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For all those who have

marched,

protested,

rallied,

spoken up,

sung out,

danced,

written,

painted,

created,

donated,

legislated,

barricaded,

struggled,

voted,

and fought

against inequality, oppression, and injustice.

This book is for you and inspired by you.






Ce qui fait la nuit en nous peut laisser en nous les étoiles.

(Whatever causes the darkest night in our hearts may also grant us the brightest stars.)

—Victor Hugo
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OVERVIEW OF BOOK 2, Between Burning Worlds


PRIMARY CHARACTERS

Marcellus Bonnefaçon: Grandson of General Bonnefaçon and son of Julien Bonnefaçon. Once a commandeur-in-training with the Ministère, now a Vangarde rebel. Traveled to Albion to track down a weapon developed by his grandfather that would allow the general to control the Third Estate (via their Skins) and use them to murder the Patriarche.

Alouette “Little Lark” Taureau (aka Madeline Villette): Raised by Vangarde rebels and her adoptive father, Hugo Taureau. Recently revealed to be the daughter of the Patriarche. Saved the Third Estate from the general’s weapon by using her DNA to access the Forteresse, which houses a kill switch for the Skins. Last seen outside the Paresse Tower, where she was knocked unconscious by an unidentified attacker.

Chatine Renard (aka Théo): Daughter of con artists, former resident of the Frets (slums), and escapee from the prison moon of Bastille. Lived with the Défecteurs while recuperating from injuries. Infiltrated the Ascension banquet with Marcellus, Alouette, and Cerise to stop the general from using his weapon. After riots broke out, she and Marcellus sought refuge at the Vangarde base, where Chatine was reunited with her long-lost brother, Roche.

THE VANGARDE

A rebel group believed to be dead after attempting to free their leader from Bastille. They formerly communicated via devices disguised as devotion beads, but had to shut down the network to convince the Ministère they had perished. Their base is located in the underground Refuge, where the primary members (aka the Sisterhood) protect the Forgotten Word, the First World library, and the Chronicles.

Citizen Rousseau: Former leader of the Vangarde and the Rebellion of 488. Believed by all of Laterre to be dead, but recently revealed (to Marcellus and Chatine) to be alive and recuperating in the Refuge.

Sister Denise (aka Vanessa Collins): The Vangarde’s technical expert and a former cyborg who worked on the top-secret Forteresse project (a DNA lock that protects the kill switch for the Skins and can only be opened by a direct Paresse descendant). She is currently being held in a secret facility run by the general.

Sister Jacqui: Responsible for maintaining the Refuge library, and Alouette’s favorite sister. Currently being held in a secret facility run by the general.

Sister Laurel: The Refuge’s healer and a maternal figure to Alouette.

Principale Francine: Head of the Refuge and responsible for updating the Chronicles.

Roche (aka Henri Renard): An Oublie (orphan) and former messenger for the Vangarde. Recently revealed to be the long-lost brother of Chatine, who helped him escape from Bastille. Now living in the Refuge with the Vangarde.

Julien Bonnefaçon: Father of Marcellus and son of General Bonnefaçon. Wrongfully imprisoned for a deadly bombing during the Rebellion of 488.

Mabelle Dubois: Undercover operative and former governess to Marcellus Bonnefaçon. Killed on Bastille during the mission to break out Citizen Rousseau.

THE MINISTÈRE

The division of the Regime responsible for maintaining law and order on the planet of Laterre.

General Bonnefaçon: Marcellus’s grandfather and head of the Ministère. Conspired with the Queen of Albion to develop an update to the Third Estate Skins that turned them into weapons so he could seize control of Laterre.

Inspecteur Limier: Cyborg and former inspecteur of Vallonay. Found unconscious after trying to capture Hugo Taureau in the Forest Verdure, where he was shot by Alouette. Last seen recuperating from a brain injury and memory damage in the Ministère headquarters.

Directeur Gustave Chevalier: Directeur of the Cyborg and Technology Labs in the Ministère headquarters and father of Cerise Chevalier.

Inspecteur Chacal: Former sergent and then inspecteur of the Policier who brutalized the Third Estate. Killed by Chatine at the Ascension banquet.

Warden Gallant: Warden of the Bastille prison.

Apolline Moreau: Laterrian Spaceforce capitaine who led the combatteur attack on Bastille during Citizen Rousseau’s attempted escape.

Commandeur Michele Vernay: Close friend of General Bonnefaçon and former commandeur of the Ministère. Killed on a failed mission to assassinate the Queen of Albion.

DÉFECTEURS

A community of people who have chosen to live off the Regime’s grid in the Terrain Perdu. Stealth technology (fueled by zyttrium) keeps their camp and ships concealed from detection. Their numbers have dwindled in recent years due to General Bonnefaçon’s roundups. They helped the Vangarde break Citizen Rousseau out of Bastille.

Etienne: An experienced pilote and spacecraft builder who lost his father in one of the roundups when his community set fire to the chalets in an attempt to scare off the droids and Etienne went back inside for a lost toy. Rescued Chatine from Bastille.

Brigitte: Mother of Etienne and former cyborg who worked on the Forteresse project with Sister Denise. Now a healer.

Marilyn: Etienne’s handmade ship, who has a very “sexy” voice.

Gabriel Courfey: Former thief from the town of Montfer and now honorary Défecteur. Traveled to Albion with Marcellus, Alouette, and Cerise to track down the general’s weapon. After being gravely wounded by a cluster bullet, he was left in the care of Brigitte.

FIRST AND SECOND ESTATES

The “upper” estates who enjoy a privileged life of luxury. Most live in the climate-controlled Ledôme in the capital city of Vallonay.

Patriarche Lyon Paresse: Direct descendant of the founding Paresse family and former leader of Laterre. Recently revealed to be Alouette’s biological father. Beheaded by the Red Scar.

Matrone Veronik Paresse: Former Matrone of Laterre and wife to Lyon Paresse. Originally from Reichenstat.

Premier Enfant Marie Paresse: Daughter of the Patriarche and Matrone, who was murdered by a poisoned peach just before her third birthday.

Cerise Chevalier: Daughter of Directeur Chevalier, skilled hacker, and a self-proclaimed sympathizeur of the Third Estate. She intercepted a message sent through an abandoned space probe that revealed details about the weapon the general was developing with Albion. Later, while infiltrating the Ascension banquet, she was captured by her father, who scheduled her for a cyborg operation.

Grantaire: Son of the Montfer Policier inspecteur and part of the sympathizeur network. Helped Marcellus and his friends sneak onto a voyageur and break into Ledôme.

THIRD ESTATE

Consisting mostly of ferme, hothouse, exploit, and fabrique workers, these Laterrians are the poorest of the planet and live in slums like the Frets. Until recently they were tracked and monitored by the Skins (screens implanted in their arms).

Maximilienne “Max” Epernay: Leader of the violent Red Scar rebel group. Responsible for many attacks, including the bombing of a hothouse and the execution of the Patriarche.

Jolras Epernay: Member of the Red Scar. Sister of Maximilienne and Nadette Epernay. Began to have doubts about Max’s violent plans and tried to warn Marcellus of her intentions.

Nadette Epernay: Former governess wrongfully executed for the Premier Enfant’s murder. Sister of Maximilienne and Jolras Epernay.

Lisole Villette: Alouette’s mother, who died when Alouette was very young. A former maid at the Grand Palais who was fired after her affair with future Patriarche Lyon Paresse was discovered. Faked baby Alouette’s death to protect her from the Ministère and gave instructions to Hugo Taureau to bring her to the Refuge.

Hugo Taureau (aka Jean LeGrand): Alouette’s adoptive father, former resident of the Refuge, and escaped convict, who fled to Reichenstat after being pursued by Inspecteur Limier.

Monsieur and Madame Renard: Con artists and parents of Chatine, Azelle, and Roche. Constantly evading arrest, they were last seen at the Défecteur camp in the Terrain Perdu, where they posed as “Fabian and Gen” in an attempt to steal the camp’s zyttrium.

Azelle Renard: Oldest child of the Renards and sister to Chatine and Roche. Died in the Red Scar bombing of the TéléSkin fabrique, where she worked.

The “Capitaine”: Trader in illicit goods and old acquaintance of Chatine who lives secretly amid the first estate.

THE PLANET OF ALBION

Of the twelve planets in the System Divine, Albion is the most similar to the First World and Laterre’s longest-standing enemy. Despite its superior weapons development program, the planet recently lost dominion over Usonia (and its supply of titan) during the War of Independence.

Queen Matilda: Current ruler of Albion. Plotted with General Bonnefaçon to develop a weapon in exchange for help winning back control of Usonia.

Admiral Wellington: Admiral of the Albion Royal Space Fleet who commandeered the voyageur carrying Marcellus, Alouette, Cerise, and Gabriel en route to Albion.

Lady Alexander: The Queen’s High Chancellor. Escorted Marcellus and his friends to the Royal Ministry of Defence complex, where the general’s new weapon was being developed.

Dr. Edward Collins: Father of Sister Denise and a neuroengineer who helped develop the weapon for General Bonnefaçon. Killed by a cluster bullet while helping Marcellus and his friends escape Albion.









- PART 1 - ORDER OF THE SOLS









Laterre stretched out like one vast quilt of land. Verdant forests in the west. Rocky peninsulas and undulating green hills in the east. Forgotten swaths of frozen tundra stretching out endlessly at its heart. And surrounding it all, hugging its every coast and craggy cliff, the infinite, shimmering Secana Sea.

One ruler would rule these lands. One leader strong and resolute. One Sol guiding and steady and bright.

Whose light, when extinguished, would be replaced by another.

Or so the ancestors believed.

From The Chronicles of Laterre, Volume 3, Chapter 15






- CHAPTER 1 - ALOUETTE


ALOUETTE IMAGINED IT WAS LIGHT from the Sols. Beautiful flares of cobalt blue, golden white, and scarlet red. As the blinding spark pierced her vision, she bit back a scream, reminding herself that it was an illusion, a trick of the brain, nothing more than electrical signals telling her this was even worse than the last time. It was all in her mind. The light. The pain. The fire that burned her face. That’s why they did it. They were trying to break her mind. But they would not. The last thing Alouette would allow them to break was her mind.

The scream broke instead.

It charged out of her like a voyageur breaking atmosphere, like a planet exploding. Until all she could hear was that scream and all she could see was that light and all she could feel was that fire.

Then, she vomited. And it was over.

For now.

The inspecteur lowered the device and took a step back while Alouette caught her breath. She knew to take her time. It was the only reprieve she had—these precious moments between being unable to speak and being expected to.

“Where is he?” asked the cyborg in that chilling monotone. Even though it was the same question the inspecteur asked every day, it still sent a shiver of fear through Alouette. She wasn’t afraid of more pain. She’d almost gotten used to the pain. It was the fear that her body would eventually betray her. Her tongue would move on its own. Her lips would foolishly give away the only thing that was keeping her alive.

“Where is Marcellus Bonnefaçon?” the inspecteur said, raising the device again and waving it ominously toward Alouette’s neck. Alouette flinched and immediately reprimanded herself for it. The circuitry embedded in the left side of the cyborg’s face flickered with satisfaction. “This can all be over. This can all end tonight. All you have to do is tell us where he is and the pain will stop.”

Alouette gritted her teeth. The device moved closer. Alouette pressed her toes against the tops of her shoes and her wrists against the metal restraints, bearing down.

“Relax,” came a familiar voice in her mind. “The pain is worse when you fight it.”

The sharp prong of the device brushed her skin, and Alouette let her body fall limp against the chair. She heard a sizzle as the electricity hummed through her skin, locating the nerve at the base of her jaw.

And then it happened.

Her forehead exploded in flames. A million tiny daggers stabbed at her eyes. Her cheekbones felt as if they were being crushed by a droid’s unyielding metal fist. And inside her mouth, her tongue turned to scorching molten lava.

This time, however, Alouette was somehow able to contain her scream.

And the meager contents of her stomach.

The inspecteur stepped away, taking the pain with her. “Where is the general’s grandson?” she asked. If she was getting tired of the same routine day in and day out, she didn’t show it. Then again, cyborgs rarely showed any emotion.

“Don’t let them see the truth,” the voice reminded her. “Or they’ll have no reason to keep you alive.”

Alouette closed her eyes, gripping desperately to the clarity and comfort the voice brought her. She was so grateful to have it back in her life, even if she had to use her imagination to make the words sound real.

“Give it to me,” someone snarled from the other side of the room, and Alouette’s eyes shot open to see a figure emerging from the shadows. Had it been there the whole time? Watching?

“This farce has gone on long enough,” the figure said. “Who is running this facility, Inspecteur Champlain? You or her?”

The cyborg looked momentarily stunned by the rebuke. “I’m sorry, Monsieur. I’ve been trying. Every day. But she won’t talk.”

The figure snatched the device from the inspecteur’s hand and stepped into the single shaft of light affixed over Alouette’s head. But Alouette didn’t need the light to recognize him. She would recognize him in a dark room, with her eyes sewn shut, and her ears covered. She would recognize the feel of him. His energy was unlike any she’d ever known. It filled every centimètre of the room, forcing out all of the air.

“Perhaps it’s because she doesn’t actually know anything,” General Bonnefaçon said, his cool hazel eyes focused intently on Alouette. “Perhaps she’s been playing us for fools this whole time.”

And then, he was there. Towering over her. Glaring down at her like a hungry lion standing over an injured lamb.

No, Alouette reminded herself. I am the lion. He is the prey. He is more afraid of me than I am of him. That’s why I’m here.

The inspecteur took three paces back, as though Alouette might implode and she was afraid of getting hit by the debris. The general lowered himself into the chair opposite Alouette, his eyes never leaving hers.

She hadn’t seen him since the night he’d found her at the base of the Paresse Tower. She remembered the blow that came to her head, extinguishing all the stars in the sky. Then, she’d woken up here, in this dark place that knew no stars, no light, no hope of rescue. They were on an island not drawn on any maps, not marked on any TéléComs, invisible even to satellite imagery due to Laterre’s thick cloud coverage. Up until a few months ago, she hadn’t even known it existed.

“Madeline Villette,” the general began in a cold, chilling tone. It was the name her mother had given her. An unfamiliar name. A name that conjured up a past of running, hiding, of pretending to be someone else without even knowing it. “I am not pleased to be here today. There are so many other worthwhile things I would rather be doing. I had hoped this little problem would have been solved by now.” He flashed a look at Inspecteur Champlain, who was now hiding in the shadows. “And yet, here we are, more than three months later.”

Alouette felt something heavy and ominous slink into the pit of her stomach. If the general was here, if he was the one holding that device, that meant it was all over. She had strung them along for months and now her time was up.

“Sometimes,” the general went on, straightening the cuffs of his pristine white uniform, “it’s the small pebble in your shoe that ends up causing more disturbance in your life than the largest of boulders. You have been an inconvenience since the day you were born. And I see now that time hasn’t changed you at all.”

He stood up and began to pace behind his chair. “You should be resting with the Sols right now. You know it and I know it.” He stopped and snapped his gaze back to her. “But I think Inspecteur Champlain has underestimated you. I think you know exactly what you’re doing and why you’re still here.”

The chill of his words sent shivers of dread through Alouette. It was all over. He was onto her. Somehow Alouette had been able to fool the inspecteur all this time, but she couldn’t fool the general. Not anymore. He knew now that she didn’t have the slightest idea where Marcellus Bonnefaçon was. He knew that every well-timed hesitation and subtle hint she’d given the inspecteur over the past three months had all been a ruse to keep her useful. Keep her alive.

Because Marcellus Bonnefaçon was a dangerous threat. He was one of the few people left who knew the truth about the general and what he’d tried to do at that banquet. With those Skins. And every day that Alouette pretended to know his whereabouts was another day she got to live. Another day she got to rot away in this cell, thinking about Marcellus, and all the other people she prayed were still alive. Still safe. Chatine and Gabriel and Cerise.

Cerise.

Alouette’s chest squeezed at the memory of the last time she’d seen her. Fighting, screaming, twisting in the grip of those guards who had dragged her down the hallway of the Ministère headquarters. Had she managed to escape them? Or was she now…

Alouette shoved the thought from her mind. She had to keep hold of her hope, no matter how thin and flimsy it had become. It was all she had left in here.

That and the voices in her head.

“So, how about we make this clean and simple?” the general said. “No more pain. No more games. Do you actually know where my grandson is?”

Alouette said nothing and the general gestured to Inspecteur Champlain, who hurried over with a hologram unit and switched it on.

Seconds later, Alouette’s face was bathed in light of every color: the warm browns of the Bûcheron Mountains, the inky dark blue of the Secana Sea, the luscious greens of the Forest Verdure, and the stark whites of the Terrain Perdu. The whole of Laterre spread out before her, a world unfurling. And Alouette saw her home. Not just the Refuge she grew up in or the exploit city she was born in. But all of it. It was all her home. A planet that lived in her blood and pumped through her veins. A people whom she’d set free. This was the hope that breathed inside of her. That kept her from giving up.

“I’m giving you one last chance,” the general said. “Tell me where he is, and I might even be merciful and let you live out your days on Bastille.”

“Lies,” said the voice in her mind.

As Alouette stared at that hologram map of the planet—her planet—it was like she was staring at a blank page of the sisters’ Chronicles, just waiting to be written upon. Just waiting for the next page of history to be recorded.

And she would have a say in that history if it was the last thing she did. Even if it killed her.

Alouette glanced up from the map and forced herself to hold the general’s steely gaze. Then, in a voice ragged with time and neglect, she said, “The people will never follow you. They will never trust you. And as long as Marcellus Bonnefaçon is still out there, he will make sure you never win.”

The general’s jaw tensed and his grip around the metal-pronged device tightened. Alouette braced herself for more pain. But the general only laughed. “Stupide girl. You’ve been in here a long time. The planet is a different place than you left it. A better place.”

He rested his hands on the back of his chair and leaned toward her, close enough that his energy, his menacing presence, was everywhere, covering her, chilling her, seeping deeper into her nerves than any torture device. “They already trust me. They already follow me.” Then, after glancing over his shoulder to ensure the inspecteur was out of earshot, he whispered, “It’s better than following the daughter of a worthless blood whore, just because her father is the Patriarche.” His mouth broke into a sinister smile as his hazel eyes flashed in the single shaft of light. “Sorry. Was the Patriarche.”

The general turned and stalked toward the door of the cell. All the while, Alouette’s mind was spinning, struggling to make sense of this new information.

Is the Patriarche dead?

But her thoughts came to a jarring halt as something sparked across her vision. At first, she thought it was the device again, sending blinding, searing light through her skull. But she felt no pain. That’s when she realized the light was coming from Inspecteur Champlain. Something was happening to her circuitry. It was flickering erratically, like someone had hacked the signal. And her face had gone deathly still, her jaw hanging slightly ajar and her eyes fixed on the empty space in front of her. Alouette glanced at the general, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Inspecteur,” he said brusquely as he reached the door.

The word seemed to free the cyborg from whatever was happening to her. The flickering stopped. Her eyes snapped into focus. “Yes, General?”

“Don’t make me regret giving you this promotion.” He thrust the device back into her hand and nodded dismissively to Alouette. “Make sure this is taken care of, or you’ll be back rounding up scum on the streets of Lacrête.”

“Yes, General,” the cyborg replied. She clutched the device in her hand and stepped toward Alouette, the metal prong glinting in the overhead light.

Alouette winced, once again bracing herself for the pain. But again, the pain didn’t come.

“Forget that,” the general barked as he yanked open the door of Alouette’s cell. “She doesn’t know anything. It would seem the decision to keep her alive has been a waste of time.” His gaze settled on Alouette once more, and she could see the finality in his eyes just as clearly as she could hear it in his voice. “Obviously, she’s worth more to me dead.”






- CHAPTER 2 - CHATINE


THERE WAS NO RAIN IN the Marsh today. A cloak of gray clouds hung above the bustling marketplace, but there wasn’t a drop of moisture to be found.

He’s even somehow managed to improve the weather.

Chatine Renard scooted forward on the exposed metal beam she was straddling, trying to identify one thing about the scene below that felt familiar. She couldn’t. She’d been living underground for more than three months, and it was like she’d emerged onto an entirely different planet.

Every stall in the marketplace bore a brand-new canopy, made of blue, yellow, or turquoise canvas, and as they flapped and billowed in the soft breeze, it was as if the whole Marsh had transformed into a vast rainbow sea. On the tables below, great pyramids of gleaming fruits sat next to huge baskets of vegetables that appeared so fresh and vibrant it was as if they were made of plastique. Not a single loose chicken pecked or squawked or flapped amid the mud and trash. Because there was no longer any mud or trash. The walkways between the stalls looked as if they’d been scrubbed clean, slat by metal slat. And there was a freshness in the air—a sharp cleanliness that stung Chatine’s nostrils. It was almost more pungent than the stink that used to cling to the city like a drenched jacket.

But the most unsettling sight of all was the flickering images that danced in the air, populating every corner of the marketplace and the Frets beyond. The holographic projections stood taller than a Policier droid, and their dizzying loops of bright, flashing color kept snagging at the periphery of Chatine’s vision, constantly sucking her into their shimmering displays.

How did he manage to do all of this in only three months?

“Are you keeping watch?” said the thirteen-year-old boy balancing next to Chatine on the high rafter. His hand was shoved into a joint that connected two support beams of what was left of the old cargo ship that now served as the Third Estate marketplace. “You have to warn me if you see anything.”

Chatine rolled her eyes. “I know.”

That was another thing that was vastly different about her trip to the Marsh today. Chatine was not used to having a partner. Especially one who gave her orders. Even if it was her little brother.

“And whatever you do,” Roche said, twisting his fingers deeper into the joint, “if you spot trouble, don’t be a hero.”

She snorted. “When have I ever tried to be a hero?”

“Pretty much every moment since the first time I met you.”

“Hey,” Chatine shot back. “If it weren’t for me, you’d still be on Bastille.”

“If it weren’t for you, I never would have been sent to Bastille.”

Chatine bit back the reply that came instantly to her tongue. He might have a point. Ever since she’d met Roche, the homeless Oublie with no parents, she’d somehow always found herself trying to save him from dire situations. But maybe that was just because he was always stupide enough to get himself into those dire situations.

“Just keep watching,” Roche told her. “Don’t move your eyes in one fluid motion. Instead focus on object to object. You’ll see more that way.”

“I lived in the Frets for ten years, remember? I know how to keep a lookout.”

With a huff, she turned and focused back on the swarms of people below. They felt no more familiar than anything else in this place. She was used to sitting on this very perch and gazing out at a sea of crocs and hustlers and con artists. Her kind of people. Or what used to be her kind of people. But now, no one was stealing. No one was sleeping off a bad weed-wine hangover in the alleyways between stalls. No one was fighting over the size of a chou bread loaf. People were being… civil to one another. Even nice. Wrapped in warm wool coats with shiny new boots on their feet, they moved carefully and politely around one another on the walkways, sometimes stopping to greet a friend or smile at a rosy-cheeked baby in a mother’s arms. Everyone seemed to have a lightness in their gait and a hop in their step. The hunger and misery that used to weigh them down, Chatine realized, was nowhere to be found. And neither were the three-mètre-high droids that used to patrol the streets like metal monsters.

The sisters had warned her that things would look different now, but she’d never expected anything like this. The whole thing was creepy. She almost preferred the droids. At least with bashers, she knew what to expect.

“Can you hurry up, please?” she said with a shiver.

“Got it!” Roche yanked his hand out of the joint, revealing a tiny black sphere clutched between his slender fingers.

Chatine leaned in for a better look. “That’s it? That’s what we’re out here risking our necks for?”

“Don’t forget,” Roche reminded her with a smirk, “you’re the one who begged to come on this mission.”

“I didn’t beg. I asked. Politely.” Then, after a look from Roche, Chatine was forced to add, “A few times.”

“This is one of the Vangarde’s primary cams,” Roche explained, gesturing to the crowded marketplace below. “Just look at this placement. You can see almost the entire Marsh from up here. The sisters have been practically blind since this cam went offline. Obviously, it’s an important mission.”

Chatine didn’t doubt it was an important mission. She just doubted the sisters’ judgment in sending a thirteen-year-old kid to do it. The truth was, she had begged. She’d begged them not to send him. It was too dangerous. He was too young. And when they’d refused to listen, that’s when she’d begged to go with him. She’d assured the sisters she could be an asset, a lookout. But really, she couldn’t breathe at the thought of him being out here alone.

Roche pulled his récepteur from his pocket and flipped it open to reveal a numeric keypad and a small screen inside. He held down one of the keys and then spoke quietly into the barely visible microphone. “I’ve extracted the faulty cam.”

“Good work,” came Sister Marguerite’s response a moment later through the device’s tiny speaker. “Install the replacement cam and return to base immediately.”

“Roger that,” Roche said officiously, and snapped the récepteur closed.

Chatine watched on as he pocketed the old cam and pulled out the replacement that Sister Marguerite had given him earlier this morning. After blowing twice into the joint to chase away the dust, he leaned forward and concentrated hard on positioning the new cam between the two beams, his tongue peeking out from the corner of his mouth, making him look like the little boy he would always be in Chatine’s mind. No matter how old he got or how tall he grew or how many missions the Vangarde entrusted him with, he would always be Henri, the precious baby she’d lost, and then, by the grace of the Sols, found again.

“Chatine, you’re doing that creepy staring thing again,” Roche reprimanded her, and it was only then she realized he was right.

“Sorry,” she muttered, and returned her gaze to the Marsh. Sometimes she just couldn’t believe he was back.

“You need to stay focused. The sisters are counting on us.”

“I know the stakes,” she said impatiently. She might be grateful to have her little brother back, but that didn’t mean she liked taking orders from him.

Chatine drew in a deep breath. It was a relief to feel fresh air in her lungs again. To be back in a dark hooded coat and comfortably worn pants, instead of those weird tunic things the sisters made her wear. The Refuge—buried ten mètres below the ground—was a good place to hide, but it seemed to be growing smaller by the day. And the circulated air that pumped through the hallways by archaic humming machines left a stale, bitter taste in Chatine’s mouth. When Principale Francine had finally agreed to let Chatine accompany Roche to the surface today, Chatine had nearly leapt for joy.

That is, until she saw, firsthand, just how much the surface had changed in the past three months. Everything about this place was unnerving her. And the longer they were out here, exposed, the more she just wanted to get Roche safely back underground.

“Bonjour, Laterre!” Music suddenly flooded the air, causing Chatine to lose her balance. She gripped the beam and glanced around at the multitude of hologram projections, all displaying a bright-eyed, big-haired woman standing in front of what looked like the Vallonay docklands. But they, too, were no longer recognizable. They were too clean, too shiny, too perfect.

“It’s Month 3, Day 9, 506, and another day in Laterrian paradise,” the woman said with a voice that made Chatine want to punch her. “I’m Desirée Beauchamp, the host of your daily TéléCast. As you can see from the glorious view behind me, Vallonay’s rebuilt docklands are a spectacle to be admired.”

The footage zoomed in closer to show a stream of smiling Third Estaters crossing the gangway onto a brand-new bateau whose deck rails and vast anchors glittered and gleamed in the daylight.

“Thanks to the generosity and goodwill of our provisional leader, General Bonnefaçon,” the obnoxious host continued, “these newly reopened docks are yet another bright and shining mark of progress on our beautiful planet.”

Chatine snorted again and was about to yank her gaze away when she noticed the crowds of people below. They had all stopped what they were doing, freezing in place like someone had pressed pause on a playback. Every single person in the marketplace was staring upward, basking in the glow of the holograms, absorbing every single word this chipper woman was saying to them. As if her voice was coming straight from the Sols.

“Are you done yet?” Chatine asked Roche. “This place is giving me the creeps.”

Roche scooted closer to the support beam, stretching his arm up so that his entire hand nearly disappeared into the joint. “Almost… there…,” he said through gritted teeth.

“We’re so grateful to General Bonnefaçon.”

Chatine’s attention snapped back to the hologram. The bright-eyed woman was no longer standing in front of the docks. She was now interviewing a man dressed in a dark brown fabrique uniform, sitting with other workers at a long table overflowing with trays of crispy potatoes, bubbling gravy, and piles of steaming broccoli.

“The Patriarche’s death was a travesty, to be sure,” the man continued. “But the general has been good to us. We have food in our bellies and warm clothes on our backs. My bébés haven’t cried from hunger in months. As far as I’m concerned, the System Alliance can just appoint the general as leader and I’d be happy as a chicken in a cornfield.”

Desirée Beauchamp turned back to the cam, resuming her rosy-lipped artificial smile. “Of course, we still have to wait a little while longer to find out who will be chosen as Laterre’s permanent leader. For the first time in our history, the System Alliance has been forced to invoke the contingency clause of the Order of the Sols, which states that in the absence of a legitimate heir, or if the heir is deemed unfit to rule, the Alliance shall appoint the next leader of Laterre. The general has been in talks with the delegates who represent the twelve planets of our glorious System for weeks now and, as of yet, a decision has not been made, although we expect the official vote and appointment to be announced any day now. Speculations on who the delegates of the System Alliance will choose have spread across the planet. The most popular rumors among Second and Third Estaters alike have been, of course, that the System Alliance will nominate the closest living relative to the departed Patriarche, putting his three cousins, Élisabeth, Alphonse, and Philippe Paresse, at the top of the list and earning them the nickname of ‘the Favorites.’ ”

Chatine watched on, sickened, as the footage of the fabrique’s cantine dissolved into an image of the soaring Paresse Tower, backdropped by the vast blue TéléSky of Ledôme. Underneath the enormous clawed feet of the tower stood a slender, coiffed woman in a flowing apricot-colored gown.

“Obviously, I would be honored to be appointed,” said the woman Chatine recognized as Élisabeth Paresse. Her stiff upper lip barely moved as she spoke. “And as the Patriarche’s oldest cousin, I do believe it is my duty to step up in this time of our planet’s greatest need.”

The footage morphed again, this time to a man—Alphonse Paresse—sitting beside a sparkling blue pool behind the largest manoir Chatine had ever seen. “I’m certain whoever the Alliance appoints will be the right choice. I trust in the delegates of our beloved System. And should they appoint me, of course, I will do my very best to serve this planet and ensure that we all continue to live in glory.” As he winked at the cam, Chatine felt a clench in her stomach.

The Vangarde better figure out what the fric they’re doing. And fast. Otherwise one of these buffoons is going to be moving into the Grand Palais.

“Done!” Roche announced, withdrawing his hand from the joint. He kept it poised under the beam, ready to catch the cam in case it fell back out. But it held.

“Great,” Chatine said, anxiously licking her cold lips. “Let’s go.”

“Not yet,” Roche said, squinting into the crevice between the beams. “Sister Marguerite told me I had to wait for the green light. That means it’s online.”

Chatine sighed. She wasn’t sure if it was the chill in the air, that Desirée woman’s tinkling voice echoing off the surrounding Frets, or just the stark, unsettling difference of this whole place, but she was starting to get a bad premonition deep in her gut. As a Fret rat, she’d learned to trust those intuitions. They were usually right.

“We, of course, will be giving you live updates as we continue to monitor the System Alliance’s fateful decision,” said Desirée Beauchamp. “Until next time, au revoir and Vive Laterre!”

The host’s beaming face faded away, leaving behind the shimmering emblem of the Ministère—two rayonettes crisscrossed over the planet—and a smooth, friendly voice crooning, “Glory for all of Laterre,” which was apparently the Ministère’s new motto.

Chatine tapped her fingers anxiously on her leg, glancing between a group of sergents who were patrolling nearby and Roche, who was still peering into the joint. The sight of those somber gray Policier uniforms uneased her, and even though she was confident the two of them were well hidden up here in the rafters, she still pulled her hood low across her brow, covering her dark hair that was now just long enough to tuck behind her ears. Sister Marguerite had warned her about the repercussions of getting scanned by a cyborg or the TéléCom of a passing sergent. Since the Vangarde had erased her profile from the Communiqué, Chatine Renard officially no longer existed in the eyes of the Regime. But she definitely still existed in the eyes of the general. And he would undoubtedly be looking for her. And Marcellus. After what they’d done at the Ascension banquet three months ago, she wouldn’t be surprised if the general had tasked the most brilliant of his lackeys with tracking them down.

“Success!” Roche whispered beside her, pulling her attention back to her brother. “We have a working cam.”

“Fantastique,” Chatine said hurriedly, preparing to crawl across the beam to the nearest exit. “Let’s go.”

“Wait a minute.” Roche’s attention was suddenly focused on something in the distance. “Is that…” He rummaged around in the sac strapped to his chest and pulled out a bulky contraption that looked like a pair of detached droid eyes. He held the gadget up to his face and peered through it.

“What?” Chatine asked, trying to follow the direction of his gaze.

“It is!” Roche exclaimed. “Sols! What the fric is he doing here?”

“Who?” Chatine’s anxiety ratcheted up three notches as she glanced between the crowd below and her brother, who was still peering through the strange contraption. It somehow seemed too big for his little head. “Give me that.” She snatched it out of his hand and held it up to her own eyes. The world magnified in an instant, making her so dizzy she nearly fell off the beam again. “Whoa,” she said, steadying herself. “What is this thing?”

Roche huffed. “The sisters gave it to me. It’s called a binocular. Or binoculars. I forget. Anyway, it’s a First World relic, so be careful with it.”

“What did you see?” Chatine asked, ignoring him.

Roche pointed straight into the distance. “Over there. At Monsieur Ferraille’s junkyard stall.”

Mindful of her her balance this time, Chatine peered through the strange droid-like eyes, marveling at the level of detail she was able to perceive. She could see the soft fuzz of golden apricots being delivered from the hothouses, the glint of the metal coins the Ministère had minted to replace digital tokens as they passed between buyers and sellers, and even the corner of a darkened, inactive Skin peeking out from the cuff of a sleeve. If only she’d had one of these binocular things back when she was a thief. She could’ve spotted a gullible Second Estater from kilomètres away.

Finally, Chatine located the stall, and the familiar details of Monsieur Ferraille’s wares came into focus. But it wasn’t the rusted pots, spools of wire, or scraps of mismatched fabric that interested Chatine. It was the man rummaging through it all, his eyes darting anxiously around as though he were being followed.

He wore the same pristine coat as everyone else in the Marsh, the same gleaming new boots. But it was the flowing curls and high, almost regal brow that made him recognizable. And those pale, intense eyes.

Chatine shuddered. The last time she’d seen those eyes, she’d been standing in this very Marsh, moments before she’d watched Maximilienne Epernay, the leader of the Red Scar, stand on a platform and call for the Patriarche’s death. Moments before she’d watched the blue laser of the Blade slice through Lyon Paresse’s neck.

No one had heard from Max or any of the Red Scar since that night. They’d all fled into the darkness the moment the droids had arrived. Most people hoped they were gone for good.

And up until a few seconds ago, Chatine had been one of them.

But now, as she watched Jolras Epernay, Maximilienne’s brother, riffle through a pile of engine parts at Monsieur Ferraille’s stall, she wondered if they’d all been foolish to hope.

The man plucked a rusty power cell from the pile and turned it around in his hands. It was clear he was only pretending to study it because his gaze kept bouncing around the marketplace.

What was he doing here? In broad daylight? Was he on his own? Or was he back to working for Max?

“As soon as he leaves that stall, we move.”

“Move?” Chatine lowered the binoculars and turned back to her brother. “You mean, go back to the Refuge?”

“No, imbecile. We follow him.”

Chatine nearly lost her balance for a third time. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. No way. Too dangerous. We’re not following him.”

“We have to figure out what he’s doing here,” Roche said with a twinge of impatience.

“No,” Chatine said sternly. “We don’t have to do anything. You were assigned to replace the broken cam. Which you did. And I was assigned to protect you.”

“After you begged.”

Chatine threw up her hands. “It doesn’t matter! Sister Marguerite just told us to return to the Refuge, which is what we’re going to do. We’ll tell the sisters what we saw, and they can figure out what to do about him.”

“But by then he might be gone again. What if this is our only chance to find the Red Scar?”

“You don’t even know he’s still with the Red Scar. He told Marcellus that he wanted nothing to do with Max anymore.”

“And you believe that?”

Chatine squirmed under her brother’s scrutiny. The truth was she wasn’t sure what to believe. Jolras had always given her confusing vibes. But she didn’t want to supply Roche with any more ammunition. She could tell he was already forming one of his infamous “hunches.” He’d been driving her up the wall with them. The general had poisoned the water supply. The Matrone hadn’t escaped to Reichenstat, as everyone had been told, but was, instead, hiding out on a sheep ferme in Delaine, pretending to be a ferme worker. The rusty machines from the old blood bordels that the general had shut down were being used to make the Ministère’s new coins. And now, Jolras Epernay was on some secret, undercover mission for a terrorist group that had vanished months ago.

“I don’t think we have enough information to make this decision,” Chatine replied diplomatically. “And I don’t think we should stray from our assignment. Remember the sisters can track us wherever we go.” She gestured to the pocket where Roche had stored the Vangarde’s récepteur.

“If you’re afraid, you don’t have to come,” Roche said, jutting out his chin defiantly. “I can do it by myself.”

Chatine felt a growl building in her throat. “I’m not afraid, I just—”

“Good, then on my count. One, two…”

Chatine’s gaze darted back to the stall, where Jolras was handing Monsieur Ferraille a shiny new coin in exchange for a rusty pair of old pliers.

“Roche!”

“Three!”

Suddenly, Roche was moving, leaping to a nearby support beam and sliding toward the ground. Chatine released a final grunt of protest before letting her body tip forward.

It was like she’d never left. Her muscles remembered every move, every turn, every loose pipe, as she spun around the metal beam and somersaulted down to the ground. The force of her landing knocked the hood off her head and she scrambled to yank it back up, desperately scanning their surroundings for anyone nearby with a TéléCom, but thankfully, there wasn’t a sergent or officer in sight.

Roche slid to the ground beside her and they were off, two former Fret rats moving in perfect synchronicity through the crowd, communicating only in glances and subtle gestures, as though they’d been doing this together their entire lives. As though the Renard blood that ran through both of their veins connected them by some invisible force.

All the while, Chatine kept Jolras Epernay in her sights, following his movements easily, effortlessly, watching his flowing curls bob through the crowd. As much as she despised Roche’s disobedience, she couldn’t deny the thrilling adrenaline that was surging through her veins. She’d forgotten what it felt like to track, to chase, to hunt. She felt like a wild animal who’d been locked in captivity for too long, and now she was finally allowed to do what she did best. For the first time in three months, Chatine Renard felt alive.






- CHAPTER 3 - Cerise


“INCOMING DOWNLOAD FROM SURVEILLANCE SECTOR 01.09.63. Please accept.”

Cerise Chevalier paused the footage on her screen and turned to her tertiary monitor. “Accept,” she replied, and the display began to populate with thousands of images.

“Downloading,” said the smooth voice through her audio interface. “Five percent… ten percent… fifteen percent…”

Cerise’s long black lashes fluttered softly as her left eye performed a rapid initial scan of the download. She already knew from the metadata that it was originating from the Third Estate marketplace in Vallonay, captured by hologram module 63. But she wouldn’t know how useful the surveillance would be until the download was complete and she could examine it more thoroughly.

She turned back to her primary monitor and resumed playback on the footage she’d been analyzing.

“Take a closer look. Think really hard before answering. Now, tell me, have you seen this man?” The sergent on the screen shoved his TéléCom closer to the stall owner’s face. The woman swallowed hard and focused her flitting gaze on the image.

“I told you already,” she said shakily. “I-I-I haven’t seen him. Not since the general broadcast his arrest warrant a few months ago.”

“Look again!” the sergent shouted, causing the woman to whimper and cast her gaze back down at the screen. “Take your time. This is extremely important to the general. And he will be very pleased if you give him the information he wants.”

“I…,” the woman began, her fearful eyes watering.

“Yes?” the sergent prompted.

“I… might have seen him.”

“Where?” he demanded.

The woman’s throat bulged as she swallowed. “In the Marsh. A few days ago. He was buying vegetables. Potatoes and leeks. Maybe for a stew?”

Cerise tapped on her control panel and paused the footage. As she zoomed in on the stall owner’s frozen face, Cerise could see the flicker of her own embedded circuitry reflected in the screen of her monitor, flashing in rhythm with her neuroprocessors. Her cybernetic eye diligently captured images of the woman’s lips, cheekbones, forehead, and the skin around her eyes, until Cerise could decrypt the true meaning behind the stall owner’s response.

Lie.

Cerise marked the footage as a dead end and clicked to the next interview in her queue.

This was the weakness of humans, Cerise had quickly discovered after her operation three months ago. They gave away their secrets without knowing it. Their true thoughts and feelings and struggles were displayed right across their faces. If you had the right software, it was easy to decrypt their real emotions. And Cerise had the right software. She’d programmed it herself, using a modification to her internal facial recognition scanners.

Now Cerise could decrypt it all.

Well, 99.999 percent of it all. She was still working on perfecting the code.

But it was this ability, to analyze humans so efficiently, that had earned her a permanent job in the Ministère’s Bureau of Défense, her own cubicle in the front row of the primary operations room, and the general’s very special assignment. His top-priority assignment.

“Have you seen this man?” The next footage in her queue had started to play, and Cerise watched the same sergent present the same image to a group of workers loitering around the entrance of a hothouse. “His name is Marcellus Bonnefaçon and he is wanted for treason.”

“Is there a reward?” asked one of the men. “Because then, yeah, I’ve seen him.”

Lie.

Cerise fast-forwarded to the next response.

“Sorry. I don’t know where he is,” the worker mumbled.

Truth.

As the footage played on, Cerise’s hands flew deftly across her control panels, pausing on each face long enough for her left eye to capture the image and decrypt the response. It was the nanosecond after a lie was told when it was the easiest to detect. And thanks to her cyborg surgery, Cerise Chevalier now saw the world in nanoseconds. She saw the world in nano-everything. Molecules and bytes of data. Milli-centimètres and microscopic pixels. She’d never realized the universe could be so detailed and so beautiful.

It was like she’d been living her entire life with a blindfold on, only seeing the world in slivers and stolen shafts of light. But now she saw everything.

And she had the Ministère to thank for that.

They had saved her. Saved her from a pitiful, frivolous existence. Saved her from herself.

“Download complete,” said the voice in her audio interface, and Cerise swiveled seamlessly back to her tertiary monitor. She activated the first batch of clips, and her screen morphed into a grid of hundreds of tiny moving images. She focused her glowing, cybernetic eye on the screen, letting it capture the data so her internal processors could sort through the myriad of faces. All it would take was one slipup on his part, and she would have him. Marcellus Bonnefaçon would be as good as caught.

Oftentimes, when she lay awake in her sleep pod in the cyborg dormitories, she would imagine the look on the general’s face when Cerise announced that she’d accomplished his most critical objective. When she handed his traitorous grandson to him on a titan platter. She imagined the praise, the accolades, the commendation. Maybe even a promotion or the Medal of Accomplissement to wear around her neck, announcing to everyone that Cerise Chevalier, the former shame of the Chevalier family, the former traitor to the Regime, had single-handedly captured one of the Ministère’s most-wanted fugitives.

And then she imagined the look on her father’s face. Not just the pride that was sure to be sparkling in his eyes. But the last traces of disappointment finally being washed away.

The surveillance footage from the marketplace continued to flicker across her screen: thousands of Third Estaters going about their day, buying, selling, conversing with friends, all completely oblivious to the cams that were installed in every hologram module across the planet.

It was one of General Bonnefaçon’s more brilliant tactics. Now that the planet was stable again, thanks to him, initiatives had to be put in place to keep it that way. But without the Skins, the Ministère had lost their ability to comprehensively monitor the Third Estate. And since the general had significantly reduced the number of droids patrolling the cities—in favor of a friendlier, more peaceful atmosphere—there simply wasn’t enough footage available for the Ministère to do its job and protect the people. The hologram modules, which both projected and captured, was the next best thing to an implanted device, especially when the general announced that they would eventually be installed inside every Third Estate dwelling and workplace as well.

It also created the need for an entirely new division in the Bureau of Défense, of which Cerise was now a part and which spanned the entire fifth floor of the Ministère headquarters. Sparse cubicles in long, curving rows filled the room, all of them facing toward a set of large monitors up front and a vast glowing hologram that projected Laterre’s new thirty-hour-a-day TéléCast feed. Cerise’s cubicle was at the end of the first row, and if she pushed back from her desk and peered out of a nearby window, she could just see the Grand Palais and the gushing sparkle of a fountain in the distance.

“Halt,” she called out, and the hundreds of moving images on her screen paused mid-playback. Her hands flew over the controls, isolating the footage that had snagged her attention.

It was a girl. A girl who, up until a nanosecond ago, had not been visible on any cams. It was as though she’d just fallen from the sky. And the moment she landed, her bulky black hood fell back, giving Cerise a momentary glimpse of her face.

It was a face that tickled at the edges of Cerise’s mind.

Where had she seen that girl before?

Normally, Cerise’s memory was faultless. Flawless. The database in her brain was nearly as vast as the Communiqué itself, and her cyborg implants had given her the gift of perfect recall. But, for some reason, this girl’s painfully familiar features could not be recalled.

Why not?

The levels of cortisol in her body started to rise, and Cerise could feel her neuroprocessors firing up, fighting against her body’s natural response to stress. An easy calm flowed through her and she relaxed back in her chair, observing the still-frozen footage with a detached curiosity.

She magnified the image of the girl’s face and uploaded it to the Communiqué. If her own facial recognition software failed her, the Ministère’s central database certainly would not.

“No results found,” replied the voice in her audio interface, causing Cerise’s head to tilt in fascination.

Not in the Communiqué? Not in her memory?

Who was this girl?

Keeping the frozen image up on one monitor, Cerise dragged the source footage to another and continued the playback. She tracked the girl in the black hood as she maneuvered deftly and stealthily through the marketplace. She was clearly on the hunt for something. Maybe even following someone. When the girl moved out of range of hologram module 63, Cerise quickly accessed the footage from module 64, matching the time stamp to the millisecond so she could pick up the girl’s trail again.

It was not until she neared the center of the marketplace and Cerise paused the footage again that she was able to identify whom the girl was following. And this was a face Cerise certainly did recognize.

A face anyone in the Bureau would recognize.

Jolras Epernay. The brother of Maximilienne Epernay. If there was anyone higher on the general’s most-wanted list than his own grandson, it was Maximilienne. The Ministère had lost all traces of the Red Scar the night of the Patriarche’s murder. It was as if they’d simply vanished off the face of the planet.

Suddenly, the image of the Medal of Accomplissement hanging from Cerise’s neck swelled and expanded in her mind. The Red Scar was the Regime’s greatest enemy. Possibly even more dangerous than the Vangarde had been when they were still alive. If Cerise were to single-handedly locate the Red Scar and its leader, she would be a hero. No longer would anyone be able to see her as Gustave Chevalier’s sparkle-headed daughter who had been naïvely hoodwinked and manipulated by a known traitor. No longer would anyone be able to see her as the foolish, stupide girl who had helped Marcellus Bonnefaçon break into the Grand Palais three months ago and attempt to assassinate the general.

Her slate would finally be wiped clean. Her reputation would finally be untarnished, and she would be redeemed.

“Ah, very good!” said a deep voice behind her. “Excellent find, Technicien.”

Cerise calmly turned and peered up at the man of the hour. The celebrated hero who had saved Laterre from the brink of destruction and returned it to all of its former glory… and then some.

“Good afternoon, General.” She nodded her head in salute and followed the general’s gaze back to her monitors, assuming the “find” he was referring to was Jolras Epernay. But his eyes were incontrovertibly directed at the frozen image of the girl in the black hood. Flickers of recognition danced once again on the periphery of Cerise’s mind. “Do you know her?”

“Yes. And so do you.”

“I do?”

“Her name is Chatine Renard.” The general cocked one of his dark, immaculately groomed eyebrows, as though he expected this might trigger something for Cerise.

“Chatine Renard,” she repeated, turning back to the screen and waiting for the name to spark a connection in her neuropathways, but once again, it just gave her a frustrating sense of impenetrability. “I have the perception that I have seen this girl before. But for some reason I cannot access her in my memory.”

The general’s brow fell, and when he spoke again, Cerise could hear disappointment in his voice. “Perhaps because Chatine Renard reminds you too much of your own betrayal.”

Heat flooded through Cerise’s face, causing her circuitry to spark.

“It appears,” the general continued after clearing his throat, “we have found yet another memory that has fallen prey to the unfortunate side effect of your surgery.”

Cerise’s head fell into a rueful nod. “It appears so, sir.”

She knew she had been an integral part of Marcellus Bonnefaçon’s treasonous plan to assassinate the general, but only because she had been told so. Not because she remembered any of it. In fact, she had so few memories of her life before the surgery. Sometimes she would experience fleeting glimpses of strange images—like a voyageur rocketing through space, a planet with radiant blue skies, and two men with bloodied faces, locked behind a wall of clear plastique. But these images never made any sense to her.

Her father had determined that it was a known but rare side effect of her cyborg procedure. Her newly implanted neuroprocessors had deemed certain human memories to be inefficient and disruptive in her role of serving the Regime—namely, any memories that marked her as a traitor of that very Regime—and these memories had been relegated to less accessible parts of her brain. No matter how hard Cerise tried to conjure them up, they simply wouldn’t come to her. Not when the general had interrogated her for days on end about the details of Marcellus’s plan, not when she lay awake at night and commanded her brain to remember. And because human memories were not downloadable and viewable like cyborg memories were, Cerise found herself held hostage by her own human weaknesses.

“Chatine Renard is an excellent lead on my grandson,” the general said, pulling Cerise’s attention back to the screen, where he was tapping a finger on the face of the girl frozen there. “She has always had a special relationship with Marcellus. And, like you, she was an integral part of the mission to infiltrate the Grand Palais and assassinate me.”

Cerise wanted to look away. She wanted to hide her shame and disgrace behind one of these monitors, but her programming would not allow it.

“Which means,” the general concluded, “she might still be working with him.”

“Yes,” Cerise replied evenly. “That makes sense.”

“Keep an eye on her,” the general said. “She might lead us straight to Marcellus.”

“Yes, General.” Cerise felt the immediate increase of dopamine in her bloodstream. “That is an excellent idea.”

The general turned to leave and Cerise’s gaze fell back to her monitors. “Excuse me, General?” she called out. “May I ask you a question?”

The general nodded. “Of course.”

“I have also recently located Jolras Epernay in surveillance sector 01.09.64. I am requesting your permission to add Monsieur Epernay to my tracking queue with the objective of obtaining intelligence about the Red Scar.”

The general’s brow furrowed as his unflinching stare traveled back to Cerise’s secondary monitor and lingered on the pale-eyed man currently paused on the screen. For a moment, something unreadable flashed across the general’s face, and Cerise felt the sudden urge to capture the expression and run it through her neuroprocessors in an attempt to decrypt it. But once again, her programming held her back. That programming was stronger than any urge. It stemmed from the most profound part of her, the most deeply wired neurons in her brain.

General Bonnefaçon is the provisional leader of the Regime.

He cannot be questioned.

He cannot be analyzed.

He cannot be doubted.

“Request denied,” replied the general. “The Red Scar are a top priority, to be sure, but we already have plenty of personnel assigned to tracking them. I need you to be focusing all of your efforts on locating Marcellus. I recently lost an important lead on his whereabouts. We can’t afford to lose any more. Please log the footage you found of Monsieur Epernay and send it directly to my TéléCom. I’ll make sure it’s distributed to the right techniciens.”

Cerise blinked as his response processed. She was certain she was perfectly capable of tracking two suspects at once without losing any bandwidth, but she was also certain the general knew best.

“Understood, sir. I will continue my efforts in locating Marcellus Bonnefaçon. I am confident he will be found quickly.”

“Good,” said the general, “I am confident too. My grandson is smart. But he’s not a criminal mastermind by any stretch of the imagination. He’s sure to slip up. And that’s when we’ll find him.”

As the general walked away, Cerise could once again see the reflection of her own circuitry in her monitor. It was flashing rapidly now, her mind desperate to make another connection that felt just out of reach.

Criminal mastermind.

There was something exasperatingly familiar about that phrase. She longed to search through her hazy memories until she located the right one. But she also remembered what the general had told her moments ago. All of her efforts were to be focused on locating Marcellus. And if this was another human memory that had been marked as treasonous, then perhaps her neuroprocessors were right to block it. As it would only distract her from doing her job.

She turned back to her secondary monitor and directed the frozen footage to play again, following the black-cloaked figure of Chatine Renard as it snaked and skidded through the marketplace.

Marcellus Bonnefaçon was still out there.

And Cerise Chevalier would stop at nothing until he was found.






- CHAPTER 4 - MARCELLUS


MARCELLUS BONNEFAÇON ENJOYED MEALS IN the Refuge because of the silence.

“Grateful Silence,” the sisters called it. Long stretches of time filled with nothing more than the quiet clank of spoons against bowls.

Marcellus did not, however, spend these moments thinking about gratefulness as he was meant to do—thanking the Sols for the food in his bowl and the solid roof of bedrock over his head. He spent them thinking about Alouette.

For the past three months, she had occupied all of his thoughts. All of his dreams. All of his nightmares. Every available molecule of space in his brain was dedicated to finding her. And now, any minute he might discover if his obsession had paid off.

He peered at the clock on the wall. It had been thirty-two hours since Sister Nicolette and Sister Noëlle had left on yet another mission to find her, and twenty-eight hours since their récepteurs had gone out of range. Marcellus sighed and glanced around the dining room’s long table. There were far too many empty chairs for his liking. With Chatine and Roche in the Marsh on one mission and Nicolette and Noëlle on another, the Refuge felt off-balance. He felt off-balance.

Marcellus felt a soft nudge on his arm and looked up to see Principale Francine peering at him with clear gray eyes that were both sharp and compassionate at the same time. She knew how much the mission to find Alouette meant to him. How much it meant to all of them. But a subtle nod of her head toward his bowl of stew reminded him that there were still two components to this meal: the silence and the food, which Marcellus had yet to touch.

He glanced down at the stew sitting in his bowl and his portion of burnt bread on the table. None of it looked appealing. But it wasn’t the food. He could be sitting back in the banquet hall of the Grand Palais, staring down titan platters towering with every gourmet dish from here to Samsara, and he would still have no appetite.

He was almost glad Chatine wasn’t there to scold him again.

“You need your strength,” she’d say to him now. “You’re no help to Alouette dead.”

He took a tentative bite of stew—which was now cold—and forced it down with a sip of water. It almost immediately came rushing back up. He swallowed hard and glanced at the clock again. There was still ten minutes left of the meal, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t just sit here waiting. He needed to do something. Research something. Read something. He felt his fingers itch to be back within the soft, worn pages of the Chronicles, searching, scouring, looking for any hint, any clue that might reveal where his grandfather was keeping her.

Marcellus pushed back his chair with a loud scrape that drew every pair of eyes in the room to him. He looked into the steady gaze of each of the sisters and felt his face flush with embarrassment.

“Sorry,” he muttered as quietly as he could. “I just…” He peered back at his barely touched stew, wondering if he should sit back down and endure the wait. But then the smell of cooked vegetables and savory broth hit his nostrils and he knew the answer. “Can’t.”

He turned away from the table and ducked under the low-arched doorway before making his way toward the library. He needed to work. It was the only way to unravel this twisted knot in his chest.

As he turned right off the main corridor, he stopped and glared at the small metal hatch cut into the wall on the far end. His stomach did its usual flip. There wasn’t a day that passed when he didn’t lurch to a halt and stare at the glinting, circular doorway nestled in the uneven bedrock wall. The Refuge’s back door.

It felt like ages since the sisters had closed the front entrance in the vestibule, the one hidden beneath an empty mechanical room in Fret 7. Marcellus and Chatine had knocked on that door three months ago, bloodied and bruised from the riot at the Ascension banquet. The sisters had let them in, welcomed them, given them a place to sleep, food to eat, tasks to keep their minds from idling, a cause to fight for.

Then, the general’s renovations had begun. The Frets were cleaned up. Couchettes were given proper locks and unbroken windows. Empty, unused mechanical rooms were no longer empty. And the sisters had been forced to seal off the grate that led down to the Refuge’s front door and to reopen the other entrance. The one Marcellus hadn’t even known about until the heavy wooden bookshelf had been shoved aside, revealing a small, circular hatch cut into the bedrock wall.

“When the founding sisters first built the Refuge, they needed a way to transport the books that had been rescued from the First World,” Principale Francine had explained to Marcellus and Chatine as she stood before the mysterious new door. “The books had been smuggled on the original freightships and hidden in couchettes, under floorboards, and inside secret rooms around the planet, until a more secure place could be found. For two years, workers dug through the bedrock, carving out a passageway large enough to transport thousands of rescued books but small enough to go unnoticed by the Regime.”

Francine had swung the small metal hatch open then, and Marcellus had peered inside to see a piece of his planet’s history he’d never known before. A dark and endless tunnel stretched out before him. A dark and endless tunnel stretched out before him, barely tall enough to stand in. The walls were rough and imperfect, as though someone had carved them with a dull exploit pick.

“Is it safe?” Marcellus had asked, eyeing the low ceiling and ancient foundation, which appeared moments away from collapsing.

“It’s our only option,” Francine replied with a grimace. “The main entrance is no longer operational. From here on out, this will be our only access to the above-ground world.”

“Where does it end?” Chatine asked, and Marcellus could tell that she, too, was doubting the integrity of the passageway.

“Far enough away to keep us safe,” was all Francine had said at the time, before pulling the hatch door shut with a bang.

Marcellus stared at that door now, willing it to open. Willing Sister Noëlle and Sister Nicolette to burst through it with Alouette following closely behind.

But the hatch stayed firmly and defiantly shut.

With a sigh of frustration, he continued down the hallway into the library. His desk in the far back corner sat undisturbed from how he’d left it before lunch. He took in the stacks of books—each lying open to the last page he’d read—the long pages of notes written in his unsteady hand, and the countless maps he’d searched and analyzed until he couldn’t keep his eyes open. They were all still there, waiting for him. But he couldn’t bring himself to sit down. He paced in front of one of the bookshelves, wringing his hands, and darting glances at the clock on the wall.

Thirty-three hours.

Where were the sisters? What was taking them so long? He wished Sister Marguerite could track their récepteurs, but the new network the Vangarde had been forced to build from scratch was frustratingly limited. The signal had to be passed between archaic First World antennae hidden across the planet, and there just weren’t enough of them. The trackers could be out of range for hours at a time.

His mind raced with panicked thoughts of capture. Torture. How would he live with himself if they, too, had fallen into the ruthless clutches of his grandfather? And all because of his suggestion?

He stared again at the messy pile of maps on his desk, zeroing in on the long peninsula that jutted out from the southeast corner of Laterre’s single landmass and the city that rested at its tip. Céleste. The water surrounding it had been his most recent hope. Visions of secret islands hidden in the mist had danced before his eyes. But it had only been a hunch. He hadn’t had any evidence to back it up. Laterre’s constant cloud coverage made even satellite imagery useless. Had it been foolish—selfish, even—to send the sisters on such a dangerous mission based on only a hunch?

The sound of a heavy metal hatch sealing shut stopped his thoughts dead in their tracks. Every follicle of hair on the back of his neck prickled as he listened to the footsteps hurrying down the hall, coming closer.

Two sets, Marcellus quickly identified.

Chatine and Roche?

Or…

Marcellus saw two figures in dark woolen coats sweep past the door of the library. He hurried to the hall and followed behind them as they disappeared into the Assemblée room, where the rest of the sisters were now gathered, having finished their meal.

As always, the room buzzed and chattered with noises from hidden speakers. The myriad of monitors on the walls—showing views from surveillance cams all over Laterre—cast a blue-white glow over the desks, cabinets, and twisting cables on the floor. Every surface and pinboard and shelf heaved with carefully organized notes, paper files, and neatly stacked books.

As Sister Noëlle and Sister Nicolette stood before their fellow Vangarde leaders, Marcellus tried not to analyze the drawn, defeated looks on their faces. He told himself to wait. Wait for words. Wait for the truth to spill from their lips. Only then would he allow himself to admit defeat. Only then would he allow his body to shrivel up on itself and vanish into nothing.

Principale Francine was the first to speak, an audible tremble in her usually stern and unwavering voice. “Did you find her?”

Marcellus looked to Noëlle, his favorite of the sisters. She was a petite older woman with a personality as bright and hopeful as Sol 1. But today, it was as though it had been eclipsed by the dark shadow of an asteroid headed straight toward Marcellus’s heart.

Noëlle’s eyes met Marcellus’s, and for a moment her gaze lingered on him, as though she wanted to make sure he was the first to know. The first to understand that all of his hard work, all of that research, had been for nothing. That small sliver of hope that he’d uncovered, that had sent two of the sisters out on this dangerous mission, had turned out to be another false lead.

Noëlle gave the smallest, most imperceptible shake of her head, just moments before Nicolette announced, “We searched every centimètre off the coast of Céleste. There was so sign of an island. We found nothing.”






- CHAPTER 5 - ALOUETTE


OUTSIDE HER CELL, THE WET wind howled like a frightened child. Alouette sat in the corner, her knees pulled up to her chest, her lips moving ever so slightly as whispered words slipped into the air.

“The System Divine offered hope. Hope to the inhabitants of a dying world.”

Today, she was back to the beginning of Volume 1. She’d cycled through every volume of the sisters’ Chronicles ten times now, trying her best to recite each chapter from memory. Some days the lines came to her crisp and clear and vibrant, as though she were sitting in the warm Refuge library, reading them straight from the page. Other days, trying to remember one word was like trying to pinpoint a single star through a cloud-filled sky.

“With its three beautiful Sols and twelve habitable planets, the miraculous system would become a new home. A new start.”

She wasn’t sure what it was about today that made the words flow so easily to her lips. Perhaps that’s what happened when you were face-to-face with death. The clouds that once blocked all light simply vanished and everything became clear.

She lifted her hand and rapped softly on the heavy stone wall. Then, she waited, holding her breath, listening. But nothing happened.

Alouette closed her eyes and continued where she’d left off. “A place where twelve powerful families could begin again. The Paresse family was one of those families and Laterre was their new planet.”

A shiver passed through her, causing her teeth to chatter. Ten times she’d been through this chapter and she still got caught up on the name. The Paresse family.

Her family.

Would that ever fully sink in? Would she ever be able to hear her real name and feel like it truly belonged to her?

Madeline Paresse.

The daughter of the Patriarche.

The heir to the Regime.

No. She wouldn’t. At least not this time around. Maybe the next time. Except she knew there wouldn’t be a next time. That had already been decided. Madeline Paresse and General Bonnefaçon could not exist in the same universe. At least, not the universe that the general envisioned for himself. That was why he’d killed the other heir, Marie Paresse. Why he’d plotted with the Queen of Albion to kill the Patriarche. Why he had ordered Alouette to be killed too.

And yet, almost a full day had passed since General Bonnefaçon had ordered her execution, and she was still here. Every moment that ticked by, she waited to feel the fear of death. The shadow of its clutches whispering down her spine. But she felt none of it. Three months in this place had prepared her for this moment. Three months waiting for this day had dulled all the precarious edges of her own mortality. The only thing that still felt sharp was the question of why?

Why hadn’t Inspecteur Champlain completed her gruesome task? Why was Alouette still alive?

She shook the thought from her head and focused back on the Chronicles.

“High on the hill, the family built their Grand Palais under a vast climate-controlled dome. And in the flatlands below lived their chosen people. The magnificent ships…”

Pain pulsed through the back of her neck. Alouette winced and reached up to gingerly touch the raw, festering wound that had formed from months and months of contact with Inspecteur Champlain’s “device.” It was a constant reminder of what her life had become. Even in the breaks between the pain, there was pain.

She gritted her teeth and forced herself to keep going. “The magnificent ships that had once carried these workers across the galaxies became their homes. They were the lucky ones. At first.”

Once she’d come to the end of the chapter, Alouette turned and tapped again on the wall of her cell, this time heavier, with more urgency.

But there was still no response.

She took a deep breath and pulled another chapter from the dark corners of her memory, whispering the words into the cold, damp air.

“Way out in the darkness, two Sols spin in the infinite silence. One red. One blue. But they are not alone. Together the twin stars loop around another Sol. A burning white Sol around which twelve beautiful planets orbit and twirl. It’s the beautiful, endless dance of the System Divine.”

As she spoke, Alouette started to rock back and forth, partly to keep the chill away, partly to soothe herself. She had become very good at that over the past three months, sitting alone in this cell with no one to cling to, no one to squeeze her hand and tell her it would be okay, no one to speak to except the voices in her wall. But even they had fallen silent tonight. As though they were keeping vigil, mourning her death before it even occurred.

She reached the end of the next chapter and rapped again. The silence that followed felt like it was invading her. Maybe they were gone too. Maybe that’s what was keeping Inspecteur Champlain.…

Alouette let out a squeak of fear as tears instantly filled her eyes. She could accept her own death. But not theirs. She swatted at her cheeks and continued to rock and whisper, faster and faster.

“Volume One, Chapter Five. She stepped out. The sole of her boot kissing the soil for the very first time. Making a first muddied impression on a virgin land. A land of promise and new beginnings. A land that she and her fellow workers would toil and tend and terraform—”

TapTapTapTap.

TapTap.

Alouette stopped rocking. A gasp of relief broke free from her lips and she spun toward the wall, spreading her arms out wide as though to embrace the cool stone.

“Thank the Sols,” she whispered.

She raised her knuckles to tap back the message she’d been longing to send since the moment the general had walked out of her cell and the clock on her life had begun to tick down. But just before touching the wall, her hand fell still.

What good would it do to tell them? What good would it do to worry them?

What could they do? What could they say? The plan to string the inspecteur along had stopped working. The general had run out of patience. She had proven to be no use to him alive. What could they possibly tell her to do next? Alouette knew it was silly to hope that the voices in her wall would have some miraculous solution. Some plan of escape that they’d been concealing until the final hour. There was no escape from this place. They were trapped on an island in the middle of the Secana Sea, kilomètres away from any civilization, and light-years away from any hope. Up until hours before she was taken here, Alouette hadn’t even known there were any islands on Laterre. Every map she’d ever studied—every sketch in the Refuge library—showed only a single landmass, surrounded by water. Who would even think to suspect that something might be hidden out there in that water?

No one.

Which was why, when she finally heard the careful measured footsteps of the cyborg echoing down the hallway outside her door, there was only one thing to say.

TapTap.

Tap… Tap… TapTap.

Tap… Tap… Tap…

I love you.

Then, there was a low hiss as the biometric lock disengaged and the door to her cell slid open.






- CHAPTER 6 - CHATINE


IT WAS OBVIOUS THAT JOLRAS Epernay was heading in the direction of the Thibault Paresse statue. Chatine and Roche followed a safe distance behind, weaving and speeding through the Marsh like a pair of swooping combatteurs zeroing in on their target. They ducked under canopies, hopped over shopping sacs, scooted around kids playing on walkways, keeping those distinctive curls in their sights.

But Jolras was not an easy mark to follow. He’d clearly had experience evading trackers. He threaded through the maze of stalls and people, cutting corners and taking unexpected detours. He passed right through one of the towering hologram projections—now showing a view of a hothouse with a riot of colorful, plump fruits growing inside—and turned left around the statue. Roche caught Chatine’s eye and signaled with two fingers, indicating they should split up and meet on the other side. Chatine nodded and veered to the right. As she rounded the base of the statue, she tried to ignore the feeling of the founding Patriarche’s eyes glaring down at her, judging her, judging all of them for what had transpired in this very place three months ago. When his distant descendant had been murdered at the hands of the Red Scar. At the hands of that man’s sister.

Chatine still didn’t like the thought of Roche out here, in the open, vulnerable to probing eyes and Policier scans. But it was too late to go back now. They were committed. The target was in sight. And she had already tasted the sweetness of the chase. It tickled her tongue and roused all of her senses. She had deprived herself for too long, and the flavor of it was far too intoxicating. Weed wine didn’t stand a chance against the power of Chatine Renard with a mark.

Emerging from the shadow of the statue, Chatine picked up the pace, darting through people perusing the well-stocked stalls. She spotted three sergents up ahead and instinctively ducked her head and veered to the left, her blood pressure spiking at the sight of them.

At least, she reminded herself, she didn’t have to worry about running into Chacal. That was somewhat comforting. She’d heard the sergent-turned-inspecteur had been given a proper Second Estate funeral after the Ascension banquet, his coffin blasted into space on a one-way trajectory to Sol 2. But she often wondered what the médecins had done with the high-heeled shoe that had been impaled into his neck. Chances were, it was locked in a forensic lab somewhere at the Ministère headquarters, being analyzed for fingerprints.

Her fingerprints.

With the sergents safely behind her, she lifted her head, only to freeze a second later when she realized Jolras was no longer in sight. She spotted Roche directly to her left, standing next to a stall selling fresh pears, and watched as he stood on tiptoes, trying to see above the crowd. He had lost him too.

As Chatine continued to scrutinize the dizzying sea of faces that swam and blurred in her vision, she felt a strange mix of defeat and relief. She didn’t like to lose. She didn’t like to fail. Especially at something she used to be so good at. But maybe now she could convince Roche to give up and return to the—

A blinding light flashed in Chatine’s eyes. She looked up just in time to see a massive transporteur crashing through the nearest hologram projection and barreling straight toward her and Roche. She shoved her brother out of the way and dove to the right, just before the enormous hovering vehicle lumbered past and continued to glide down the street.

For a moment, she couldn’t move. She was mesmerized by the vehicle. Not the sight of it—transporteurs were often seen hovering through the Marsh—but by the people’s reaction to it.

There was a growing buzz of excitement as bodies converged around the transporteur, like bees around a honeypot. They followed closely in its wake until it finally parked itself near a stall and a man in a green foreman’s uniform hopped out of the front compartment. He was swarmed almost instantly, forcing him to fight through the fast-expanding crowd.

“Back up! Back up!” he shouted. “Form a line! Don’t worry. There’s enough meat for everyone.”

Meat?

The general was giving the Third Estate meat now? No wonder there hadn’t been a single riot in three months.

There was a crash as the canopy of a nearby stall was accidentally knocked to the ground by people jostling to form a line behind the transporteur. Chatine blinked out of her trance and glanced around for Roche, her pulse skyrocketing when she realized he was no longer there.

“Fric,” she swore under her breath, and pushed her way toward the nearest exit. He’d go back to the Refuge, right? He wouldn’t go following after a member of the Red Scar on his own, would he?

But a tightening in her gut told her that she couldn’t be sure. He tended to follow his own code. His own rules.

Just like me.

She groaned and picked up the pace, searching for a beam or scaffolding she could climb to get a better view. Her gaze landed back on the Thibault Paresse statue and she quickly changed course. But just as she neared the base and readied herself to climb up one of the former Patriarche’s legs, she felt a large hand clamp down on her shoulder.

There was something eerily familiar about that hand. That touch. The steady, even breath of the dark figure standing behind her.

But most familiar of all was the shiver that ricocheted down her spine as she slowly turned and looked into the glowing orange eye of Inspecteur Limier.






- CHAPTER 7 - MARCELLUS


“IF NO ONE ELSE IS going to say it, then I will. It’s time to call off the search.”

Everyone in the Assemblée room turned to Sister Léonie, some with expressions of shock, others with somber shadows of resignation.

Marcellus, who had been up until this moment sitting at one of the workstations, trying to ease his still-pounding heart, leapt to his feet. “What? No! Are you insane?”

“Actually,” Léonie replied calmly, “I think I’m the only sane one in this room. Or at least the only one willing to accept the reality of the situation. That this might be a lost cause.”

“Breathe,” whispered a warm voice behind Marcellus. He didn’t have to look back to know it was Sister Noëlle. He knew all the sisters by the sound of their voices, the swish of their tunics as they walked, even their energy as they entered a room. They were as different and as unique as the planets themselves. “In through the nose, out through the mouth.”

Marcellus tried to follow her instructions. They usually worked. At least for a few minutes. But not now. Not with the horrific words coming out of Léonie’s mouth.

“It’s not a lost cause,” Marcellus vowed. “She’s still out there. And we can find her. I’ll go back to the library. I’ll look at the original settler maps again. There’s got to be something that I missed.”

“We can’t keep spending time and resources looking for her,” Léonie said. “We have to remember what our primary objective is here.”

“Exactly!” Marcellus shouted. “I thought she was the primary objective. She’s the Lark. The one who can take down my grandfather and overthrow the Regime.”

“The primary objective is to rally the people,” corrected Léonie. “To demand change peacefully.”

“But you can’t just give up on her!”

“We can’t keep risking our lives and our operatives for her either,” Sister Léonie said, casting a glance at Nicolette and Noëlle.

“She’s right,” agreed Sister Clare in a voice so small, it was as though she was frightened of hearing her own words. “The Vangarde cells have been waiting for our next move. They’ve been doing everything we’ve asked them to do: recruiting in secret, building up their numbers, setting up surveillance, helping us expand the new communication network. They’re waiting for a revolution to start and we’re just sitting here.”

Dread swirled dangerously in Marcellus’s stomach as his gaze pivoted between the sisters. They couldn’t give up on her, could they? He reached into his pocket and ran his fingers over the cool, metallic surface of Alouette’s devotion beads. She had to come back. They had to find her. He’d kept these beads safe for her all of this time. When Sister Laurel had come back from Ledôme the night of the Ascension banquet and revealed she’d found the beads on the ground outside the Paresse Tower, Marcellus had told himself it was a sign. Alouette had dropped them for a reason. She was trying to tell them something.

Don’t give up on me. I’m coming back.

“But what about our plan?” asked Sister Laurel. “Alouette was supposed to be the symbol of unity. Paresse and Vangarde together. Someone the people would follow.”

“The people will follow Citizen Rousseau,” came Léonie’s swift reply. “That was always the plan. That was why we risked our lives three months ago on Bastille. Yes, Alouette would have been an asset, she would have helped bring people to our cause, but we don’t have a choice. We have to move forward without her.”

Marcellus felt a warm hand on his arm and once again knew that it was Sister Noëlle. Of all the sisters, she was the one who understood him the most. Understood his frustrations and the way his anger would twist inside of him until he no longer felt like himself. She was the one who always seemed to be able to steady him when he wavered. But Marcellus didn’t want to be steadied. He didn’t want to be calmed. He just wanted to find Alouette.

Léonie must have felt the animosity radiating off him because she turned to cast him an apologetic look before continuing. “This is our moment. Laterre has no leader. The planet is in flux. There’s a power vacuum. This is the best time to dismantle the Regime and convince the people that there’s another way. That luck of birth should not determine who lives in luxury and who starves in the street, toiling away in the exploits and fermes and fabriques for goods they will never enjoy. We still have hope of bringing about a peaceful revolution. Just as we always imagined. But we have to act now before the System Alliance appoints some Paresse cousin, or worse, General Bonnefaçon, to take control of the Regime. Let’s announce Citizen Rousseau’s return and let her lead the people. She did it once before. She can do it again.”

For the first time since he’d entered the Assemblée room, Marcellus allowed his gaze to drift to the back corner. To the place where a woman sat, quietly listening and observing, just as she always did. She was dressed like all the other sisters in a gray tunic, and her hair snaked down from the nape of her neck to below her ribs in a single, shimmering silver braid. On her long and gracefully angular face, a myriad of lines crisscrossed and fanned out like a tapestry of stories and secrets. Her mouth held something that was almost a smile. But not quite.

And then there were her eyes, which shone with an even more silvery glimmer than her hair.

Two ocean pools, infinite and deep and reflecting.

“It’s too risky,” Sister Laurel affirmed, pulling Marcellus’s attention back to the discussion. “It’s been more than seventeen years since anyone’s even heard from Rousseau. There’s a chance the people won’t follow her again.”

Marcellus couldn’t help but agree. Even though Citizen Rousseau’s physical appearance had vastly improved in the past three months, she was still just as silent as she’d been lying on that bed in the infirmerie, breaths away from death. She hardly ever spoke. How was she planning to rally the people to the Vangarde’s cause? With nods and mysterious smiles?

Now the face of the woman in the back of the room bore the same composed yet attentive expression it always did. Like she was content to simply listen to what the world around her had to say but felt no compulsion to reply. In her lap, she gripped and tweaked the one thing Marcellus never saw her without—a peculiar cylinder of cardboard with a rotating top that her slender fingers constantly turned around and around.

“Laurel has a valid point,” said Sister Marguerite. “Especially after all the lies the general has spread about Rousseau. About us. Half of this planet still thinks we’re terrorists after the Rebellion of 488. We need Alouette. She’s the Paresse heir, for Sol’s sake. If she comes forward as a member of the Vangarde and stands beside Citizen Rousseau as an ally—”

“We don’t even know if she’s still alive!”

Everyone turned toward Sister Léonie, whose outburst had shocked them all into silence. She blew out a breath and pushed back a strand of her ash-brown hair. “I’m sorry,” she said, composing herself. “I know this is not what we all want to hear or believe. But we have to consider the fact that she might already be dead. That every moment we spend looking for her, instead of acting, is time wasted.”

The coldness of her words seemed to spread through the Assemblée room like a plague. Marcellus could feel it tickling his skin and the back of his neck, until he couldn’t stop shivering.

As much as he knew it was a possibility, he couldn’t believe it. Wouldn’t believe it. He reached into his pocket and felt for Alouette’s devotion beads again.

Don’t give up on me. I’m coming back.

“She’s alive.” Marcellus barely recognized his own voice as it broke through the silence. He may not have been an official member of this Refuge. He may not have had the experience of a long-term Vangarde operative or the sisters’ flare for political strategizing. But this was a question he could speak to with authority. Because this was a question that he knew the answer to, not in his mind, but in the very core of his being. “She’s out there. She’s alive. I know it. I feel it.”

He didn’t miss the subtle look of impatience that passed over Léonie’s face, nor the pity in her voice when she replied, “Marcellus, I know you’re hurting. I know you want to believe that—we all do—but we must move beyond our hopes now and focus on the facts—”

“My grandfather needs her alive,” Marcellus fired back. “That’s a fact. I know him. I know how he thinks. You might all be experts on the minds of the people and the history of this planet, but I’m an expert on General Bonnefaçon. He hoards things he believes might be useful. It’s why Jacqui and Denise disappeared from Ministère custody all those months ago. He knows I’m still alive and that I know the truth about him. About what he’s done. About his special relationship with Queen Matilda, the weapon they built together, and his promise to help her win back Usonia. And he also knows that Alouette and I infiltrated that Ascension banquet together to try to stop him. Which means he will try to use Alouette to find me. He will extract every last gramme of information out of her. As long as I’m still harboring his secrets, she is more valuable to him alive than dead.”

The room slipped back into another heavy silence. This one was as suffocating and noxious as the riot gas that helped put an end to the Vangarde’s last rebellion. Marcellus glanced again at Citizen Rousseau, surprised to find her looking straight back at him with an almost intrigued expression. He quickly looked away. Just as he always did. Not because she wasn’t radiant in her serenity and magnetic in her poise, but because she was. Almost too much. Sometimes it felt like looking at her was like staring directly at a Sol. For one blissful second, it was beautiful and glowing and magnificent. And then, it was just blinding.

But there was another reason Marcellus kept his distance from the woman who had led the most famous rebellion in Laterre’s history.

Shame.

He had spent seventeen years condemning her name, believing his grandfather’s lies about her, swearing his oath to a Regime who would have kept her locked up until her last days.

He wasn’t worthy of that glow.

It was Principale Francine who finally spoke next. “It is time to take a vote.”

Marcellus nodded and dutifully retreated to the corner of the room. He crossed his arms, like he was trying to stop his heart from beating right out of his chest. It was out of his hands now. He had said all he could say. Now it was time for the sisters to decide.

“All in favor of calling off the search and moving forward?” Francine asked.

Marcellus held his breath and forced his eyes to stay open as he watched the hands of Léonie, Nicolette, and Clare rise into the air. He was devastated but not surprised. It was the fourth vote, however, that gutted him the most. Principale Francine offered him a sad smile as she slowly lifted her hand, and Marcellus couldn’t help but think that she was signing Alouette’s death warrant.

“All in favor of waiting?”

Marcellus’s gaze darted anxiously around the room, landing on Noëlle, Laurel, Marguerite, and eventually Muriel.

It was a tie. Four to four.

All eyes fell on the deciding vote.

The woman at the back of the room stood up, and this time, Marcellus forced himself to look at her. To keep looking at her until she said yes. Until she proved she was the faultless leader everyone claimed her to be.

Citizen Rousseau twisted the top of the cylinder in her hands as she looked at all of her fellow sisters in turn, before her eyes landed back on Marcellus. For the life of him, he could extract no answers from those eyes. She was the one sister in the Refuge whom he could never read. Could never predict. And who always managed to surprise him.

She took a step forward, preparing to speak, but she was never given the chance.

“Wait a minute,” said Sister Marguerite, who had been monitoring the Vangarde’s myriad of surveillance cams. “I think you should all see this.” She reached for her console to turn up the volume and pointed to the monitor that was currently showing a view from high above a crowded marketplace. “There’s a problem in the Marsh.”






- CHAPTER 8 - CHATINE


“GOOD MORNING, INSPECTEUR.”

Chatine fought to keep her voice light, her smile innocent, and the screams in her head from echoing out of her ears. Her heart was racing a thousand kilomètres a minute as the inspecteur’s blazing orange eye bore down on her, scanning her face.

“Is there a problem?” she asked sweetly, searching the cyborg’s expression for a hint of recognition.

Limier’s circuitry blinked once and then fell quiet. “For some reason I’m having trouble locating your profile in the Communiqué.”

Chatine shuddered at the sound of that voice again. All fritzers had a blank, monotone inflection, but there was something about Limier’s that had unnerved Chatine more than others. She hid her reaction behind a shrug. “I have no idea why. Could be an error, perhaps?”

It wasn’t an error. The sisters had made sure of that. But what about his memory? Marcellus had told her the unsettling tale of Inspecteur Limier. How his circuitries had been scorched after Alouette shot him in the face with a rayonette. How his cyborg memory files had been damaged, possibly beyond repair. How no one at the Ministère was even sure he’d ever be back on the streets again.

And yet, here he was.

But how much of his memories had been restored?

“Perhaps,” Limier said after a long pause. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

She refreshed her smile and gave a nonchalant wave of her hand. “The meat transporteur, of course. Can you believe the general is giving us meat now? Isn’t it amazing? I’ve never tasted anything so delicious.”

Chatine nearly gagged at the sound of her own voice. It was high and pitchy, reminding her way too much of her sister. There was no doubt in her mind that if Azelle were still alive today, she’d be first in line behind that transporteur. First in line to smile up at one of those holograms and sing the general’s praises.

Azelle had always been far too gullible for her own good.

But that didn’t stop Chatine from missing her. Every Sol-damn day.

“Yes,” Limier said vacantly. “It is quite generous of the general.” He continued to study Chatine with that sinister cyborg eye. “But the line for the meat is the other way.”

Chatine swallowed. For a moment, she considered running. She’d escaped Limier before. Many times. And without his army of bashers to give chase, she liked her odds. But she couldn’t risk drawing unnecessary attention to herself. Or Roche. Wherever the fric he was.

“What is your name?” Limier asked, and Chatine felt her entire body tingle with relief. He didn’t recognize her.

She stood up taller and racked her brain for an alias. “Eponine. Nice to meet you, Inspecteur.”

Limier glared at her. “You haven’t been stealing, have you?”

“Don’t be silly, Inspecteur,” she replied with a lighthearted chuckle. “I know better than to steal from the hand that feeds me.”

The moment the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them. They were too familiar. She’d used them before, she knew it. And the inspecteur knew it too. Something shifted on Limier’s face. His circuitry started to flicker erratically as his mind processed, as his cybernetic implants fought to rebuild connections that had been severed long ago.

“Théo Renard,” Limier whispered, and the Marsh fell deathly quiet. Despite the chaos and movement still bustling around them, it was as though they’d been transported into their own little universe. Their own little planet.

A planet of the past.

Back before there was talk of revolutions and dead Patriarches and whispers of whom the System Alliance would appoint to take over the Regime. Back when Chatine was nothing more than a self-serving Fret rat—a thief—and Limier was nothing more than a dogged inspecteur, on the hunt for a Renard.

There was a moment, as Chatine looked into Inspecteur Limier’s unwavering eyes, when they both acknowledged the truth. But then that moment ended and Chatine did the only thing she could think to do next.

She giggled. Loud and obnoxious. “What did you call me? Silly inspecteur. You must have me mistaken for someone else. I do get that a lot. I have one of those faces, I guess. I wouldn’t beat yourself up about it, though. It’s an honest mistake. Maybe you should get that memory of yours checked, huh, Inspecteur? Go in for a little checkup at the cyborg labs. Make sure everything is functioning properly.”

She told herself to stop babbling like an idiot, but there seemed to be a disconnect between her brain and her mouth. Limier continued to watch her, with an almost amused expression.

“Well then,” he said. “Since you’re not showing up in the Communiqué, why don’t I bring you into the Precinct, so we can figure out exactly who you are?”

Chatine felt all the blood in her body drain to her toes. Now was the time to run. Before he could ship her back to Bastille. But just as she was scanning her surroundings for something she could use to create a diversion, a scream shot through the marketplace. It was horrific and bloodcurdling, like someone coming face-to-face with death.

The inspecteur’s eyes snapped up, tracking the source of the sound instantly. When Chatine followed his gaze, she found herself staring at the newly arrived meat transporteur.

That’s when the scream grew louder and somehow more textured, until Chatine realized it wasn’t just one scream but many. It was spreading. Like a contagious disease. Jumping from host to host until the entire marketplace was infected.

Inspecteur Limier took off toward the transporteur. Chatine knew she should use this opportunity to flee. But she still didn’t know where Roche was. What if he was somewhere near that transporteur? What if he was part of whatever was happening?

She shoved her way through the crowd, following in the footsteps of Inspecteur Limier, until she finally penetrated the tight circle that had formed around the vehicle.

The loading ramp of the transporteur hung open like a giant mouth. At first, Chatine saw nothing but the murky inside of the yawning cargo hold and the shadows of a few sheep carcasses hanging on their meat hooks. But then she spotted the blood, trickling down the vehicle’s ramp onto the ground.

It looked fresh.

Red and glimmering and warm.

“Oh my Sols!” someone shrieked.

The crowd around her was growing. More people screamed and cried out as Chatine was shunted farther forward. She pushed and elbowed back, trying to keep her footing. And this time, when she looked up into the yawning mouth of the transporteur, she saw it all clearly.

Two pairs of polished leather boots.

A pair of dainty velvet shoes.

Tailored suits and crisp white shirts.

A silk gown stitched with ribbons and pearls.

A necklace studded with jewels that twinkled in the half-light.

And coating all of this finery…

Blood.

Rivers and oceans of blood, streaking the fabric, blotching the shoes, staining the sky-white shirts, and trickling amid the sparkling gemstones.

Chatine’s stomach clenched as her mind desperately tried to fathom the awful sight in front of her. These were not carcasses of sheep, coming to be carved up and distributed in the marketplace.

On these hooks hung three bodies.

Three people.

“Is that them?” someone called out from behind her.

“It’s them!” another person said through frantic sobs. “It’s the Favorites.”

While the crowd continued to shove and shout and gasp at the horrifying scene, Chatine forced herself to look at the faces. The terrible distorted faces, drained of blood, and hanging at odd angles, thanks to the meat hook jammed into each neck. The makeup of the woman had smeared from her eyes and mixed with the streaks of blood on her cheeks. Her once-intricate curls now hung like limp, dead snakes around her shoulders. And on the next hook, the man’s neatly trimmed snow-white beard was soaked with blood, while his lips hung open as if he were still crying out a final plea to be spared.

But worst of all were the gashes on each face. Two long, intersecting wounds that traveled diagonally from jawbone to forehead, forming a gruesome and bluntly carved X.

Crossed off the list, Chatine thought with a horrifying lurch of her stomach. These were the three First Estaters rumored to be the System Alliance’s top candidates to lead the Regime. And it was as if someone had erased them from existence. Exed them out of contention.

“But why?” cried a woman next to Chatine. “Why would anyone do this?”

Third Estaters pushed and jostled in tighter around the transporteur, as if magnetized against their will by the bloody horror in front of them. Constricted among the crowd, Chatine felt bile rise up in her throat. She’d witnessed a lot of horrible things in this marketplace: the death of an innocent girl, the execution of a revered leader, countless riots and fights.

But this was something else.

Unable to stomach the sight any longer, she angled her face away, trying to find anywhere to look but into those dead, glassy eyes. And that’s when she caught sight of the open window. Five floors above her head, in the center of Fret 2, a man stood gazing out at the spectacle below. It wasn’t abnormal for Third Estaters to peer out from their couchettes at the bustling marketplace. But the man standing in the window, pointing what looked to be a TéléCom down at the commotion, wasn’t a normal Third Estater.

He was the answer to the question that had just been asked by the woman standing next to Chatine. The question everyone in this Marsh was now asking themselves.

Why would anyone do this?

As Chatine stared up at the shadowy form in the window, she felt her teeth clench with rage. Roche had been right. Jolras Epernay wasn’t here to buy junk from Monsieur Ferraille’s stall.






- CHAPTER 9 - ALOUETTE


ALOUETTE PROMISED HERSELF SHE WOULDN’T cry. She wouldn’t beg. She wouldn’t scream. She might be on death row for being a Paresse, but she would die like a Vangarde. Like a sister.

Inspecteur Champlain slipped inside her cell and waved her rayonette, gesturing for Alouette to stand. There was no use fighting. She knew the voices in her wall would have told her that. Not that she had the strength to fight anyway. After three months of being cooped up inside this tiny cell with barely enough food to survive and muscles bruised and atrophied from the torture, her Tranquil Forme was useless to her now. She could barely raise her hands above her head, let alone perform an Orbit of the Divine worthy of taking down an armed cyborg.

Once steady on her feet, Alouette met the cool brown gaze of the inspecteur’s single human eye and waited for her next instructions.

How will she do it? Alouette wondered as beads of sweat began to drip down the back of her neck. Torture? Suffocation? A lethal paralyzeur pulse to the head?

She’d read a book once about an entire First World family who had been locked in a room and shot to death one by one because of the blood in their veins.

Just like her.

She wasn’t being murdered because she was a rebel. She was being murdered for her name. A name she learned about only a few months ago.

She was being executed because she was a Paresse.

With a flick of her rayonette, the inspecteur motioned for Alouette to sit in the chair in the center of the room, where she secured the clamps around Alouette’s ankles and wrists.

Alouette watched with calm yet curious eyes as the cyborg turned around and pulled something from the small sac she had brought with her. It wasn’t until Alouette saw the flash of the needle in the cell’s dim light that she finally understood.

Lethal injection.

Alouette kept a close watch on the needle as the cyborg approached. She’d seen one just like it months ago at a blood bordel in Montfer. Just moments before it was plunged into her neck and her head filled with clouds. She’d been wanted for her blood then, too.

She felt a sharp pinch as the needle sank into a vein in her arm, delivering the toxin that she hoped would work fast and painlessly.

Little Marie Paresse’s death had been messy. Gruesome. Asphyxiation from a poisoned peach. The poor innocent girl had suffocated to death. Alouette prayed that she would at least fall asleep first.

She closed her eyes and conjured up the faces of everyone she cared for and who had cared for her in return: Hugo Taureau, Marcellus, Cerise, Gabriel. Even Chatine Renard, whom she’d lived with as a child and who had saved their lives in the Terrain Perdu. She pictured the faces of the sisters who had perished on Bastille. Even in death, they were her lifelines, her symbols of strength and wisdom and hope. One by one, they paraded through her mind. Francine, Muriel, Léonie, Noëlle, Marguerite, Laurel, Nicolette, and Clare. And of course, she pictured her beloved Jacqui and Denise.

Then, she thought of the voices in her wall. The ones that had kept her sane and safe all of these long months. They would be listening right now, wondering what was happening.

And that was the real reason Alouette would not scream.

She would not put them through that. She would not allow that to be the last thing they heard from her. She would grant them the gift of knowing that she had died peacefully. Honorably. With the strength of the sisterhood in her heart.

She felt another pinch in her arm and sucked in a breath. But when she opened her eyes, a moment later, she saw the cyborg was no longer standing next to her. She was back across the room, rifling through her sac.

Alouette’s gaze fell to her arm, where a minuscule puncture wound was visible just behind her elbow. She stared, confounded, at the small pinprick of blood bubbling on the surface.

Was it over? Was the poison already working its way through her system?

She heard a sharp intake of breath, and her attention snapped back to the inspecteur, who was now staring at the screen of her TéléCom. It was clutched in one hand while the other held tightly to a small crimson vial. Any tighter and Alouette feared the plastique might crack.

“It’s true,” said Inspecteur Champlain, and Alouette immediately recognized the shift in her tone. It wasn’t the usual affectless drone that was common among cyborgs. There was a hint of emotion in it. As though, for just a split second, her cyborg tendencies were shoved aside by an even stronger inclination.

A human inclination.

She sounded stunned.

Alouette struggled to make sense of what was happening, but her mind felt dull and muted. From the injection? From lack of food and sleep? Or this festering wound on the back of her neck that she was sure was poisoning her slowly? The inspecteur pocketed the vial and stalked menacingly toward her, a fierce determination in her eyes the likes of which Alouette had never seen on a cyborg.

Alouette squirmed against her restraints. All of her former resolve and dignity vanished in an instant. She was now fully prepared to scream. But before a single sound could escape, the cyborg’s hand clamped over her mouth as her chilling cybernetic eye bore down on Alouette.

“Shut up,” she whispered urgently. And once again, her voice was so un-cyborg-like, it rendered Alouette temporarily silent.

The inspecteur removed her hand from Alouette’s mouth and dropped it hastily to her restraints. Alouette heard a hiss, then a small click, and suddenly her wrists were free. Followed by her ankles.

Still too dumbfounded to move, Alouette gaped at the inspecteur, who stepped back, away from the chair, as though wanting to give Alouette room.

“I’m sorry,” the cyborg said, averting her eyes to the ground. “I didn’t know. If I had known, I never would have—” Her voice broke off, like there was an error in her verbal programming. “I’m sorry, Madame Matrone.”

A shiver whispered its way down Alouette’s spine.

“W-w-what did you call me?”

“I wasn’t one hundred percent certain I could believe it,” Champlain replied, still staring at the grimy floor. “What the general said. I needed proof.” She nodded to the TéléCom still clutched in her hand. Alouette’s gaze drifted toward the screen. She was fairly certain of what she would see, but she had to look anyway.

There they were again. The two entwined snakes, coiling around each other in a spinning waltz.

Her DNA.

The needle in her vein. The cyborg hadn’t been injecting, she’d been withdrawing. She’d been testing.

Alouette’s mind fluttered back to the general’s words to her yesterday, just before he left her cell.

“It’s better than following the daughter of a worthless blood whore, just because her father is the Patriarche.”

He’d whispered those words for only her to hear, but clearly Inspecteur Champlain had heard too. In the general’s frustration with Alouette, he must have forgotten that cyborgs have enhanced senses. Alouette had never known the general to make a mistake. But she supposed he was only human. And humans err.

The inspecteur walked to the door and placed her palm flush with the scanner. The lock disengaged with another hiss, and the door slid open.

But Alouette was still too stunned to leave. Her legs felt numb and useless. “You’re… letting me go?”

“I am programmed to follow the laws of the Regime and the Order of the Sols,” Champlain said stiffly, her usual cyborg cadence having now been fully restored. “And according to that Order, set forth by our founding Patriarche and maintained by the Ministère, as the direct and only descendant of Lyon Paresse, you are now the true and rightful leader of Laterre. If I were to keep you here, even under the general’s orders, I would not only be willfully disobeying my programming but committing a crime punishable by death.”

Alouette eyed the door, wondering if this was a trick. Was the inspecteur toying with her? Would she shoot her in the back of the head as she tried to leave?

But she knew cyborgs didn’t think that way. They were rational beings. Programmed for efficiency, not cruelty.

She took a step, then another, keeping her vigilant gaze on the inspecteur the whole time. The woman didn’t move. Her head was bent low, almost as though she were displaying deference.

Alouette shivered again. Even though she had used her DNA to access the Forteresse and shut down the Skins, there was a small part of her that still clung to the doubt. The sliver of belief that this had all been some kind of misunderstanding. Her biological father had been a simple fabrique worker, or a Palais guard, or one of the men who hauled in the fishing nets at the docks.

Not a Patriarche.

But that sliver of belief was shrinking with every step she took toward the exit. With every second that the cyborg didn’t tackle her to the ground.

She reached the door and stepped outside. The hallway was low-ceilinged and sparse, with just a few naked lights glowing over the bare walls, and Alouette realized she had no idea how to get out of here. She turned back to the inspecteur, who was already at her side, gesturing for Alouette to follow her. “The general is on his way here now. He wants to ensure his orders were carried out. He’ll be arriving through the front gates. I have a cruiseur waiting out back in the loading bay.”

But Alouette didn’t move. Her eyes fell to the locked PermaSteel door just to the left of her cell. She thought about the voices in her wall. She’d never expected to see their faces again. She had been convinced she’d die with the memory of only their soft, rhythmic taps against the stone. But now, hope surged through her. Incredible, impossible hope. It lifted her heart and filled her lungs.

“Wait!” she called out to the inspecteur, who was already moving briskly down the hall. “Aren’t you going to let them go too?”

Champlain turned around and that glowing orange eye bored into Alouette once again. Alouette tried to focus on the other eye, the human one that seemed to crackle with life and something she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Hesitation, maybe?

“Those prisoners are enemies of the state,” the inspecteur replied robotically. “They have committed treason against the Regime. I am unable to release them.”

In an instant, Alouette’s hope deflated. She couldn’t just leave them. They had been through this whole ordeal together. They were a part of her. They were her family. She stepped up to the heavy door and pressed a single palm against the cool surface. She wanted so badly to tap out a message in their secret code, begging them to give her advice, just as they’d done for the past three months.

Tell me what to do.

The inspecteur was suddenly beside her, urging her to move. “We must leave now. Before the general arrives and kills us both.”

And that’s when Alouette realized she already knew what to do. She didn’t need the voices in that cell to tell her. Their wisdom was inside of her. Their strength was a part of her. And their power ran in her veins.

“Open this door,” Alouette said with a sternness that surprised even herself.

The inspecteur’s circuitry began to flicker softly.

“Now,” Alouette added.

“But Madame Matrone,” the inspecteur began. “These prisoners are—”

“These prisoners are now under my jurisdiction.” The words came with a burst of vitality and purpose. The numbness that had coated Alouette’s skin for three whole months was fading away, and she felt like she was finally waking up. “And as the sole heir to the Regime and rightful leader of Laterre, I order you to release them.”

Now it looked like someone had plugged the cyborg directly into an active power cell. The circuitry in her face was alight with confusion and hesitation, her neuroprocessors working overtime to make sense of conflicting inputs and outputs.

“Now,” Alouette repeated.

The circuits gave one final flash and then fell silent. Champlain stood up straighter, like a droid powering on. Her limbs moved with intent, her stride mechanical, as she approached the door and swiped her palm against the lock. With a hiss the door slid open and Alouette peered inside.

They were barely recognizable.

Just two brittle shapes tangled up in ragged clothes.

But it was them.

Her beloved sisters. And they were alive.

“Little Lark?” came a whisper. It was Denise. But the months of neglect and darkness and torture had turned her voice into ash.

Alouette burst into the cell and kneeled down before the two women. She wanted so badly to throw her arms around them, to squeeze them to her, but they were so frail, so fragile, she was afraid they would shatter to dust at a single touch.

“It’s okay,” she said hurriedly, brushing the tears from her eyes. “It’s me. I’m here. You’re safe now. We’re going to get out of here. Can you stand?”

Denise nodded and, with Alouette’s help, rose shakily to her feet. But her gaze immediately fell back to Jacqui, who had not moved. She was staring vacant-eyed at the wall to Alouette’s cell, as though she were still waiting to hear another sequence of soft, rhythmic taps.

As though she barely noticed Alouette at all.

“Sister Jacqui,” Alouette said urgently, shifting around until her face was directly in front of Jacqui’s. Until the sister was forced to look at her. But still, Jacqui didn’t see her. She looked straight through her, her eyes locked on that wall.

“What’s the matter with her?” Alouette asked. “Is she okay?”

“She…,” Denise began hesitantly, as though she was searching her once-sharp-and-brilliant brain for the right words, the accurate words, but finding nothing. “No.”

More tears sprang to Alouette’s eyes as she looked back at Jacqui. The sister’s cheeks had sunk inward, like two deep caves. Her lips hung open and were chapped, as if nothing had passed between them in weeks. Or months. And her hair, which had once been chaotic and lively, now sagged forlornly against her temples, shot through with streaks of gray that weren’t there before.

For the past three months, Alouette had clung to the belief that the two of them were fine. They were alive. Never once in their long conversations, played out in Denise’s secret code of taps and knocks, was it ever revealed that something was wrong.

Denise.

Alouette glanced up at the dark-haired woman. The intricate scars, where Denise’s cyborg circuitry had once been, looked deeper, more shadowed and sorrowful somehow. And in her eyes, which had never been the most expressive of the sisters’, Alouette could now see the grief that she’d been holding on to for so long. Bearing all by herself.

Of course. It was Denise’s secret code. Alouette was the only other person she’d ever taught it to. Alouette had always assumed the messages were coming from both of them. The voices belonged to two sisters. But all this time, Denise was the only one who had been speaking to Alouette, answering all of her questions, sending her messages of love and strength and courage. And all this time, she’d been hiding the truth from her. Truth of what the general had done.

The general…

“We have to get her up.” Alouette positioned herself behind Jacqui. “We don’t have much time.” Denise scurried over to help, and together, the two lifted the sister to her feet. Jacqui’s body was nothing but skin and bones, yet somehow her limpness made her feel surprisingly heavy, and the moment they hoisted her to her feet, she began to tip forward, sagging like someone drunk on weed wine. Alouette dove to catch her and for an instant, in Jacqui’s eyes, she swore she saw a flicker of recognition. Like a tiny milligramme of zyttrium flashing blue from beneath a layer of heavy Bastille rock.

It gave Alouette strength and resolve.

Her beloved sister was still in there. Somewhere.

She draped one of Jacqui’s arms around her shoulders, and Denise did the same.

“Come on, let’s go,” Alouette said as they maneuvered awkwardly toward the door. “The general is on his way here and we have to—”

“Halt,” said a clear, mechanical voice, and Alouette looked up to see Inspecteur Champlain standing in the doorway, her rayonette raised. She pointed it at Jacqui, then Denise, then back to Jacqui, as though she couldn’t make up her mind who was the bigger threat.

“Inspecteur,” Alouette said with a twinge of impatience. “I told you to let these prisoners go.”

The cyborg’s circuitry began to flicker erratically again, and her cheek twitched. “I… c-c-cannot… let… them… g-g-go.” Her speech was stilted, snagging on every word.

“I command you to let them go!” Alouette shouted. The numbness was completely gone now, and all that was left in its place was desperation. She had to get them out of here.

A strange clicking sound emerged from the cyborg’s mouth, as though her brain were playing tug-of-war with her tongue. Her finger snapped against the toggle on the rayonette, shifting the weapon into lethal mode and Alouette’s heart into palpitations.

“I… c-c-cannot…” Champlain began to repeat the same juddering phrase, but this time, she never reached the end. Because something very strange was happening to her. Her circuitry was a dizzying display of flashing color and sparking light. Her entire body began to seize, the rayonette shaking in her grip, her finger twitching dangerously against the trigger.

Alouette didn’t know what was happening. Or what to do. If they took another step, she was certain the cyborg would fire. Either on purpose or at the whim of these strange spasms that seemed to have overtaken her entire body.

Then, without a word, Denise carefully untangled herself from Jacqui, leaving the sister to sag heavily against Alouette’s side, and began to approach the convulsing inspecteur.

“What are you doing?” Alouette asked, terrified. “Denise. Don’t.” She tried to lunge for the sister, but Jacqui’s body was too heavy, and she nearly collapsed under its weight. “Stop!”

But Denise did not stop. She kept walking, slowly but steadily, toward Inspecteur Champlain. Alouette watched the cyborg tense and her grip on the rayonette tighten with every step that Denise took.

Alouette wanted to shut her eyes. After everything they’d been through, months of torture, she could not watch Denise die right in front of her, steps away from freedom. She eyed the door of the cell, fully expecting to hear the general’s footsteps thundering down that hallway at any moment.

The cyborg’s circuitry continued to flash and sputter, illuminating the walls of the dark cell with waves of dancing light.

“D-d-d-d-d-d-d…” Champlain tried to speak, but no words would form now. She was beyond speech. Beyond everything. This cyborg was melting down in front of them, and Alouette had no idea how to stop it. Or if it even could be stopped.

She’d never read anything in the Chronicles about malfunctioning cyborgs. But that was clearly what was happening here.

Inspecteur Champlain was malfunctioning.

Right before their very eyes.

And Denise was walking straight into the blast zone.

She stepped up to the inspecteur and stood on tiptoes to reach the woman’s right ear. Then, with whispered words that Alouette had no hope of hearing above the stuttering and sparking and trembling, Denise spoke. Her lips moved rapidly but assuredly, as though she’d been practicing. As though she’d been waiting her entire life to say these words.

Everything fell still.

The room. The walls. Alouette’s shallow, frightened breath. The whole island.

All of the circuitry on the cyborg’s face stopped flashing. Her body stopped convulsing. And her tongue stopped clicking uselessly against the roof of her mouth.

Until all that was moving—seemingly for kilomètres—was the inspecteur’s left eye. Where there was once a glowing orange cybernetic sphere, there was now—for just a split second—a flash of brown.

A flash of human.

It happened so fast, Alouette could almost convince herself she’d imagined it. But then, the cyborg blinked, as though waking up from a bad dream, and her hand holding the rayonette slowly lowered.

Her head clicked toward Denise, who was still standing by her right ear. The sister gave the inspecteur a subtle yet reassuring nod and then, to Alouette’s utter disbelief, Inspecteur Champlain handed over the weapon.

Sister Denise carefully eased it out of the woman’s grip. Alouette watched the whole exchange in fascination and shock. She knew the sisters were secretly members of a rebel group, but this was the first time she’d ever seen any of them holding a weapon. And the ease and expertise with which Sister Denise maneuvered the toggle back to paralyze left Alouette slightly breathless.

“What—what just happened?” Alouette asked once the rayonette was safely in Denise’s control.

But Denise didn’t respond. Instead, she aimed the weapon at the inspecteur’s right leg and fired. The cyborg went down silently. As though she’d been expecting it. Then, Denise tucked the rayonette into her waistband, rushed back to Jacqui, and, in a decisive tone, said, “Let’s go.”
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