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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason Cloverfield drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes as his consciousness transferred into the ether. To leave the decaying shell of his body and embrace the multitude of possibilities of cyberspace was the only way he truly felt alive.

      The man-machine smiled in the darkness of the sarcophagus. He could feel DataMorph, like a diver immersed in water. That largest portion of the ether existed to connect people, to let them share their experiences, dreams, and hopes. It was the only place where they could forget their mundane existences and live like gods before the end.

      Yes, DataMorph was his gift to humanity, the heroin overdose he would give to as many people as possible before the world plunged into annihilation.

      “Humanity is fucked,” Jason muttered, his lips bending into a joyful smile. “All that’s left is bread and circuses, a superficial appeasement of body and mind before the inevitable end.”

      His plans proceeded smoothly. Every day, DataMorph extended its reach into cyberspace and more people joined its ranks, making Jason’s goal more achievable.

      Of course, there were those who tried to stop him, who wanted to take advantage of DataMorph, leverage it as a weapon. Fools, all of them. Nothing could stop him. He was beyond their⁠—

      A cracking noise boomed in the sarcophagus, and Jason’s connection with the ether was severed.

      “What is it?” He blinked, jerked his head back, and looked for the source of the disturbance. It took him some time to find it. The room’s projector had turned itself on without his command. He frowned, tried to reach the device with his mind. Nothing. It didn’t respond to his stimulus.

      Jason activated his interlink. “Agate. In here. Now.”

      Static noise was the only answer.

      “Ahhh.” He scanned the room, eyes searching for another clue that could explain the malfunctions. “Something seems funny here.” He jerked his head to the left. The thermostat, too, was acting up, increasing the temperature without his say-so. He tried to control it remotely, as he had attempted with the projector, but failed.

      At that moment, the door of the sarcophagus opened, and a figure stepped inside.

      “God, Jason,” the newcomer said, swaggering toward him. “This place needs a breath of fresh air. It reeks like a corpse in here.”

      Jason assessed the short, plump woman. “Ahhh, at long last, the hornet’s queen makes her appearance.” He sneered. “Had I known you were coming, Pandora, I would have dusted off the red carpet.”

      “What did you expect, old friend?” Pandora stared at Jason, his cybernetically enhanced body suspended in mid-air via metallic vines. “You ignore my messages and don’t show up when called. I’m disappointed. The Gathering is not some club you can leave on a whim. Thought I made that clear the first time we met.”

      Jason’s smile was full of mirth. “Is this a veiled threat?”

      “Veiled?” Pandora frowned. “Nothing veiled in what I said.”

      “We’ve already danced to this tune before, Archetype.” Jason pronounced the last word with contempt. “Our paths diverged long ago. You have chosen the path of struggle and perdition; I have chosen the path of balance and peace. You’ve no right to barge into my home unannounced. I thought I made that clear the last time we met.”

      “Paths, Jason?” Pandora grimaced. “You make it sound like you had an option. From the moment you swore your allegiance, you were mine. Mine. Nothing has changed. You still belong to me.”

      Jason reached with his mind to the door, closed it, and made sure it stayed closed. “You always had guts, Pandora.” He wiggled his eyebrows, offering a bemused smile. “That you’re here, without your demons, proves it. What do you want?”

      Pandora stepped forward. “If you don’t have what it takes to carry on the mission, it’s time for retirement. The permanent kind.”

      Jason laughed, his eyes wide and glowing. “The hornet queen has grown arrogant.” He loomed over Pandora, the wires hissing like snakes. “You got in here somehow. What makes you think you’ll get out?”

      Pandora took another step toward him, looking unconcerned. “Everything I’ve given you, I can take back.” She narrowed her eyes, a hard edge to her words. “This little rebellion of yours will end one way or another. It’s up to you to decide how. Want to make my life easy or very easy?”

      “Your posturing is cute.” Jason smirked, then flapped a hand in dismissal. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t land. You’re not scolding one of your spineless pawns. Threatening me is like threatening an ocean. Wrestle with water at your own peril. You’ll risk drowning.”

      “This is real, Jason. It’s happening.” Pandora lifted her chin, looking at the man-machine with confidence. “Step aside, or I will kill you.”

      Jason barked a laugh. “You always fancied yourself untouchable, didn’t you?” He closed and opened his fists, the muscles in his face tight. “This certainty will be your grave.” His mind reached for a cable and hurled its pointy end at Pandora, who had no time to move away before the killing blow struck her chest…and passed right through her body.

      The cable arm slammed hard against the floor, chipping part of the metal panel before collapsing onto the ground.

      “Hmm?” Jason frowned. “What is this? You should be dead.”

      Pandora arched her eyebrow. “You thought I was here in the flesh?” She pointed at the room’s projector. “Your mind must be truly gone, old man.”

      Jason narrowed his eyes. “Where are you?”

      “Does it matter?” Pandora shrugged. “You’re so preoccupied with weaving plots inside cyberspace, you forget the real war is fought in the world of the living.”

      Jason snorted. “Your threats mean nothing. I’m beyond your powers.”

      “Perhaps.” Pandora nodded while staring at the cable laying on the ground. “But you’re not beyond your own.” She waved her arms, and the cable stirred.

      “Impossible!” the Pharaoh of the Ether spat, realizing he longer controlled any of the cables. “It can’t be! I’m the beginning and the end! I—” The cable wrapped itself around his neck and squeezed until a sharp snap broke the silence of the sarcophagus.
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        Ariul

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Goliath looked at the alcove with glazed eyes, lost in his thoughts. He stood as motionless as a statue in the darkness of the regeneration room, waiting for something to happen. He had been waiting for a long time.

      Goliath took a deep breath, restraining his desire to turn his body into a weapon to use against his enemies. He had to exercise caution; he could not risk losing control on his ship.

      He smiled despite himself. Control. A word he never applied to his life before the Rebirth, before choosing the name “Goliath,” back when he was simply Josh Stein, a corporate nobody who achieved nothing worthwhile, a person crippled by hesitation and fear. It was only when the Archetype had found him, blessed him with the Calling, and cast him into the fire of Rebirth that he had chosen. Starting with the name Goliath.

      The captain of the Mastodon shook his head to clear it. His past didn’t matter. He needed to focus on what was in front of him.

      An unconscious soldier was floating inside a regenerative solution beyond the reinforced vitrum of the alcove.

      Saga was his name. Goliath knew he was a fine soldier, loyal to the Archetype, but knew nothing about his life before the Rebirth. The dunamis had hit him hard during the battle in Saemangeum City. Saga’s right shoulder and arm were gone, and so was a sizeable portion of his face. His body had slowly begun to regenerate, but even Ishtar, the ship’s dame, didn’t know if he would survive.

      Saga was the sole survivor of the failed incursion in dunamis’ territory. Only he and another warrior from the battlecruiser Mephisto had made it back from Ariul. The other raider had died two hours before because of his injuries.

      When Ishtar had assessed Saga’s wound, she had given him a few hours to live. But the soldier was still fighting inside that alcove, showing a resilience no one had expected.

      The incursion had been a failure. The units sent by the Behemoth had been unable to gather any useful data. They were back to square one. Now all they could do was wait and…

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      Goliath frowned, then turned toward the console displaying Saga’s bio signals. He blinked. The soldier was waking up. He activated the internal comm device. “Ishtar. I need you in the Reg room. He’s waking up.”

      “Roger that, Captain,” answered the dame. “On my way.”

      Goliath ended the call and watched with a clenched jaw as Saga twitched, showing the first signs of life since he’d returned to the Mastodon.

      “Brother?” Goliath glanced at the comm device, making sure the soldier could hear him from inside the alcove, then he knocked on the glass. “Can you hear me?”

      Saga’s yellow eyes popped open. He took in the surroundings until his gaze settled on Goliath.

      “Can you hear me?” the captain repeated.

      Saga nodded slowly.

      “Good.” Goliath nodded. “You’re safe aboard the Mastodon. You’re going to be fine, brother.”

      Saga touched his oxygen mask with his only remaining arm, then slammed his hand on the glass.

      Goliath tilted his head to the side, staring at the soldier. “What is it?”

      Again Saga slammed his fist on the glass, harder this time.

      “Stop,” Goliath ordered. “Why are you⁠—”

      Saga pointed to the alcove, then at his mask, his eyes narrowed to slits.

      The captain stared at him. “You want to get out?”

      Saga nodded.

      “Brother, you’re wounded.” Goliath inhaled sharply. “Your body can’t take the stress. It needs to regenerate first. You’re still too⁠—”

      Saga kicked the alcove, then yanked the oxygen mask from his face, bubbles of air spreading on the top part of the tank as an alarm went off.

      Goliath stared at Saga. “What are you doing?”

      The soldier kicked the glass again and again. He wouldn’t last without oxygen.

      Goliath cursed. “What madness took you?” He turned to the control station, his fingers flying on the keyboard. A pump drained the alcove of water, then the captain pushed the emergency button and the alcove’s glass slid open.

      Saga fell to the ground with a dull thud, coughing and spitting out water and blood.

      “Easy!” Goliath said, keeping the soldier down when he tried to raise. “I told you it wasn’t time to⁠—”

      “Alpha!” Saga wheezed, his eyes bulging. “Need…to—” He broke off, coughing again. “Need…”

      “Here, sit.” Goliath pushed him against the wall so that he could at least lean over. “Speak.”

      “We’re…being…watched, Alpha,” Saga gasped between coughs.

      “Watched?” Goliath glanced at the door. “What are you talking about?”

      “Two…weguckins,” said the soldier, eyes glowing. “A male and a…a female. Both young…early twenties. I think…I think they were waiting. It might have been an ambush.”
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        * * *

      

      Lena stared at Tiago’s hand but didn’t take it.

      “Let me show you the world of the Omnilogos.”

      The chancellor maintained his posture, waiting for her to choose. Something about that moment reminded Lena what the Overseer of Ariul had said: “Turn around, walk through that gate, forget all this happened and live the rest of your life in the bliss of ignorance.” With that gesture, Tiago was offering exactly that: a chance to turn around. If she refused him, she could still go back.

      “Let me show you the world of the Omnilogos.”

      Omnilogos. There was something familiar about that word, but Lena couldn’t say what it was. Had she heard it before? But where? And from whom? She didn’t know.

      But that was the whole point, wasn’t it? She'd used her Pelargonium necklace to enter that place because she wanted answers, and the only way of getting them was by accepting Tiago’s hand. So she did.

      “I want to know,” Lena said. “Please, help me understand.”

      “I will.” Tiago helped her to her feet. “For a moment, I thought you might bail on me.”

      Lena blinked. “Why’s that?”

      “Because sometimes I have trouble believing this is real.” He pointed at the room. “But it’s real, Lena. I promised you answers, and that’s what I’ll give you. Before that, though, I need to know how you’re feeling. The serum we gave you might cause drowsiness, sometimes can give you a headache. I don’t want to push you.”

      “I’m fine,” Lena replied without hesitation. She did have a slight headache, but would not let it get in the way.

      “Outstanding.” Tiago rubbed his hands together. “First things first. Come with me.” He led her to the other side of the room, in front of a console composed of a monitor and an old-fashioned keyboard. “Place your right hand on the display. Make sure your fingerprints touch the surface.”

      Lena glanced at him. “What’s this for?”

      “To register you as an authorized guest of this installation.”

      Lena lifted her arm and then remembered something. She had been shot before entering Geode, but now her arm looked fine and she felt no pain. “Tiago, the guy who shot me⁠—”

      “Restrained,” Tiago said quickly. “He won’t bother you anymore, I promise.” He nodded toward her shoulder. “We cured the burn, made sure there was no long-lasting damage. You’re good to go.”

      “Okay,” Lena said. “Ahem…thanks.”

      “The least we could do after the explosive welcome.” Tiago cleared his throat, perhaps realizing the joke hadn’t landed. “Well, we better get on with it.” He gestured at the display. “We don’t want to set off a dozen alarms the moment you leave this room. People might shoot at you again. Wouldn’t look good on my resume.”

      “Right call.” Lena put her hand on the display and the terminal lit up.

      Tiago typed on the keyboard. “EVA, store the bio signal and create a new profile. Name: Lena Maruishi. Clearance level: Gamma. I’m vouching for her.”

      “Confirmed,” a female synthesized voice replied. “Please enter the voiceprint of the new profile.”

      “Speak your name clearly,” Tiago said, pointing at the terminal.

      Lena cleared her throat. “Lena Maruishi,” she said.

      “Confirmed,” EVA replied. “I have added a new profile to the Defensio Project, operational level Gamma. Guarantor is Chancellor Tiago Silva Abreu Melo.”

      The terminal turned off.

      “That’ll do the trick,” Tiago said. “Better this than the alternative.”

      Lena cocked her head while raising an eyebrow. “What alternative?”

      “Well.” Tiago glanced around. “Some of my colleagues suggested keeping you locked inside this cell and under serum until the assembly decided otherwise. Better if controlled around the clock by a team of armed soldiers.”

      “Assembly? What’s that?”

      “The decision-making body governing the bases of the Defensio Project.”

      “The bases?” Lena blinked. “You…um…you mean there are others?”

      “Several. All scattered throughout Ariul.”

      “That is— Oh…” Lena scratched her neck and suddenly remembered Tiago had her pendant. “Can I have my necklace now?”

      “Oh, right!” Tiago rummaged inside his pocket and handed the Pelargonium-shaped necklace to Lena. “Sorry about that. Forgot I had it.”

      Lena felt better wearing the necklace. It was her only link to what had happened before, and her friends had worked hard to uncover its mystery. If only Makoto, Net, and Cassidy knew where she was, they would probably…

      “God.” Lena's hand rose to cover her mouth. “I forgot about them!”

      Tiago studied her. “You forgot about who?”

      Lena looked at Tiago. “How long was I out?”

      “We knocked you out less than twelve hours ago,” Tiago said. “Couldn’t wake you up before, with the bio gel regrowing part of your shoulder and all.”

      Lena considered that. It meant it had been a day since she spoke with Makoto and the others. They must have been worried. She’d left no message and disappeared.

      “I need to make a call,” Lena said. “Please, I’ve friends who…um…let’s just say they might do something stupid if they don’t know I’m fine.”

      “I see,” Tiago said. “I can arrange a quick call, but they can’t know where you are. I need your word on that.”

      “Got it.” Lena placed her right hand over her heart. “But I need to talk to them right now.”

      Tiago nodded. “Guess it’s better not to kindle suspicions. You have one minute.”

      Lena widened her eyes. “Only one?”

      “More and the upper echelons of the Defensio Project will ask questions. We don’t want that.”

      Lena worked her jaw back and forth, then offered a quick nod. “Deal. I’ll be fast.”

      “All right.” Tiago looked intently at her. “Make sure you put your interlink in group mode so I can hear.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      “EVA,” Tiago said, “disable the Yelverin field for one minute. Authorization: Tiago, Six Zero Blue.”

      “Confirmed,” EVA replied. “Field deactivated.”

      Lena activated her interlink and called Makoto.

      “Lena?” Makoto’s voice answered on the first ring. “Where the hell are you? You scared the hell out of me! I mean…um…I mean, us. Net! Cassidy! Get your asses here. It’s Lena.”

      “Lena, what happened?” came Cassidy’s voice. “You disappeared!”

      “Sorry,” Lena said, “been busy.”

      “Doing what?” asked Net.

      “I don’t have time to explain now,” Lena said. “Just know that I’m fine. I’ll be back at the academy in…uh…when I finish taking care of…something. Okay? Do nothing stupid, please. Especially you, Makoto. Understand?”

      “Taking care of what?” Makoto’s voice sounded hoarse. “What’s this all about? When are you coming back? What are we supposed to say if someone asks about you?”

      “The holidays will last for another ten days, right? Tell ’em…tell ’em I’m on vacation.”

      Makoto wasn’t biting. “Lena Maruishi, tell me exactly where you are!”

      Tiago signaled for her to stop the conversation.

      “Sorry. Gotta go. Bye.” Lena cut off the interlink. She drew in a deep breath. “Well, that’s been taken care of. Sort of.” She felt bad about how she treated her friends, but what option did she have? Makoto and the others would have asked a million questions, and she didn’t have time to answer. “What now?” She looked at Tiago.

      “Now it’s time for answers.” Tiago walked out of the room and signaled for her to follow. “We better hurry. The assembly will act quickly as soon as they know I’ve released you. Come. We’ve got lots to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            THE CRESCENT MOONS

          

          PHILADELPHIA, HYPERIST ACADEMY EXCELSIOR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Gladia

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gladia Egea crossed her arms and rehearsed the speech in her mind. She wasn’t paying much attention to Maria Castellari—the woman standing on the podium introducing her to the audience—but rather was intent on the five hundred students in front of the stage, all standing at attention.

      Gladia studied their faces. They were young, some in their early teens, yet their demeanor and expression hinted at maturity beyond their years. These young cadets were the lifeblood of the Hyperist Movement and the foundation of the Silver Infinity. They would propel forward Wei’s dream of building a spacefaring civilization. Most importantly, they were powerful tools at her disposal.

      A muscle on Gladia’s face twitched. She swallowed, feeling ashamed of that thought. When was the last time she took a person, any person, at face value? Maybe when Wei was still alive, over a decade before. But now, everything had changed. The end always justified the means.

      How had she come to that? Hard to think there had been a time she’d called herself an engineer with relatively small goals, like removing junk from low Earth orbit or trying to convince a board of directors to approve a budget. Those were the good times. Now, to fit her new role, she had morphed into a politician, always under the spotlight, always expected to be somewhere, to shake hands, and to make important decisions that would influence the fate of millions.

      Leadership. The word sounded a lot cooler when you weren’t the one taking the shots.

      For these young hyperists, she represented the only link to Wei Wang’s legacy. She was, after all, the Last Vertex of the Hexahedron, the only survivor in the original group of creators who built the space elevator Polaris. She felt compelled to sacrifice everything to ensure the group’s survival. Uncertainties were luxuries she couldn’t afford.

      Gladia Egea ignored her weariness and returned her focus to the teenagers standing at attention in the hallway, their silver-colored uniforms glittering like gems. The boys each had a crew cut with tapered sides, while the girls’ hair gathered into tight chignons. Their uniforms were crisp, ironed with razor-sharp precision. On each of their chests was pinned a silver brooch made of two intersecting crescent moons forming an infinity: the symbol of the Selenians, the third most powerful party of hyperists in the world.

      The Selenians believed that the colonization of the Moon and the exploitation of its resources should be HYPER’s number one priority. It made no sense to them to focus on far-off places like Mars or the asteroid belt when humanity still didn’t have a firm presence in its own back yard. They were staunch supporters of cislunar colonization and infrastructural development, and lobbied for a permanent presence of humankind on the Moon.

      Gladia shifted her gaze to Maria Castellari, who was still addressing the students. Although short and petite, the middle-aged leader of the Selenians oozed determination from every pore.

      Gladia turned her gaze to the Selenian’s flag and grimaced; cold sweat beaded her forehead as Maria’s speech became a faint background noise. Despite all her efforts, she couldn’t contain the fear every leader must face when approaching a turning point. Gladia’s primary goal had always been to show a cohesive HYPER, a movement united under the banner of the Silver Infinity. In a sense, she had succeeded, since most people believed the hyperists acted as one party. However, this was far from being the truth. HYPER was more of a dysfunctional family, constantly bickering about their next course of action.

      HYPER’s Five-Year Plan—also called the Pentaproject by media analysts—would spark enmities between the Selenians, Geocentrics, Ascendents, and Apeirons; four hyperist parties formed around different ideas of space development. Four. Wei had always liked that number. In the coming days, the two strongest groups of hyperists would clash for the leadership of the entire movement. For ten years, Gladia—the Executive Director of HYPER, Chairwoman of the Starry Assembly, and Last Vertex of the Hexahedron—had been the glue preventing the four centrifugal forces from shattering Wei’s dream. She needed to keep the movement united under the same banner to give it a chance to survive.

      That was the real reason Gladia decided to attend the Selenians’ ceremony: to remind those young students that the Silver Infinity was stronger when all the parties worked together.

      Maria Castellari’s tone suddenly changed, and Gladia felt countless eyes turning toward her. She barely had time to snap out of her reverie before Maria finished introducing her.

      “…and she took time out of her busy schedule to speak with us today. Please help me welcome Gladia Egea, Last Vertex of the Hexahedron and Guardian of the Silver Infinity by the Founder’s grace. May his soul dance among the stars.”

      “May the Founder watch over us,” replied five hundred cadets in unison.

      Maria stepped away from the podium as Gladia rose from her chair. The two women shook hands, then Gladia placed her notes on the pulpit and nodded to Maria, who sat in the chair left empty.

      “Thank you, Maria, for your warm welcome, and for inviting me to the Home of the Crescent Moons.” Gladia swept her gaze over the audience. “Eight years ago, Maria Castellari founded this academy with resourcefulness and initiative. Her goal was to train young people like you, able to concretize the Founder’s goal of creating a spacefaring civilization. At this very moment, Geocentric, Ascendent, and Apeiron students are training in schools and academics around the world just like this one. All of them are part of the hyperist family.” She paused, letting her words sink in, then turned to the first row of cadets and smiled. “The Five-Year Plan of Sidereal Development is upon us. In just a few days, at Stargazer, will begin a new chapter in the Hyperist Movement. It’s at times like this that our commitment is tested, that we must find unity in our differences. Wei Wang believed that diversity of opinions was essential for progress. United we dominate, divided we fall. From stardust to stardust!”

      “From stardust to stardust!” five hundred voices replied.

      Applause interspersed Gladia’s words as she continued her speech of unity and mutual respect. However, as she continued speaking, she couldn’t help but notice Maria Castellari’s slight grimace. With her sour expression masked by a tight smile, she didn’t seem to share the mood.

      
        
        ∞∞∞

      

      

      The cadets exited the gigantic room in an orderly fashion, leaving Gladia and Maria alone on the stage.

      “Impressive speech,” Maria said, smiling politely as she smoothed the front of her shirt. “Thank you for taking the time to come.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Gladia put her notes in the briefcase. “These kids are the future of HYPER. You’re doing a hell of a job with them.”

      “Thanks.” Maria shared a playful grin, but the smile didn’t touch her eyes. “Your schedule must be chock-full with the Pentaproject on the horizon.”

      “You know,” Gladia shrugged. “My assistant is great at squeezing last-minute appointments into my agenda. Arthur makes sure no one tries to shoot me when I attend them. It’s just another day in paradise.”

      “Yeah, I figured.” Maria fidgeted with her curly hair. “Look, I’m just going to stop beating around the bush and ask.”

      Gladia frowned. “What is it?”

      Maria crossed her arms. “You think the ladder climber can win?”

      “Good God, Maria.” Gladia tilted her head back, her frown deepening. “That was as direct as it gets, wasn’t it? I mean, you could’ve been more subtle.”

      Maria flashed a bright smile. “Hard to do that when you’re as slippery as a fish and don’t answer my calls.”

      “So this is what it’s all about?” Gladia gestured to the surroundings. “Using these kids as an excuse to get to me?”

      Maria put a hand on her chest theatrically. “You make it sound desperate.”

      “It is desperate. And you know my answer.”

      Maria showed her empty hands. “Humor me.”

      Gladia sighed. “No comment. That’s my answer.”

      “Oh, please.” Maria rolled her eyes. “Don’t give me that. You must have an idea.”

      “Why are we even having this conversation? I’m a super partes figure. I don’t have a public stance on Tolomeus, or any other party leader, any more than I have an opinion on which kind of flowers fit best in a bouquet.”

      “But you do have an opinion.” Maria put her hands on her hips. “And it carries a lot of weight.”

      There was an edge in the way she said it that annoyed Gladia. “What’s your point?”

      “My point is this: petting a poisonous snake is not a smart plan if you want to live a long life.”

      Gladia jammed the last of her notes into her briefcase. “You comparing Tolomeus to a snake?”

      “Damn right I am.” Maria pursed her lips. “That slithering bastard doesn’t belong with us. He never will.”

      “That’s enough!”

      Maria blinked, a flush of red in her cheeks and neck.

      “Listen to me.” Gladia closed her briefcase with a sharp click. “Tolomeus is a believer in the cause. Someone who’s never cornered me to talk shit about fellow hyperists. Not once.”

      Maria broke eye contact, looking abashed. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m just saying… I worry about his intentions. For HYPER.” She added the last word a bit too late, sounding like she didn’t mean it. “Tolomeus is shrewd. No one knows how he got the Ascendents to elect him. He’s not one of us. Any hyperist worth their salt would know⁠—”

      “Nonsense.” Gladia cut her off with a tone that broke no arguments. “Tolomeus has been wearing the infinity for a decade. He’s no less a hyperist than I am. He’s proven his loyalty, helped us win back half a dozen countries from the landists. If you want to lecture me about his past, you’re wasting your time. I don’t share the opinion you and Penelope have. End of story.”

      Maria opened her mouth, then closed it. She looked conflicted. Gladia knew why. The Selenians had publicly supported the Geocentrics to counter Tolomeus’ Ascendents. Maria had put her reputation on the line and was trying to understand if the bet would pay off.

      “You really think that man works for the Hyperist Movement?” Maria sounded genuinely eager to learn the answer.

      Gladia sighed. “Look, does he have a personal agenda? Of course he does, just like any ambitious person. Should I give him a hard time because he was Woodside’s best buddy a decade ago? That’s not the way we operate. We believe in giving people second chances. That being said, it’s not for me to take sides. I’m the scale, Maria. I don’t decide the weight that is put on my plate. I just carry it.”

      Maria looked at her, eyes unblinking. “Even if the weight can break the scale in two?”

      Gladia’s nostrils flared. She narrowed her eyes and stepped toward the other woman. “Is that a threat?”

      Maria’s elbow pressed into her side as she stepped back. “No,” she replied, looking down. Her face turned ashen. “Of course not. I just… I was asking. That’s all. I meant no disrespect.”

      Gladia offered her a curt nod. “Let me give you a piece of advice. I can be kind, I can be forgiving, but give me a reason to think you’re undermining my authority, and I swear to you that Tolomeus will be the least of your problems. That clear?”

      Maria’s posture stiffened, but she nodded. “Clear.”

      “Good.” Gladia grabbed her briefcase and made to go.

      “Can I ask you a technical question?”

      Gladia stopped, turned toward Maria. “What is it?”

      “This…ah…space fleet Tolomeus has in mind…these katalambans.”

      “What about them?”

      “Well, they sound like far-fetched science fiction shenanigans. We don’t have the technology or the infrastructure to build a profitable asteroid-mining marketplace, let alone a space economy. We’re not there yet.”

      “That’s not up to me to decide.” Gladia drummed a finger on her briefcase. “That’s what the Keystone is for.”

      “Okay, I understand. But what do you think?”

      “I think it’s a bold plan, but so was Polaris when Wei proposed it. Two years later, we had a perfectly functioning space elevator. You know what he used to say about impossible things. Or have you forgotten?”

      Maria nodded. “So you think Tolomeus’ ships might work?”

      “It doesn’t matter what I think. It matters what I know.”

      Maria arched her eyebrow. “Meaning?”

      “The Executive Council has evaluated Tolomeus’ project, and it received the green light by the committee. That’s all I need to know.”

      “What about the questions he dodged about the funding?” Maria bit her lip. “Those are as shady as sin.”

      “Look, Maria. It’s up to a vote to decide whether Tolomeus’ katalambans or Penelope’s space elevator will win the Pentaproject. Let history take its course.”

      “But—”

      Gladia walked past her. “I’ll see you at Stargazer.” As she stormed out of the building, a chill ran down her spine. If she needed any proof that the power struggle had begun, Maria’s speech was it. The Hyperist Movement was going through tough times, pulled and squeezed in different directions, and Gladia was the only person who could hold it together. She couldn’t afford to let her guard down.
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        * * *

      

      James Ark shoved back his sunglasses as he studied the data displayed on the console. He pressed his lips into a slight grimace, while the young woman sitting at another terminal cast him a nervous glance. She smoothed her sharply pressed purple uniform, black and silver stripes running from her shoulder to her neck. On her chest was a metal brooch in the shape of a stylized hourglass.

      “How…um…how would you like me to proceed, Domine?” she asked, her smile wavering. “You want me to assimilate the data to the core, or keep it floating?”

      James was only-half listening. His mind was focused on the implications of what he was reading. Failure. The thirty-seventh failure to date, and none of them brought him any closer to making a difference.

      “Um, Domine? Did you…ah…did you get that?”

      James turned toward the girl, blinking. “Sorry, Leah. I spaced. Keep the data floating and reject all projections in sub-quotis. They’re no good to us now. We’ll have to start over.”

      “Understood, Domine.” Leah nodded, then started typing. “Data floating. Marginal projections rejected. Saving the new configuration to the data core.”

      “Make sure ADAM gets the result.”

      “Will do, Domine.”

      James’ mind was already working on another option for the thirty-eighth attempt, evaluating dozens of possibilities, but he had small hope it would succeed. The model’s framework was faulty, and there was little he could do to correct that. Time was running out. He desperately needed fresh ideas.

      The door of the laboratory opened, and a tall, dark-skinned man wearing a purple turban strode toward James.

      “Ravi.” James glanced at the newcomer, then turned to study the console. “You show up disturbingly fast when there is bad news.”

      Ravi smirked. “Hilarious.” His square, deep-set face had changed little since his years as a student of Cantara Handal, but his amused smile had sharpened.

      “What do you want?” James asked.

      Ravi opened his arms and widened his smile. “Look, it was a good try.” He glanced at Leah, then back at James. “Could have worked.”

      James bit his lip. “But it didn’t. I’m tired of stumbling through the darkness. You’re here to rub my nose in it?”

      “No, James.” Ravi’s smile became a sneer. “I won’t say ‘I told you so,’ but I’m glad we’re on the same page here. We can’t be stuck in the past. So, you agree your attempts were useless?”

      James nodded. “They were.”

      “Good.” Ravi clapped his hands. “Then it’s finally time to move on to the next stage. Shall we?” He pulled a small tablet from his pocket and approached Leah. “Enter this new combination into the main data stream. Make sure it doesn’t conflict with⁠—”

      “Ignore that.”

      Ravi’s smile faltered. “What do you mean?” He stared at James. “You just said⁠—”

      “I said we can’t continue going on stumbling into the dark. I didn’t say I wanted to waste more time and energy on another futile effort.”

      Ravi drew himself up to his full height. “You don’t know if it’s futile. We haven’t tried it yet!”

      “We don’t need to try.” James shook his head. “We already know the outcome.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You don’t swim across the Pacific Ocean, Ravi. You already know you won’t make it to the other side.”

      Ravi glared at him. “You’re letting your personal feelings interfere.”

      “I leave my personal feelings outside the door every time I work.” James gestured to the room’s entrance. “If you don’t know that by now, you’ve been working on a different project altogether.”

      Ravi wet his lip, clenching and unclenching his fists. “Look. You tried your way. It failed.”

      “Failure is just a steppingstone to success.”

      Ravi laughed with an edge. “Yeah, sure.” He made a sweeping arm gesture. “Throw me some cheap motivational garbage while you’re at it. Doesn’t change the fact we haven’t moved an inch forward since you adopted the stochastic approach. It didn’t work, my friend. It never will. We’re running out of time. Venus and Asha feel the same way I do. It’s three against one.”

      “You think we’re running an election here?”

      Ravi squeezed his tablet, his knuckles turning white. “So you’re going to repeat the same mistakes and expect we tag along?”

      “No.” James glanced at the console displaying his latest failure. “I agree that my line of reasoning hasn’t worked.”

      “Then why don’t we try something different?”

      “We’re going to.”

      “Oh, yes.” Ravi crossed his arms, watching James with an intense gaze. “Of course. I almost forgot. Your genius stunt, right? Threatening to blow up in our faces. Think your desperate move is going to work out?”

      “It isn’t desperate.”

      “No? Then what is it?”

      “It’s a strategic choice dictated by necessity.”

      Ravi barked a laugh. “Sure, or you could call it kidnapping. You know, its real name? But, hey. If that makes you sleep at night, who am I to argue with the mighty James Ark?”

      “She’s going to help us. She’s going to change things.”

      “You don’t know that.” Ravi stepped up to James. “Our asses are on the line, buddy. This was supposed to be a team effort.”

      “Get out of my face.”

      Ravi clenched and unclenched his hands before taking a couple steps back. “You’re taking a huge risk.” He jabbed a finger at James. “When you fail, because you will, I’ll be making the call myself.”

      Ravi turned his back and stormed out of the room.

      James swallowed. He removed his sunglasses and rubbed at his temples. Ravi didn’t get it. He had always been a simple foot soldier, never a leader. He was hasty, prideful, incapable of seeing the big picture. Ravi was just a tool, someone who’d never make a difference.

      “Impatience is the mother of stupidity,” James murmured.

      The room suddenly seemed to shrink around him, and he started breathing hard. Ravi had been right about one thing: their time was running out.

      “Leah, what time is it?” he asked, turning toward the young woman.

      Leah cleared her throat, trying to pretend she didn’t notice the heated exchange between the two men. “It’s 5:40, Domine.”

      “Right.” James put the sunglasses back on. “Time to find out if this circus needs a clown.”
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        * * *

      

      “Not everyone knows of your sudden appearance, Lena, but the news is spreading fast.”

      Tiago and Lena were walking down an empty corridor painted a dull gray. It had no windows and no doors, and it smelled faintly of acetone.

      Lena glanced at the chancellor. “And is this…um…good or bad?”

      “It depends.”

      Tiago turned left, and the walls became white with the floor and ceiling yellow ochre. Here the air smelled of plastic, and soft humming came from the air conditioners.

      Lena increased her pace to keep up with the chancellor. “Depends on what?”

      Tiago portable’s display started beeping. “Just a second.” He glanced at the screen and grunted. “That’ll do it.” He put the tablet back in his pocket. “As for your question, they’ll want to know how you opened a Quartz from the outside.”

      Lena blinked. “What’s a Quartz?”

      “Any of the access doors to installations like Geode.” Tiago gestured around. “Think of them as blast doors. You can get in only by sending a direct signal from the inside. They’re designed this way.”

      Lena shook her head. “Why?”

      “It’s a security measure to prevent unwanted people from entering any underground base.”

      “You mean—” Lena cut herself off, thinking of her next words. “You’re saying each of Saemangeum’s sculptures is a gateway to the Defensio Project? But there must be dozens throughout the city.”

      “They’re not all active,” the chancellor explained. “They used to be, but not anymore.”

      Lena glanced around uneasily. “Why do you need so many?”

      “Saemangeum is an enormous city,” Tiago said, “difficult to protect if you don’t have many exit points from which to deploy your assets.”

      “Assets,” she echoed. “You mean soldiers, right? The one you call dunamis.”

      “Yes, that’s the word we use for them. The point is, Lena, what you did is unprecedented. No one should be able to open a Quartz from the outside, not even a centurion, a dunamis squad leader. That’s why several high-ranking members of the Defensio want to ask you questions. They convened the assembly the moment they learned of your existence. Tomorrow, a bunch of people will want to know who you are.”

      “Okay.” She considered that. “Should I be worried?”

      “Not necessarily,” Tiago said, but something in his look didn’t convince her.

      “That doesn’t tell me anything though, does it?” She looked at the chancellor sideways. “Who are these people? What kind of questions will they ask?”

      “Some will challenge your role as the Cornucopia. Think it’s a ploy to get their attention.”

      Lena took a steadying breath before responding. “Why would they think that?”

      “Let’s just say the powers that be aren’t fond of me.” Tiago increased his pace, his hands almost curling into fists and then straightening. “There are people who see my ideas as dangerous to the Defensio Project.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I’d rather take action than stick my head in the sand, waiting to be beaten to death. That’s what we’ve done for years. But with you, everything changes.”

      She frowned. “It does?”

      “Of course. Don’t you understand? You’re here because Wei sent you. Your necklace is the proof. Now we just need to find out why.”

      They entered another empty section, this one wider, and looking even less used than the previous two.

      “Is there only us here?” Lena looked around with a dazed look. “I mean, this place seems pretty big, but it looks empty.”

      “Right now, there’s just twelve people in Geode,” Tiago said. “In the beginning, we had over fifty.” He looked around as if he could see ghosts walking by.

      She noticed his jaw tightening. “What happened?”

      “We lost good people, and didn’t have the resources to replace them.” His expression betrayed frustration. “The enemy is bleeding us to death. That’s why I want to change things.”

      Another beep sounded from the chancellor’s display, and he cursed under his breath. “We should hurry.” He picked up the pace so much that he almost started jogging. “I need to show you something fast. Not sure how long this window is going to be open.”

      Lena had to half-run to keep up with his long legs. “You didn’t say where we’re going.”

      “I need you to understand a couple things before you appear in front of the assembly,” Tiago said without slowing down. “Now save your breath.”

      For the next five minutes, they rushed down the corridor until they arrived in front of an oval door made of a reddish metal that reflected the artificial light.

      “This is the place.” Tiago entered a code into the panel at the side of the entrance and the door slid open. “After you.”

      At first Lena thought they’d stepped into a library. There were several shelves arranged on either side of the square room displaying old-looking ledgers. Sitting behind a metal table at the center of the area was a man in his late twenties wearing a projector unit display. When they came in, he awkwardly removed the device from his face, wiped his brow, and stood up sharply, almost at attention.

      “Chancellor,” the man greeted Tiago with a hasty bow. “I’m sorry. Did you leave a message? I wasn’t aware of your⁠—”

      “No, Spencer,” Tiago cut him off, his tone kind but firm, like someone talking to a subordinate. “I decided to drop by, very spur-of-the-moment. This is Lena.” He patted her shoulder. “I’m going to show her the Masvieth.”

      “I see.” Spencer turned his attention to Lena, his gray-green eyes unblinking. He produced a thick leather handbook that looked as old as time itself. “Please provide both your bioxon codes so that I can record the activation on the ledger.”

      Tiago shook his head. “Won’t be necessary.”

      Spencer narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “I want to keep this visit off the books, if you catch my drift.”

      Spencer stared at Tiago. “I’m afraid I don’t.” He rubbed the back of his neck, then glanced at the doorway. “I need your bioxon codes to start the activation.”

      “No, you don’t.” Tiago flashed a genial smile. “If you use yours.”

      “Mine?” Spencer’s eyebrows rose to his hairline. “Why would I do that?”

      “I don’t know.” Tiago looked around circumspectly. “Perhaps because you want to take a gander at the new list of axiom tokens in your DataMorph account.”

      Spencer’s slightly annoyed expression morphed into a childish grin. “What?”

      “You heard that right,” Tiago said with a beaming face. “They’re already in your account. Signed, sealed, and delivered.”

      “No way!” Spencer’s eyes glowed. “Chancellor, you play Rebel of the Underworld?”

      “Who doesn’t?” Tiago shared a playful grin. “I heard from Sira that you’ve been stuck on level seven of the Netherworld for ages.”

      “Yes, for months, Chancellor.” Spencer nodded vigorously, his expression turning sour. “I swear jumping through the hoops of Eurydice’s rescue is driving me crazy. Three months I’ve been stuck there. Three months. I was ready to give up.”

      “Well, not anymore.” Tiago held the arms up in a “Victory V.” “Those sweet, sweet tokens will help you crack the code. Maybe they’ll even give you a little boost to reach the Elysium Fields.”

      Spencer grabbed at the sides of his head in an I can’t believe it gesture. “And they’re in my account?”

      “You bet.”

      “Right now?”

      “Why don’t you take a peek?”

      Spencer almost dropped his PUD twice because of his excitement. “Wow!” His mouth opened up in a smile. “This is amazing! Chancellor, I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say that you’ll use the tokens well.”

      Spencer chuckled. “How did you get your hands on them? I mean, they’re almost impossible to find on any level.”

      “I have my ways.” Tiago clapped his hands once. “So, what do you say? We have a deal?”

      “What?” Spencer was still grinning, hands wrapped around his headset.

      “The Masvieth.” Tiago’s tone was firm. “Can we use your code?”

      “Well…” Spencer hesitated a moment, glanced at the door before continuing talking in a slightly lower tone, “I guess it wouldn’t be a big deal for you to use my code.” He paused, his eyes again drifting toward the door. “But if word gets to the regent⁠—”

      “It won’t,” Tiago said matter-of-factly. “We’ve never been here while you were doing your thing, right?” He gestured toward the PUD, then winked. “Catch my drift now?”

      Spencer scuffed the chair closer to the table, his eyes glowing. “I do.” He activated the table’s display with a wave of his hand, then inserted a code. “Chamber’s ready, Chancellor.”

      “Thanks. We’ll get out of your hair, Spencer.” Tiago pushed Lena forward.

      Lena waited to move away from Spencer’s earshot before speaking. “What was all that about?”

      Tiago waved a hand dismissively. “Avoiding paperwork.”

      “Avoiding paperwork? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Well…you know…we’re not exactly supposed to be here, but there’s no other way to show you what I need, so… I guess what I’m saying is the end justifies the means, and all that.”

      “So you bribed that guy?”

      “I believe the right word is ‘incentivized.’” Tiago flashed a genial smile. “You’re welcome, by the way. I’m about to deliver the answers I promised you. The Masvieth is the most important piece of the puzzle. It’ll help you understand a lot.”

      Tiago opened a door at the end of the narrow passage. “This way.”

      Lena followed him. “What is a Masvieth?”

      “Masvieth is a compound word,” Tiago explained. “It means map of etheric development. It’s an object that can range from the size of a medicine balloon to that of a small hot-air balloon. Through the Masvieth, etherions can plan actions that affect the geokratic configuration of cyberspace.”

      “Okay,” Lena said, her frown deepening. “English, please?”

      “By using a Masvieth, etherions can influence the development of cyberspace, and the interactions between the different portions that compose it.”

      Lena studied Tiago carefully. “How do you know all this stuff about the ether?”

      Tiago shrugged as he moved forward. “It’s my job as First Omnibus to know.”

      Lena tilted her head to the side. “First Omnibus?”

      “It means I’m the etherion leader of the Defensio Project.” There was bitterness in Tiago’s voice. He clenched his jaw as if he just admitted a despicable crime. “But I haven’t used my powers for doing good of late. That’s going to change today.”
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        * * *

      

      Gladia wished she could disappear into a dark hole and avoid people for the rest of her life.

      “Exhausted” didn’t come close to describing her physical and mental state. She felt worn, like an old, ragged cloth used one too many times.

      Last week’s tour in preparation of the Pentaproject had sucked every ounce of her strength. She’d visited six cities in seven days, taking part in fundraisers, interviews, presentations, and public speeches. Every spokesperson, lobbyist, representative, and bureaucrat who was involved in the Five-Year Plan had had a taste of her. Everyone had a request to submit to the executive director, a favor to ask, a suggestion to give, a demand to make. Christmas had come early for the vultures.

      And that was just scratching the surface. The Pentaproject was bringing out the worst in her fellow hyperists. Everyone was trying to influence, to control, to grab a bigger slice of the pie at the expense of a fellow hyperist. This was all part of a conspicuous show meant to gather attention; Gladia knew that. The bigger the conflict, the more interesting the story. But this time it differed from the past. There had been such extreme cases of rivalries between the parties, she was no longer sure this was showing off.

      The bickering had been harsher from the get-go. This growing, toxic confrontation was showing some serious cracks in the movement. And the media had noticed: Ascendents who “forgot” to attend fundraisers supported by
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