Beyond what Cassius could have ever dreamed. He was literally handing him the keys to the entire Circuit—the crown of humanity. All Cassius had to do was stand quietly and he’d have a chance to be a ruler the likes of which hadn’t been known since the days of the Ancients. A chance to change everything…but to control nothing.


  For everything Cassius ever accomplished, he realized at that very moment that his greatest accomplishment was rendering himself useless.


  Sage was right. What would happen when he died and ADIM was left alone for all of eternity? Humanity would cease to exist. None would ever be worthy, because Cassius’ lust for revenge had ensured that in his eyes nobody ever was. “Your fleet is in position around Ceres Prime,” ADIM said. “I am primed to initiate. On your command.”


  Primed to initiate. He would miss those words. “No, ADIM,” Cassius sniveled. “It’s time for you to rest.” He drew out his pulse-pistol and fired a round straight across the back of ADIM’s head. At such close range it tore through the metal casing enough for him to shove his fingers through. Caught in a transition period of relying on ADIM’s core, Cassius knew that all of the systems comprising the Vale Protocol would deactivate with him.


  “Creator, what are you doing?” ADIM asked. His limbs stirred, but it was too late. Despite everything ADIM done, there was only one person who knew precisely how he was constructed. Cassius shifted a few hidden switches on the memory core, and ADIM’s eyes stopped spinning.


  “Cre…a…tor,” his distorted voice said.


  The purr of a dozen working consoles went quiet as ADIM’s power core dimmed. The map of the Circuit and all the red blips indicating the Tribunal ships he controlled went dark. The wires attached to him slid out. Then his head drooped forward and his chassis slumped. Cassius tried to catch it before it fell off the chair, but the body was too heavy for his old muscles to support. ADIM slammed into the floor. The impact caused Caleb’s plant to roll off the console.


  Cassius dove for it, but the slick, glassy container slipped through his fingers and shattered. He pawed at the floor, slicing his hand on a shard of glass before he found the plant. It drooped over his bloody palm, too thin to support its frilly leaves on its own. He’d never touched it before, and as he did he couldn’t help but laugh over the fact that the worthless, wiry, little shred of green had been the cause of everything.


  Cassius laid it gently over ADIM’s chest and gazed down at his proudest creation whose eyes had finally lost their red glow. The tears dripping down Cassius’ cheek splattered on his cold, metal frame—the last of his progeny.


  “Goodbye, ADIM,” Cassius said. “Goodbye, my son.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX—SAGE


  One Last Mission


  In the Tribune, the dead were cremated, their ashes sprinkled into the soil beneath a tree by a sightless Earth Whisperer. People with the proper means could even have their family members released directly into the atmosphere of Earth, to be closer to the Spirit. But there was no Earth anymore and whether the Spirit went with it or not, Sage knew she wasn’t qualified to say. All she could do was fight to hold on to her faith.


  In the far Verge, the dead were expelled into space; released into the Circuit which continued to be the only thing that sustained them. Sage had heard from traveling merchants that you could see many of their crude, metal caskets drifting in orbit around Neptune and Uranus or any of their moons.


  In Ceresian colonies the dead were placed in communal crypts submerged deep inside their asteroids, to be fittingly placed back within the rock which bore them. Presently, Sage stood in the crypt of Housing District 534 on Ceres Prime. Dim lights strung along the low, rocky ceiling provided the entire hollow with an orangey glow. However, none of it could diminish the bright green of the drink Sage held as she stared at a narrow slot in the wall into which Talon’s body had been placed.


  Ulson sat on a mechanized wheelchair to her right alongside his wife. She wasn’t sure how he survived their raid on the Tribunal Freighter all those months ago; his body was covered in burns and both of his legs were missing. Not everyone had access to synthetic limbs like she did.


  On her left was Elisha. She’d found Talon’s daughter when she reached Ceres and discovered the Monarch already at the docks selling off scraps they’d scavenged from the many husks of ruined Tribunal Ships dotting the asteroid belt. It was hard to imagine that the Spirit was completely gone when she wrapped her arms around the girl and gave her the final hug Talon would never get a chance to.


  Sage wasn’t sure if she truly understood what was going on, but the girl was misty eyed, staring silently at her father’s unadorned grave. Kitt stood beside her with his hand on her shoulder. This time he was permitted to hold a drink of his own. He was the only Vergent present. Larana stayed with her ship, which was a wise choice considering Cassius and ADIM’s actions had left the Ceresian colonies essentially leaderless along with the rest of the Circuit.


  There was nobody else present. The undertaker who ran the District 534 crypt was nowhere to be found, either killed in the war or having decided to abandon his job with so many better ones now available. It wasn’t the funeral Talon deserved, but it was the best Sage could offer. He would’ve been happy knowing that the Blue Death never got a chance to claim his life. And Elisha deserved to say goodbye.


  “He was a good man,” Ulson said. He raised his glass and both Sage and Kitt did the same. “Out of his mind, maybe, but gave Ceres a good name.”


  He glanced at Sage to say something and she swallowed a lump in her throat. She had no idea what to say. She’d never been good with her feelings, and there weren’t any words in the Circuit that came to mind. Reciting a sermon to the Earth Spirit didn’t seem fitting. Instead, she lifted her glass to her lips and emptied it in a single gulp. It was what a Ceresian would do.


  Sage let Elisha have as long as she needed with the body. She remained close by the entire time, wanting to be sure she was there when Talon’s remains were sealed away, never to be seen again. She shed a few unexpected tears as it happened, but that was all. She knew there was no reason to be sad. No amount of her love could deny the fact that he had been damned to die before they ever even met. But nobody, not Zaimur, not Cassius, could take away the fact that Talon didn’t die as some Ceresian Mercenary scrapping to earn credits however he had to. He died trying to save his people. He died a hero.


  “You comin’?” Kitt asked once the funeral ended.


  Sage nodded. She took one last moment to stare at the HOLO-Pad imbedded into Talon’s grave. All it said was his name, but there was so much more she could write. All of the things she could tell Elisha once she was old enough to understand.


  “I’ll look after her for the rest of my life,” Sage whispered. It wasn’t the most exciting mission, or the most dangerous, but it was one she was happy to take on. She took Elisha’s hand, and led her back through the tunnels of Ceres to the docks at the Buckle.


  The sense of anarchy throughout the settlement was plainly visible at every turn. Morastus henchmen sat around with civilians, playing cards and drinking, not sure what to do next. Those belonging to other clans did the same. Traders throughout the docks sold whatever they wanted, for whatever they wanted, causing countless fights to break out. There were even dismantled Tribunal fighters for sale. There were plenty of them floating around Ceres to choose from.


  Once they were all aboard the Monarch and it took off it was easy to see why. The Tribunal Fleet was drifting around the asteroid like a pearly white ring caught in Ceres’ orbit. The Ascendant, the Viridian, numerous frigates, and countless fighters were all there with their lights off and with no pilots left alive. The lights of Ceresian scrapper ships flitted among them, the pilots no doubt completely perplexed but wasting no time at taking advantage of a lucrative opportunity.


  Only Sage knew what had happened, and Cassius, wherever he was. Sage had stolen a Ceresian Fighter out of the Hound’s Paw’s main hangar and fled the Earth with Talon’s body, the Tribunal fleet under the control of ADIM had trailed close behind. She came close to being struck by a missile a few times, but her piloting skills helped her to stay ahead of the other Ceresians in retreat. The Tribunal fleet followed all the way to Ceres. However, when it reached the asteroid, it just stopped. Not a single shot was fired.


  Sage wasn’t sure what Cassius had done to stop his Creation from destroying everything. It was like the Circuit itself was given a reset button. A chance to start over. The ruling factions were gone, Cassius disappeared, and all that remained was humanity.


  It was enough to convince Sage to listen to Cassius’ final words, and seek out whatever it was he wanted her to see. A chance at finding the missing Solar-Ark got Captain Larana to offer the use of her ship. Sage, Elisha and the Vergents set out for Ennomos a few days later. “Incomin’ transmission,” Kitt said. He reached around Elisha, who was sitting on his lap and getting remarkably good at working the piloting controls.


  “Who is it?” Larana asked.


  Sage stepped forward to get a better look at the asteroid. It looked so plain that she couldn’t believe it could possibly have anything to do with Cassius.


  “Not sure,” Kitt said. “It’s encrypted with a pass-key. I’m getting similar readouts to the last Circuit-wide message Cassius sent out though.”


  “Can you figure it out?”


  “Workin’ on it.”


  His fingers danced across the controls as he worked. Sage leaned in even closer. She was beginning to be able to make out a spine of metal running along a trough in the asteroid. It wasn’t surprising that the message was protected. Cassius was never one to give up on anything, and whatever he was hiding was meant only for her to discover. He banked on Sage seeking out Ennomos, and like he was so often, he was right.


  “Try ADIM for the password,” she said.


  Kitt entered the name, but shook his head. Sage pursed her lips and closed her eyes, and then it came to her.


  “How about Caleb Vale.”


  The tiny image of Cassius was projected onto a HOLO-Screen in front of him.


  “Sage, my dear,” Cassius’ resonant voice spoke through the ship’s speakers.


  Sage leaned as close to the hologram as she possibly could. With her human hand she pointed to the trough on Ennomos. Kitt nodded that he noticed it, took control of the ship from Elisha, and guided it down into the rocky groove.


  “If you’re seeing this, I know I’ve done enough to earn your hatred,” Cassius continued. “I accept it, but one day I hope you’ll understand. I hope you’ll realize that what I did, I did for the good of humanity. My only regret in doing so will be losing you. I wish I could’ve been there for you after Caleb’s death. I know that deep beneath your veil of faith you’ve always blamed yourself. It wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t my fault. It was his choice to brave that vile world, and his choice alone.


  “You see, there was a time when we were a species of dreamers. Before the Circuit, the Ancients looked up to the sky and wondered how they could go beyond it. For every new challenge they discovered they built something to answer it. My son carried their torch. He wanted to heal the Earth with the technology he could understand, but there are some things beyond our control. What Caleb failed to realize is that we evolved beyond our need for Earth.”


  The Monarch raced through the valley of Ennomos. “What’s that?” Elisha pointed toward the mouth of a tremendous hangar. The outer seal opened all on its own as if they were expected.


  “The Ancients understood this,” Cassius went on. “Before they fell they wanted to seek out another homeworld. They wanted to visit the stars they so often dreamed of. I can’t say for certain why we of the Circuit abandoned that dream and chose to stay, but today our chains are broken. Within Ennomos is an Ark that was created not to circulate resources, but to allow us to claim our destiny. On the Circuit, humanity will persevere as we always have, but out there, on the next frontier, we can thrive.”


  The Monarch entered the hangar and a series of bright lights along the lofty ceiling flashed on, illuminating a familiar hangar as well as the Solar-Ark Amerigo. Kitt had to quickly pull up to avoid crashing straight into it. He maneuvered up over the top of its shimmering solar-sail, and glided over its incredible length.


  “The Ark is my gift to you,” Cassius said, his holographic lips lifting into a smile. “It is yours to do with what you will. You can return it to the Circuit, where it has been for centuries, or you can fill its chambers with those brave enough to fulfill its original purpose and seek out a new Earth. I’ve always wished I could believe in the Spirit, but if anyone can discover the world we’re meant to be on it’s you. You can find us a planet across the galaxy where there are blue skies and green grass; sights and smells we can’t even begin to fathom.”


  Cassius spread his arms out wide. He stared straight forward, looking directly at Sage’s eyes even though he was just a hologram.


  “We can’t change what we are, or what we’ve done,” he said, “but we can change the future. I leave the decision in your worthy hands, Sage Volus. One last mission…”


  Epilogue


  For Cassius Vale, the Earth had always been an alien place—a barren, volatile world where death came from beneath without warning. It was surprising to him, then, when he returned to the planet after destroying it and found it even stranger.


  Gone were the constant quakes and fissures spitting up lava. What was left behind were cool, stagnant chunks of rock which had spread as far as they could before the effects of the Gravitum Bombs faded and each piece was caught by the gravitational pull of the others. They whirled around each other, like a tightly knit asteroid field. Finally, after centuries, the Earth—the cradle of life—was completely sterilized. Gravitum clung to its cloven mantle, waiting to be mined by the industrious peoples of the Circuit.


  Cassius never thought he’d return to the world he so detested. But as his ship, the White Hand, touched down on one of its chunks, somehow it was the only place that seemed fitting. He had to wear a full enviro-suit to walk outside as he always did, though it was no longer because of the toxic atmosphere. It was because there was none. The only signs that Earth had ever been a habitable planet was a strange haze hanging above the surface comprised of ship parts and debris, along with what little moisture and gases remained before they gave way to the great vacuum. Otherwise, he may as well have been walking the surface of Ceres.


  Even gravity felt off-kilter. He was being tugged lightly in every direction as he walked and the chunks of Earth spiraled around each other, as if he were submerged in a pool with constantly shifting tides. The sensation made him nauseous, but he didn’t let it keep him from his task.


  He dragged ADIM’s frame across the parched ground by both arms toward the lip of the Euro-Continent Gravitum Mine. The G conditions remained high enough for it to be extremely heavy for his old arms. When they reached the lip of the Euro-Continent Gravitum Mine he fell onto his back, panting into his helmet.


  “I should’ve built you lighter,” Cassius panted. He used the rest of his energy to prop up the deactivated android’s head so that it hung directly over the chasm. Then he fell against ADIM’s chest, panting into his helmet. He stared up at the stars, flickering through the light haze. The moon obscured a patch of them, undamaged itself except for the darkened scar where its major city used to be.


  He reached into a satchel on his suit’s belt and pulled out a small glass tube holding the plant grown by his son Caleb. The container was smaller than the original, the stringy plant folded over itself in order to fit inside. Then he pulled out his HOLO-Recorder with the last recording of Caleb.


  “You would hate me as much as Sage does, wouldn’t you?” he said. “But I hope that you’d understand.” He rotated the device in his hand, stopping when his thumb landed on the switch to activate Caleb’s embedded recording. There it remained for almost a minute before he tilted his hand and allowed it to roll off into the mine. It plummeted into the darkness, the plant following soon after.


  There were no more goodbyes left to say. Everything he’d wanted since the moment Caleb showed up on Luna with a beam through his chest had come to fruition, but with it went Cassius’ fire, his rage, his need to fight.


  He turned toward ADIM’s blank face and lightless eye-lenses. The android comprised all of those pieces, yet he’d become so much more. He was a miracle. As much as the first humans to be born out of Earth’s good graces were. It was the moment when Cassius saw New Terrene in ruins, bodies tossed around like garbage, that he realized his greatest failure. With proper guidance ADIM could have been a gift to humanity. Instead, he had to be destroyed. For ADIM’s need to replace the shackles of man with new, tighter ones wasn’t due to logic, it was instilled by Cassius. It was because ADIM could feel.


  Cassius slid ADIM’s body as far as he could over the hole without it falling. He held it there on the brink for as long as he could, until his arms started to shake. “I’m sorry, my son,” he whispered. He let go, and in that split second of ADIM scraping across the ground as gravity began to pull him downward, Cassius pictured the first steps he took; how innocent he was. All he ever wanted to do was prove himself worthy, and he’d never get to know how much he was.


  He dove forward and grabbed ADIM by the leg. The weight nearly yanked him down as well, but his foot caught a rock and he was able to brace himself. His shoulder tore, but he gritted his teeth, channeled his training, and lifted ADIM out of the darkness.


  Cassius had failed him, but he wasn’t dead yet.
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