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To Jessica Khoury, our guiding star in the Darkest Night
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L’etat, c’est moi.

(I am the state.)

—Louis XIV







OVERVIEW OF BOOK 1,

Sky Without Stars

Marcellus Bonnefaçon:

Second Estate. Officer of the Ministère. Grandson of General Bonnefaçon and son of Julien Bonnefaçon (an infamous traitor and member of a rebel group known as the Vangarde). As the general’s protégé, Marcellus was a loyal member of the Regime until recently, when he discovered that seventeen years ago his grandfather framed his father for the crime that sent Julien Bonnefaçon to prison. Marcellus now suspects the general is responsible for murdering Marie Paresse, the Premier Enfant, and plotting to take control of the Regime by force.

Chatine Renard:

Third Estate. A skilled thief and the daughter of con artists. Grew up in the Frets (slums) of Vallonay after moving from the mining city of Montfer with her family when she was a child. For the past ten years, she posed as a boy named Théo to avoid the blood bordels, which prey on young women. She was hired by General Bonnefaçon to spy on his grandson, Marcellus, and was later sent to the prison moon of Bastille for refusing to give up the location of the Vangarde’s rebel base.

Alouette “Little Lark”  Taureau (aka Madeline):

Third Estate. Daughter of wanted fugitive, Hugo Taureau, recently revealed not to be her biological father. When she was a young child, her mother left her in the care of the Renards who badly mistreated her. She was later rescued by Hugo and brought to live in the Refuge of the Sisterhood, an off-grid, underground bunker. For the past twelve years, she’s served as a guardian of the First World knowledge and the Forgotten Word before recently discovering that the sisterhood is actually the Vangarde and the Refuge their secret rebel base.

Hugo Taureau (aka Jean LeGrand):

Third Estate. Alouette’s adoptive father and wanted Bastille fugitive, Prisoner 2.4.6.0.1. Intimately acquainted with Alouette’s mother. Hugo recently escaped to the planet of Reichenstat after being discovered by his longtime pursuer and nemesis, Inspecteur Limier.

Inspecteur Limier:

Second Estate. Cyborg and head of the Vallonay Policier. For years, he’s been hunting down runaway convict, Hugo Taureau, and recently tracked him to the Forest Verdure where he managed to capture Taureau. He was soon after incapacitated by Alouette, allowing Hugo to escape again.

General Bonnefaçon:

Second Estate. Marcellus’s grandfather and Julien Bonnefaçon’s father. As head of the Ministère and chief advisor to the Patriarche, he is one of the most powerful men on Laterre. When Marcellus confronted the general about hiring a spy to follow him, the general responded by brutally beating Marcellus. A ruthless strategist, the general is determined to take control of the Regime by any means necessary.

Julien Bonnefaçon:

Second Estate. Son of General Bonnefaçon and father to Marcellus. As a member of the Vangarde, he was framed by the general for a copper exploit bombing that killed 600 workers and brought an end to the Rebellion of 488. Julien was sent to Bastille when Marcellus was a baby and recently died in prison. He left behind a message sewn into his uniform, directing Marcellus to find Mabelle Dubois.

Mabelle Dubois:

Third Estate. Marcellus’s childhood governess, who secretly taught Marcellus to read and write the Forgotten Word. When Marcellus was eleven years old, Mabelle was discovered to be a Vangarde spy—and sent to Bastille. A recent message left by his father led Marcellus to Montfer where he tracked down Mabelle who tried, and failed, to recruit him to join the Vangarde.

Patriarche Lyon Paresse:

First Estate. Leader of Laterre and direct descendant of the founding Paresse family. Lyon lives in the Grand Palais in the center of Ledôme and has always been more interested in hunting than running the Regime—until his young daughter, Marie, was poisoned. The Patriarche suspects that Citizen Rousseau, the imprisoned leader of the Vangarde, was somehow behind the murder.

Matrone Veronik Paresse:

First Estate. Wife of Patriarche Paresse and mother to the Premier Enfant, Marie Paresse. Before the shocking death of her daughter, she spent most of her time dressing in the latest Laterrian fashions and drinking champagne.

Premier Enfant Marie Paresse:

First Estate. Daughter of the Patriarche and Matrone and only heir to the Regime. Just before her third birthday, Marie was poisoned and her murder (and the subsequent cancellation of the Ascension lottery) ignited riots on Laterre.

Nadette Epernay:

Third Estate. Governess to the Premier Enfant. She was recently accused of working with the Vangarde to murder her charge, Marie Paresse, and was soon after put to death by exécuteur (aka “the Blade”) in the Marsh, the central marketplace of the Frets.

Citizen Rousseau:

Third Estate. Former leader of the Vangarde. In 488, Citizen Rousseau led a rebellion that sought to end the Regime’s inequality and injustice, but was eventually arrested and sent to Bastille where she has been kept in solitary confinement for the past seventeen years.

Monsieur and Madame Renard:

Third Estate. Con artists and parents of Chatine, Azelle, and Henri Renard. Former owners of the Jondrette Inn in Montfer, they moved to Vallonay ten years ago where Monsieur Renard became the leader of the formidable Délabré gang. After Hugo Taureau, the escaped convict, was spotted in the Frets, the Renards pursued and kidnapped him, in an attempt to secure his bounty, but were soon after arrested by Inspecteur Limier.

Azelle Renard:

Third Estate. Oldest daughter of the Renards and sister to Chatine and Henri. A law-abiding employee of the TéléSkin fabrique, she dreamed of winning the Ascension lottery and ascending to the Second Estate. But in the recent spate of unrest, the TéléSkin fabrique was bombed by an unknown attacker, killing Azelle and eleven other workers.

Henri Renard:

Third Estate. Youngest child of the Renards and baby brother to Chatine and Azelle. Chatine believed him to be dead until recently when it was discovered that her parents sold him off to pay their debts.

Sergent Chacal:

Second Estate. A bullheaded Vallonay Policier sergent who reports to Inspecteur Limier. Chacal is ruthless, cruel, and doles out violent punishments with a metal baton.

Commandeur Vernay:

Second Estate. The general’s closest friend and former commandeur of the Ministère. She was killed on a failed mission to assassinate Queen Mathilda, the “Mad Queen” of Albion (Laterre’s longtime enemy) during Usonia’s recent war of independence. Since her death, General Bonnefaçon has been grooming Marcellus to take Vernay’s place as commandeur.

Roche:

Third Estate. An orphan—or “Oublie”—who grew up in the Frets of Vallonay. He was recently arrested for delivering messages for the Vangarde. In an attempt to prove he’s innocent, Marcellus recruited Chatine to interrogate Roche which inadvertently resulted in Roche’s imprisonment on Bastille.

The Sisters of the Refuge:

A secret society of ten women who protect the Forgotten Word and an extensive library of books rescued from the First World. Led by Principale Francine, all ten sisters live in a bunker hidden beneath the Frets and wear a string of “devotion beads” around their necks. For the past twelve years, Alouette Taureau has lived and studied with the sisters, unaware until recently that they are also the leaders of a rebel group known as the Vangarde.

The Vangarde:

A rebel group believed to be dead after their leader, Citizen Rousseau, was arrested and sent to Bastille during the Rebellion of 488. They’ve spent the past seventeen years in hiding, building their numbers in preparation for a resurgence. The Refuge of the Sisterhood is their central base of operations. Two of their operatives—Sister Jacqui and Sister Denise—were recently captured during a mission to break into the office of the Warden of Bastille in an attempt to free their imprisoned leader.
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- PART 1 - CITIZEN ROUSSEAU
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Like flowers toward a Sol, they turned to her. Like birds searching for a warm current, they found her. Like fish in the ocean, they swam toward her wake. She opened their eyes with her words and their hearts with the truth. She showed them that power was not outside of them, pressing down like a vast stone that could never be moved. Power was within their own bodies, their own hands, and their own minds, just waiting to be found.

But her message threatened those who preferred silence.

Those who demanded obedience.

So they stole her voice and tried to erase her name.

From The Chronicles of the Vangarde, Volume 1, Chapter 1
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- CHAPTER 1 - MARCELLUS


MARCELLUS BONNEFAÇON MOVED LIKE A shadow among shadows, ducking under cables and darting around rusty cages that sat empty and gaping like sinister, hungry mouths. With every step he took through the abandoned exploit, his heart pounded harder, making him feel more and more like the traitor he had become.

The traitor his grandfather always knew he would become.

You were right, Grand-père. I am just like my father.

Rain splattered up from the puddles as Marcellus wound his way past a collapsed hoist tower that lay twisted and decaying on the uneven ground. The old copper exploit hadn’t been operational in seventeen years, but it felt as if it had been deserted for centuries. It was an eerie, ominous place, with rows of abandoned shaft entrances, dark and empty like black holes in a galaxy. Two weeks ago, Marcellus might have turned around, his fear sending him scurrying back to his plush, well-lit rooms in the Grand Palais. But not now. Not with the memory of the Premier Enfant’s tiny red coffin still vivid in his mind. Not with this bruise on his rib cage still tender and throbbing.

Everything was different now. His senses were sharper. Sights and sounds and smells were stronger. His eyes were wide open.

And the world had turned red.

A dark, crimson red.

The color of death. The color of rage. The color of fire.

But you were also wrong, Grand-père. I can fight back.

As Marcellus shimmied along the wall of one of the old processing plants, he caught a glimpse of his own reflection in the warped metal siding and nearly jumped at the sight. He barely recognized himself. The young man looking back at him was too unkempt. Too rebellious. Not the buttoned-up, obedient officer his grandfather had raised him to be over the past eighteen years.

Before leaving the Grand Palais earlier this evening, he’d washed the gel from his thick, dark hair, letting it dry tousled and wavy. He’d donned this stolen exploit coat and streaked mud across his cheeks and neck. It was an effective disguise. A good way to disappear. A Fret rat had once taught him that. Someone he used to know.

But he tried not to think about Chatine Renard now.

Much.

Marcellus peered up at the sky, hoping to catch a rare glimpse of the prison moon of Bastille. But of course, he saw nothing. Nothing but a dark, unfathomable abyss. The constant cloud coverage of Laterre’s atmosphere made it impossible to see anything else.

There were no Sols. No moon. No light. It was a sky entirely without stars.

But Marcellus didn’t need the stars or the moon to guide him tonight. He had the fire to do that. A red-hot blaze that had been lit deep inside of him. A flame that he was certain would never die.

And of course, he had his instructions. Mysterious words written on a piece of paper by an unseen hand. Words that had lured him out to an abandoned exploit in the dark hours of morning.

I will meet you at the beginning of the end.

Marcellus followed a narrow path through a cluster of buildings, passing piles and piles of debris: discarded boots, cracked helmets, decomposing jackets, and a canvas gurney streaked with blood.

Some people believed that the old copper exploit was haunted. That the ghosts of the six hundred workers who had perished in the bombing seventeen years ago still lingered here. Trapped underground forever.

Marcellus didn’t want to believe that. But walking through this forsaken place, he could understand why no one ever came out here.

This was a picture stained with death and grief and time.

A picture no one should have to see.

But that Marcellus needed to see.

This was the reason his father, Julien Bonnefaçon, had spent the last seventeen years of his life in prison.

And this was where the mysterious instructions had been leading Marcellus. He was certain of it.

The beginning of the end. For his father. For the Vangarde. For the Rebellion of 488.

The sinister silence was suddenly shattered by the sound of footsteps. Panicked, Marcellus flipped up the hood of his stolen coat and tucked himself into one of the rusty metal cages. The suspension cable above creaked and whined, and Marcellus felt his stomach drop as he glanced down into the two-hundred-mètre deep chasm below. He sucked in a breath and kept perfectly still, praying those footsteps didn’t belong to a droid.

All it would take was one scan. One encounter, and his disguise would be rendered useless. His biometrics would be detected. His identity known. And then it would all be over. This perilous task that loomed before him would no longer matter. Nothing would matter. Because he’d be rotting away on the moon with the rest of the traitors.

The footsteps grew closer. Marcellus listened in the darkness, his heart hammering in his chest. Peering out from under his hood, he tried to pinpoint where they were coming from, but the exploit had fallen silent again.

Had he imagined them? He wouldn’t be surprised. After the events of the past few weeks, he’d been imagining all manner of ghastly things. His visions kept him awake at night. He’d hardly slept since the funeral.

A damp breeze kicked up and started to batter at his coat. Hearing a soft creaking noise up ahead, he stepped out from the rickety cage and squinted into the darkness where he was just able to make out a small, rundown hut with a lopsided door swinging on the hinges. Marcellus plunged his cold, shaky fingers into his pocket and pulled out a small container of matches. The first one struggled to catch light in the wet air, but the second sparked and bloomed into a brilliant orange flame. Protecting the glow with his cupped hand, he held the light up to the hut until he could see the distinct marking slashed across the door in mud.

Two diagonal lines descending toward each other.

The letter V, he remembered with a jolt of anticipation. He was in the right place.

The roof of the structure sagged at a strange angle, and the hut’s rusting walls seemed to billow as the angry wind picked up speed. Marcellus pushed open the corroded door and stepped inside.

Shadows swallowed him. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the low light. And then he saw her.

She was sitting on a wooden bench, her hands tucked into her lap, her head turned so that Marcellus could see her profile. A face pulled straight from both his darkest and brightest memories. When she turned toward him, her lips curled into a warm, familiar smile. “Marcellou. I hoped you’d come.”

Marcellus’s legs gave out from under him. He sank to his knees in front of his former governess, feeling every emotion that he’d blocked out for the past seven years suddenly wash over him at once. Anger, frustration, betrayal, regret, guilt, longing.

It was the longing more than anything. Mabelle had been marked as a traitor to the Regime. An enemy spy. He was forbidden from missing her. From thinking of her in any way but resentment. But, Sols, how he’d missed her.

There was so much to say. And yet all he could utter as he knelt by her feet was, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

What was he apologizing for? For treating her like a criminal when he’d come face-to-face with her three weeks ago in Montfer? For believing his grandfather’s lies about her? Even when they scratched against his heart in the most uncomfortable of ways? For not saving her that day seven years ago when the droids dragged her away?

But he knew the answer.

All of it.

He was sorry for all of it.

Suddenly, he felt Mabelle’s gentle yet reassuring hand on his head. “It’s okay, Marcellou. It’s okay.” And for the briefest of moments, every last drop of his anger melted right off him. He felt safe. He felt protected. The decrepit and wind-beaten hut he’d entered had turned into a warm place, a familiar place, a place of love and light. Suddenly, he was a little boy again, playing with his little plastique transporteurs at Mabelle’s feet while she read aloud from one of the books she’d smuggled into the Palais.

“Does anyone know you’re here?” Mabelle asked, her voice suddenly taking on a grave tone. “Were you followed?”

Marcellus momentarily thought of the footsteps he’d heard earlier. The ones he was now certain he’d imagined. “No.”

“Are you sure?” Mabelle asked. “The general has spies working for him all over the planet.”

And just like that, the bubble burst. Marcellus was thrust back into the present moment. Everything flooded into focus: the leaking, rundown hut; the cold, uneven floor under his knees; Mabelle’s drawn, weather-beaten skin; and the splintered bench where she sat. The anger came flooding back too, seeping into his bones, returning his vision to red.

“I know all about his spies,” he muttered, thinking once again of Chatine. “I took precautions.” He pushed himself back to his feet. “I left my TéléCom back at the Palais. I exited the grounds through the gaps in the perimeter you showed me when I was little. I parked my moto far away from the exploit.”

Mabelle exhaled audibly. “Good. Good boy.”

Marcellus’s lips quirked involuntarily at the praise. She might have aged a lifetime on Bastille, but she was still the same woman who had raised him for eleven years.

She patted the bench next to her, and Marcellus sat down.

“I must say,” Mabelle said as the cruel wind beat at the walls and the rain oozed through the cracks in the roof, “I wasn’t entirely sure you’d come.”

“I almost didn’t,” he said, and when Mabelle cocked an eyebrow, he smiled bashfully and explained. “It took me a while to read the message.”

When he’d first discovered the piece of paper that had been slipped into his pocket during one of his patrols in the Frets, the letters felt impossible to decipher. It had been over seven years since he’d practiced reading and writing them. He’d spent hours tracing the curves and loops with his fingertips, until slowly, the memories of learning those letters came back to him, like lost lyrics. Once you start humming the first verse, the entire song suddenly reappears in your mind.

Perhaps the Forgotten Word was not so easily forgotten to him.

“Well, you’re here. That’s what matters,” Mabelle said, taking his hand in hers. Her hand, which once swallowed his own, now felt impossibly small. But it was warm. The only warm thing in this whole miserable place.

Marcellus nodded, trying to pull comfort from Mabelle’s words. The truth was, he wished he’d gotten that message sooner, decoded it faster. They’d already lost so much time. General Bonnefaçon had already caused so much unrest and upheaval and … death. The Premier Enfant—little Marie Paresse—on a one-way trip to Sol 2. Nadette Epernay, who was framed—and executed—for Marie’s murder. Who was next? How many more lives would the general sacrifice in his quest for power?

“I watched the footage,” Marcellus said, feeling the now-familiar rage well up inside of him. “The proof that my father was innocent in the bombing of this exploit seventeen years ago. I found the microcam in the painting in your old room at the Grand Palais, just where you said it would be. I know Julien Bonnefaçon was framed and that my grandfather and the former Patriarche were the ones behind the attack.”

Mabelle nodded. “I’m glad you’ve finally seen the truth.”

“We have to stop him,” Marcellus said urgently. “Not just stop him. Destroy him. He betrayed me. He betrayed my father. He betrayed everyone on this planet. He must be brought down.”

He took a deep breath and then finally said the words that had been running through his mind for the past two weeks. Maybe even for his entire life. Maybe they’d always been there. Buried deep inside his DNA. Calling out to him from his very veins. Just waiting for him to wake up and hear them. “I want to join the Vangarde.”

A flicker of pride passed over Mabelle’s face, but it was quickly replaced by a grave, warning look. “Marcellus, this is a very important decision that you should not take lightly. Joining us is a dangerous choice. It will put everything you know and love in danger. Your home. Your job. Your family.”

“I don’t have a family,” Marcellus snapped. “My father died trying to fight for the right side. And my mother died mourning him. You are my only family. And as for my home and my job? I don’t care about any of it anymore. The Regime, the Ministère, my promotion to commandeur, that cursed officer uniform. I’m done with all of it. I’m done being the general’s dutiful, doting protégé. I’m done following in his footsteps. It’s time I follow in the right footsteps. The ones I should have followed all along.”

Mabelle looked at him with deep, pitying eyes. “Marcellus, joining the Vangarde won’t bring your father back.”

Marcellus stood up, his hands clenched by his sides. “I’m not doing this to bring my father back. I’m doing this to honor his memory.” He nodded toward the rickety door that led to what was left of the copper exploit. “To honor all of their memories. I’m doing this to defeat the general. I want to pick up where my father left off. I’m ready now. I’ll fight. I’ll run messages. I’ll recruit. I’ll travel across the System Divine. Usonia, Kaishi, Reichenstat, wherever the Vangarde wants to send me. I’ll leave the Palais tomorrow. I’ll—”

“Marcellou.” Mabelle held up a hand to stop him, looking slightly pained. “You don’t understand. We don’t want you to do any of that.”

Marcellus squinted, confused. And just a little bit panicked. It had never even occurred to him that the Vangarde might turn him down. “But you said in Montfer … You said when I’ve seen the truth that I should come to you. That I could join you.”

“Yes, that’s true. We do need you, Marcellus. But not on the outside.”

His confusion quickly gave way to dread. He suddenly felt nauseous. Sick. Cold. He shook his head. “No. I can’t. I—”

“You’re the only one who can get close to him.”

Marcellus clawed his fingers through his hair, letting Mabelle’s words sink in. “You want me to go back there? You want me to be in the same room as him and pretend that nothing happened? That he’s innocent? I can’t just go back to being blind.”

“Not blind,” Mabelle corrected. “The opposite of blind. Your eyes are wide open now. And we need those eyes inside the Palais. We haven’t been able to get anyone inside since my arrest seven years ago. And now it’s more important than ever that we do.”

Marcellus swallowed, feeling like he might throw up.

“Why do you think I sent you that message in your father’s prison shirt?” Mabelle went on. She was suddenly on her feet too, forcing him to look at her. “You have to understand; we didn’t expect any of this. We thought we were fighting against the Regime, the Patriarche, a five-hundred-year-old corrupt institution. The Vangarde didn’t know until a few months ago that the general was also fighting against the Regime. We are up against not one enemy, but two. And that uniform you wear is not a curse. It’s a gift. It’s a key. To go where no one else can go. To see and hear things that no one else can. If we’re going to defeat General Bonnefaçon and stop him from taking over the Regime, we need your eyes and your ears. We need you to continue to be the general’s dutiful, doting protégé.”

Mabelle’s gaze was so intense and piercing, Marcellus had to look away. He tried to rein in his wild, tempestuous breath, but it was like trying to rein in the storm outside.

“Did you know?” he whispered sharply. “That he was planning to murder the Premier Enfant?”

“No,” Mabelle said emphatically. “Not until it was too late.”

“But you have proof, right? That he killed her? We can use that. We can show the Patriarche and get my grandfather arrested and—”

“We don’t have proof. Like you, we only have our suspicions. Our instincts.”

“So that’s what you want me to do? Get proof that he’s guilty?”

Mabelle shook her head. “You won’t find it. The general is a clever, careful man. He would have covered his tracks too well. Distanced himself from the crime to ensure it could never be traced back to him.”

Marcellus shut his eyes as the memories bombarded him once more.

The head of Nadette Epernay thumping into a metal can.

The tiny coffin of Marie Paresse shooting into space.

“May she rest with the Sols.”

“How did you know?” Marcellus blurted out.

The weathered skin on Mabelle’s forehead crinkled in confusion.

“You said, ‘The Vangarde didn’t know until a few months ago that the general was also fighting against the Regime.’ How did you know that?”

Mabelle sighed, looking forlorn. “We have intel that the general is working on something. Something horrible and destructive that will threaten the lives of everyone on this planet.”

An icy chill trickled down Marcellus’s spine. “What?”

For a moment, Mabelle’s gaze drifted out the window, as though she were trying to summon strength from something—anything—out there. “He’s building a weapon.”

Marcellus felt the planet tilt beneath his feet. Was this what it felt like when that explosif went off seventeen years ago? Like the ground was giving way beneath them? Like the sky was crashing down around them? Like they might never breath again? It was several seconds before he could speak. Yet the words came out minced and mutilated. “What kind of weapon?”

“We don’t know,” Mabelle admitted. “But we believe it to be the general’s endgame. The way he plans to take control of the Regime. Our intel comes from a source who is working directly with the general. Unfortunately, the operative who has been in communication with that source was captured by the Ministère two weeks ago.”

“The two women,” Marcellus said with sudden realization, remembering the Vangarde operatives that he’d questioned at the Policier Precinct. The tall, rangy one who called herself Jacqui, and the shorter, dark-haired one who barely spoke. “They were caught trying to break into the Bastille warden’s office.”

“Yes,” Mabelle confirmed. “One of them goes by the name of Denise.”

“The one with the scars on her face?”

Mabelle nodded. “She used to be a cyborg. Before she joined the Vangarde.”

Used to be?

Suddenly, everything about that woman’s face started to make more sense. The pattern and placement of her scars, the lines running down her left cheek. He had no idea that a cyborg could have their circuitries removed. He’d always assumed that cyborgs were cyborgs for life.

“She was the only person who knew how to contact the source,” Mabelle went on. “She was our only lead for finding out what the general was working on and how to stop it.”

Marcellus felt his throat go dry. Those two operatives had vanished from the Policier Precinct only hours after Marcellus had questioned them.

“I don’t know where they are,” Marcellus said desperately. “The general has a secret facility somewhere. He’s never told me much about it. I just know that every so often prisoners—high-profile ones—will disappear from the Precinct and come back days or weeks later, completely broken. Or they don’t come back at all.” He swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” said Mabelle. “This is helpful information. We will try to root out their location, but in the meantime, we need someone to track down this weapon.” Mabelle caught Marcellus’s gaze with a meaningful look.

The realization sank into the pit of his stomach. “That’s what you want me to do. You want me to find out what he’s working on.”

“What he’s working on. Where he’s working on it. Who he’s working with. When it will be ready. Whatever you can find. We have exhausted countless resources on this, and we have still uncovered nothing.”

Marcellus felt the weight of impossibility bearing down on him. He pressed his fingertips into his temples. “If the Vangarde can’t find anything, what makes you think I can?”

A knowing smile tweaked at Mabelle’s lips. “Because I raised you, ma chéri. I know you. I believe in you.”

Marcellus began to pace the length of the tiny hut. “But the general already suspects me of working with you. He even hired a girl from the Frets to spy on me. He’s already distrustful.”

“Then you’ll have to work extra hard to convince him of your loyalty.”

Marcellus let out a growl of frustration. “He’s the greatest military strategist this planet has ever seen! If he finds out I’m spying on him, he … he …” A shudder worked its way down his spine. “All of you would be in danger.” For the first time since he’d left the Palais that night, Marcellus felt hopelessness settle over him. An entire ocean of it.

“This is the only way to stop him,” Mabelle said, and Marcellus caught the air of finality in her voice. It reminded him of when he was little, and he would try to negotiate for five more minutes before bed.

But this was so different. They weren’t negotiating for extra hours of playtime. They were negotiating for his life.

“What about the captured operative?” he asked desperately. “The one who knows how to contact the source working with the general. If I can dig around and find out where my grandfather is holding her—”

“Then, yes, of course, we will organize an extraction team,” Mabelle said, “but that will take time, and we’re running out of it. We need to find that weapon now.”

Marcellus’s eyes narrowed. “An extraction team? You mean to break them out?”

“Yes.”

“Like you’re planning to break out Citizen Rousseau?”

Mabelle fell quiet, her expression as placid as a lake.

It was no secret around the Ministère what those two operatives had been trying to do when they were captured in the warden’s office. They had been attempting to infiltrate Bastille’s security system so they could rescue their infamous incarcerated leader, Citizen Rousseau, the woman who had rallied thousands of people to her cause in the Rebellion of 488. The operatives had failed, but the general was certain that the Vangarde would try again.

But if Mabelle knew anything about another attempt to break into Bastille, she was not letting on.

“Isn’t that what you’re ultimately planning?” Marcellus pressed. “To bring back Rousseau so you can launch a full-scale revolution?”

“I’m afraid I cannot divulge that.”

Marcellus felt a small flicker of indignation. “Why not?”

“You have to understand, Marcellus,” Mabelle said gently. “You are still new to our cause. You are not yet trained to keep our secrets.”

That silenced him. He knew exactly what she was saying. If he was caught, if he was tortured, he couldn’t be trusted not to talk. He dug his fingernails into his palms. “Will you just tell me one thing?”

Mabelle’s lips quirked into a ghost of a smile. “Depends on what it is.”

Marcellus clenched his eyes shut, taking himself back to that night, two weeks ago, in the hallway of Fret 7. The last time he’d ever seen the girl named Alouette Taureau. He could still picture her vanishing form as she darted away from him. He could still picture her dark eyes, wide with shock and disbelief, as he’d told her the truth.

That she’d been unknowingly living with the Vangarde.

“There was a girl,” he whispered before remembering the code name that was written on a metal tag that hung around her neck on a string of beads. “Little Lark.” Marcellus opened his eyes. “What is her role in all of this? Please tell me she’s not going to be involved in … in anything dangerous.”

Mabelle’s reaction made Marcellus’s stomach clench. “Little Lark is …” She paused, lowering her gaze. “Little Lark is no longer with the Vangarde.”

Marcellus felt all the blood drain from his head. “What? What do you mean? I thought she—”

“She left.”

“Left?” Marcellus repeated. “Left where?”

“This is not something you need to concern yourself with,” Mabelle said calmly, assuredly. “She will be fine. We will make sure of it.”

Marcellus was breathing heavily now, the gravity of everything seeming to crash down on him at once. “But—” he began to say.

“We all have our role to play in the story of this planet, Marcellus. And right now, if you join us, your role is to find that weapon.” Mabelle slowly extended her foot and dragged it across the floor of the hut, cutting an angled line through the dirt. “By accepting this assignment, you are swearing to pledge your life to our purpose. You are swearing your commitment to a better Laterre and your loyalty to that future planet.”

Marcellus stared numbly down at the line that Mabelle had drawn on the floor, eventually recognizing what it represented.

It was one half of the same symbol that had been marked on the door of this hut.

One half of a letter.

Just waiting for him to make it complete.

Marcellus began to sweat inside his exploit coat. When he finally spoke again, his voice was quiet, resigned. “The general is always three moves ahead of everyone.”

“Which is why you must do this. So we can stay ahead of him. So he can’t hurt anyone else.”

Marcellus placed a hand to the side of his rib cage, feeling the fading bruise where his grandfather’s boot had driven into him over and over and over. He winced at the memory of lying on that cold marble floor of his grandfather’s study. Beaten. Humiliated. Defeated.

“Look at you! You are pathetic. You can’t even fight back.”

Suddenly, the embers inside of him caught light again. The flames roared. The thought of returning to the Palais, donning that scratchy white uniform, and seeing his grandfather’s face was enough to make Marcellus’s heart race, but he knew he couldn’t just stand idly by and watch his grandfather tear this planet apart.

After all, he was no longer that scared, helpless boy lying on the floor. That Marcellus Bonnefaçon was gone. Incinerated instantly in the smoldering remains of his grandfather’s lies.

Marcellus had been reborn that day. When he rose up from that cold hard floor to discover the truth about his father, his past, and his grandfather’s deceptive games, he became someone else. Someone stronger. Someone angrier.

Someone who fought back.

Outside the cracked windows of the hut, light began to push its way through the dark, dark night. The three Sols were rising, turning Laterre’s vast blanket of clouds into a glowing patchwork of gold, orange, and gray.

Mabelle stepped closer to Marcellus, her brown eyes sparkling in the dawn light. “Do you swear?”

Marcellus stood up straighter and—with one swift, decisive motion—swiped his foot across the dirty floor at a sharp angle. “I swear.”

They both looked down at the now-complete letter V that blazed between them. Like it was on fire. Like it had been branded right into the ground. It was a letter that had lost its meaning on Laterre hundreds of years ago. But now, it suddenly had the power to tilt the planet on its axis. Realign the stars around the entire System Divine.

Mabelle smiled a mysterious little smile. “Welcome to the Vangarde.”

Marcellus exhaled a breath that he swore he’d been holding for eighteen years. Joining the Vangarde might not bring his father back, but, in that moment, Marcellus had never felt closer to Julien Bonnefaçon.






- CHAPTER 2 - MARCELLUS


IN THE CENTER OF LEDÔME, the Grand Boulevard bustled with Second Estaters, promenading and shopping, gossiping with friends and flaunting their latest fashions. Cruiseurs and motos flitted up and down the street, delivering passengers to the hundreds of shops and restaurants lining the sidewalk.

Marcellus steered his moto past the Opéra and the Musée of the First World before pulling to a stop near a large roundabout where the Grand Boulevard ended and other smaller avenues jutted out like spokes on an old-fashioned wheel. He tugged at the collar of his stiff officer uniform, feeling like it was already cutting off the circulation to his brain.

Before returning to Ledôme, he’d washed the dirt from his face and changed back into the crisp white trousers and lapelled jacket that he loathed so much. He was, once again, Officer Bonnefaçon, the grandson of General César Bonnefaçon, and the son of the notorious dead traitor, Julien Bonnefaçon. He was, once again, Laterre’s commandeur-in-training, a dutiful servant of the Ministère.

And today, he would have to look his grandfather in the eye and pretend that he didn’t just pledge his life to bringing the general down.

He felt sick with dread and impossibility. He couldn’t help but think that the Vangarde had made a huge mistake in entrusting this task to him. It still felt like a fool’s errand. The general was too clever, too secretive, too strategic. How was Marcellus ever going to find this weapon? Where would he even begin?

Releasing a sigh, he tipped his head back and glanced up at the Paresse Tower that stood tall and regal at the center of the roundabout, watching over every street and park, every manoir and garden. Erected twenty years ago by the former Patriarche, Claude Paresse, to celebrate the Laterrian Regime, the tower used to be one of Marcellus’s favorite sights in Ledôme. The view of the magnificent structure, motionless and vast, shooting up into the TéléSky, used to inspire him.

But today, like everything else around him, the Paresse Tower felt gaudy and grandiose and so very wrong. Now Marcellus could see it for what it really was: a tower erected to mark centuries of oppression and inequality. A landmark built to celebrate the elite few who were fortunate enough to live in luxury in this climate-controlled biodome while the rest of the planet starved and froze.

Today, the tower only served to make him angrier.

He kicked off from the ground and sped the rest of the way back to the Grand Palais. After docking his moto outside the gates, Marcellus walked the length of the perimeter, scanning the little fleur-de-lis ornaments that topped each post of the titan fence, until he located the one that was bent at a slight angle. He climbed the fence and slipped through the invisible breach in the security shields, silently thanking Mabelle for her ingenuity.

He remembered the first time she had shown him the bent ornaments, when he was just a little boy. She’d made a game out of locating them. “Which ones are not like the others?” It wasn’t until years later, after Mabelle had been arrested as a Vangarde spy, that Marcellus realized Mabelle had bent them on purpose. To mark the loopholes where she had compromised the shields surrounding the Palais grounds, allowing her to come and go without being noticed or tracked.

Marcellus let himself in through the servants’ entrance and climbed one of the back staircases to the south wing, where he and his grandfather lived. As the head of the Ministère and the Patriarche’s primary advisor, General Bonnefaçon was awarded dedicated residences in the Palais. It was an honor that used to make Marcellus feel lucky, privileged, prestigious. Now these walls felt like prison bars. And the spacious, well-appointed rooms that he passed along the way only served to remind him that this morning’s visit to the copper exploit had not gone as he’d planned.

When he’d crept through the dark, sleeping Palais only a few hours ago, he thought he was leaving it for good. He thought he’d never have to return. He was fueled by the idea that he would never have to be in the same room as his grandfather again. He’d thought that joining the Vangarde would take him away from all of this. Just as it had for his father.

And yet, here he was. Back within these suffocating walls. With his grandfather’s loathsome lies clinging to every fiber of every tapestry.

“Access granted.” The door to his rooms opened and Marcellus lifted his palm from the panel on the biometric lock and barged inside. He stalked over to the bed, collapsed down onto it, and screamed into one of the silk pillows. Loud and hard until his throat burned and the sound silenced the voices of doubt and helplessness in his head.

“Are you finished?”

Marcellus sprang up from the bed and glanced around, his heart leaping into his throat when he saw his grandfather standing near the door to the balcony. The general’s tall, muscular frame was half silhouetted by the artificial Sol-light streaming in through the gap in the curtains.

“G-G-Grand-père,” Marcellus said, stammering slightly. How long had he been standing there? “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve been waiting for you,” his grandfather said coolly.

Marcellus’s pulse spiked as a hundred thousand crimes filtered through his mind at once.

Does he know where I’ve been?

Marcellus glanced back down at the ruffled comforter of his bed, where he’d just thrown his little tantrum. His grandfather had seen that.

“You weren’t answering your AirLinks.” The general nodded to the TéléCom that was folded up and sitting idly on Marcellus’s bedside table. Even though the tracking capabilities on the device were deactivated, he’d still left it behind as a precaution.

“Yes … um … ,” Marcellus began, wishing that, just this once, he could talk to the general without stammering like an imbecile. “I just stepped out to get some air and I … forgot it.”

His grandfather lifted an eyebrow. “And Chacal says he stopped by the TéléSkin fabrique yesterday—where you were supposed to be investigating the recent attack—but you weren’t there.”

Marcellus felt a storm brewing in his chest. His grandfather had appointed him lead officer on the investigation of the recent TéléSkin fabrique attack. It had killed twelve workers, including Chatine’s sister, and they still had no idea who was responsible. But Marcellus had been so busy deciphering the message that the Vangarde had slipped to him in the Frets and mentally preparing himself for his meeting with Mabelle, he’d let some of his officer duties slide. But he never thought that clochard Chacal would rat him out for it.

Marcellus fought to keep his face neutral as he tried to come up with a believable excuse. “I’m sorry, Grand-père. I haven’t been myself since the funeral.”

The general’s cool hazel eyes bored into Marcellus. “Must I remind you that Laterre is in a precarious state right now?”

Thanks to you, Marcellus thought bitterly but he shook his head and muttered, “No, sir.”

“Tensions are mounting. The Third Estate are getting out of control, rioting almost daily. And with Inspecteur Limier still missing, we need everyone around here to pull their weight.”

The fearsome head of the Vallonay Policier had vanished two weeks ago. He’d ventured out to the Forest Verdure to arrest two wanted criminals and never came back.

“This is not the time to be lazy and distracted, Marcellus.”

Marcellus felt his blood start to boil. His fists clenched at his sides, desperate to strike, to pound, to pummel. But he forced himself to remember Mabelle’s words.

“… you’ll have to work extra hard to convince him of your loyalty.”

Marcellus swallowed down the rage. “Of course, Grand-père. I apologize for my actions. It will not happen again.”

The general scrutinized him, the edge of his jaw pulsing. It’s what his grandfather did when he was holding something back. Then, silently, he stepped forward and reached a hand toward Marcellus’s face. Marcellus flinched as his grandfather dragged a single finger across his cheek. When his hand retracted, Marcellus could see the smear of mud on the general’s fingertip. Remnants of his disguise.

For a long, tense moment, both of them just stared down at it.

Finally, his grandfather spoke. “You need to come with me.”

The room tilted. Marcellus wished he could grab on to something for balance. For a moment, he considered running. He eyed the balcony, trying to gauge how far down it was to the forecourt below. Would he survive the jump?

“Why?” he whispered.

The general released a heavy sigh. “The Patriarche has summoned us to go hunting.”

Hunting?

For a full three seconds, Marcellus was certain he had misunderstood.

“Prepare your status report on the investigation and make yourself presentable.” The general nodded dismissively toward Marcellus’s face and then strode toward the hallway. “And meet me in the foyer in thirty minutes.”

The moment the door slid shut behind the general, Marcellus let out a shuddering breath. The beautiful air flooded back into his lungs. He darted to the bathroom and splashed ice-cold water on his face, trying to bring the sensation back to his skin. Tilting his chin at various angles, he searched for any more traces of mud before drying his face with a towel and turning back toward the door. But something out of the corner of his eye caught his attention and pulled him up short.

He spun around and stared down into the corner of the bathroom. Beside the toilette, a single floor tile glinted in the light. He’d accidentally wrenched it loose when he was a little boy, and it had been his secret hiding place ever since. When he was younger and Mabelle was teaching him the Forgotten Word, he used to hide folded-up pieces of paper in there, lines and lines of practiced letters and shaky misspelled words. Now the small nook under the tile held the microcam he’d found two weeks ago, hidden in the painting in Mabelle’s old room. Proof that his grandfather was guilty in the bombing of that copper exploit seventeen years ago.

His heart started to pound again in his chest as he glared at the tile.

What had his grandfather really been doing in his rooms? Looking for Marcellus, as he’d said? Or looking for something else?

Slowly, tentatively, Marcellus walked over to the toilette, crouched down, and used his fingernails to peel up the loose floor tile. He almost didn’t have to look. He almost knew what he would find before he saw it.

Nothing.

He found nothing.

Because the microcam was gone.






- CHAPTER 3 - CHATINE


CHATINE RENARD HAD KNOWN DARKNESS all her life. From the moment she was born eighteen years ago, it had surrounded her, clinging to her like a cloak. But nothing compared to the darkness that lurked two hundred mètres below the surface of Bastille. This was a darkness like Chatine had never known. It was a living, breathing thing. A murkiness that seeped into her bones and coated her lungs.

This was the kind of darkness that brought the dead back to life.

The droid closed the metal cage with a bang that reverberated down Chatine’s spine. The lift started to descend, slow and painful and creaking, into the ground. With every centimètre they lowered, Chatine’s teeth chattered harder. Not because of the temperature. It was mercifully warmer down here than on the surface of the moon. But if Chatine had learned anything since arriving on Bastille, it was that the cold wasn’t the only thing here that could make you shiver.

The lift wrenched to a stop and the door of the cage creaked open, revealing a warren of gloomy passageways that extended out from the main shaft. Two more bashers stood watch, their bright orange eyes cutting through the darkness. No human guards dared set foot on this wretched moon. The prison was manned entirely by droids while some overpaid warden supervised from his plush, cushy office back in Ledôme.

“Single-file line,” one of them droned. “Look down. No talking. No running.”

Chatine almost snorted aloud at the warning. Running? Seriously? Where would they even run to? The craggy walls and looming ceilings of the exploit tunnels snaked and dipped, burrowed and crisscrossed through the Bastille rock, going nowhere. Always ending in cold, dark nothingness.

And even if it weren’t for the dead-end tunnels, Chatine was barely capable of crawling out of her bunk each morning, let alone running. Her body had never felt so useless and heavy and beaten. Her head was almost always pounding, her mouth was constantly dirt dry, every centimètre of her ached, and no matter how tired she was at the end of her twelve-hour shift down here in the darkness, she could never ever seem to get enough sleep.

The inmates called the condition the “grippe.” Chatine could certainly understand why. It felt like every organ in her body—including her mind—had been placed in a merciless vise. It was the result of the thinner air on Bastille. Chatine had heard that it could take up to six months for your body to adapt to the climate.

She had been here two weeks.

The inmates formed a line and began to shuffle into the tunnel. Beside them, the droids paced, their heavy metal footsteps clanking, the rayonettes embedded in their arms glowing menacingly in the dim light. After grabbing a headlamp and a pick, Chatine followed the procession into the tunnel. With each collective step they took, the walls and ceilings rumbled ominously around them.

Chatine hated the crackles and pops that came from above, rippling through the ground and threatening to bring two hundred mètres of hard rock crashing down on top of her. She’d heard stories of prisoners dying in the zyttrium exploits. They were some of the first stories told to newcomers on Bastille.

She paused, glanced up, and cringed as a scattering of loose dust and debris rained down on her face.

“Prisoner 51562,” one of the droids boomed, “look down and keep walking.”

Chatine lowered her gaze and scuffled forward. They seemed to be walking forever today. Much farther than Chatine had ever ventured into the tunnels. The light from the headlamp clipped onto her helmet was a poor contender for the murky depths of the exploit. And the farther away they got from the main shaft, the darker the tunnel became.

Chatine pushed back the sleeve of her prison uniform and touched the darkened screen just above her wrist. It blinked to life, providing a dim halo of light. The Skins had limited functionality on Bastille. There were no broadcasts, no AirLink messages, no Universal Alerts, no Ascension points or tokens. Up here on the moon, the Skins were only used to track time and people. Including, now, Chatine. All her former Skin hacks had been removed by the droids when she’d first arrived. But Chatine liked to look at her Skin from time to time, if for no other reason than to remind her of why she was really here. Why all of them were here. This small rectangular device that had been implanted in her flesh since childhood was the reason the Regime spent millions of tokens a year running this Sol-forsaken prison.

The Skins were needed to keep the Third Estate in line.

Zyttrium was needed to make the Skins.

And the dusty craters of Bastille held the last known deposits of zyttrium in the entire System Divine.

Chatine spotted the glint of metal up ahead, and the procession finally slowed to a stop. In front of them, the giant machines that dug the tunnels and secured the supports stood motionless, idling like sleeping silver beasts.

“Every inmate is required to excavate one hundred grammes of zyttrium,” the nearest droid announced, causing a stirring among the prisoners.

“One hundred grammes?!” shouted one of the inmates. “That’s double what we had to dig yesterday.”

“No talking!” the droid boomed, its eerie monotone voice ricocheting off the low-ceilinged tunnels, making it sound even less human than it already did. “Look down, start digging.”

Silently, Chatine positioned herself in front of the tunnel wall and got to work, jamming her pick into the hard rock. With each strike, she paused and waited, listening, expecting, holding her breath. Would today finally be the day the voice in her head didn’t come? The day that Chatine’s mind finally got ahold of itself and came back to its senses?

Chatine couldn’t decide what was worse: a mental breakdown, or losing that voice all over again.

And then, finally, after the tenth strike of her pick against the wall, Chatine heard it. From deep in the dark corners of her mind.

“Brrr! It is so chilly here. Way colder than on Laterre.”

Chatine’s shoulders slumped in relief. Azelle was here. For at least one more day, Chatine would not be alone on this moon.

“How are you not freezing, Chatine?” the voice asked.

Chatine didn’t reply. She never replied to the voice of her dead sister. But just like in life, it didn’t stop Azelle from talking.

“Did you hear those new quotas? You’re going to be here forever. How do they expect you to mine one hundred grammes in a day?”

Chatine shone her headlamp into the heap of rock that had gathered by her feet. There wasn’t a single hint of glowing blue zyttrium. She’d heard prisoners whispering about the shortage on Bastille. How each week, the tunnels stretched farther and farther, and the exploit carts came back less and less full.

“I remember this being a problem back at the Skin fabrique,” Dead Azelle said knowledgably. “Not enough zyttrium to make the new Skins. The superviseurs tried to hide it from us but we weren’t stupide. We saw the supply transporteurs coming in. How many of these prisoners do you think are here because of an actual crime they committed? And how many are here because the Ministère just needed more people to dig?”

Chatine momentarily glanced up at the inmates lining the tunnel, wondering if Azelle was right. Was Chatine’s existence here—as well as the existence of every other prisoner on this moon—no more complicated than a dwindling supply of zyttrium? Chatine had never known her older sister to be very wise or observant in life. But often, as Chatine lay in the cold, damp prison bunks, she wondered if she’d underestimated her sister. If maybe there had been more to Azelle Renard than Chatine ever knew.

Of course, she’d never have a chance to find out now. An explosif in the Skin fabrique two weeks ago had made sure of that.

“It also kind of stinks down here,” Azelle added. “Much worse than the Frets.”

Chatine almost smiled at that one. She knew that the Azelle who spoke to her down here in the dark exploits wasn’t real. Obviously, she knew that. She just assumed it was another symptom of the grippe. A symptom that—unlike the bone-splitting headaches and waves of dizziness—was not entirely unwelcome. It gave her something to listen to besides the monotonous banging of the picks hitting rocks and the ominous rattles and tremors that followed.

And also, it kept her mind off Henri.

Because Dead Azelle knew better than to talk about him.

One ghost to distract you from another.

“Is this how it’s going to be every day?”

Chatine reared back her pick and slammed it into the wall, bringing down a fresh cascade of rock to add to her pile.

“How long do we have to be down here? It’s really dark. I didn’t think it would be this dark. Cold, yes. You always hear about the cold. But no one ever tells you about the darkness.”

Chatine sighed and pitched her pick back again, letting Azelle’s quiet prattling voice continue to envelop her like a blanket.

“Excuse me. Can you hear me? Or are you just ignoring me? People often do ignore me.”

The pick paused over Chatine’s head. She looked to her right, where a slender girl in an exploit coat too big for her small frame was waving her hand back and forth, trying to get Chatine’s attention.

How long had this girl been talking? She sounded just like Azelle.

“I know we’re not supposed to talk,” the girl went on in a low voice.

“You’re right,” Chatine snapped with a cautious look over her shoulder for nearby droids. “We’re not.”

“But I’m going a little bit insane,” she said, shaking her head. Her helmet—like her exploit coat—was too big, and it rattled haphazardly, causing the light from her headlamp to flash and bob. “No one here talks to anyone. It’s my first day, and I haven’t been able to get anyone to say a single word to me.”

Chatine sighed. Of all the people she could get stuck next to, she’d ended up with a babbler.

“And why is everyone so mean here?” the girl continued.

“They’re not mean,” Chatine whispered harshly. “They’re tired and cranky. And don’t want to get tazed for talking.”

“I’m Anaïs,” the girl went on, clearly interpreting Chatine’s dismissal as an invitation to introduce herself. “What’s your name?”

Chatine didn’t reply. Maybe if she just ignored her, the girl would give up and stop talking.

“Did you come from Vallonay?”

Chatine kept digging.

“I came from Delaine in the Northern Région. Do you know it? Probably not. It’s a very boring town. Mostly just sheep. You’re probably wondering why I’m on Bastille.”

Actually, Chatine thought bitterly. I wasn’t.

“I got rounded up for being out after curfew. They’re being really strict now. Anyone out after hours gets sent straight to Bastille. It’s not fair. I wasn’t even doing anything wrong! I swear. I was just—” The girl’s voice was cut off by her own scream as her body convulsed violently and her pick fell to the ground. Chatine glanced over to see the nearest droid retracting its tazeur.

As she watched Anaïs’s eyes roll back into place, Chatine couldn’t help but feel the slightest bit sorry for the girl. But also the slightest bit relieved. Maybe now she would finally understand the consequences and shut up.

“Look down, keep digging,” the droid admonished.

Whimpering slightly, Anaïs picked up her fallen pick, and the basher moved on. Chatine watched as the girl wiped tears from her face and tried to shake off the lingering effects of the tazeur. Then she hoisted back her pick, nearly collapsing under its weight, and brought it crashing clumsily and noisily down into the rock, mere centimètres from the nearest anchor bolt.

“What are you doing!?” Chatine hissed. “Are you trying to kill us?”

Anaïs sniffled. “No.”

“You have to dig around the rock bolts. If you knock one out of place, you could bring the whole tunnel down on top of us.”

Anaïs glanced in confusion between her pick and the tunnel wall.

Chatine huffed. “Watch me.” She demonstrated, carefully aiming her pick at the space between the two nearest anchor bolts. “See?”

The girl nodded but didn’t go back to work. Instead, she leaned on her pick and let out a melancholy sigh. “Do you think he’ll wait for me?”

Chatine’s grip around her pick handle tightened as she buried it into the wall with more force than she’d ever used before. Rock skittered around her feet, and there was a flash of blue under the light from her headlamp. It was a thread of zyttrium laced through a shard of rubble. That would barely make up five percent of her quota today.

Anaïs turned her head upward and stared at the ceiling of the tunnel, as though she could see right through it, all the way back to Laterre. “We were going to get married. I didn’t even get a chance to say good-bye to him before they took me away. But he’ll wait for me, right? They only gave me eighteen months. He’ll be true to me, right?”

“He’s probably already forgotten you,” Chatine murmured to herself, and then, with a clench of her stomach, silently added in her head, Just like he’s forgotten me.

She had no doubt that whatever Marcellus Bonnefaçon was doing back on Laterre, he wasn’t thinking about her.

“What did you say?” Anaïs asked, her eyes twinkling in the low light of Chatine’s headlamp.

“Nothing,” Chatine said, feeling a flicker of guilt. She softened her voice. “You need to be quiet, or that droid is going to come back. Just keep your head down. Don’t look up. There’s nothing to look up for.”

Thankfully, this time Anaïs listened to her. With another sigh, she grabbed her pick and, struggling to even lift it over her head, brought it smashing recklessly down against the side of the tunnel. Right on top of the anchor bolt.

“No!” Chatine cried, lunging toward her. But it was too late. A terrible cracking sound rang out above them as a plume of dust billowed down from the low ceiling, followed by a cascade of small rocks that rained and smacked onto their helmets.

“Watch out!” Chatine jumped back from the falling debris. Anaïs looked up just long enough for Chatine to peer into her wide, terrified eyes before a giant slab of rock shook loose from the ceiling and collapsed, in another thundering wave of dust, right on top of the girl’s head.

For several heart-pounding seconds, Chatine could only stare. Stare at the girl’s frail, unmoving body peeking out from beneath the stone. Stare at her frail shoulders and slender arms and scuffed boot … which suddenly twitched. Chatine stumbled backward, tripping over her pile of excavated rock and slamming into the wall.

“Sols!” she cried, glancing up the tunnel. The other inmates had stopped working and were gathered around Anaïs’s body, staring incredulously at her foot, which now jerked and trembled.

“She’s alive!” Chatine called, lunging toward the massive boulder and trying to shove it out of the way. But it was so heavy, and she was so weak, it barely moved. “Someone help! She’s alive and she’s trapped!”

The sound of whirring metal clanked down the hallway as a droid fought to make its way through the debris. The gigantic metal monster paused in front of the girl, the glow of its orange eyes roving up and down her quivering body.

“Don’t just stand there!” Chatine screamed. She’d never raised her voice at a basher before. “Do something! Help her!”

The droid continued its scan, its robotic face emotionless and calculating. Finally, it took a step forward, extending its arm toward the girl. Chatine let out the breath she’d been holding. Anaïs would be okay. She would be taken to the Bastille Med Center. Her wounds would be treated. She would be fine. She would live. She would—

Whoosh.

The girl’s twitching limbs fell still. Very still. The droid lowered its arm, which Chatine now saw was glowing, the deadly rayonette still armed. A deep, soul-splitting shiver traveled through her body.

“You …” Chatine stared up at the droid, her voice frail and thin and hollow. “What did you do? Why did you do that?”

The droid’s orange eyes tracked over her entire face, as though searching for signs of life left in Chatine, too. She honestly wondered if it would find any. The day she was shipped off to this abominable moon was the day she’d stopped living. Stopped caring. Stopped climbing. Stopped conning. Stopped looking up to the skies, hoping for something better.

Stopped being Chatine Renard.

Now she had become someone else. A cursed soul who brought about nothing but chaos and destruction and death wherever she went. A shell of a person reduced to nothing more than a number.

“Look down, keep digging, Prisoner 51562,” the droid said before turning and disappearing into the darkness of the tunnels.






- CHAPTER 4 - MARCELLUS


PATRIARCHE LYON PARESSE SNAPPED HIS rifle closed with a resounding crack and snatched it up to his shoulder. He closed one eye and aimed upward at the bright TéléSky, just as a swarm of unsuspecting doves fluttered by.

Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

The gunshots rang sharp and fierce in Marcellus’s ears. But the sound was soon replaced by a cacophony of barks from the Patriarche’s hunting dogs. The dappled and straggly eared animals yipped and bounded in circles, anxiously awaiting the prey to fall from the fake blue sky.

But no birds fell.

Because the Patriarche had missed again.

“Damn the Sols,” he roared, yanking the antique hunting gun from his shoulder and snapping it open again. With chubby, agitated fingers, he jammed more cartridges into the chamber.

Marcellus felt General Bonnefaçon wince and stiffen beside him. It was one thing Marcellus had in common with his grandfather: They both hated meeting with the Patriarche while he was hunting. Marcellus hated the echoing gunshots, the terrible flutter of the dying birds’ wings, the frantic yapping of the bloodthirsty dogs.

And his grandfather simply hated the distraction.

“Monsieur Patriarche,” the general called out before the Patriarche could raise his gun again. “As I was saying, you put in an order for a fivefold increase in droid production at the fabrique.” He pointed at the TéléCom unfurled and glowing in his hand. “I don’t remember us discussing this incr—”

“This is no time for discussions,” the Patriarche barked. “I’m done with discussions, General. This planet is falling apart at the seams and we need a stronger military presence in the cities. The other planets in the System Alliance are starting to get worried. Our ambassador just returned from Kaishi this week and said there was ‘talk’ of instability on Laterre. Talk, General! We simply can’t have this. In case you’ve forgotten, my precious daughter—the only heir to the Laterrian Regime—has been killed. The Matrone is sick with grief. She barely gets out of bed. And now the Vangarde have attacked one of my fabriques!”

His hands shook furiously as he tried to close his gun. Pascal Chaumont, the Patriarche’s most-trusted advisor, stepped wordlessly forward to assist him, snapping the weapon closed with an efficient click and handing it back to the Patriarche, before returning to stand with the rest of the green-robed advisors.

“I agree this is the moment for action—” the general began to say, but the Patriarche didn’t allow him to finish.

“What is the status of the investigation?” he asked, turning toward Marcellus.

Marcellus stood up straighter, shifting his rifle to his other hand. “I have been interviewing workers and foremen at the TéléSkin fabrique for the past two weeks, but so far no one seems to know who set off the explosif. I have more interviews scheduled for tomorrow, but based on the evidence we’ve collected, we believe someone broke into the fabrique—”

“I know exactly who set off that explosif!” the Patriarche roared, as though Marcellus’s update was a massive waste of his time. “It was that Citizen Rousseau woman! She’s responsible for all of this. I just know it.”

Marcellus opened his mouth to reply, but the general stepped in. “I assure you, Monsieur Patriarche, Citizen Rousseau is not a danger to us. She remains in maximum security lockdown on Bastille, where she’s been for the past seventeen years.”

“Until those Vangarde monsters tried to break her out!” the Patriarche reminded him.

“Tried,” the general emphasized. “And failed.”

The Patriarche harrumphed. He had become unbearably paranoid in the past few weeks, convinced that Citizen Rousseau had somehow orchestrated everything that had happened on Laterre—the murder of his only child, the riots in the Frets, the bombing of the TéléSkin fabrique—all from solitary confinement. Which, of course, was ludicrous. Solitary confinement meant no contact with the outside world. But it didn’t stop the Patriarche from spending his days watching security footage of Citizen Rousseau’s cell.

Even if Marcellus hadn’t been the lead officer on the investigation, he would still be willing to bet his life that the Vangarde had not orchestrated that attack. The problem was, he still didn’t know who had.

“Regardless,” the Patriarche snapped, “this planet needs to be brought to order. And clearly, I have to do that myself.” He tossed a furious glance at the general before raising the weapon to his shoulder again and peering up at the sky.

Marcellus braved a look at his grandfather and immediately noticed the general’s jaw tensing. This had become the new way of things around the Palais. Since the Premier Enfant’s funeral, the Patriarche had started taking matters of state into his own hands, making important decisions on a whim and changing protocols whenever it struck his fancy, all without the general knowing about it.

And Marcellus knew this would only make the general more desperate. More eager to push his plans forward.

“He’s building a weapon.”

Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

The gunshots shook Marcellus from his thoughts. They were followed by the maniacal yapping of the hunting dogs who, once again, had no prey to chase for. The Patriarche’s bullets had hit nothing but the artificial Ledôme breeze.

“Monsieur Patriarche,” the general began calmly, “please be assured that I am well in control of the situation on Laterre. New security procedures are being carried out in the Frets and the fabrique district, suspects are being interrogated daily, curfews are being strongly enforced.…”

Marcellus startled as a small ping reverberated through his audio patch, notifying him of an incoming alert. As the general continued to list all the new protocols he’d initiated since the Premier Enfant’s funeral, Marcellus furtively pulled his TéléCom out of his pocket, unfolded it, and tapped on the screen.

“Tunnel collapse on Bastille in Exploit 5,” the TéléCom’s smooth, pleasant voice announced. “One fatality.”

Marcellus’s heart stopped. Exploit 5. That was Chatine’s exploit.

Normally officers weren’t alerted of every single death or accident on Bastille. The prison moon was a dangerous place, and there were simply too many. Instead, the warden received a summary report at the end of each day and only passed it along to the other members of the Ministère if there was something noteworthy to share. But as soon as Marcellus had learned that Chatine had been sent to the moon, he had instantly memorized her prisoner number, cell block tower, and exploit assignment and set up a series of alerts to notify him of any accidents or fatalities on Bastille. And every time that TéléCom dinged softly in his ear, he felt like he couldn’t breathe.

He clicked on the alert flashing on the screen and gripped the edges of the TéléCom, as though this flimsy device could possibly hold him up if his legs gave out.

“Today at 11.02 Laterrian time, Bastille Central Command logged a tunnel collapse in Exploit 5 caused by a compromised anchor bolt. One fatality was reported by the supervising droid. Female. Eighteen years old …”

No. Marcellus felt the ground beneath him give way.

“Prisoner number 515.…”

He was suddenly plummeting into Laterre’s red hot core. He was burning alive. His skin was on fire. His lungs burned.

“… 98.”

Marcellus blinked, certain he had misheard. He hastily tapped to replay the alert.

“…Female. Eighteen years old. Prisoner 51598.”

5.1.5.9.8.? It wasn’t her. He was sure of it. Chatine’s prison number was 5.1.5.6.2. His breath returned like a gust of warm air. She was still alive.

“Officer Bonnefaçon?”

Marcellus’s head popped up at the sound of his grandfather’s voice. The entire hunting party was now staring at him like he was a smoking cruiseur wreck. “Yes? Sorry. I was just …” But he gave up trying to make an excuse and pocketed his TéléCom. He could feel the general’s eyes on him.

“I was telling the Patriarche,” his grandfather said tightly, “that the couchette searches in the Frets are proving effective in rooting out potential rebel activity.”

Marcellus nodded. “Yes, very much so. Three arrests have been made this week.”

“So, you see, Monsieur Patriarche,” the general went on, “I’m confident that these new initiatives are—”

The Patriarche snorted as he angrily uncocked his gun. “I want wages docked too.”

The general raised one of his neatly groomed silver eyebrows. “With all due respect, Monsieur Patriarche, I’m not sure docking wages will—”

“If the people cannot behave, they must be punished. Cancelling their Ascension was clearly not enough. Maybe they need to go hungry for a while. See what that feels like.”

Hungry?

Anger immediately bloomed in Marcellus’s chest. The Third Estate were already hungry. Already starving and wet and cold, not to mention completely overworked for the meager wages they did receive.

The Patriarche glanced up from his gun, where he was stuffing a fresh round of cartridges into the chamber. “And if you’re so ‘in control’ of the situation, General, then why, may I ask, have you not yet found the Vangarde base and eliminated those terrorist rats once and for all?”

Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang.

This time the Patriarche managed to clip the edge of a dove’s wing, causing a lone white feather to puff away on the breeze. But the bird didn’t fall. It spiraled and veered awkwardly for a moment, but then righted itself and flew off in a dancing and mocking loop into the dazzling blue TéléSky.

The Patriarche growled furiously and shoved his antique rifle back at Chaumont, snapping for the advisor to hand him a different one.

“We are still actively working on rooting out the Vangarde’s base,” the general replied vaguely.

Marcellus braved another sidelong glance at him. He’d been unable to look his grandfather in the eye since they’d left the Palais. Neither of them had uttered a word about the microcam that had vanished from beneath the loose floor tile in Marcellus’s bathroom. Marcellus assumed the general hadn’t had a chance to watch the footage yet. But it would only be a matter of time. And then, his grandfather would know.

That Marcellus had learned the truth about the copper exploit bombing.

That Marcellus had been in contact with a convicted Vangarde spy.

That Marcellus knew his father—the man he’d been taught to despise, to distrust, to banish from his thoughts—was innocent.

Which meant that the time Marcellus had to find this weapon his grandfather was building just got a whole lot shorter.

“What about those operatives you arrested?” Marcellus barely recognized his own voice as the words charged out of him. He cleared his throat and continued. “The ones who tried to break into the warden’s office and infiltrate Bastille’s security system? Surely, they should be able to tell us where the base is.”

The general shot Marcellus a scathing look as the Patriarche pounced on his suggestion. “Exactly! Why haven’t you extracted information from them, General?”

“They are still our best leads, yes,” the general said tensely as he ripped his gaze from Marcellus. “But unfortunately, despite vigorous interrogation, they are proving difficult to crack.”

Marcellus’s stomach rolled.

Vigorous interrogation.

He didn’t have to be a trained officer of the Ministère to infer what that meant.

“Obviously not vigorous enough,” the Patriarche blustered.

“I assure you,” the general replied, the slightest hint of annoyance cracking through his façade, “they will break eventually.”

“Perhaps I might have a try,” Marcellus offered, attempting to sound nonchalant. If he could be allowed to interrogate the operatives, if his grandfather told him where they were being kept, Marcellus could find out what Denise knew about the weapon. “If I’m going to be commandeur one day, I need to be well versed in these … interrogation tactics.”

The general scrutinized his grandson, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly. “I appreciate your newfound initiative, but that won’t be necessary. As these operatives are our most important leads on the Vangarde, I am handling the situation personally.”

Disappointment stabbed Marcellus. He had been right. This was an impossible task. If his grandfather was keeping a secret, there was no way Marcellus was going to be able to uncover it. He’d need a miracle.

“In the meantime,” the general continued as the Patriarche once again took aim at the TéléSky, “we are analyzing the devices found on the Vangarde operatives when they were captured.”

Lyon Paresse lowered his gun. “What devices?”

“Necklaces, sir. Made of what appeared to be some sort of metal beads. But we believe they are more than just decorative. Possibly communication devices of some kind. Directeur Chevalier’s team at the Ministère’s Cyborg and Technology Labs is working on them now. We hope that they might provide a legitimate lead to the base.”

Metal beads.

With a shiver, Marcellus’s thoughts raced back to that night two weeks ago, in the hallways of Fret 7, when a similar necklace hanging from Alouette’s neck had triggered a mysterious message to appear on his TéléCom. A message he still didn’t know the contents of, but that he was certain had been sent by Denise.

“Very good,” the Patriarche said. “But if those operatives won’t talk, we do have other means of dealing with them.” He aimed his gun at a flock of birds that had just fluttered up from the ground.

Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.

“Blast.” He lowered his weapon and glared at the general. “What is the progress on the exécuteur, General?”

“My techniciens in the munitions fabrique are working on the reconstruction. I have been told it will be completed in the next week.”

Marcellus shuddered at the thought of seeing that monstrous contraption again. The Third Estate were already calling it by a much more appropriate name—the Blade. After witnessing the sick swiftness with which it had sliced Nadette Epernay’s head from her body, Marcellus had been glad to hear that the rioters in the Marsh had ripped it to pieces.

“But they’ve already been working on it for two weeks!” the Patriarche boomed. “Why is it taking so long?”

“We’ve had to rebuild the device from scratch. The last one was completely destroyed in the recent riot. We were not able to salvage any parts.”

The Patriarche huffed and then, under his breath, muttered, “I’m sure the scientists on Albion wouldn’t need this long.”

Marcellus could almost feel his grandfather’s muscles tense. It was a well-known fact that Albion had the most superior tech-development program in the system. Far more advanced than any other planet. But no one on Laterre—Albion’s long-standing enemy—liked to admit that, especially not the general.

“I want that thing finished as soon as possible,” the Patriarche went on. “And I want the entire Third Estate to know when it is. Those ungrateful wretches need to understand that there are consequences for rising up against me.”

“Yes, Monsieur Patriarche,” the general said with a swift nod. Then he cut his eyes to Marcellus, and in a cool monotone voice that sent chills down Marcellus’s spine, he added, “Treason against the Regime should never be taken lightly. I think you would agree, Officer Bonnefaçon.”

Marcellus’s throat went dry.

Treason against the Regime.

Was that what his grandfather would accuse Marcellus of once he watched that microcam footage? Would Marcellus be the first to find himself in the path of the newly built Blade?

Marcellus tried to picture his grandfather’s expression when he would eventually connect the tiny device to his TéléCom. When he would press play. When he would discover that the Vangarde had been watching him that day he’d agreed to bomb the copper exploit and pin the blame on his own son.

Watching.

Marcellus felt a shiver travel through him as he remembered the day he’d first found the microcam and viewed its contents. He’d been shocked to learn that the footage had been captured right inside General Bonnefaçon’s study. Where all of his most private and secret conversations took place.

Marcellus’s heart started to pound as he suddenly realized what he had to do.

The idea made him feel physically sick, but it was the only way. His only chance of finding out what his grandfather was working on.

It was the very miracle he needed.

If Mabelle had managed to plant a microcam inside his grandfather’s office, then Marcellus could do it too.

“Now, enough business,” the Patriarche commanded. “General, put that TéléCom away. It’s time for you to shoot.”

The general tossed another glance at Marcellus before folding up his TéléCom and slipping it into the pocket of his pristine white jacket. He stepped forward, took a gun from one of the Patriarche’s advisors, and with ease and an austere calm, loaded the chamber.

Marcellus felt another chill run down his spine as he watched his grandfather carefully pull the weapon to his shoulder and squint up, with unrelenting focus and determination, at the TéléSky above. Even the dogs seemed to quiet as the general watched and waited.

Finally, a flock of doves whisked into view and looped above the heads of the hunting party.

Bang.

Marcellus winced as a mess of feathers scattered into the wind, followed by the awful flutter and flap of dying wings. A great arc of bird blood sprayed like a rainbow of red through the sky. The dogs took off after the fallen prey, yapping excitedly.

“Sols!” came a thundering roar from the other side of the general. When Marcellus glanced over at Laterre’s leader, his stomach clenched at the sight of the bright red streak of blood that had splattered across the Patriarche’s cheek and forehead and was now dripping down into the folds of his wide, plump neck.

Silently, Chaumont handed the Patriarche a handkerchief, which Lyon Paresse snatched violently from his advisor’s hand.

“Nice shot, General,” the Patriarche muttered as he wiped the blood from his face and neck. “Nice shot.”

The general lowered the gun with a contented expression and immediately reached for his TéléCom again. “Apologies, Monsieur Patriarche, but I’ve just received an urgent AirLink from Directeur Chevalier.”

The Patriarche waved one permissive hand toward the general as he used the other to continue mopping bird blood from his neck.

Marcellus noticed the general’s expression shift drastically as he watched the AirLink message play out on his screen. He almost looked, dare Marcellus think it, elated.

“I’m sorry,” the general said, handing his gun to the nearest advisor. “But I must cut this visit short. Officer Bonnefaçon and I are needed at the Ministère headquarters.”

“What is it?” the Patriarche asked gruffly.

The general shot Marcellus a cryptic look before turning back to the Patriarche. “It appears Inspecteur Limier has been found.”






- CHAPTER 5 - MARCELLUS


THE HALLWAYS OF THE MINISTÈRE headquarters were buzzing with activity. Officers and cyborgs crisscrossed the pristine, chrome-tiled hallways, their heads bent over the broadcasts playing out on their TéléComs. Marcellus followed behind his grandfather and watched as people saluted and then scattered at the sight of the almighty general, the Regime’s most dedicated and loyal servant.

If only they knew, Marcellus thought bitterly.

The door to the Ministère’s Cyborg and Technology labs whooshed open, and Marcellus and the general stepped through into another hallway, this one brilliant white and immaculately sterile. Marcellus squinted under the bright, harsh lights as their boots clicked rhythmically and purposefully across the polished floors.

Marcellus knew exactly where they were heading. He’d walked this route many times in his years of training as an officer and now a commandeur. Past the labs where new state-of-the-art tech was developed, the hallway that housed the cyborg initiation and training facilities, and the myriad of server rooms where Laterre’s intricate communication networks and power grids were controlled. The difference was, today, Marcellus’s mind was filled with thoughts of deception and treason.

Somehow, he had to plant a surveillance device in his grandfather’s study. He knew he’d never be able to gain access to the office alone. No one was allowed in there without the general. Even the maids had to clean the room while he was present. Which meant that Marcellus would have to do it right under his grandfather’s nose.

And then there was the problem of acquiring the device itself. These hallways were packed full of every kind of surveillance equipment imaginable. But all Ministère-issued devices were trackable. He couldn’t risk it being found.

He had to find another way.

“Access granted.”

The biometric lock on the infirmerie door disengaged and the general didn’t hesitate. He pushed the door open and blustered inside. Marcellus followed after him, decidedly less enthusiastic. The thought of seeing the cyborg inspecteur again was making him break out in a cold sweat. He had never liked Inspecteur Limier. The man was suspicious of everything and dogged to a fault. In short, the very last person you wanted to have around when you had a secret to hide. And right now, Marcellus didn’t need another pair of eyes watching him.

But as he stepped inside the infirmerie a moment later, he felt his tensed muscles instantly relax. This was not the Inspecteur Limier of Marcellus’s memories. The once fearsome cyborg now looked helpless and vulnerable. He lay unmoving and silent on a gurney under a crisp green sheet, while a collection of monitors blinked and hummed around him. A bandage had been wrapped in a complicated crisscrossing pattern over the top of his head, and a breathing tube snaked between his colorless lips like a grim, glowing serpent.

“What’s his status?” the general asked.

“It’s hard to tell at this point,” replied a voice, and Marcellus turned to find Gustave Chevalier—Directeur of the Ministère’s Cyborg and Technology Labs—standing behind them. The directeur’s cropped hair and narrow moustache were, per usual, as spotless and gleaming as his white coat. “His vitals seem stable for now, but we won’t know anything for certain until we run some tests.”

“Where was he found?” asked the general.

At this question, an officer in a white uniform stepped forward. Marcellus recognized him as Officer Meudon. “A ferme superviseur found him unconscious in the wheat-fleur fields this afternoon and called it in. We believe he must have collapsed there. He was still breathing, but unresponsive.”

Marcellus braved another glance at Vallonay’s most-prized and celebrated inspecteur. Limier’s taut skin appeared to be made of wax. His once-flickering circuitry, which was threaded across his forehead and cheek, was lifeless and gray, like a forlorn and abandoned spiderweb. Marcellus was grateful the cyborg’s eyes were closed, so he couldn’t see his enhanced left eye. The same eye that used to unnerve Marcellus every time it glowed bright orange and roved over him, assessing and inspecting and searching for signs of weakness. Signs of treachery and deceit.

“Who did this to him?” The question emerged like a growl from the back of the general’s throat.

“We don’t know,” Officer Meudon replied.

“Access his memory chip,” General Bonnefaçon ordered. “Whatever he saw last will have been captured by his cybernetic eye.”

Directeur Chevalier winced slightly. “Unfortunately, his entire cybernetic system has been compromised. We believe he was shot in the face by a rayonette pulse, and it scorched his circuitry. It’s likely that his memory chip was severely damaged in the attack. But I will see what I can find.”

The general nodded, and Directeur Chevalier walked over to a small control panel near the inspecteur’s bed. He tapped on the interface and the light from the screen illuminated his smooth, unblemished features, most likely the result of youth injections. Marcellus often thought it peculiar that the man who was personally in charge of recruiting and vetting candidates for the Cyborg Initiation Program was not a cyborg himself.

“Accessing the files now,” he announced. “It will take a few minutes to process them.”

The general sighed and lowered himself into a chair in the corner, all the while never taking his steady gaze off Limier. For a brief moment, Marcellus caught a glimpse of something on his grandfather’s face that he had only ever seen once before in his life. It was when the general had lost his previous commandeur, Michele Vernay. Vernay had been captured and killed while trying to assassinate Queen Matilda, the “Mad Queen” of Albion, during the Usonian War of Independence. Marcellus had been there when the general had received the alert. He’d seen the pain flash in his grandfather’s eyes. And then he’d seen that pain turn to anger.

All of that had transpired in less than a minute. A fleeting moment of vulnerability. Once it was over, his grandfather had returned to his stoic, impervious self again.

But now Marcellus could see the same torment flash in his grandfather’s eyes as he watched Limier’s chest precariously rise and fall in an uneven rhythm. The general cared about this man. Marcellus knew that. And in that moment—and that moment only—Marcellus felt the tiniest drop of sympathy for his grandfather. He was a man who had known loss. And Limier had been his grandfather’s most loyal inspecteur for years. He entrusted the cyborg with things he didn’t share with anyone else. Even his own grandson.

The thought pulled Marcellus up short, and his gaze darted back to Limier and Directeur Chevalier, who was still trying to connect to the inspecteur’s memory chip.

If memory files could be accessed from the moments before Limier was attacked, could other files be accessed as well? Memories from further back?

Marcellus’s fingers twitched as an idea began to form in his mind. The inspecteur was the general’s most prized interrogator. No one could pull the truth out of a criminal like Limier. Which meant he had to know the location of his grandfather’s secret facility. The very facility where Marcellus was certain the Vangarde operatives Jacqui and Denise were being held. His gaze zeroed in on Directeur Chevalier’s control panel, where files were slowly appearing on the screen. If he could search those files and find out where the operatives were being held, Denise could tell him what she knows about the general’s weapon and perhaps direct him to the source she’s been—

“Papa! There you are!” A shrill voice punctured Marcellus’s thoughts, and he turned to see a tall, slender girl sweep through the door and hurry toward Directeur Chevalier. She wore a bright purple velvet dress, cinched at the waist with an oversized belt, and her shiny obsidian-black hair was fashioned atop her head in a ridiculous construction that Marcellus thought resembled a willow tree in the Palais gardens.

“I’ve sent you nearly a thousand AirLinks,” the girl went on, her chipper voice a startling contrast to the somber tension in the room. “Are you ignoring me again, silly Papa? Oh, hi, General. Hi, Marcellus. Didn’t see you there. Marcellus, you’re looking … dapper as always.”

“Hi, Cerise,” Marcellus said as politely as he could muster. It wasn’t that he disliked the daughter of Gustave Chevalier. He honestly didn’t think about her much. She was like every other Second Estate teenage girl who lived in Ledôme. Sparkle-headed and spoiled and obsessed with mundane things like clothes and hair fashions. And now, after everything that had happened in the past few weeks, he had even less patience than ever for girls like Cerise Chevalier.

“I’m very busy here,” Chevalier snapped at his daughter. “I will respond to your AirLinks as soon as I’m done.”

“I know, I know,” Cerise said with a wave of her hand. “You’re always busy. But if you had watched any of my messages, you would know that this is very important. I really really need your TéléCom to track a shipment of dresses arriving from Samsara today. There’s only one in my size in the entire shipment. And I have to have it for Petale’s birthday fête this weekend. If I don’t get to the shops the moment the dresses are put on the rack, I won’t get one.”

Marcellus fought back a roll of his eyes. Could this girl not see that they were dealing with a very morbid situation right now? Inspecteur Limier was lying unconscious on a gurney only centimètres away, and she was babbling about dresses?

The directeur looked mortified by the interruption. He muttered an apology to the general before quickly ushering his daughter back toward the door. “Cerise,” he hissed under his breath, as they disappeared into the hallway. Marcellus could only hear bits and pieces of their conversation.

“… this is not a good time …”

“… but Papa …”

“… tired of this behavior. It won’t change my mind about anything.…”

“… I’m totally serious about the dress.…”

“… fine. Take the TéléCom. We will discuss this later.…”

When Chevalier reappeared, he looked flustered and agitated. “Apologies again, General and officers.” He smoothed down his short hair, walked back to the console, and frowned at the screen. “It appears we do have some viable footage from the hour before Limier was attacked, but it looks to be corrupted.”

The general rose from his chair and walked over to the wall monitor. “Play it.”

“Yes, sir,” the directeur said as he tapped on the screen.

The monitor glowed to life, and for the longest time, Marcellus could not make sense of what he was looking at. He moved closer and stood next to his grandfather, squinting at the screen.

At first, there was nothing but shadowy blurs of green and an intermittent flashing light, accompanied by faint scraping and crackling noises. If all the files on the memory chip looked like this, finding the general’s facility was not going to be easy. A few seconds later, the distorted footage cleared somewhat, and Marcellus could make out what looked to be a thicket of trees.

“The Forest Verdure,” Officer Meudon declared, stepping up beside Marcellus. “That’s where he went to make the arrests.”

“Who was he arresting?” the general asked.

“Two criminals by the name of Renard. They both had about a hundred outstanding warrants logged in the Communiqué.”

Marcellus’s gaze snapped toward Officer Meudon. He had to be talking about Chatine’s parents. “Were they sent to Bastille?”

The officer shook his head. “They escaped shortly after the droids led them out of the forest.”

Wisps of movement drew Marcellus’s attention back to the screen where he could just make out a collection of small stones on the forest floor. They appeared to be arranged in some type of pattern. It took Marcellus a moment to connect the image to his memory and then, in a flash of certainty, he knew exactly where this footage had been captured. It was the old Défecteur camp that he sometimes liked to escape to when he needed to be alone. A place once inhabitated by people who had tried to live outside the rules of the Regime. Until his grandfather rounded them all up in a spate of brutal raids. Now, all that was left of the Défecteurs were abandoned camps like this one.

The footage began to bounce violently again, as though Inspecteur Limier was running. Jumping, maybe? Shaky blurs of movement kept whisking through the frame, and the soundtrack continued to squeak, making Marcellus feel dizzy and disoriented.

Then the image juddered and cut out, and the screen went black.

“Is that it?” the general said in a gruff, dissatisfied whisper.

But just as Directeur Chevalier was about to utter a clearly confused reply, the monitor flickered, and a new image blurred in and out of focus. Marcellus tilted his head, trying to make out the strange black object that filled the entire screen.

“What is that?” he asked.

Officer Meudon squinted. “It looks like a …”

“A boot,” the general replied flatly.

Suddenly, the shaky image made sense. It was a heavy, black, Ministère-issued boot. Limier’s, presumably. And it was pushing down on something. The footage cut out again and returned a second later. And Marcellus could now see the boot was standing on a hand. A hand desperately clutching hold of a rayonette.

The three men leaned in closer. There was a violent crash of movement and Marcellus nearly leapt back. The image blurred and shuddered, flickering rapidly in and out. The squeaks and crackles seemed to reach a fever-pitch. Suddenly, the rayonette was clutched in Limier’s own hand and pointed down at the ground. At someone crouching below him. A girl?

And then, in a confusion of light and motion and trees, Marcellus saw them.

Deep dark eyes, like two vast pools of night sky.

Alouette?

Marcellus bit down on his lip to keep the shock from barreling out of him.

For a long time, the image was frozen on her terrified face. Marcellus glanced uneasily over at his grandfather, who was gritting his teeth, as though he wished he could reach through the screen and grab her. Marcellus’s heart hammered in his chest as he thought about Mabelle’s words to him earlier this morning.

“Little Lark is no longer with the Vangarde.… She left.”

Marcellus tore his gaze away from the monitor and glanced uneasily at the unconscious inspecteur lying only a mètre away, the bandages on his head concealing a wealth of untold secrets.

“When was this footage captured?” The question fired out of Marcellus like an explosif.

The directeur tapped on his console and reported back. “Month 7, Day 15, 28.12.”

Marcellus’s mind whirled as he thought back to the last time he’d seen Alouette. In the hallway of Fret 7 in the very early morning of Month 7, Day 16. This footage was captured before that. Which meant …

But he never finished the thought, because suddenly, Alouette was on her feet. She was descending upon the inspecteur with a speed that astonished Marcellus. Fists punching and arms swinging and elbows arcing. He had never seen anything like it. Her movements were fast yet fluid. Powerful yet graceful. All the while her eyes flashed and sparked with fury and determination.

“What on Laterre?” Officer Meudon spat. “Who is that?”

The general said nothing in response, just continued to glare at the screen. The footage shook again as Limier was thrust backward. Then everyone in the room drew in a collective breath as Alouette filled the entire frame once more, and her huge black eyes stared straight back at them.

But no one was looking at her eyes. Because clutched in her slim fingers … was the rayonette.

And it was pointed straight at Limier.

CRASH!

Marcellus spun around to see a smashed monitor lying on the floor and the serpentlike breathing tube dangling from the handrail of the gurney. The cyborg inspecteur was no longer unconscious. He was now thrashing violently. His whole body bucking. His hands scratching at his face as though he could claw the memory right out of his mind.

“I need a médecin in here now!” the directeur shouted.

Seconds later, two cyborgs in green scrubs strode briskly into the room, their faces the epitome of serene despite the chaos around them. The inspecteur continued to spasm as the cyborgs attempted to examine him. Foam pooled at the corners of his mouth and his circuitry, which was inert and dull only moments ago, now sparked frenetically like broken stars.

“Subdural hematoma,” one of the médecins said in an even monotone. “We need to get him into surgery immediately and remove the blood clot from his brain.”

The directeur nodded once and the cyborgs were instantly on the move, guiding the gurney toward the door of the infirmerie. Marcellus jumped back, out of the way, and watched helplessly as Inspecteur Limier disappeared down the hallway, taking all his secrets with him.

Stunned, Marcellus turned his gaze back to the monitor on the wall, which he now saw was frozen on the image of Alouette’s determined glare and the glint of the rayonette in her hands. He didn’t have to watch the rest of the footage to know what came next. The proof had just vanished out the door.

Marcellus stole another glance at his grandfather. The general was also staring at the frozen footage. But this time, Marcellus swore he saw something else reflected in those cryptic hazel eyes. Something that went beyond hatred and rage. It almost looked like fear.

With a snarl, the general turned away from the monitor and stalked toward the door, pausing just long enough to point at Officer Meudon and then at the screen. “I want that girl found.”






- CHAPTER 6 - CHATINE


“LEAVE THEM ALONE! THEY’RE INNOCENT!”

Chatine’s legs burned and her heart raced as she ran through the Frets, chasing after the vanishing forms of the droids. They were faster. Nimbler. They were gigantic. As tall as the Frets themselves. And she was running through mud.

Then she was swimming. The Frets had flooded, sucking all the dirt and waste and muck into a giant sea of filth. But Chatine kept sinking, something gripping at her feet.

Finally, she managed to pull herself to dry land. Her body heaving. A lifetime of grime and poverty spewing from her lungs. She coughed up impossible things: an entire loaf of chou bread; a plastique doll arm; a gold medallion she’d once stolen from a Second Estate foreman, chain and all; a disconnected Skin. And then one of her own lungs, blackened and corroded from a lifetime of breathing in grime.

She wiped at her mouth and stood up to find she was in the Marsh. It was crammed full of people. A platform had been erected. On it stood a humming, glowing, monstrous contraption that Chatine recognized at once. The Blade. That horrible machine that had been used to execute the Premier Enfant’s governess.

Except this time, it wasn’t a lovely, auburn-haired woman that the droids were leading to the block. It was Chatine’s sister, Azelle. And cradled in her arms was their little baby brother, Henri. His precious plump cheeks, tiny chin, and clear gray eyes were exactly as Chatine had last seen them.

The droids tried to grab Henri from Azelle. She screamed and attempted to fight them off, but her efforts were futile. The blanket slipped from around Henri’s tiny body, revealing the small, raindrop-shaped birthmark on the back of his right shoulder. The very birthmark Chatine used to kiss when he cried.

“Leave them alone! They’re innocent!” Chatine screamed again, but no one heard.

The droids wrenched baby Henri free and began to lead Azelle toward the Blade. She thrashed and kicked and cried as they forced her face down onto the platform, binding her wrists and ankles with metal clamps.

Henri wailed in the fists of a droid. Chatine fought to get to him, but the crowd was too thick. Her legs were useless. Paralyzed.

And his cries continued to pierce the sky.

The Blade turned on, drowning out all the noise with its high-pitched, screeching buzz. The droids held Azelle’s head down on the block. The thin beam of blue light, which stretched between the two columns of the contraption, began to descend. Crawling its way toward her slender, exposed neck.

“Stop it!” Chatine shouted. “Someone has to stop it! Someone please save her!”

But no one stopped it. And no one saved her.

A silent, choked sob escaped Chatine as the Blade continued to descend, crackling through the air. She heard a faint sizzle, the sound of fire on flesh. Then she smelled it. Burning. Decaying. Putrefying.

Azelle’s mouth opened, letting out a scream to end all screams.

Chatine jolted awake, gasping. She blinked and stared through the gloom at the sagging bunk above her, the dream coming back to her in grim fragments. Of course, it was about Henri and Azelle. All her dreams these days were about her lost siblings.

Ever since Chatine had learned that Henri hadn’t died as a baby—as she’d believed for the past twelve years—and that her parents had, instead, sold him off like a sac of turnips to pay a debt, Chatine had been plagued by nightmares of him.

In the glow of the small orange lights that shone down all night around the perimeter of the cell block, she could see the other bunks, stacked four beds high and crammed in a circle around the eleventh floor of the Trésor tower. She was still here. Still locked away on Bastille. Stuck in this stinking overcrowded cell.

Chatine turned onto her side, trying to get comfortable on the thin, drooping mattress, but it was near impossible. Chatine had quickly learned that everything about this prison—from the serving sizes of the food, to the conditions of the bunks, to the lengths of shifts in the exploits—was designed to keep the inmates just alive enough. Strong, healthy prisoners meant riots and escape attempts. But dead prisoners meant less zyttrium sent to Laterre. It was a delicate balance.

The nearest orange light shone straight into her face, searing her vision even when her lids were closed. She’d heard some of the inmates call them “the eyes” because, while they glowed, they also watched. Blinding and brutal, they were always observing, always scanning—an extension of the droids that patrolled Bastille.

Chatine shuddered and pulled the threadbare blanket over her head, shutting her eyes tight. But the dream immediately started to suck her back in, like a cruel and grasping joke. The faces of Azelle and Henri cycled in her mind, blurring into one distorted mess of eyes and mouths and wispy hair. Finally, she gave up and flipped onto her back, her eyes wide open.

“Can’t sleep?” a voice asked, and Chatine breathed out a sigh of relief. She never quite knew when Dead Azelle would speak to her, but she was always grateful when she did.

“That’s the third dream you’ve had about me this week. I would say I’m flattered, but I’m not exactly sure I like how I’m being portrayed. Why am I always so helpless?”

Chatine stared up at the bunk above her and listened to her own breathing. It was coarse and ragged. She hadn’t been able to take a deep breath since the droids had hauled Anaïs’s body to the morgue yesterday.

Chatine had warned herself not to look when the hulking creature pushed aside the rubble from the girl’s fragile, young face. She’d done everything in her power to turn away. But, in the end, she knew she owed it to the girl to look. To remember her crushed skull and blood-stained scalp. To capture it in her mind, no matter how much she knew it would haunt her.

Because if Chatine didn’t remember, who would?

“It wasn’t your fault,” Azelle said, her voice taking on a careful tone, like she was skirting around the edge of a cliff. “There was nothing you could do. About either of us.”

Of course, Chatine knew that.

Didn’t she?

Azelle sighed. “Do you ever wonder what happened to Maman and Papa?”

Chatine flipped onto her stomach. She did wonder that. Almost daily. Even though her parents had been arrested only a few hours before Chatine, they’d mysteriously never showed up on Bastille, once again somehow managing to dodge their fate.

“Do you think they escaped?” Azelle asked. “Or maybe they’re dead?”

For the sake of the entire System Divine, Chatine hoped it was the latter. She closed her eyes and tried to fall back asleep, but it was quickly becoming obvious that it wasn’t going to happen.

“I think it might be one of those nights,” Azelle said, and Chatine knew she was right.

Careful to keep her hands out of view of the “eyes,” Chatine reached into the small tear in her mattress and felt around for the tiny object she kept hidden inside. Every night, she was terrified she’d come back to her bunk to find it stolen. But she knew better than to keep it on her, where the droids could find it. She nudged around with her fingertip until her skin touched metal.

Then she closed her eyes, for just a moment, and pictured the silver ring. His ring. She hadn’t actually seen it since she’d arrived on Bastille and stashed it in the first hiding place she could find. But every night, as she lay here on this bunk, she could feel it. With every turn of her body, she could sense it pulsing. As though it were its own moon with its own gravitational pull.

The feel of the cool metal against her skin brought back a wave of memories. The kind of memories she only allowed herself to indulge in on the worst of nights here.

Marcellus.

Sitting across from her in a cruiseur, his hazel eyes twinkling, his lips quirked into a small smile.

Marcellus.

Kissing her on the rooftop of the garment fabrique. Deeply. Intensely. Endlessly.

And then finally, Marcellus.

Turning away from her. Calling her a traitor and a déchet. Walking out of her life forever.

Chatine’s heart wrenched. Would he ever forgive her for betraying him? For spying on him for the general? For stealing his mother’s ring? Somehow, she doubted it.

Yet, somehow, it still mattered to her that he did.

Eventually. Maybe. Someday.

“All prisoners rise.” A robotic voice blared through Chatine’s audio chip like a monster in her head. Chatine yanked her hand out from the tear in the mattress as the dingy overhead lights illuminated. All around her, she heard the groans of people waking up and stumbling out of their beds.

Chatine kicked off the scratchy sheet, climbed down from her bunk, pulled on her boots, and followed the slow procession of prisoners making their way toward the stairs. The languid, mechanical movements of her fellow inmates made them look almost dead. And on some level, Chatine supposed they were. Being alive was only half the battle on Bastille. You had to have something to live for. And most of the prisoners here did not.

The Trésor tower cell block was a shadowy, circular chamber made up of twelve floors, each linked to a winding central staircase by a series of metal gangways.

Stepping onto the nearest bridge, Chatine glanced precariously over the railing. Normally, heights didn’t bother her. She was used to being up high, looking down at the world. But this dizzying, eleven-floor drop always made her stomach roll. She swept her gaze down to the ground floor, trying to imagine the place that was rumored to be buried beneath it. A place shrouded in even more darkness than the exploits.

The inmates called it the Black Hole, where the most dangerous prisoners of Bastille were kept. Chatine had heard that the walls down there were made of thick, solid PermaSteel and that there was one cell in particular that was guarded thirty hours a day by droids. This was where the most famous criminal on Laterre was kept.

Citizen Rousseau.

The woman who had led the only known rebellion against the Regime … and failed.

Of course, no one on Bastille had ever seen her in person. Being confined to the Black Hole meant no contact with the outside world. No contact at all. Chatine had been told that even the droids didn’t set foot inside that cell.

It was thirty hours a day of absolute nothingness.

Shivering, Chatine pulled her gaze back up to the line of ripped uniforms and grime-covered bodies descending the steps in front of her. As she wound around the staircase, she caught sight of one inmate who stood far shorter than the rest. A boy. Only thirteen years old. Chatine recognized him at once. Despite his grimy blue uniform and shaved head, there was no mistaking his scrawny shoulders, the determined dimple in his cheek, and the slight limp that still lingered from his last encounter with the Policier.

Chatine let out a breath. He’s still alive.

The sight of him each morning always gave her a reason to keep walking. Keep digging. Keep living. He was a small ray of Sol-light in this dark, dark place. The only Sol-light.

The prisoners shuffled lethargically down the twisting staircase until they reached the ground floor. Chatine checked for nearby droids before pushing her way through the line and positioning herself right behind the boy whose life she’d single-handedly destroyed.

“Roche,” she whispered.

His body visibly stiffened at the sound of her voice, but he said nothing.

“Please,” she said softly. “Talk to me.”

He didn’t respond, and Chatine felt a punch of disappointment. Although, she honestly wasn’t sure why she thought today would be different from any other day. Roche hadn’t spoken to her since he’d been arrested. And she couldn’t exactly blame him for the silence. She was the reason he’d been sent to Bastille in the first place.

She sighed. “Fine. You don’t have to talk. But just listen to what I have to say. I’m sorry about what happened at the Policier Precinct. I—”

Just then, a massive body maneuvered in front of her. She could tell by the long hair and half-chewed ear that it was Clovis, an older member of Roche’s exploit crew who had taken on the unofficial role of his bodyguard.

“Roche kindly requests that you stop trying to make contact with him,” Clovis snapped over his shoulder, his voice low and gruff.

Chatine gritted her teeth and attempted to maneuver herself around him.

“Roche,” she hissed. “Please. I need to explain—”

“Get in line, Prisoner 51562,” boomed a nearby droid.

Chatine did as she was told, veering back into place behind Clovis. She stared intently at his dark shoulder-length hair before her gaze shifted to his left shirtsleeve, which had been rolled with precision.

A Vétéran.

That’s what Chatine secretly called his kind because of how long they’d clearly been on Bastille. She could always tell how much time someone had served based on the length of their hair. Every prisoner’s head was shaved before they left Laterre. And no sharp objects on Bastille meant no haircuts. After two weeks, Chatine’s own head was already covered with a soft fuzz of growth, and every time she touched it, she flinched at the strange bumpiness of her scalp.

The Vétérans were mostly older prisoners. Many of them too old to even work in the exploits. Instead, they held jobs all over the prison—kitchen staff, janitors, morgue workers. Every one of them had long hair and every one of them wore their left shirtsleeve rolled up, like a badge of honor for how long they’d lasted.

But what intrigued Chatine the most about Vétérans like Clovis was that they never spoke to one another. Never looked at one another. Never sat together in the cantine. Never even seemed to acknowledge one another.

The line of inmates progressed sluggishly forward, nearing the cantine. Chatine knew it would be only a matter of minutes before she and Roche were separated.

“Roche,” she whispered, stepping around Clovis again. “You have to believe me. I never meant to betray you. I was just trying to—”

Clovis sidestepped, blocking her with his back once again. “Roche kindly requests that you follow protocol and refrain from speaking to your fellow inmates.”

“Why don’t you let him tell me that,” Chatine snapped. She was getting very tired of always being thwarted by this clochard every time she tried to get close to Roche.

Clovis’s heavy footsteps slowed, and for a moment, his large frame looked to be coiling up, preparing to spin around and spring toward Chatine. But he didn’t. He kept walking, his neck muscles visibly straining under the collar of his prison shirt. And when he did speak again, his tone reverberated with pure malice. “Roche kindly reminds you that he doesn’t speak to mouchards.”

Chatine felt the stab in her gut at the word. It was exactly what Roche had called her when he’d found out she’d betrayed him, the day he’d been arrested and his fate on Bastille was cast in PermaSteel.

Now, every day, as she watched Roche board the rickety lift and descend into the depths of the zyttrium exploits, the guilt consumed her a little more, until she felt like nothing more than a skeleton. A corpse eaten away by the rot. He was just a scrawny kid. A thirteen-year-old Oublie, forgotten and abandoned and parentless. He’d just been trying to make his way in the harsh world of the Frets. And Chatine had ruined his life.

Chatine nodded, swallowing the sourness that was rising up in her throat. “Fine,” she said stiffly. “But you can tell Roche that I’m not giving up. He can ignore me, he can turn his stupide one-eared guard dogs on me, I don’t care. I’m not going to stop trying to talk to him until he forgives me. I won’t—”

She felt the shock of the tazeur against her skin before she even saw the droid. Her body convulsed for a second, lightning bolts of pain shooting through her bones and veins. Her vision blurred, her muscles cramped, and something began to clang relentlessly in her ears.

Her legs wobbled beneath her. Suddenly, all she wanted to do was lie down and never move again. But then she felt a shove at her back as the line moved forward and inmates pushed to get into the cantine and consume their meager rations of food. She stumbled, struggling to put one useless foot in front of the other, as a voice broke through the ringing in her ears. It was Clovis. And he was laughing. A sharp, derisive sound. “Forgive you?” he spat. “Don’t hold your breath, Renard.”






- CHAPTER 7 - MARCELLUS


MARCELLUS HAD NEVER LIKED THE Frets. The sights and sounds and smells were too sharp. Too immediate. Too disturbing. But today, as he darted through the alleyways, it seemed like everything here had been amplified overnight. The garbage and debris seemed to be piled up even higher than usual. The rusted edges of the walls and broken pipes seemed to jut out at sharper, more severe angles. The massive crumbling freightships seemed even more unstable, threatening to collapse and kill everyone at any moment.

And then there were the droids.

The Ministère’s ground troops. Three-mètre-high PermaSteel monsters that stalked the alleyways, scanning, observing, punishing. Thanks to the Patriarche’s increased production, there were now more on patrol today than Marcellus had ever seen.

The rickety stairwell was empty. Everyone was out in the Marsh, protesting the wage cuts the Patriarche had ordered yesterday. By the time Marcellus reached the tenth floor he was slightly winded and stopped to pause at the end of a long hallway dotted with small porthole windows.

From way up here, the city below looked peaceful. The dense layer of clouds seemed to swaddle the tops of the buildings like a soft, downy blanket. The bustle from the crowded marketplace could no longer be heard. And the rain—the constant, ever-present rain that pinged gently on the corroded walls and dingy streets—almost sounded like a soothing lullaby. And Marcellus could almost bring himself to believe that everyone down there was safe.

But of course, he knew the truth.

No one down there was safe.

Laterre was on the brink of war. The Third Estate were protesting daily in the streets. The Patriarche’s grief had turned him from an apathetic leader to a brutal, irrational one. And General Bonnefaçon was developing a weapon that threatened the lives of everyone on this planet.

Unless Marcellus could figure out a way to stop him.
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