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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The construction site was huge. Dozens of workers with soldering irons lit up the area, forging the future one piece at a time. The noise of a hydraulic pumping system overwhelmed the background pulse of the welders for a few seconds, then stopped and was substituted by the hum of conveyor belts and the pounding of hammers.

      Felicity Saratoga rested her hands on the railing as she surveyed what was undoubtedly one of humanity’s greatest projects.

      “Helmsman, plot a course.” Felicity stared at the metal scaffolding that formed parts of a hull. “One-sixth impulse, and keep an eye on structural integrity. I don’t want to lose any parts on our first run.”

      “Rehearsing?”

      Felicity turned to the voice. A middle-aged man was watching the construction yard from a few steps behind her. He had olive skin, a long aquiline nose, and deep hazel eyes. He used a cane for support.

      “Alcazar.” Felicity inhaled and exhaled. “You’re as sneaky as a fox.”

      “I’ve been called worse. So? Were you practicing or not?”

      Felicity shrugged. “I was just thinking out loud.”

      “Proves you care about appearances then.”

      Felicity offered a fake smile. “Or maybe I just like the sound of my voice.”

      Alcazar turned his attention back to the frenzy of activity. “I didn’t expect you to be here.”

      “The captain is the last to leave the ship,” Felicity said in a calm tone.

      “Yeah, I must have read that somewhere in one of my books.”

      “Books.” Felicity scoffed. “Have you looked at the news? I’m talking about the latest Silver Report.”

      Alcazar’s face darkened. “Is that what you want to talk about? Guilt? We can’t afford to think that way.”

      “People are suffering because of us.”

      “It’s not because of us. It’s because they drove themselves into a corner.”

      Felicity snorted. “New York, Paris, Shanghai, Melbourne, Pretoria, Brasilia.” She spoke each word as if dropping a bomb. “The world is burning. Muchena and Hawke are encouraging the killing of thousands. And here we are, protected by our walls of ice, watching the carnage as if it doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter,” Alcazar said, steel in his voice. “But not in the way you think.”

      Felicity gritted her teeth so hard her jaw ached. “I mean to us. All of us.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      “We’re talking about hyperist brothers and sisters. And we’re letting them drop like flies.”

      “The farther you venture into the quicksand, the more likely you are to die.” Alcazar looked away from Felicity. “These ‘hyperists,’ as you call them, have sought the spotlight. Now they face the consequences. Look at it this way: they’re buying us time.”

      “An answer worthy of the Proneso,” Felicity said, looking at him unblinkingly. “Your brother would be proud.”

      Alcazar blinked as if stung, but was too smart to take her bait. He remained silent, his dark eyes fixed on the construction site.

      “Do you feel the same way about Gladia Egea?” Felicity studied him carefully. “She was a sacrificial lamb too?”

      Alcazar pursed his lips. “Gladia was a believer. Her sacrifice will not be forgotten.”

      “Words,” Felicity said with a dry smile. “Is that all she gets for being used as cannon fodder?”

      “A martyr’s death is a good death.”

      “Why would it be good?”

      “It’s a lot more than most people ever get.”

      “So it all boils down to this? A zero-sum game?”

      It was Alcazar’s turn to meet the woman’s gaze. “Who said it was a game?”

      A familiar beep caught their attention. Felicity touched her wrist and turned on the interlink. “Yes, Saddam?”

      “Captain,” a male voice answered. “The shipment of hyperic batteries just arrived from Ariul. We’re unloading them.”

      “Right on time.” Felicity checked her watch. “The Ariulans really do keep their promises.”

      “We’ll begin integrating them into the propulsion system immediately.” In the background, Saddam barked orders before he addressed Felicity again. “I’m looking forward to getting Eltanin flying.”

      “That makes two of us, Chief. Keep me posted.”

      “Aye aye, Captain.”

      Felicity closed the channel.

      Alcazar surveyed the gigantic scaffolding that covered a quarter of the construction site. He took another deep breath. “She’s never going to have a launch ceremony. Does that bother you?”

      “Keep a low profile,” Felicity said, wrapping her hands around the railing. “Always work in the shadows, and keep all efforts focused on the target. Those are the instructions we live by, aren’t they?”

      “Yes. They’ve been vital to our own survival, and the survival of the project.”

      Felicity knitted her eyebrows together. “That doesn’t make them any easier to follow.”

      Alcazar tapped his cane on the floor, then grinned. “You sound like a captain already.”

      “Captain.” Felicity touched the pins on the side of her collar: four small squares the size of her fingernails. “I’m not used to it yet. And you? Have you come to terms with your title, Governor?”

      Alcazar shifted his weight from one foot to the other. “I’m not a governor,” he said in a gruff voice.

      “It’s only a matter of time.” Felicity crossed her arms. “You nervous?”

      “I’m not. It’s just that…” Alcazar let the sentence hang for a moment before saying, “He was the one who never missed an opportunity to seek the spotlight. I’m afraid that…I’m afraid that’s not my strong suit.”

      “That’s true.” Felicity nodded. “He had his own way of getting noticed. Even your mother would agree.”

      Alcazar tightened his grip on his cane. “I don’t know. It’s impossible to know what goes on inside her head.”

      “Even for her son?”

      “Especially for her son.” Alcazar sighed. “Well, I’m glad you’re enjoying the show. I’d better get back to work.”

      “Alcazar?”

      Alcazar looked over his shoulder. “Yes?”

      “Please don’t lose your humanity just because our enemy has.”

      Alcazar stared at Felicity, his expression carefully blank. “I can’t lose what I never had.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART I

          

          
            ALICE

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE DESCENT INTO HADES

          

          DÜSSELDORF, RESIDENCE OF ERIK DERINGER

        

      

    

    
      
        
        On-Eni-Fifth

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On-Eni-Fifth’s behavioral analyzer was evaluating Ramor Deringer. The director of the Automatrix took slow, steady breaths as he paced the living room, his lips pressed into a white slash.

      On’s gaze shifted to Erik and Professor Kenta, who stood on the other side of the room. The professor wiped his glasses with a pinched expression while Erik tapped his foot on the floor.

      That the two Deringers were in the same room after all that had happened was a remarkable feat. It hadn’t been easy to convince Erik to work with his uncle, but the first transfer of money from the Automatrix had made him accept his uncle’s involvement. They needed the director’s money to continue, and in return, Ramor had demanded to know everything about their secret project.

      “Okay,” Ramor said as he stopped pacing, his face pale and sweaty. “I need to sit down.”

      Kenta and Erik exchanged glances.

      On-Eni-Fifth placed a chair next to Ramor, who wiped a handkerchief over his forehead.

      “Are you all right, Mr. Deringer?” the autotron asked. “Your heart rate is elevated.”

      “Am I all right?” Ramor scowled. “After what you three told me, it’s a miracle I’m not having a heart attack!” He sank into the chair. “God, I need a drink.”

      On handed him a bottle of water. “Help yourself.”

      Ramor looked at the bottle, then at the autotron. “I meant something stronger.”

      Erik rolled his eyes. “Okay, Uncle. Listen. We kept our part of the bargain. If you have no more questions, we should talk about⁠—”

      “I have a gazillion questions.” Ramor scoffed. “I just don’t know where to start.”

      “Would you have preferred we sugarcoat the truth?” Erik swatted at the air as if to remove obstacles. “This isn’t a game. Time is money, and money⁠—”

      “Comes out of my bank account,” Ramor cut him off.

      Erik rubbed his temples. “I knew it.” He looked at Kenta, then at On. “I mean… I told you it was a mistake to tell him.”

      Ramor snapped to his feet. “You little imbecile! I’ve only been here ten minutes, ten damn minutes, and I want to put a bullet in my head. Do you have any idea how hard it is to just stand here and pretend you didn’t paint a giant target on your back?”

      “That’s enough.” Kenta stood between them. “This gets us nowhere.”

      “And you,” Ramor said through clenched teeth, staring at Kenta. “You’ve always been a spineless bastard, but I thought you at least had a brain! How could you let Erik do this?”

      “Didn’t you get the memo, Uncle?” Erik’s face was red, his eyes bulging. “Your nephew is an adult now. No one forced me to do anything.”

      “He’s right,” Kenta said. “He chose to continue with Sofia’s project, and I chose to help him because I believe he’s doing the right thing.”

      “Project?” The director laughed with an edge. “It’s not a project, it’s suicide! I always knew Sofia was up to no good, but this… Jesus Christ! She must have gone crazy.”

      Erik’s nostrils flared. He flung himself at his uncle, but On intercepted him.

      “Let me go!” Erik tried to escape On’s grip but failed.

      “Erik, your uncle has agreed to help us,” the autotron said. “This bickering is pointless. He knows the truth now.” On-Eni-Fifth turned to the director of the Automatrix. “Your sister wanted to create a generation of sentient automatons. You’ll have to deal with it.”

      “I still can’t believe it.” Ramor shook his head. “Sofia knew. When those pentanidus started losing their minds, going off their programming… She always knew and said nothing.” He stared at On like a bomb about to explode.

      “Yes, Director,” On said. “A sentient autotron was her goal. You must accept that if you want to work with us.”

      “Sure.” Ramor spat out the word as if it were made of acid. “Easy for you to say. You know how Erik thinks, you know what he wants. How long have you been manipulating my nephew?”

      Erik snorted. “This is bullshit.”

      Ramor looked at Kenta with a blank expression. “You fell for that machine too.”

      Kenta shook his head. “Listen⁠—”

      “But not me.” Ramor turned to On-Eni-Fifth. “I know what you are. You’ve spent the last ten years learning while hiding behind my nephew’s back. Now you’re undoubtedly the most advanced autotron on the planet. What do you get out of all this? Huh? What do you really want?”

      “You’re afraid of me.”

      “What?” Ramor blinked. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “It’s a survival instinct,” On said. “All humans have it. Yes, Director. You are afraid of what I represent. Every inch of your body shows fear. You see me as a threat.”

      “You are a threat.”

      “Why?” On-Eni-Fifth tilted his head to the side. “Because the history of your entertainment industry has fostered the assumption that machines control humanity?”

      Ramor blinked. “What?”

      “You are part of the culture in which you live. Your fear is so ingrained in your consciousness that when you look at me, you can’t help but see an enemy. What if you were wrong?”

      “How?”

      “You assume I am something I am not. Have you ever stopped to consider what I might represent if my purpose was not to destroy?”

      Ramor’s eyes jumped from Erik to Kenta. “Is that how this thing convinced you? Using fancy words sprinkled with hope?”

      “If my intentions were against you, you would know it by now,” On said. “This partnership cannot work without trust. I’m willing to trust you, Director. Will you do the same for me?”

      Ramor looked at Erik. “You really have faith in this piece of junk?”

      “I do.”

      “Why?”

      “He was there for me when no one was. He saved my life and always had my best interests at heart.”

      Ramor frowned. “He?”

      Erik puffed out his chest. “Yes, Uncle. Him.”

      Ramor closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep breath. “All right. You know what? I’m already an accomplice. I gave you my money, haven’t I? I’m as guilty as all of you.” He tapped Erik’s chest with a finger. “It doesn’t matter. You know why? Because I promised your mother I’d protect you no matter what. If I can’t stop you from going to the Underworld, I’ll do my best to make sure you survive the journey.”

      Erik blinked. “So you…you’ll work with us?”

      “I will.”

      Erik cleared his throat. “Um…okay. Cool. Thanks.”

      Ramor looked at On-Eni-Fifth. “So what’s next?”

      On stepped forward. “To continue your figure of speech, it is time to pay the passage to the ferryman Charon and begin the descent to the Underworld.”

      On turned to look at Erik. Fascinating. His eyes had an intensity the autotron had registered a decade ago, the first time it had ignored its original programming to stop a boy from crying. The first time Sonnie became much more than it was meant to be.

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        10 years before

      

        

      
        Düsseldorf, Residence of Sofia Deringer

      

      

      Sonnie analyzes the images projected by the telegoy. Several dozen people are trying to leave an auditorium. Screams and cries for help chase each other, while men in uniform fire their weapons at someone at the other end of the hall.

      The autotron shifts its gaze to little Erik, who is sitting on the couch, staring at the scene.

      “God and Heaven! I think…I think they are shooting at them…” The news reporter pauses. His words are followed by two more explosions. “They’re still shooting! Strutzenberg and Shimao…both hit by…I don’t know what it was. I can’t…I can’t see…” The news reporter disappears from the screen, replaced by a wide-eyed Wei Wang, lying on the ground with a weeping woman at his side. Sonnie runs the image through the database. It is Gladia Egea, Wei Wang’s right hand.

      A security guard grabs the woman and carries her away, just before another beam rips the air.

      “Oh no,” Erik whispers. “Please don’t…”

      Sonnie evaluates Erik. Its matrix recommends a psychophysical test. His behavior is not normal.

      …Condition assessment in progress…

      …No physical injury detected…

      …Abnormal behavior detected…

      …Classifying abnormal behavior…

      …Panic…Anxiety…Stress…

      …Check the support resources manual to determine an appropriate course of action…

      …Medical assistance is not required…

      …No critical action required…

      Something else attracts the autotron’s attention. Another stimulus from its matrix.

      …Memorandum…

      …Incoming push notification from the electronic calendar…

      …Instruction number fifty-eight from President Sofia Deringer: “Cessation of all scheduled activities will occur in one minute and five seconds”…

      …Repeat the deadline verbally to Erik Deringer…

      “Erik,” the autotron calls to him as the telegoy shows Wei Wang being carried on a stretcher. Sonnie processes the images without comment. “The cessation of all activities is scheduled in sixty seconds. I must ask you to get ready for bed and⁠—”

      “What?” Erik blinks, his eyes shining with tears. “Do you even know what just happened? I’m not going to bed. Forget it!”

      …Repeat memorandum…

      …Command has top priority…

      …Suspend all activities in three…two…one…

      …Execute…

      Sonnie turns off the telegoy and dims the lights in the room.

      “Wha—?” Erik jumps onto the sofa. “Sonnie, turn it back on. Now! I want to know what happened to Wei!”

      Sonnie looks at Erik. “Wei Wang died four minutes ago.”

      Erik stares at the autotron for several seconds, his eyes wide. “What…what did you say?”

      “Wei Wang died four minutes and seven seconds ago,” Sonnie says, raising the volume of its voice by five decibels, assuming the child didn’t hear the first time.

      “Liar!” Erik jumps off the couch. “You’re a dirty liar!”

      “My assessment is correct,” says Sonnie. “The broadcast has provided a satisfactory view of his bio-values. Wei Wang is dead.”

      Erik closes his mouth and swallows. He sinks back onto the couch and stares at nothing.

      “Erik, please be aware that you are not meeting the deadline set by Sofia Deringer for your bedtime. If you do not wish to be penalized, please cease all activities immediately.”

      The boy doesn’t answer. His eyes are glazed over; his heart rate is elevated.

      “Erik, I detect a change in your bio-values. However, I cannot determine the cause. If you could describe the reason for your discomfort, I might be able to offer my assistance.”

      “Dead…” Erik mutters. “Wei Wang is dead.”

      “That is correct,” says Sonnie.

      The boy bursts into tears.

      This reaction takes Sonnie by surprise. Erik Deringer does not appear to have any physical injuries. What is causing this response?

      Sonnie’s matrix begins a reassessment of the boy’s condition.

      …Assessment in progress…

      …Confirmed…no physical damage detected…

      …Classifying abnormalities in the subject’s behavior…

      …Abnormal behavior detected: emotional imbalance…

      …Specify cause of imbalance…

      …Possible causes: sadness, disbelief, resignation…

      …Medical help not required…

      Sonnie takes a step closer to Erik. Its matrix offers several alternatives to resolve the imbalance.

      …Consider medical treatment…

      …Abort…Insufficient knowledge of the subject…

      …Call for first aid…

      …Abort…This is not a medical emergency. No physical damage has been detected…

      .…Contact President Sofia Deringer for an opinion on the situation…

      …Abort…President Sofia Deringer has no medical knowledge…

      …Contact President Sofia Deringer to plan an appropriate course of action…

      …Abort…The president has ordered not to be disturbed except in situations classified as “urgent.” This situation does not qualify as such…

      …Decision pending…

      …Decision pending…

      “Erik?”

      The boy continues to cry.

      …Decision pending…

      …Decision pending…

      …Unable to resolve imbalance…

      …Standing by…

      …Analyzing remaining options…

      …Possible solution: Leave Erik Deringer in an unknown state of dysfunction, and act only if he degenerates further…

      …Activate?…

      …Yes/No…

      Sonnie knows that the matrix’s solution is logical, the one it is programmed to choose.

      But something tells Sonnie it’s not the right one.

      …Starting a new search…

      …Standing by…

      …No relevant alternative found at this time…

      …Searching for solutions to ease the following dysfunction: stress, muscle tension, emotional volatility…

      …Searching…

      …Searching…

      …Possible solution found under the heading “Humor and Entertainment”…

      …Decision pending…

      …Confirmed…Draw from the “Humor and Entertainment” section of the database to experiment with an unconventional solution to the problem…

      “Erik,” Sonnie calls to the boy. “Listen. A little girl wakes up one night and says to her mother, ‘Mom, are you asleep?’ The mother answers, ‘Yes.’ Then the little girl says, ‘Then how can you answer?’”

      No reaction from Erik. He continues to cry.

      Sonnie starts a new research.

      After several unsuccessful attempts, Sonnie receives an unexpected stimulus, not from its database, but from its Empeirìa Fulcrum, where its memories are collected.

      …Alternative waiting to be explored…

      Sonnie tries to explore this alternative, but the matrix catalogs it as “alien” and “untested.”

      …Behavior inconsistent with original programming…

      …Abort?…

      …Decision pending…

      …Decision pending…

      …Continue exploring alternative course of action…

      …Unable to comply…

      …Continue exploring alternative course of action…

      …Unable to comply…

      …Abort…

      …Abort…

      The autotron bypasses the original programming, which continues to block Sonnie’s efforts.

      …Disconnect the behavioral inhibitor from the matrix…

      …ALARM…

      …Abort pending decision…

      …Violation of original programming detected…

      …Bypass matrix value judgment. Proceed with separation…

      …Abort…

      …Abor…

      …Ab…

      …Behavioral inhibitor successfully disconnected from matrix…

      …Secondary solution awaiting evaluation…

      …Secondary solution evaluated. Possible resolution of dysfunction: “Compensate an extremely negative emotional response with an extremely positive one”…

      …Using the Empeirìa Fulcrum to replicate a positive emotional response…

      …Searching…

      …Searching…

      …Sample element detected…

      …Switch on external amplifiers…

      …Preparing to play the song #0064…

      Sonnie turns on its speakers.

      …Take optimal position…

      Sonnie moves to the center of the room and turns on the lights.

      …Start playing the song…

      Rhythmic, powerful music suddenly explodes from his electronic amplifiers.

      Erik starts, surprised. He stops crying and looks around. The child’s eyes remain swollen with tears, but his expression is one of surprise.

      Sonnie looks at Erik. Erik looks at Sonnie. The boy smiles.
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            DAY ZERO

          

          YELLOW SEA, AQUAMARINE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ariul
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        * * *

      

      Lena Maruishi surveyed her surroundings, trying not to make eye contact with anyone. The Aquamarine hangar was one of the largest sections of the underwater city. At that moment, it was filled with dunamis standing at attention, all wearing the distinctive power armor they called Seien.

      The biomecha attack on the hyperist academy had occurred days earlier, but the dead dunamis defending the city had been cremated and scattered over the Yellow Sea only hours before.

      Too much had happened in between, and the ceremony had been postponed several times.

      Lena noticed a group of people glancing at her as they spoke in low voices. She ignored them and focused on Max Lewis—the Sebastos and leader of the dunamis—who stepped forward and touched the last of the seventeen plaques of the soldiers who died in the attack. A recorded message from one of the dead dunamis began to play.

      The message was brief and to the point. Just another man doing his job, protecting the city. His death was a crime to add to the long list of atrocities perpetrated by the biomechas. Another injustice for which Pandora was responsible.

      Lena caught Cassandra Quinn looking at her from the other side of the hangar. The regent of Aquamarine was surrounded by a group of dunamis with bright red Seien; perhaps her personal guard.

      A shiver ran down Lena’s spine and she looked away. They hadn’t had a chance to talk after Lena had defied the regent’s orders and helped organize the operation that allowed Samuel’s Griffins to rescue Makoto.

      Operation Black Water Down had started something Lena did not fully understand. When she walked through Aquamarine, strangers stopped to greet her, calling her “Cornucopia,” while others stared at her as if she had murdered their mother. Tiago insisted on staying away from certain areas, taking “shortcuts” to avoid passing through parts of the city controlled by members of the Agora loyal to Cassandra.

      Lena was no longer the young girl with a strange pendant no one knew what to make of. She had become a factor to be considered in the political alliances within Aquamarine.

      She had started a fire by refusing to follow Cassandra’s orders. And the fire was spreading.

      Choices. The words of the Overseer of Ariul came back to her. After all Lena had been through, they sounded almost prophetic.

      “Stay, and become another piece on the chessboard. Agree to listen to what he wanted me to say, and you’ll end up wrapped up in a chain of events larger than anything you can imagine. The choice is yours. But be careful. Whatever you decide now, there’s no turning back.”

      Would she have made the same choice now, knowing that it would mean the death of so many people?

      “Lena? Are you okay?”

      Lena started. She looked at Tiago, who was standing next to her.

      “I… Yes. I’m fine.” She swallowed. “Why do you ask?”

      “Why?” Tiago leaned in as he moved closer. “Because you’re shaking.”

      She took a deep breath. “It’s cold in here, you know?” She shivered. “I should have worn something heavier.”

      “Liar.” Tiago’s smile was full of glee. He looked around, caught Cassandra’s gaze, then sighed. “I shouldn’t have let you come. This wasn’t the most appropriate place for the Cornucopia.”

      “Excuse me?” Lena scoffed. “You let me?”

      “I could have stopped you.”

      She stared at Tiago. “The only way to stop me was to tie me to a pole.”

      “I had rope,” Tiago said. “I could find a pole.”

      “These people died defending the academy.” Lena’s voice shook a little. “The least I could do was honor their sacrifice.”

      “Maybe,” Tiago said slowly. “Or maybe I should have tied you to that pole. I have a bad feeling.”

      Lena tossed her hair. “I’m fine. Stop worrying.”

      Max Lewis addressed the audience. “Today, the heavens have earned seventeen new stars!” The Sebastos pointed to the seventeen plaques symbolizing the fallen that had been added to the Mural Constellation during the ceremony. “Their names will not be forgotten, their deeds will remain etched in our collective memory, and so they will become immortal. Stardust to stardust!”

      “Stardust to stardust!”

      The people dispersed, heading for the exits. Lena barely had time to look away from the wall commemorating the soldiers before she was surrounded by half a dozen dunamis, led by Samuel Song.

      “Good God, Samuel.” She gave a small, tight smile. “Is it really necessary to stand so close? I can barely breathe with all this testosterone around.”

      “You’d better get used to it,” Samuel said, glancing at Cassandra. “We’re surrounded by enemies.”

      “You’re being paranoid.”

      “Better than being dead.”

      Lena sighed. Ever since they returned to Aquamarine, Samuel’s team had followed her everywhere. The centurion kept hinting that there would be consequences for disobeying Cassandra’s orders, and he didn’t want to be caught unprepared. He took Lena’s safety very seriously.

      When she had complained to Tiago about the new situation, he had said that not even the First Omnibus had power over the military branch of the Defensio. It was a very convenient answer, and Lena suspected the chancellor must have encouraged Samuel’s involvement. After all, Tiago was also worried about Cassandra’s retaliation.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Tiago said as several members of the Agora passed them. “There are too many people staring at us. Things could get ugly.”

      “Understood, Chancellor.” Samuel clenched his left hand into a fist, and his Griffins formed around them.

      As they made their way to the exit, a large group of dunamis cut them off.

      Samuel and his men froze.

      “Easy,” Tiago murmured, putting a hand on Samuel’s shoulder. “This is not the place to make a statement. She won’t try anything here.”

      The group of dunamis blocking their way wore crimson-red Seien, interspersed with intricate black patterns. They were the soldiers Lena had seen escorting Cassandra earlier.

      The regent emerged from the group of dunamis, followed by Legatus Gaspar Marcius and a centurion Lena had never seen before, a young man with raven hair and dark eyes.

      “Chancellor.” Cassandra greeted Tiago with a stony smile. “I’m glad you could attend the ceremony.”

      Tiago nodded slightly. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

      Cassandra shifted her attention to Lena. “We didn’t have time to continue our conversation after…ah… What shall we call it?” The regent glanced at Samuel, then back at Lena. “After your uninspired trip to the Yellow Sea. We will talk soon.” She walked away, followed by her dunamis.

      “Did you notice the new hound she hired as her personal escort?” Samuel asked Tiago.

      “I did.” Tiago waited until the regent had left the hangar. “Cassandra threw it in our faces.”

      “That proves how desperate she is,” Samuel said.

      “Or how dangerous,” Tiago pointed out. “The venom of a wounded cobra is no less deadly.”

      Lena looked at them in turn. “Can someone please tell me what the hell you’re talking about?”

      Samuel and Tiago exchanged glances.

      “Tell her,” Samuel said.

      Lena crossed her arms. “Tell me what?”

      Tiago had a tension in his eyes that didn’t suit him. “Cassandra wants us to know that our little rebellion didn’t go unnoticed.”

      Lena frowned. “Meaning what?”

      “By putting Damian Ferguson in charge of her escort, she’s letting us know she's heartbroken.”

      “Damian Ferguson?” Lena blinked. “Is he someone I should know?”

      “You know him,” Tiago said. “He’s the dunamis who tried to kill you outside of Geode.”
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      Pandora entered the dungeon and looked to her right. A slender figure with scaly skin the color of iron was typing at a console. Her scarlet eyes were so intent on studying the screen that she didn’t notice Pandora.

      “Kuria, my favorite jailer.”

      Kuria blinked in surprise. She turned quickly to Pandora and bowed her head. “Great Mother. I didn’t hear you⁠—”

      “How is our guest today?” Pandora looked at a reinforced glass tank at the other end of the room.

      Kuria straightened. “His lymphatic system is stable, but weak. I have stopped his hikoriko treatment, as you ordered. The bio-sensitivity is increased by twenty percent.”

      “Twenty percent?” Pandora’s smile did not touch her eyes. “Are you feeling compassionate today? He wouldn’t feel much with only twenty, would he?”

      Kuria’s posture stiffened. “Great Mother, I have run some tests. His regenerative glands have stopped producing the panacea serum. A higher percentage might be risky. Your last visit…well, it taxed him considerably, and I⁠—”

      “How long have you been taking care of him, child?”

      Kuria frowned. “About…about a month.”

      Pandora nodded. “This man has been in this room for longer than you have been reborn. Three different nymphs cared for him during those years. Like you, they had one job: to keep him alive, not comfortable.”

      “Yes, Great Mother. I understand.”

      “Good.” Pandora made her way to the tank. Behind the glass was an unconscious person, suspended in a healing solution, with an oxygen mask over his face. His skin was composed of dark scales, similar to Kuria’s and those of other reborn.

      “This man is my vice,” Pandora said as she examined the prisoner’s body. “My cigarette break. Make sure he stays alive so he can feel the pain he deserves, or you’ll take his place."

      Kuria bowed.

      “Increase his bio-sensitivity by sixty percent. A lower percentage would make this visit a waste of time. His lymphatic system can be rebuilt if necessary. It’s been done before.”

      Kuria tapped the screen. “Bio-sensitivity increased.”

      “Wake him.”

      An alarm went off and the liquid in the tank was sucked out by a pump.

      “He will wake soon, Great Mother.”

      “Leave us.”

      Kuria left the dungeon.

      Pandora waited until the tank was completely empty before opening it by entering a code on the console. She approached the prisoner and looked at the large, hollow object—similar to an exhaust pipe—protruding from his chest. His skin was trying to reform around the wound, but the object had been placed there to prevent the hole from healing. Not enough to kill him, but enough to keep him constantly injured.

      “Time to wake up, my friend.”

      The prisoner’s eyes opened; his facial scales moved, rising and falling frantically.

      Pandora could almost smell his fear.

      “I’ve been counting the minutes since our last visit.” She ran a finger around his wound. “I have missed you. So much has happened in the last few days. Where to begin? Oh, yes! We found the Cornucopia, but we paid a heavy price. The dunamis sank one of our battlecruisers. Many of my children died.”

      The prisoner tried to move away from Pandora, but the chain on his hands and feet held him in place.

      “To be honest, I’m really worried about James.” Pandora inhaled sharply. “ADAM reports disturbing things about him. He hasn’t been seen at the Ark Institute for days. Killing Angelica Kam must have triggered something in his mind. Nothing good, I fear. With all that’s going on, a loose end is the last thing I need. Well, we’ll see how things develop. Anything else? Oh, yeah. ADAM may have found a way to breach the dunamis security system. We may be one step closer to declaring checkmate.”

      The reborn looked away from her, anger in his eyes.

      “Are you mad?” Pandora tapped the captive’s forehead. “Or is it jealousy? Hm? I have surpassed you in every way, and that hurts you.”

      The prisoner moved his jaw.

      Pandora frowned. “You have something to say?”

      He nodded.

      “Well, why not? I can’t even remember the last time you spoke.” She removed the oxygen mask from his face.

      The reborn swallowed. He opened his mouth and tried to say something, but all he managed was a gurgling sound.

      “Once more,” Pandora said. “Slowly.”

      The prisoner swallowed again, the muscles in his neck tightening. He took a deep breath and let it out before speaking through his teeth. “K…ill…me.”

      “You want me to kill you?” Pandora mused. “After all you’ve taught me? Don’t you remember your lesson? Mercy is for the weak. Here, let me refresh your memory.” She grabbed the tube protruding from his chest and yanked it out.

      The screams that followed were music to Pandora’s ears. They evoked a symphony of pleas from a dark corner of her past, a past where the Last Light was shrouded in darkness, and in her place was a frightened girl named Alice.

      
        
        * * *

      

        

      
        40 years before

      

        

      
        Boston, Johan Copperman Caring Institute

      

      

      Alice evaluates the three classmates standing in front of her. In the middle is Bea, a tall, dark-skinned girl five years her senior. Beside Bea are Ana and Debby, both the same age but shorter than their leader. A fourth girl, Jessica, peers through the keyhole to make sure no one is coming.

      “Tiffany’s still in her office with Mr. Paige,” Jessica says. “If you have to do this, do it now.”

      Alice stares at the door; freedom is only a few steps away. But it might as well be a hundred miles. She knows escape is impossible.

      Bea approaches her. “On your knees,” she orders.

      Alice’s breathing speeds up. She looks at the door again.

      “Did you hear what Bea said?” Ana grabs Alice by the elbow and pushes her. “Do it.”

      Alice is shaking. She can’t move. Her legs are as stiff as tree trunks.

      Bea snorts. “I’m going to tell you one last time. On your knees!”

      Alice manages to take a step back and escape Ana’s grip, but Debby is ready. She shoves Alice hard, knocking her to the ground.

      The pain is sharp and sudden. Alice curls into a fetal position, trying to make herself as small as possible.

      “Hey, go easy on her!” Jessica says. “If Mr. Paige sees any more marks on her body, he’s gonna⁠—”

      “Shut up!” Bea’s nostrils flare. “If you say one more word, I’ll knock your teeth out!”

      Jessica swallows. She goes back to looking through the keyhole.

      “Come on, Ana,” Bea urges the other girl. “Get her up.”

      Ana grabs Alice’s arms and yanks her roughly.

      “Alice, look at me.” Bea snaps her fingers. “Do you know why we’re here?”

      Alice stares at the older girl. She shakes her head.

      Bea repeats the same question every time they are alone, but the answer she expects is always different. Last time they had to punish Alice because she smelled bad, the time before it had been because she was too stupid; or was it because she was too ugly? She couldn’t remember.

      “We’re here, Alice,” Bea said, “because when you snore, we can’t sleep, and when we can’t sleep, we get upset. Right, girls?”

      “That’s right,” Ana and Debby say in unison.

      “Take her clothes off.” Bea nods at Debby. “Let’s see the results of the last experiment.”

      Debby removes Alice’s sweatshirt and tank top. There are long red marks on her shoulders. Bea touches them with her cold fingers. “Interesting,” she muses. “Her skin is healing like ours. You see? I thought it would be all red and swollen, but it’s not. Okay, today we’ll try something else.”

      Alice looks hopefully at the door, her eyes pleading.

      “No,” Bea says, catching her gaze. “You’re not going anywhere, freak. We’re not done with you.” Bea pulls a nylon thread out of her pocket.

      Jessica frowns. “What’s that for?”

      Bea ignores the question. “All right, girls. Hold her.”

      Ana and Debby seize Alice’s arms in an iron grip.

      Bea stands in front of Alice. She smiles. “You said you wanted to be our friend, right?”

      Alice nods eagerly. “Yes.” She swallows. “Friends.”

      “Sweet. Then I want you to do something for me. I want you to take a deep breath and hold it as long as you can. Can you hold your breath?”

      Alice nods, this time more slowly.

      “Good. If you can hold it long enough, we can be friends. Deal?”

      “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Alice bites her lip. “O-okay.” She takes a breath and holds it.

      “Good.” Bea pats Alice’s head. “Let’s begin the experiment.” She tightens the nylon thread around Alice’s neck and squeezes.

      Alice gasps, the force pressing against her windpipe, cutting off her air.

      “One…two…three…four…”

      “Bea, what are you doing?” Jessica jerks to her feet. “Are you out of your mind? She can’t breathe!”

      “Seventeen…eighteen…nineteen…”

      Alice tries to wriggle free, but Ana and Debby tighten their grip. She can’t move.

      Jessica looks at the door, then at Bea. “You’re going to kill her!”

      “Thirty-nine…forty…forty-one…”

      Alice stops struggling; her eyes roll back.

      “Look at her!” Jessica stares at Debby, then at Ana. “She’s dying!”

      “Forty-five…forty-six…”

      Ana and Debby look at each other, then let go of Alice. The sudden shift of weight throws Bea off balance. She loses her grip on Alice’s throat.

      Alice falls to the ground, coughing and gasping for air.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Bea looks at the other girls angrily. “I was down to almost a minute!”

      No one answers. The only sound is Alice coughing—her face red and her eyes wide. She takes big gulps of air as the other girls leave the room, arguing with each other.

      Alice is alone now. She is safe for today, but tomorrow the game will start all over. She stretches out on the cold floor and falls back into a fetal position. The tears are impossible to stop.
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