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    The Story So Far
 
 




    View a more detailed summary of the events of Aurora Rising and Aurora Renegades online at gsjennsen.com/synopsis.




    




     




    AURORA RISING




    The history of humanity is the history of conflict. This proved no less true in the 24th century than in ancient times.




    By 2322, humanity inhabited over 100 worlds spread across a third of the galaxy. Two decades earlier, a group of colonies had rebelled and set off the First Crux War. Once the dust cleared, three factions emerged: the Earth Alliance, consisting of the unified Earth government and most of the colonies; the Senecan Federation, which had won its independence in the war; and a handful of scattered non-aligned worlds, home to criminal cartels, corporate interests and people who made their living outside the system.




    Alexis Solovy was a space explorer. Her father gave his life in the war against the Federation, leading her to reject a government or military career. Estranged from her mother, an Alliance military leader, Alex instead sought the freedom of space and made a fortune chasing the hidden wonders of the stars.




    A chance meeting between Alex and a Federation intelligence agent, Caleb Marano, led them to discover an armada of alien warships emerging from a mysterious portal in the Metis Nebula. 




    The Metigens had been watching humanity via the portal for millennia; in an effort to forestall their detection, they used traitors among civilization’s elite to divert focus from Metis. When their plans failed, they invaded in order to protect their secrets.




    The wars that ensued were brutal—first an engineered war between the Alliance and the Federation, then once it was revealed to be built on false pretenses, devastating clashes against the Metigen invaders as they advanced across settled space, destroying every colony in their path and killing tens of millions.




    Alex and Caleb breached the aliens’ portal in an effort to find a way to stop the slaughter. There they encountered Mnemosyne, the Metigen watcher of the Aurora universe—our universe. Though enigmatic and evasive, the alien revealed the invading ships were driven by AIs and hinted the answer to defeating them lay in the merger of individuals with the powerful but dangerous quantum computers known as Artificials.




    Before leaving the portal space, Alex and Caleb discovered a colossal master gateway. It generated 51 unique signals, each one leading to a new portal and a new universe. But with humanity facing extinction, they returned home armed with a daring plan to win the war. 




    In a desperate gambit to vanquish the enemy invaders before they reached the heart of civilization, four Prevos (human-synthetic meldings) were created and given command of the combined might of the Alliance and Federation militaries. Alex and her Artificial, Valkyrie, led the other Prevos and the military forces against the alien AI warships in climactic battles above Seneca and Romane. The invaders were defeated and ordered to withdraw through their portal, cease their observation of Aurora and not return.




    Alex reconciled with her mother during the final hours of the war, and following the victory Alex and Caleb married and attempted to resume a normal life.




    But new mysteries waited through the Metis portal. Determined to learn the secrets of the portal network and the multiverses it held, six months later Caleb, Alex and Valkyrie traversed it once more, leaving humanity behind to struggle with a new world of powerful quantum synthetics, posthumans, and an uneasy, fragile peace.




    




     




    AURORA RENEGADES




    Following the victory over the Metigens, Alex, Caleb and Valkyrie set off to unlock the secrets of the Metigens’ portal network. Discovering worlds of infinite wonder, they made both enemies and friends. Planets of sentient plant life which left a lasting mark on Alex and Caleb both. Silica-based beings attempting to grow organic life. A race of cat-like warriors locked in conflict with their brethren.




    Behind them all, the whispered machinations of the Metigen puppet masters pervaded everything. In some universes, the Metigens tested weapons. In some, they set aliens against each other in new forms of combat. In others, they harvested food and materials to send through the massive portal at the heart of the maze. 




    But Alex and Caleb found yet another layer to the puzzle. In one universe, they discovered a gentle race of underground beings with a strange history. Their species was smuggled out of the universe beyond the master portal by the Metigens. They watched as their homeworld was destroyed by a powerful species known as Anadens; but for the Metigens, they would have perished as well.




    Back home in Aurora, the peace proved difficult to maintain. The Prevos found themselves targeted by politicians and a restless population desperate for a place to pin their fears. Under the direction of a new, power-hungry Earth Alliance PM, the government moved to cage and shackle them. 




    In desperation, the Prevos uploaded the AIs’ consciousnesses into their own minds, fled from their governments’ grasp and disappeared onto independent colonies. Devon published the details of the Prevo link to the exanet, unleashing its capabilities for anyone who wanted to follow in their footsteps.




    Meanwhile, an anti-synthetic terrorist group emerged to oppose them, fueled by the rise of Olivia Montegreu as a Prevo. While the private face of Prevos was the heroes who defeated the Metigens, the public face became the image of Olivia killing a colonial governor and tossing him off of a building in front of the world.




    Unaware of the struggles her fellow Prevos faced, Alex forged her own path forward. Rather than bringing the AI into herself, she pushed out and through Valkyrie, into the walls of the Siyane. Piloting her ship in a way she never dreamed, Alex was able to feel the photonic brilliance of space itself. Over time, however, that bond began to capture more of her spirit and mind. 




    On the surface of a destroyed planet, Mesme at last revealed all. The portal network was, above all else, a refuge for those targeted for eradication by the Anadens. And the Anadens, rulers of the true universe through the master portal, were the genetic template upon which humanity was built. Aurora was nothing more than another experiment of the Metigens, created so they could study the development and nature of their enemy and the enemy of all life.




    Alex and Caleb returned to Aurora to find a galaxy rocked by chaos. After the execution of Olivia Montegreu by Alliance and Prevo forces, Miriam had gone rogue. Her resistance force, bolstered by help from inside the Senecan and Alliance militaries, moved against the despotic Alliance PM. 




    As Alex struggled with her growing addiction to an ethereal realm, she felt herself being pulled away from reality. Away from her husband, her mother, her friends. She watched as those she loved fought, but increasingly found herself losing her own battle.




    When terrorists staged a massive riot on Romane, Dr. Canivon, the mother of the Prevos, was murdered in front of Devon and Alex. Overcome by her own and Valkyrie’s grief, Alex unleashed the explosive power of the ethereal realm to destroy the terrorists’ safehouse. Standing in the rubble of her destruction, Alex made a decision to sever the quantum connection between herself and the Siyane, choosing a tangible, human life. Choosing Caleb.




    Miriam wrested control of the EA government away from the PM, bringing an end to the Prevo persecution. In the wake of victory, a shadowy Anaden hunter emerged from the darkness to attack Alex and Caleb. Caleb was gravely injured when the Anaden’s power leapt to him, healing his wounds and helping him kill the alien. 




    Mesme revealed the ominous consequences of the attack. Soon, the Anaden leadership would discover Aurora. When they did, they would destroy it unless humanity could stand against them. Mesme told Miriam and the others to prepare, but knowing the end game was upon them, asked Alex and Caleb to come to Amaranthe. The master universe. The home and dominion of the Anadens.


  




  

    AURORA RESONANT




     




    When faced with its greatest challenge, will humanity rise to triumph or fall to ruin?




    




    Our universe is but a snowglobe—an experiment born of desperation and hope. The true universe is unfathomably vast, teeming with life and untold wonders. And it is enslaved.




    




    Created by ancient aliens in a daring gambit to understand the nature of the enemy, humanity is now asked to be the savior of a universe not their own. If they are to succeed, they must rise above not only their fractious past but the sins of their genetic ancestors to boldly embrace a future they never dared imagine possible.
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Want an *exclusive* short story set in the Amaranthe universe?




    SUBSCRIBE TO G. S. JENNSEN'S NEWSLETTER: GSJENNSEN.COM/SUBSCRIBE
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    Stay informed about new books and be the first to know about news in the AMARANTHE universe


  




  Re/Genesis




   




  An Aurora Rhapsody Short Story




  




   




  BACK COVER BLURB




   




  In a future too distant to measure, a hyper-evolved breed of humans calling themselves Anadens rule multiple galaxies and alien species with an iron fist. But a small group of dissidents are willing to pursue any and all measures, no matter how extreme, to return freedom to the universe. Now one rebel Anaden will make the ultimate sacrifice in order to break the reigning Directorate’s stranglehold on civilization—however many times it takes.




  Set just prior to the events of Relativity: Aurora Resonant Book One, RE/GENESIS pulls back the veil on the universe of Amaranthe, where the fate of all living beings—human, alien and synthetic—will soon be decided.




   




   




  “The only way to deal with an unfree world is to become so absolutely free that your very existence is an act of rebellion.”




   




  — Albert Camus




   




  

    AMARANTHE




    Milky Way, Sector 14 
 Phoenix Arx




    6142.319
 12th Epoch Proper




    




     




    When you’re an anarch, dying is the easy part. Completing your mission objective before nulling out? Not always so easy. 




    “A scan of your credentials does not return a valid result. Present Accepted credentials or be pacified.”




    The weaponized arm pointed at my chest by the Vigil unit suggested the pacification would not be of the gentle sort. It rarely was.




    I brought my hands up from behind my back and stretched them into the air, fingers curled in but giving every indication they were opening in surrender. As the nail of my left index finger reached the center of my palm, I flicked it outward.




    The gossamer damper net unfurled as it sailed through the air to envelop the Vigil unit. 




    The floating orb began jerking to and fro in the narrow hallway in an attempt to unsnarl itself. I leapt forward and collected the edges of the net in one hand, then wrangled it under some semblance of control until I was able to wrap my arms around the wide, circular frame and brace it against the wall. 




    It squirmed savagely, but after two tries I found the input port and shoved a spike into it.




    “Not this time, Vigil. You don’t get me yet.”




    The unit dropped from my grip to the floor and rolled into the opposite wall.




    I’d bought myself twenty minutes. 




    I stripped off my infiltration suit, shrank it and stuffed it in my kit. The fete-worthy attire which remained looked ridiculous to my mind, but nevertheless appropriate to the venue I’d be visiting. I unbound my hair and began scaling the service duct.




    [image: Divider]




    The galactic core hung in the sky like an ornament placed just so to best complement the pavilion. The prodigious light it provided, even here on the verge, filtered through an invisible prism field to cast soft, color-varying rays upon the conveniently reflective flooring.




    See how small you are, it whispered.




    See how powerful we are, it hummed.




    In this case the core acted as a stand-in for the Anaden Directorate, obviously.




    The guests enjoying the Phoenix Arx amenities acted oblivious to the implied message, though in truth it was because most of them had internalized it decades if not centuries ago and would never question it again.




    Yet as a backup if the message didn’t come through clearly enough—the Directorate didn’t practice subtlety—every rotation of the Arx brought them a stunning view of the Phoenix Gateway in the distance. The colossal triple rings gleamed in the unfiltered glow of the galaxy, beautiful and menacing. This close to the ancient structure, the Gateway appeared more massive than the core itself. It was an optical illusion, but an effective one.




    Today the Phoenix Gateway numbered only one of hundreds of its kind; in comparison to many of them it was aging, if not decrepit. But there was a reason for that: it was the first. The first wormhole portal to span the interstellar void and link to another galaxy. A dwarf galaxy, true, and one long since fallen out of fashion. 




    But once upon a time the Phoenix Gateway had meant everything. This meant it still mattered today, if only as a symbol of all the Directorate had achieved over the millennia.




    I noted all this in passing, obscured behind a mask of jaded disdain as I traipsed across the pavilion in a manner which said ‘standing in seemingly open space with the galactic core as a backdrop is so very passé. I’m bored already.’ I made sure my eyes were vaguely unfocused, since as a member of the Idoni Dynasty I would be presumed by all in attendance to be high on at least one hypnol, more likely several. Always, lest the horror of existence come crashing in.




    My assigned contact worked the delectables area of the pavilion that stretched the length of the left side. I wove my way through a sea of patrons, trying to balance the disinterested attitude against the reality that I was on a short timetable. 




    A virtual overlay in my vision gave me a reference, but I only dared access the overlay in short pulses. On an Arx an unauthorized comm network became perilously susceptible to detection, and detection was guaranteed to bring a merciless punishment.




    The Novoloume who the overlay proclaimed was my contact meandered among the crowd dispensing dollops of hypnols onto the tongues and into the eyeballs of buzzing Anaden revelers with a smooth grace which was as mesmerizing as it was expected. Her shimmery pearl skin transformed the light from the core into rainbows, the hues shifting as she did.




    I shook my head as minimally as possible in an effort to break out of the reverie before I approached her.




    She held the dispenser aloft, ready to provide a dose of synthesized bliss. I started to decline when she placed an elongated, delicate hand on my waist with a sultry smile. Her breath wafted across my ear as she leaned in.




    “I know, my dear, but one must maintain appearances. Trust me.”




    Trust was not something that came easily in my world. But this was her world… I offered the tip of my tongue while glaring a fierce warning at her.




    The tip of the dispenser touched it, but no further sensation followed. It was empty.




    First test passed. I nodded politely. “I’m Eren asi-Idoni.”




    “You may call me Maeli.”




    “But it’s not your name.”




    She shrugged faintly as her gaze drifted over my shoulder. “It is as much a name as I allow myself to have. It is the same for you, no?”




    “No. Eren asi-Idoni is my name.”




    “Yet the soul behind the name no longer exists, does it?”




    I cut my eyes into the crowd, searching for threats. This was all getting far too mystical for my tastes. “Not in the Annals. I’m on a tight schedule here, so—”




    “Dance with me.” Her hands grasped mine in a display of surprising strength.




    “I don’t dance.”




    “All Idoni dance.”




    “Damn, that must be why I never fit in with them.”




    She pulled me closer. “There is a Praesidis Inquisitor approaching. Dance with me.”




    I didn’t panic, but I did allow her to sweep me along the smooth pavilion floor as I reviewed my limited options.




    I kept a neural layer on tap which allowed me to pass as a proper Idoni connected to the integral on casual contact with other Idoni Dynasty members. But Praesidis members always saw through the charade. Praesidis Inquisitors, doubly so. And once they did, it was a swift trip to null for me.




    The fact I wasn’t already dead, however, meant the Inquisitor hadn’t come here for me. If I played the part of a… well, a typical Idoni, I stood a chance of escaping notice.




    I tried to relax in her embrace and flow with her movements. She was of course correct about the dancing—the natural, innate rhythm was encoded in my genetics. Annoyed, I allowed instinct to take over.




    “You have stunning eyes. They are as twin starbursts in the night sky.”




    I swallowed, feeling heady enough I started to wonder how empty the dispenser had been. “Stop doing that.”




    “Doing what?” She swept me between two other dancers in a lengthy, dramatic spin.




    “That thing you’re doing.”




    “It is not a thing I am doing, Eren asi-Idoni. It is a thing I am.”




    So all the Novoloume insisted. The pheromones they secreted were not intended to send most mammalian species into a sexual froth; in fact, they had no knowledge of such an effect until they encountered those species. 




    I’d insist as strongly it was a lie they professed to hide the nature of their blatant manipulation of others, except the talent hadn’t gained them any greater freedom than the other species were permitted. Still, it was no wonder they had been decreed an Accepted Species in record time following contact. Rumor had it the Idoni Primor kept a stable of twenty Novoloume as pets.




    I wasn’t immune to her beauty, both real and sense-induced—the Novoloume, regardless of gender, were among the most lovely sapient creatures living. I was nonetheless able to resist the mesmeric aspects of her presence, but the act of resisting was itself distracting. I tried to focus my thoughts on other, more relevant matters.




    “Is the Inquisitor gone yet?”




    She smiled blithely. The core spun around us, or us around the core. “Nearly. He is currently disposing of a troublesome Ch’mshak.”




    That sounded like a show worthy of observing, but I didn’t dare cast my gaze toward it. “Successfully?”




    “If bloodily.” Her attention flitted to the left then back to me, and her tone remained studiously casual. “You are the first Anaden anarch I’ve worked with.”




    “There aren’t so many of us. It’s not an easy task, breaking away from the integral.”




    “I can imagine.” 




    “You really can’t.”




    Her chin dipped. “As you say. The Inquisitor has departed the pavilion.”




    “Good.” I grasped one of her hands firmly and dropped the other. “I’m in a bit of a rush. I was told you could get me into the maintenance channel, so make that happen.”




    “As you wish.” Her manner became purposeful but no less graceful as she guided me past the crowd to the staff area and onward to the rear wall. A server unit dawdled above a cylindrical tunnel, and Maeli indicated for me to wait. 




    When it vacated, she gestured to the tunnel. I peered down it to get an idea of what awaited us. 




    It was tailored for product delivery, not personal travel, and it held no transport implement.




    I raised a questioning eyebrow at my escort. “You know how to do this?”




    She nodded.




    “Then, after you.” No way was I plunging into the unknown shadowy depths and leaving her standing up here surrounded by every creature comfort, where she might decide the trip wasn’t worth taking.




    A flash of defiance sparked in her magenta irises as she leapt into the shaft. 3… 2… 1… and I followed.




    Falling. 




    The towering Arx had a thousand levels. I suspected I’d be doing so for a while. The snug, curving walls whooshed by in silence, unmarked and unrelenting. They threatened to become as suffocating as the Idoni integral had been. 




    I closed my eyes and concentrated on the mission details.




    The ways in which the mission could fail were legion.




    A thruster suit was impossible to smuggle onto the Arx. A stealth, external breach by vessel ipso facto failed due to strict security protocols. An antimatter-tipped long-range missile, in the improbable event it penetrated said security, stood to cause significant damage, but not enough. Multiple distributed detonations were required, and follow-up missiles would doubtless be intercepted.




    Turning a ship into an antimatter bomb was arguably viable in theory but an absurd risk in practice. The amount of antimatter needed to be stored on the ship in order for the reaction to reach the target when the vessel ignited was so large it created a sixty-eight percent chance of blowing early.




    The solution—or the best solution my superiors had concocted—was a solitary incursion via the channel the maintenance and repair drones used to access the structure. It stretched the three megameters from the Arx in a series of magnetized coils which propelled objects traveling within them forward through space. 




    It wasn’t as fast as a thruster suit, but I would ride the stream to its destination, just like the drones did.




    I chuckled quietly, though the analogy to the Anaden drones above, to when I’d been little more than a drone myself, was too evident to bother enunciating.




    The increased resistance against the soles of my feet manifested a bare second before my descent slowed to an abrupt halt. The braking mechanism was designed for less squishy objects than organic limbs.




    I landed on the floor with a jarring thud… and found Maeli waiting on me stoically, the swirls of her lustrous robe unruffled and in their befitting place.




    It ought not to come as a surprise to me that this, too, was a skill the Novoloume had perfected.




    Well, one of us no longer felt obliged to project an expected appearance for onlookers. I gathered the copper cords of my hair up off my back and secured them, then ditched the majority of the dress attire. Best to wait to don the hazard suit until we reached the channel.




    She motioned me forward. “The passageways proceed for some distance. If your time is as limited as you say, we should make haste.”




    In my life I had an eternity’s worth of time—and right now, none at all, so I adopted the haste.




    This deep in the bowels of the Arx, everything was mechanized. Not an organic in sight. Better yet, not a Vigil unit in sight, either, for the Directorate had no need to police their shackled and neutered machines.




    Let the citizens dance the night away above, secure in their warped caricature of a free existence. Let the machines do the work. Peace and harmony reigns…




    …but not unchallenged. Not tonight.




    After crossing an expansive assembly floor we took a left down a short, wide corridor ending in a force field. Maeli stopped.




    “The maintenance channel begins on the other side.”




    “Understood.” I put my kit on the floor, opened it and retrieved the hazard suit, then began tugging the snug material on.




    Once it covered my waist, I eyed her grimly. “The Arx should be far enough away to survive the blast, but if you’ve got a new locale in mind, it wouldn’t hurt to head in that direction close to now.”




    “I seldom linger in any one location. It will take me a few moments to reach the transport wing and depart, but no longer than it will take you to reach your target.” She paused, looking uneasy. “I’m confident in my ability to achieve shelter, but how will you reach a safe distance before the detonation?”




    Suit in place, I re-secured the utility belt on my hips. “I won’t.”




    The silence hung a span too long. “Oh.” Another gap of silence. “Is it painful?”




    I snapped both ends of the explosives ribbon to the belt. Carefully. “Almost always.”




    “Then your sacrifices for the cause are even greater than I realized.”




    “No need to make a scene over it.” Sacrifice was such an empty word, tossed about by those who weren’t engaging in it to make themselves feel better. I did not and would never know Maeli well enough to say if this was her purpose in using it. Didn’t really matter either way.




    Satisfied the ribbon was secure and not exploding, I gazed up at her. “What else do you have for me?”




    “I’m sending you the drones’ ID frequency. Broadcast it, and they’ll take you for one of their own—unless you bump into one. So… don’t.”




    “Noted. No dancing with the drones.” 




    “Since you don’t dance, I trust that will not be a problem.”




    I laughed for her. These flares of irreverence were probably a clue pointing to why she acted as an anarch. Part of me toyed with wishing I’d get the opportunity to find out more about her reasons… until I remembered I didn’t do attachments.




    I situated the breather skin over my face and reattached the depleted kit to the belt as well. “Time to do this. Thank you for your help, Maeli. Nos libertatem somnia.”




    “Nos libertatem somnia, Eren asi-Idoni.”




    I slowed my respiration rhythm to maximize the effectiveness of the breather skin. Then I stepped through the force field separating the corridor from the entry tube. 




    Three rapid steps to the exit and I pitched into space toward the Phoenix Gateway.




    The channel coils would get me to my destination eventually, but I pulled my arms in and mimicked a missile to help the propulsion system along.




    The journey was much like the fall down the service tunnel, excepting the scenery. My deliberate revolutions presented me with views of the Arx, the Gateway, the galactic core and the intergalactic void in turn.




    The once imposing Arx profile quickly shrank in the shadow of the mammoth Gateway. Each ring measured a kilometer thick and a hundred meters wide; the rig driving them weighed greater than six teratonnes. It had been built to last, and no conventional weapon an anarch might procure was capable of destroying it. 




    But even the strongest creations could not withstand the application of a fundamental law of physics. Matter and antimatter could not exist in the same space, and their collision was going to result in the expulsion of energy on the order of eight hundred petajoules—and perhaps most importantly, the annihilation of the matter/antimatter which triggered it. 




    Presto, no more Gateway.




    The first of the three rings grew large on my horizon as the terminus of the channel neared. Right before I reached it I brought my legs up to hit the outer boundary at full speed, sprint across its breadth and launch off the structure in free flight toward the center loop.




    The Gateway activated, heralding an incoming vessel from its twin in the Phoenix dwarf galaxy. The pulsing energy slammed into me, sending me spinning off course. I skidded out of control over the rim of the ring and grasped the edge with fingertips to spare.




    Of all the cursed timing.




    I adjusted my grip, trying my damnedest not to pant. Oxygen was a mite scarce resource in space, and now that I was out here I had what I had and no more.




    “Well, hell.” Nobody was apt to notice an Anaden dangling off the side of one of the loops, legs swaying about in open space, right? Maybe I should stay here for a while….




    But there existed no room for such luxuries in my life. The morbid irony implied in the notion I considered the act a luxury didn’t escape my notice as I hauled myself up over the ledge and stood on the flat surface of the ring to survey matters.




    From here, the void to my right loomed as darkly shrouded as the core to my left shone bright. It felt as if I stood on the precipice of not merely a galaxy but existence itself. It was indulgent of me. Also dizzying, but dizzy was not something I needed to be at the moment.




    I removed the ribbon of explosive slabs from my belt, careful to orient it in the correct direction so I would place them in the desired order. The protective layer was set to start dissolving as soon as it came into contact with the metal comprising the exterior; therefore I had to start with the slab bearing the thickest layer in order to buy time to position them all.




    I detached the first slab from the ribbon, stuck it to the metal at my feet—and ran. Five kilometers to the next target location, and the reaper’s clock counting down on me like a shadow nipping at my heels. 




    The balls of my feet barely hit the surface as I soared from stride to stride. Lacking oxygen, my muscles used my body’s stored energy reserves to fuel my movements. The minimal gravitational effect the power rig generated for the drones kept me from flying off into space, while also allowing me to travel at greatly enhanced speed.




    A virtual bullseye marked the next site. The ideal placement and spacing had been worked out in advance by anarch scientists, or engineers, or whoever it was who sat in labs and did those things so people like me could venture outside and… complete the missions.




    I hardly stopped as I released the slab, not wanting to lose any momentum.




    When the clock hit zero I would be dead, but right now I was alive. High on oxygen deprivation, the magnificent view, and the act of running free along the curving arc of an apparatus that warped the fabric of spacetime to sling objects and people 430 kiloparsecs in a frozen, boundless instant. The stars at my back, the universe at my fingertips—




    —a drone clambered up the lip of the ring just as my foot hit metal. I tripped hard over it, landed on my ass with a painful crack and tumbled across the surface.




    The drone landed on top of me before I could move. One of its spindly tool arms sliced through my shoulder as the other poked for my face.




    With a groan I kicked at it and skittered away to climb to my feet. Undeterred, the drone sprang toward me. 




    “Off you go, machine!” I grabbed it with both hands and hurled it over the side into oblivion. 




    The cut on my shoulder hurt like a bitch, but worse, the swipe had sliced open the thin film of my suit. My dwindling life expectancy had now been cut in half.




    But it hadn’t damaged my legs, so I ran once again. Two primed slabs still to place. 




    If I failed, the destruction might not be total. This constituted an unacceptable outcome. To my superiors, but mostly to me. I did not do half-measures, and if I was going to die in an explosion of white hot agony, it was going to be a properly majestic explosion. 




    One which served as a fitting symbol of how far we were willing to go to dismantle the Directorate superstructure and break its chokehold on not solely us but the entire fucking universe.




    The near vacuum of space sucked at the tear in my suit, but I ignored it to sprint. Only a little farther.




    That was such a lie.




    The light of the core sank above me as the ring bowed in to the void. The marker for the next-to-last location blinked urgently at me, and I readied the drop—




    —and very nearly made a disaster of it. The tiny sips of oxygen I subsisted on were taking their toll, and when coupled with the pain in my arm and leaking suit, I was now less running and more stumbling forward from sheer inertia.




    I tried to drop the slab while moving, slipped and kicked it toward the edge. I lunged for it in panic, overestimated the distance, and fell atop it. Please don’t detonate. Please don’t detonate.




    One thing was certain: my weight had succeeded in sticking it to the metal. I crawled to my feet and rested my hands on my thighs. Dizziness—the real kind—blurred the periphery of my vision.




    “Why am I doing this?”




    The stars had no answer for me, but it was okay. I had my own answer. I would run and I would fly and I would die, but I would not be a slave. Not to the Idoni integral and its sadistic Primor. Not to the Anaden Directorate. Not to my anarch superiors. I wasn’t here because they’d ordered me here; I was here to be free.




    I ran.




    Possibly crookedly.




    The journey passed in a blur, and suddenly the final location rushed up on me. 




    I placed the slab, knowing it had none but the slimmest protective layer, and flung myself off the ring into space.




    Time’s up.




    I twisted around to face the Gateway with a second to spare. A second to witness the staccato of explosions shine more brilliantly than the galactic core as my body atomized to nothingness, until not even stardust remained.
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    Milky Way, Sector 59
 Anarch Post Alpha




    On the other side of the galaxy, deep in a sector the Directorate had long ago abandoned, I awoke with a gasp.




    Sterile smooth walls and cushioned linens welcomed my transition. A fading echo of the flash of agony receded to a memory as I breathed in the oxygen-rich air of the restoration capsule.




    My hand went to my shoulder, but of course the wound was gone. My skin felt cool, still moist from the gelatinous fluid it had resided in until needed.




    Outside the capsule a Curative unit checked my vitals. A chime signaled all systems were nominal, and the protective cover slid away as the virtual image of my handler materialized.




    “Welcome back, Eren. Congratulations on a successful mission. See to your personals, then report in twenty minutes for a briefing on your next assignment. Nos libertatem somnia.”
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    “I’d tell you to be careful, but we wouldn’t be here if you’d ever taken that advice. No reason to start now, right?”




    For millennia the Anadens have ruled the known universe. They believe they’ve crafted the perfect empire, ordered and impervious to challenge. They believe the fight has been crushed out of the species they subjugate. They are wrong.




    It’s a suicide mission, without a doubt. Alex Solovy and Caleb Marano must steal crucial intelligence from the Anadens’ central military headquarters. To succeed, they’ll need to navigate a strange universe ruled by a cabal of powerful immortals, populated by aliens they’ve never met and fueled by technology they’ve never seen. They’re going to need a little help—the kind of help only a suicidally defiant anarchist on the run from more than just personal demons can provide.




    As Anaden agents close in, back home in Aurora humanity races to prepare. Steeled from the Metigen invasion and the rise of Prevos, no longer will they wait for doom to come to them. Forewarned the Anadens intend to crush them out of existence, humans, Artificials and Prevos join together to bring the war to the doorstep of the enemy, even as a shadowy foe re-emerges to jeopardize all they’ve built.
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      SUPERPOSITION




       




       




      “Listen: there's a hell of a good universe next door; let's go.”




       




      — E. E. Cummings


    


  




  

    

       




      The Dzhvar descended upon them like the shadow of an eclipse.




      The Anadens were not ready. How could they be? 




      As one of the more mature species currently evolving in their corner of the universe, the Anadens enjoyed rapid interstellar travel and danced on the cusp of developing practical wormhole traversal technology, a feat which promised to open galaxies outside their own to them. But they had never encountered an alien species as advanced as they, much less one so vastly more advanced that its nature resided beyond their ability to comprehend. For the Dzhvar existed across all dimensions, and among other peculiarities this trait enabled them to easily hide out of sight until they moved to strike. 




      The Anadens’ weapons could not harm this fearsome enemy; their shields could not stop them and their tools could not track them. World after world crumbled under the onslaught, but the adversary offered no leader with whom to negotiate a surrender.




      We had no special care as to their fate, for we did not concern ourselves with the affairs of mortal creatures carved of blood and bone. The Anadens were one among billions of life forms and millions of sentient species. If their existence began and ended as a blip on the cosmic timeline, so be it. They would not be the first to rise to the cusp of greatness, only to fall into the silence of history. They would not be the last. 




      The universe was eternal, and we had seen it all before.




      But while the Anadens’ fate lacked consequence, this was not true of their enemy. The Dzhvar could not be fought and could not be vanquished by ordinary mortals, because they were pandimensional beings born of the void. 




      In many ways, they were the void. Our opposite, for where we created they devoured. Where we seeded, they destroyed. Unrestricted by limitations of distance or dimensionality, they surged across the manifold of space, in their hunger not distinguishing between stars, planets and living beings.




      We came to recognize a horrifying truth. The Dzhvar did not merely devour organics and their habitats. They had begun to devour the universe itself.




      With every star system consumed their power grew. If their insatiable appetite continued unabated, a thousand thousand ages from now they would consume the entirety of the cosmos. They would consume us and, like all the others who fell beneath the Dzhvar’s assault, we would be unable to stop them.




      We were life. We were stardust. We were not warriors. 




      But the Anadens were.




      A decision was made.
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      PRÓTOS AGORA




      Milky Way Galactic Core




      




      One by one the Primors teleported into the Prótos Agora. 




      The sphere’s translucent walls absorbed and filtered the prodigious spectrum radiation bombarding it. Even so, the room was bathed in the light of the galactic core. 




      Myriad celestial objects were created and destroyed, endlessly smashed together and wrenched apart by the tremendous forces generated here at the heart of the Milky Way. The Prótos Agora harnessed that energy to propel itself on an orbital trajectory that circumnavigated the core, forever skirting the periphery of the accretion disk and the pull of the supermassive black hole at its center. The sphere’s motion, and the shield that protected and shrouded it, were driven by the captured chaos of the core itself.




      Praesidis was the last to arrive and the only one who did not require an aperture at the destination in order to do so. His diati dissipated—it never vanished entirely—as he greeted the others with a subtle dip of his chin. There might be no official leader here among them, but if there were one it would be him.




      Upon his arrival and without fanfare their business commenced. They had been doing this for twelve epochs and formalities, if they had ever existed, were abandoned long ago.




      “The permanent gateway to the Maffei I galaxy is nearly complete and will be ready for traversal in fifteen days.” Diaplas pivoted to face Machim. “We have picked up four disparate energy signatures consistent with Tier II or early Tier III civilizations, so standard Advanced Contact Protocols are to be in place during our exploration and evaluation.”




      Machim gave his assent. “Done. Three DS brigades will be at your disposal in twelve days. Their Navarchos is authorized to summon additional forces as needed. Erevna, what is your status?”




      “The prospect of a populated galaxy has volunteers lining up to be of service. You’re guaranteed to have a full complement of personnel equipped and ready to move when you discover worthwhile targets.”




      “Good.” Machim shifted to him. “Do you have any updates on the Phoenix Gateway investigation? My troops are ready to Eradicate the anarchs, should you ever succeed in finding them.”




      The destruction of the Phoenix Gateway—the first permanent wormhole to another galaxy ever constructed, six hundred millennia ago—by a set of antimatter bombs the month before had stirred up troublesome murmurs of dismay within the populace. It represented an audacious, too-public assault on the Directorate’s control. Long an annoyance, these ‘anarchs’ were now becoming actively problematic.




      Praesidis nonetheless maintained a steady, unperturbed expression. “You know as well as I do they are not to be ‘found,’ for they represent a fragmented, loosely connected collection of terrorists and malcontents.”




      “Be that as it may, I don’t need to be an Inquisitor to deduce that they are also either suicidal or they have Anadens in their ranks and a regenesis lab at some physical location. Physical locations can be found and destroyed.”




      “This is not a new or noteworthy observation, Machim. We have destroyed their largest base before and doing so did not eliminate the threat but instead emboldened it. The better and more permanent solution is to deprive the anarchs of Anaden members, as without them the resistance will atrophy and die. Erevna, tell me you have made tangible progress on a method to preclude the emergence of these aberrations in future generations.”




      She glared at Praesidis with imperious disdain, as if he were a child rather than an immortal. “We covered this at the last assembly, in addition to at least three before it. Unless we exclude a sense of individuality and the perception of free will altogether, we can expect to continue to see deviations at a rate of approximately one per two hundred million individuals. 




      “If we do erase these traits, studies indicate the affected Dynasty members will become unproductive. With no reason to act, they will eventually cease doing so. In my opinion, this minimal anomaly rate is an acceptable price to maintain proper balance.”




      Anomalies. A cold, science-swathed word for Anaden progeny who, whether randomly or upon being provoked by some impactful experience, rejected their Dynasty integral and vanished from their Primor’s sight. More often than not, they also dropped out of the Accepted social and physical infrastructure to live on the fringes, a move which rendered them untraceable.




      Machim gestured in a theatrical display of open frustration, thrusting an arm toward the Agora’s wall and the core beyond it. “And this was acceptable, until the anarchs started blowing up important and very visible public utilities. This escalation in hostilities is not acceptable. Praesidis, I request you station three Inquisitors at each gateway and all Class IV facilities. Such a reprehensible event must not occur a second time.”




      “I do not have enough Inquisitors to meet the request. Besides, they are all currently pursuing important assignments.”




      “Then grow more.”




      Machim’s passive-aggressive challenging of him had waxed and waned for the entirety of their existence. Driven by a surfeit of avarice, the man had never conceded to the irrefutable reality that, despite the millions of warships Machim fielded, Praesidis and his Inquisitors held the true power. 




      Praesidis’ eyes flashed violent crimson; tendrils of diati roiled out to caress his temples. “Inquisitors are not guards and they are certainly not interchangeable drones, and they will not be demeaned by being treated as such.”




      Machim took a half-step forward…and retreated. “Watchmen then, but make it five per facility.”




      Despite the recent destruction of a gateway, the notion these ‘anarchs’ posed anything approaching a legitimate threat remained an absurd one. But the Directorate had ruled Amaranthe for hundreds of millennia in part by never letting any unorthodoxy, no matter how incidental, slither through the cracks to a place where it might fester and grow. 




      He nodded with a confidence that suggested he had planned to do so all along. “Security checkpoint staffing and restrictions will be doubled as well. There will not be a repeat of the Phoenix Gateway incident, and the anarchs will soon be erased from our history.”
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      MILKY WAY SECTOR 23




      Exobiology Research Lab #4




      




      “It doesn’t always come down to explosives, Cosime.”




      “No, but they’re the most fun.”




      “Oh, sure. Right up until the excruciating pain followed by agonizing death part.” 




      The memory of his last such experience continued to linger in the recesses of Eren asi-Idoni’s mind. The Phoenix Gateway obliteration was a sensational feat to pull off, and witnessing the antimatter work its magic up close and personal had absolutely been worth the pain followed by death which resulted. Still, he didn’t feel inclined to repeat the stunt—or not until the more negative aspects had faded from memory, anyway.




      “You just need to learn how to get out of the way better.”




      Bloodlust wasn’t a trait most people expected to find in a Naraida. Reedy and slight of frame, with long, hyper-flexible limbs, delicate features and luminescent hair as soft as feathers, the Communis name for the species was derived from the word for ‘fairy’ for several reasons. If naiveté counted as one of them, however, it had been a mistake. 




      He scowled at Cosime Rhomyhn in an embellished display of exasperation. “You’re welcome to take my place on the next mission and show me how it’s done.”




      She cackled, enormous emerald eyes dancing with mirth above the frills of her breather lines. In typical fashion for her, the spiraire more closely resembled wearable art than a functional nitrogen supplement.




       “Don’t be silly, Eren. Weak, helpless little me can’t possibly do something scary and dangerous like perform one of your missions.”




      “And you better hope the Directorate keeps on believing that nonsense.” 




      He turned to the viewport. The banter was a fun diversion, but they were here to scope out a target, and they were lingering for too long too close to its security perimeter. The tiny scout ship on loan from Anarch Post Epsilon disguised itself by broadcasting false readings, and if they didn’t take drastic action, they should be able to remain hidden. 




      But floating around on the outskirts of a secure Erevna facility made him twitchy. And as Cosime often pointed out, twitchy soon became ornery.




      The lumbering hulk of metal that was Exobiology Research Lab #4—it obviously had been designed by scientists rather than architects—orbited a bright blue B7 V star. No planets or other artificial structures existed in the system, and the quarantine procedures required to enter the facility were strict in the extreme. Inside, samples of plant and animal life collected across multiple galaxies were studied for useful insights into evolutionary tendencies, in the hope they could aid in the cultivation of new xeno-biological, -viral and -genetic strains. 




      It might be proper and even admirable scientific work if the research was limited to plants and non-sentient animals. The ‘samples,’ however, included members of intelligent alien species who for one reason or another had failed to pass muster and gain Accepted Species status. They were experimented on as ruthlessly as the rest of the specimens. 




      Whatever the results of those experiments, none ever left the facility again.




      He watched a cargo vessel dock in the bay suspended below the structure after multiple scans. The procedure was the same as the last three dockings. “I’ll blow it if I have to, but I’d prefer to get more creative this time.” Make the scientists endure some fraction of the agony they’ve inflicted on their test subjects went unsaid. 




      In contrast to the Phoenix Gateway’s destruction, this mission’s primary purpose was not to undermine the Directorate, though it stood to accomplish that as a bonus. No, this mission was an act of mercy.




      Cosime hopped up on the dash to face him. Her arms and legs continued moving, if aimlessly. She never stopped moving, swaying, leaping, tumbling. For the moment it was only swaying, but the incessant motion was energetic enough to send her pure white hair bouncing about. The starlight beyond the viewport increased its natural glow to radiant levels. 




      As a side effect of the luminosity, the inky scar beneath her left eye blackened in stark relief. It had been earned at the end of a whip wielded by a displeased Kyvern superior; instead of getting it healed when she’d joined the anarchs, she’d altered it into the silhouette of a soaring broad-winged bird. Once, when in an unusually introspective mood, she’d told him there were other, deeper scars elsewhere, and he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d reshaped them into art as well. 




      “You know, you could let the inmates out of the asylum.”




      He scoffed. “Sneak inside and disable the security protocols? The prisoners would never make it off the station. If they somehow made it off the station, they’d never make it past the security perimeter.”




      “True.” She leapt up and twirled around to press her hands against the viewport and stare outside. He realized she felt confined by the narrow walls of the cabin—another reason not to stay here too long, as he didn’t care to watch her suffer. “But at least they could take their revenge on their captors. And by doing so, your end goal would still be achieved. I mean, your intent is to punish the Erevna here, isn’t it?”




      Being circumspect earlier hadn’t made a damn bit of difference. She knew him too well, which was…weird, since nobody knew him well. He shrugged in agreement.




      “Then this is a better plan, no? Guaranteed vengeful, righteous violence.”




      The possibility of the imprisoned aliens slaughtering—or worse—the Erevna researchers held morbid appeal, and he enjoyed picturing the imagined carnage for a minute before leaning into the dash and sighing. 




      “You’re assuming they’ll fight back. Rise up. But no one does that, Cosime. No one but us.”




      She sank down onto her heels wearing a pout. “All the anarchs do.”




      “A few thousand among two and a half trillion. Most people, most creatures of any kind, aren’t like us. It never occurs to them to fight…I don’t think it even occurs to them that they ought to be free.”




      “But—” 




      “Everyone inside this lab already chose not to fight. If they’d done otherwise, they wouldn’t be inside—they’d be dead back on their home planets. We open the doors to their cages, and the prisoners will simply cower in the corners waiting to be disciplined.”




      She watched him studiously for several seconds, then adjusted one of the spiraire lines with the tip of a finger. “So, explosives, then?”
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      SOLUM




      Milky Way Sector 1




      




      The Praesidis Primor considered the horizon and all that stretched from his feet to its penumbra. An endless city encompassed not merely his citadel and its surroundings but the entirety of the surface, for Solum was a city-planet in the most literal sense. Spires stretched into the clouds and beyond, and the span of their gleaming glass and metal paused only for craft parks floating aloft at perfectly spaced intervals.




      A time had come, epochs past, when the other Dynasties were no longer content to share land with one another. One after another they departed the Anaden homeworld to establish independent domiciles on worlds of their own. All Dynasty progeny naturally remained welcome to visit whenever they wished, and many were always doing so. 




      But in the end, Praesidis alone called Solum home and Praesidis alone ruled over it. This was as it should be, because while all Dynasties were equal at the Directorate’s circle, Praesidis was the reason the Directorate existed. His had stood as the strongest since the Dynasties’ establishment. 




      Machim had his fleets and mighty weapons; Erevna had her knowledge and scientific pursuits; Antalla had his commercial riches, Diaplas her engineered monuments, Theriz his stores of resources and Idoni her perpetual bliss. But Praesidis more than any other ensured they all continued to have such things. Ensured the proper balance and order was maintained. 




      Praesidis was the diati’s chosen ally, companion and vessel, and it was only proper that the birthplace of the Anadens be his dominion.




      He departed from the balcony and walked across the transparent floor, where beneath his feet a thousand stories of purposeful activity unfolded as a recursive hall of mirrors. When he reached the center of the open room, he created a dampening sphere around him and it all faded away, to be replaced with a visualization—further, a conscious awareness—of every living Praesidis descendant. 




      The Inquisitors radiated the most dominant presences, of course, and he assimilated each one’s location, purpose and current status. The more numerous Watchmen hovered a layer beneath. They were less nomadic by nature and typically held less unique, original information to provide. Beneath them swarmed billions of chaperons, guards, examiners and analysts. 




      Yet if he wished it, he could know the state of any individual asi with but an intentional thought directed at them. His presence in their minds manifested as little more than a tickle, for the access did not flow upward.




      The prolonged absence of a single Inquisitor marred the integral like a hole punched through a wall. Aver ela-Praesidis passed beyond his perception during a routine investigation weeks ago and had yet to return. 




      Temporary vanishings were not unheard of. Though immortal and wielding a measure of power to rival any god, the Primor was still a corporeal creature. There were dimensions he could not sense while existing in the physical realm of Amaranthe. The vanishings inevitably resolved themselves when the individual, almost always an Inquisitor, returned to normal space upon having completed their mission.




      But Aver had remained away for quite a long time now. The Primor studied the details of the assignment the Inquisitor was working: the apparent disappearance of the majority of a Tier II-D species shortly prior to the Cultivation of their system. Spacefaring in the most rudimentary sense, the species would not have possessed the capability to detect the pre-Cultivation monitoring and evaluation procedures, nor would they have had a way to know in advance the fate which awaited them. 




      Hence the investigation.




      The mass disappearance of the species constituted a troubling event, but not an unprecedented one. Such sudden exoduses had occurred a few times over the millennia, but not so often he would characterize it as a trend.




      Aver’s last update had been filed as he entered the stellar system in question. Then, nothing.




      Inquisitors enjoyed a degree of freedom of action and decision-making rare among Anadens, much less among the other civilized species of Amaranthe. Such freedom was not granted lightly. Inquisitors were bred for it, with hundreds of generations of genetic manipulation directed at creating individuals unrivaled in deductive and inductive thinking, analysis and judgment. Detectives. Hunters. Assassins, when the situation called for it.




      Aver would not have been expected to report in at each step of his investigation; such an act would have bordered on weakness. In exchange for their relative freedom, Inquisitors were expected to achieve results, period.




      The Primor’s review of the irregularity served to increase his displeasure with it. Aver had in fact been gone for too long, and no reasonable explanation had been presented to justify the absence. What had happened to the man?




      The entry alarm chimed. Because this review had taken place as a formality, and because he’d known he would need to take action before he took it, he’d called for Nyx this morning.




      There existed only twelve elassons in the Praesidis Dynasty, all Inquisitors, and they each were his children as surely as if he’d spawned them. Which in the ways that mattered, he had.




      He froze the sphere state, granted entry to his guest and met her halfway. His hands closed in front of his chest as hers did the same, and they bowed in unison. “Nyx, my dear. Thank you for coming.”




      Her chin remained dipped for a breath after her spine straightened. “I am forever in your service, Primor.”




      Fond greeting dispensed with, he revisited the sphere and retrieved the quantized record that represented the missing man—his past, his personal and professional history, his mission and everything else she may need to know to find him. 




      “Inquisitor Aver ela-Praesidis vanished on a mission too long ago. His consciousness did not transmit for regenesis, nor is it present in the integral now. He was new to the ela rank but proved worthy of the promotion in previous assignments. Complete his mission, learn what fate befell him and determine if there is an additional threat which needs to be addressed. If so, report it to me then address it.”




      “It will be done, Primor.” She accepted the data, and its physicality vanished into her hand as she absorbed the knowledge. Nothing more needed to be said or imparted, so she bowed in farewell then turned and left.
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      MW SECTOR 23 ADMINISTRATION




      Milky Way Sector 23




      




      Cosime headed off to locales unknown to acquire the necessary explosives from one of her suppliers. She had a proper job, of course, working for Vanierel at Liryns Cathedral on Palomar IV, as non-Anadens weren’t allowed to just cavort around the cosmos at will. But Vanierel was, if not quite an anarch, at a minimum sympathetic to the cause, and he overlooked her frequent absences.




      Luckily, nothing so extreme as antimatter was needed for this mission. The detonation would occur inside an enclosed structure, and the lab’s edifice was like tissue compared to the goliath Phoenix Gateway. A solid pack of average, ordinary ultra-dense high-powered explosives should suffice to get the job done. Also, though ruining the structure itself would be a nice bonus, the objective was the elimination of what and who resided inside. This included the prisoners—again, a mission of mercy.




      Eren proceeded to MW Sector 23 Administration to set about obtaining a list of vessels approved for deliveries to Exobiology Research Lab #4 and their security authorization details. 




      The Administration center served as a clearinghouse for the entire sector. A Kyvern-run arm of the Directorate managed the labyrinthine nightmare of a bureaucracy that hovered over, in and around doing business here. Doing anything here. Doing anything anywhere, for the station was a clone of sixty-four other installations in the Milky Way alone.




      Kyvern were bred to perform this function, thus he had to assume they found fulfillment, even pleasure, in accomplishing it day after dreary decade, but Eren was already restless and he’d hardly crossed the station’s outer shields.




      Sector 23 Administration was business from end to beginning, with no revelry in sight on the cheerless station. A single lounge for employees did brisk but glum business on the uppermost piazza. 




      This was not a place where Idonis loitered—so he needed to look less like an Idoni and more like a Kyvern. The spoofed identity and credentials were in place, but now up went the hair into a tamed knot and out went his usual sueded corium attire in favor of a muted brown suit. His irises artificially dimmed to a dull amber, and a cybernetics routine lightened his skin tone several shades until it resembled the fairer skin dominant among Kyvern. He didn’t have to work hard to fake the permanent scowl most of them wore.




      The first of many queues greeted him at the station entrance. Security.




      He frowned—or he would have were he not currently doing so—as the length of the wait was surprising. Though bureaucratic, Kyvern were typically highly efficient at their tasks.




      A glance toward the front of the jam revealed four Vigil units and a Watchman. Ah. So security was going to be notably tighter than usual, and they’d brought in non-Kyvern muscle.




      He chuckled to himself at the possibility the increase in security was due to him, or rather due to his actions at the Phoenix Gateway. The flash of pride was quickly doused by annoyance at the fact his success had in turn made future successes for him and others that much more difficult, at least for a while. But now wasn’t the time to lessen the pressure on the Directorate; it was the time to increase it. Risks be damned.




      He was three people from the front when a furor broke out on the other side of the entry checkpoint, off to the left.




      “No! I didn’t do anything wrong! I wasn’t trying to steal!”




      The Watchman left the checkpoint to go see to the disturbance, and Eren willed the queue to move faster. The front-line Vigil drone units folded when presented with impeccable if false credentials, but the Praesidis Watchman wouldn’t have been so easy to fool.




      He stepped up to the checkpoint.




      “Present Accepted credentials.”




      The Watchman reached the shrieking Naraida woman, who had been cornered by two roving Vigil units.




      Eren did as requested.




      Her pleas rang loudly above the generalized din. “Please, sir, there must be a glitch with my account. I should have the funds—”




      The Watchman used his diati to lift the woman into the air then slammed her face first to the floor. He motioned for the Vigil units to restrain her.




      “Business?”




      Eren kept his voice flat. Dulled. “Addition of a new cargo ship to an existing transport business registration.”




      The drones extended spindly arms to lift the unconscious woman up. Her head lolled against her chest, and her pliant limbs caused her to sag low between the drones. Blood streamed down from her forehead, and her spiraire had been crushed. They should see to that soon, or she was liable to suffocate from a lack of nitrogen before they got her to a containment cell. Did they care?




      “You are cleared to pass.”




      Eren strode through the checkpoint without any gesture of thanks to the Vigil unit and kept his gaze straight ahead as he passed the drones dragging the woman away. The Watchman passed two meters behind him on his way to the checkpoint.




      He stopped holding his breath.




      Over the course of the next interminably long minutes he traversed endless levels full of endless hallways of offices, registries and certification departments, the sole variation being the length of the queues to access them. The interior displayed so little character he had to consult his map overlay several times to confirm his location and path forward. 




      The one oddity of note he encountered was an Efkam lighting a passage as it slipped and slid along the floor. How the blobs were able to move without leaving a trail of slime behind them was among the great mysteries of the universe. It warbled a greeting at him as it passed, but he ignored it, because he’d be expected to do so. The Efkam were surprisingly open, friendly creatures—but they were only tolerated by the Anadens. Not entertained.




      He’d almost fallen asleep from boredom by the time he reached the Maintenance Hardware department, some two hundred levels and a thousand hallways from where he’d begun.




      A Vigil unit blocked the entrance. It floated upward to leer menacingly over Eren. “This is a restricted area. Present authorization for your presence, return to the guest levels or be pacified.”




      Someone needed to teach the machine a touch of nuance. He presented a small Reor slab. “Special authorization from Sector Oversight, originating outside of Administration management.”




      The unit inserted the slab into its reader. Two seconds later it jerked and dropped to the floor as the virus on the slab shorted out its operating routines.




      Eren maneuvered the bulky ball of metal into a dark corner by kicking it forward and around to the left. Once he made sure it wasn’t going to roll back out into the entry, he retrieved his slab, pulled on a glove and held his hand to the scanner gating entrance to the interior rooms. 




      The barrier thinned to allow him to pass, and he walked into the data vault. Time was ticking, and a surge of adrenaline assured he was now fully awake. He located the nearest access point and tapped into it. 




      The station’s data archives weren’t porous or weakly protected, but in recent years anarchs who weren’t him had begun to develop some brilliantly crafty hacking routines.




      Zettabytes of data populated the system, and all but a few gigabytes of it were useless to him. He relied upon several dozen cross-referencing tags to lead him to the files he needed. Once he found them, he didn’t hang around and decide which vessel offered the best option; he simply copied the data onto a new Reor slab and backed out of the system. Then he hurried toward the door—




      “Vigil unit H962 is down in Maintenance Hardware. Cause is undetermined. It could be either a malfunction or sabotage.”




      “Watchman dispatched to your location.”




      Eren pressed against the wall of the vault room and peeked around the corner. A guard stood over the unit Eren had disabled, doing what all persons like him did best—guarding it until someone possessing greater authority arrived. 




      The one thing that never, ever showed up on missions was good luck. Bad luck? All the godsdamn time.




      He dug around in his kit for a piece of hardware he could spare and palmed a small power bridge stabilizer. His options for getting out of the data vault were limited. If he created a distraction, they would know someone had been here and flag the incident as malfeasance. Without a flag, however, the disabled Vigil unit would look like it had suffered a rudimentary malfunction. So maybe he should wait and hope the guard walked into another room long enough for him to sneak out. 




      But a Praesidis Watchman was on the way; no time to hope for good luck that never came anyway. He hurtled the bridge into the vault room. The loud clatter got the guard’s attention, and the man sped past Eren’s shadow into the vault. 




      Eren ran for the door, then the hallway, then the transit tube. He had twenty seconds at most to get off this level before someone spotted him.




      He reached the tube and leapt inside the same instant the Watchman materialized at the other end of the hallway. “Halt!”




      The tube shot upward. He’d been seen, but not scanned, so…he considered abandoning the disguise. But a description of a ‘male Kyvern in a brown suit’ described several thousand individuals on the station at the low end, which made it a better disguise than ‘baroque Idoni man with fiery hair and starburst eyes.’ 




      So instead he caught his breath and mentally ran through the full list of his terrible options for reaching the docks, getting through security and escaping the station.
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      “Vigil Administration Security, halt!”




      The Watchman—a quick peek over his shoulder confirmed it was the same one from the vault floor—emerged from a service tube behind Eren, apparently having taken some top-secret shortcut to the transport lobby. Multiple Vigil drones sped forward to block possible exits and aid the Watchman in apprehending his prey even as two guards rushed in.




      Should have ditched the costume. To his right a crowd of people shrank away, eager to obey any commands the Watchman might direct their way. No hiding in the crowd until he could sneak away unnoticed. 




      To his left was a sleeping pod showroom. It would have a rear exit leading to a service corridor, which would lead to yet more corridors where he would be run to ground. A trap of his own making. 




      Ahead were the hangar bays and transport ships. But the entrance to the docks sat at the end of a long, open lobby perfect for shooting him in the back—or the front, since the fully staffed checkpoint gated the entrance.




      He tightened his grasp on the Reor slab encoded with the transport ships’ data and prepared to fry it. If he got nulled, which it appeared he was about to, at least he could prevent Vigil from learning what information he’d stolen. He, or someone, could try again later.




      Fate accepted, Eren turned around slowly, arms in the air but hands fisted. “Is there a problem, sir? I was on my way—” 




      The Watchman and both guards flew backwards through the air as if shoved by an invisible force. As they slammed to the floor far down the lobby, the bystanders gasped and shifted in confused unrest. 




      Eren spun around to see a man in a hooded cloak standing a dozen meters away, between him and the entrance to the docks. The man’s right hand was splayed in front of his body and surrounded by a flaming crimson aura.




      Well, this wasn’t exactly better. The murmur of dread crossed his lips unbidden. “Inquisitor.”




      “No.” 




      Eren jumped as a hand landed on his arm to accompany the furtive whisper coming from his left. Another hooded figure stood beside him—directly beside him. How had someone gotten so close without him noticing? Beneath the hood radiant silver irises framed by rich bordeaux locks stared intently at him. “This way. Let’s go.”




      He nodded in hurried agreement. “Nos libertatem somnia.”




      The stranger’s eyes narrowed. “What?”




      Not an anarch. Arae! Eren tried to back away, only to have her—yes, he decided it was likely a woman, though he couldn’t identify her Dynasty—tighten her grip. “Please, come with us. We’ll get you out of here.”




      “Us? You mean you and the Inquisitor? I don’t think so.”




      “Would you rather die here?”




      “If that’s required, yes.” Movement in the corner of his vision heralded the Watchman and guards struggling up off the floor.




      “Ugh….” The woman groaned and tugged on his arm. “This is a rescue, so will you come already? Live through the next ten minutes and we’ll explain everything.”




      “What are you doing? Obey Vigil and turn him over!”




      The speaker, a stodgy Kyvern man in a brown suit—Eren snickered—surged out of the crowd toward them, as if intending to grab Eren himself. 




      The mysterious woman spun toward the man and flung her arm outward. A stream of blazing white energy whipped out from her wrist to leap across the three meters of open space and slash the man across the chest. He collapsed to the floor in convulsions. The rest of the crowd now began clamoring backward in full-on panic.




      Admittedly impressed, Eren made a swift calculation. Certain death now or probable death later. So long as he could succeed in wrecking the Reor slab before death came, probable and later were always preferable to certain and now.




      He assented, and the woman instantly took off running. After a few strides of being dragged along behind her, he caught on and matched her pace. They rushed toward the docks entrance as the recovering security personnel advanced behind them and drones closed in on both sides. 




      When they reached the Inquisitor, the man thrust his arm out in a fresh burst of diati. Eren risked a peek behind him to see his pursuers stopped cold by a shimmering wall that spanned the lobby, leaving only the three of them on this side of it. Ahead of them, at the checkpoint, all the Vigil units were down and the line of entrants had scattered into the docking passages. 




      The woman paused long enough to place a hand on the Inquisitor’s shoulder. “Caleb?”




      A deep male voice bearing an unfamiliar accent responded from beneath the hood. “Right behind you, baby.”




      “You better be.” She renewed her grip on Eren’s hand and sprinted forward once more; they sped through the checkpoint unmolested and into the maze of the docks.




      Footsteps pounded behind them. He didn’t risk another peek back, but he assumed they belonged to this ‘Caleb,’ for better or worse.




      They rounded the next corner as a burst of heavier, harsher thuds echoed down the passage. Abruptly the woman yanked him to the left, into a docking module.




      “Breathe out and get ready to jump.” She slammed an open palm on the panel, and a white glow pulsed beneath her fingers and up her wrist into the sleeve of her cloak. 




      The door opened and she proceeded to shove him through it—




      —into space. There was a ship, but it wasn’t actually docked.




      Momentum carried him forward across the chasm into an open airlock. His feet briefly touched a solid surface. He grabbed a handle in the wall as one body then another landed in the small antechamber with him.




      The outer airlock closed, artificial gravity slammed his feet to the floor and air flooded in. The hatch in front of him opened, and Eren stumbled into the ship’s cabin. 




      The woman followed on his heels, then the Inquisitor a second later, and the inner airlock hissed shut, sealing him in.
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      SIYANE




      Milky Way Sector 23




      




      “Valkyrie, get us out of here!” Alex shoved past the Anaden to reach the cockpit and slide into her chair as they accelerated away from the space station.




      ‘Two drone vessels are in pursuit.’




      “There will be more.”




      She ignored the comment, but Caleb pointed their guest to one of the jump seats behind the cockpit. “Sit down.” Then he leaned in above her shoulder. “You got this?”




      “I got this.” Targeting lock warnings flashed on the HUD. Two…four, five security drone vessels. “Rifter active. Swing around E 82° on plane and act like we’re going to shoot at them.”




      The pursuers were too small to pick out against the backdrop of the dark, hulking station, but their energy signatures shone bright as flares. They fired as they closed in—they were quite fast—and foul-colored cadmium lasers consumed the viewport.




      “Power, Valkyrie. I need power.”




      ‘Reallocating.’




      The lights in the cabin dimmed. The gauge crept up. “Cloaking now, Rifter remains active. And…sLume drive engaged.”




      The weapons fire vanished in favor of the superluminal bubble, and she exhaled. But relaxation still lay some distance in the future. “We’re basically fleeing in a straight line, which isn’t a great idea. Mesme, help Valkyrie find a good hiding spot off of our current vector.”




      Mesme darted across the entrance to the cockpit in a wave of shapeless lights. Alexis, as we are now in my home realm, I have asked you to refer to me by my proper name.




      “I will when you start calling me Alex. Maybe. Honestly, you should’ve considered the ramifications of having an unpronounceable name before you chose it. Now, can we focus? We have an escape to complete.”




      “The drones’ weapons didn’t hit your ship.”




      She tossed a smirk in the direction of the Anaden. “No, they didn’t.”




      ‘Mnemosyne, the region eighty parsecs into Sector 22 on a N 31° W vector appears to lack any structural development. Am I correct in this assessment?’




      The location will suffice to provide temporary safety.




      ‘Adjusting superluminal course.’




      “Thanks, Valkyrie.” Alex took a deep breath, let it out and spun the chair around to face the cabin. 




      The man they’d rescued had abandoned the jump seat to stand in the center of the main cabin, a look of perplexed frustration marring his features as his gaze jerked between her, Caleb, Mesme and various areas of the interior. 




      Behind him Caleb stashed their weapons, locked down the cabinets and pretended not to have a keen eye fixed on their guest. Using the diati in such an intense manner was sure to have him wired and a bit jumpy, so she’d try to keep the spotlight on her for a while so he could…she didn’t want to say regain control. Reimpose inner calm.




      She smiled blithely. “Well, that was bracing, no?”




      The Anaden settled his attention on her but stepped to the side so Caleb wasn’t behind him. Tall and lithe, his movements reminded her of a leopard: alert, wary and swift. “What is this ship? Who are you people? Why do you have a Kat on board?”




      “I’m Alex. He’s Caleb. The Kat—I like that, by the way—is Mnemosyne. It has its own ship but nevertheless keeps showing up on ours, which is the Siyane. And also Valkyrie, since she’s basically the ship. It’s a long, dreadfully esoteric story. Now about—”




      “What do you mean, ‘she’s basically the ship’? Why does the ship have two names?”




      “I mean Valkyrie’s quantum circuitry permeates all systems and structures of the vessel. Among other things. She’s an Artificial—a synthetic intelligence—and the ship doesn’t have two names. They’re two separate entities. Sort of. They once were. I said it was esoteric.”




      The man—they’d been given a time, place and general description of who to be on the lookout for from Mesme’s contact, but not a name—dropped into a chair at the kitchen table and reached up behind his head. Long copper hair twisted into silken strands fell out of a knot to spill over his shoulders. As she watched, his skin darkened from a tawny beige to rich sienna. He rubbed at his eyes, and when he reopened them they shone a vibrant gilt—neither bronze nor gold, but akin to solar flares. 




      Okay, this was somewhat unexpected, but whatever. 




      “You have a SAI running your ship? Are you daft?”




      She didn’t miss Caleb’s quiet chuckle from the back of the cabin, but she kept her focus on their guest. “It’s a matter of some dispute. What did you call her? A ‘SAI’?”




      “A sentient artificial intelligence. A self-aware machine someone built.”




      “Oh. Yes, that’s a more or less accurate description.”




      “But they’re verboten. Practically heretical.”




      Valkyrie sighed. ‘Not again.’




      Alex laughed. “Looks like. Sorry, Valkyrie. But I’m confused. Don’t you have quantum processes running everything here? Your ships, your buildings, your bodies?”




      “Of course. But they are tools under the full control of their hosts or masters. In no way are they sentient or aware.”




      She arched an eyebrow. “More’s the pity.”




      “For an allegedly sentient entity, it did a rather poor job of docking.”




      “Oh, we were docked. But if security deduced which ship we belonged to, it wouldn’t have released the ship from the docking clamps, right? So she undocked before the shitstorm kicked off.”




      He considered the explanation, then shifted forward in the chair. “Fine. If your ship is a SAI and a Kat your guide, what are you?”




      Caleb strode forward to prop in feigned casualness against the data table, dropping his hood and shrugging off the cloak. “Not Inquisitors.”




      The man met his piercing stare to study Caleb for several seconds. “No. It appears you are not. So how in the name of Zeus is it you wield diati with such skill?”




      “I don’t think you’ve earned the right to know yet.”




      “Oh? Near as I can tell, I’ve been kidnapped and am being held captive by mysterious, suspicious-acting strangers. I deserve to be told who my captors are.”




      Alex rolled her eyes. “We didn’t kidnap you. We saved your ass.”




      “That remains to be determined. Why did you do it?”




      Caleb shook his head minutely. Not yet. 




      He was the expert at this kind of thing, so she followed his lead. “We can get into the specifics later, after we’ve gotten to know one another better. We’re aware you’re an anarch—more importantly, an Anaden anarch, which makes you a very rare individual. We’re interested in learning about the resistance, but primarily we need to learn details about the Anaden power structure.” 




      She shot Mesme an annoyed glare, as it had been shockingly unhelpful in this regard. “The type of information only an Anaden will have and only an anarch will reveal.”




      He considered each of them in turn. “Because you…truly aren’t Anaden, though your resemblance to us is close to the point of uncanniness. And plainly you aren’t anarchs. Yet here you are, departing an Anaden space station—at which you had successfully docked, at least briefly—in a ship of unique design and capable of superluminal travel. How is that possible? I ask again: what are you?”




      It wasn’t as if he would believe her if she told him. “Let’s just say we share a genetic heritage with the Anadens. If you require a label, call us ‘humans.’ And that’s all we’re going to say on it for now.”




      “Never heard of ‘humans,’ but they’re not an Accepted Species, which means you’re risking your lives simply by being in this sector, much less docking at stations and walking around in them—or running, as it were. What’s your objective, beyond kidnapping me?”




      She and Caleb exchanged another glance, and this time he indicated assent. “The same as yours: to topple the Directorate and free the species it enslaves.”




      The man’s gaze shot behind her to where Mesme had coalesced into a somewhat humanoid form. “You’re saying this in front of the Kat? It will report you!”




      You understand nothing, anarch. The disdain in Mesme’s tone was both uncharacteristic and impossible to miss.




      “I understand the Kats are the Directorate’s sycophants. Cowards and mewling bootlickers.”




      Mesme surged forward to swirl in agitation around the Anaden where he sat. You. Understand. Nothing.




      Alex kept a straight face, but Mesme’s reaction was surprising. Yes, the man had insulted it, but Mesme’s usual temperament gave ‘dispassionate’ a bad name. This was new.




      The Anaden raised his hands in surrender. “Clearly. I’m sorry—now back off.” 




      The intensity of Mesme’s swirling lessened, but it continued to probe him for a couple of revolutions before retreating.




      He eyed Mesme warily until it settled down off to Alex’s right. “How did you find me? Or to be more specific, how did you know where I would be, the delicate nature of my situation and that I was an anarch? It’s not what I’d call common knowledge.” 




      A corner of Alex’s mouth curled up. “The mewling bootlicker and you have a mutual acquaintance.”




      “Someone in the anarchs betrayed me?”




      Not betrayed. Sought to assist us both.




      “Who?”




      I will not reveal this information. To do so would be the betrayal.




      “That’s one perspective.” He slouched in the chair. “Well, this is not how I saw my day going when I woke up this morning. All right. Agree to drop me off at a location of my choosing in the next…how fast does your ship go? Never mind. Drop me off in the next ten hours, and I’ll answer your questions, within reason. But I won’t betray anarch secrets, and I decide what that means.”




      “Deal.” Alex left the cockpit and went over to one of the cabinets. She unlocked it, slid the spiral bracelet-turned-conductivity lash off her forearm and stored it. 




      Once it was secure in its case and the cabinet locked, she rested against the data table beside Caleb, squeezed his hand and drew closer to whisper in his ear. “You were fantastic back there.”




      He squeezed her hand and murmured, “So were you,” before motioning for their guest to continue.




      The man regarded them curiously for a moment. “My name is Eren asi-Idoni, 62nd Savitas Lineage, 12th Epoch Proper. I am three hundred twelve years old, formerly of the Idoni Dynasty and now a field operative for the anarch resistance against the Anaden Directorate.”




      “You’re how old?” 




      “I know, hardly more than a child. No need to remind me. Of course, this body is barely a month old. The last one got atomized when I blew up the Phoenix Gateway. The one before the last one got its head ripped off in a nasty encounter with an angry Ch’mshak. Admittedly, he had cause to be angry, as I had just destroyed his ship…and cargo…and a few other valuables.”




      She scowled. According to Mesme, 478 passengers on two vessels, as well as thirty-one people on the adjacent Arx, were killed in the Phoenix Gateway explosion. She pulsed Caleb.




      Mesme was right. The anarchs are nothing but terrorists.




      Probably. But they’re terrorists fighting our enemy, which suggests they can still be useful.




      She reluctantly buried the scowl. “We know the Dynasties operate on some sort of group consciousness you call an ‘integral.’ Does this mean you can hear the thoughts of your leader—your Primor?”




      “It’s not a group consciousness. It’s a pervasive, invasive choke chain. And I haven’t heard any thoughts from the Idoni integral in ninety-seven years. But no. Thoughts do traverse the integral, but only upwardly and horizontally—never down to those lesser. So when I was a part of it, I was not privy to the musings of the Primor. Thank Athena, for what vile horrors they must be.”




      “So you were able to break away from the integral, then. How did it come about, exactly?”




      “You don’t pull any punches, do you? Do you have any idea how personal a question that is?”




      Not really. “I’m sorry. I only meant how you did it. We’re interested in the mechanics of it. We’re trying to understand how these integrals work and what they mean for…certain things.”




      “Hypnols. Satisfied?”




      Hypnols are the Amaranthean version of chimerals, and allegedly potent neurochemical drugs. 




      I thought I remembered the word. Thanks, Valkyrie.




      In truth she’d definitely remembered it, as the factoid had been personally relevant for addiction reasons. She’d gone so far as to make a mental note: don’t accidentally try hypnols, and for the love of anything that might be holy, don’t deliberately try hypnols. One day she’d feel secure enough to again indulge in the occasional casual party chimeral without worrying it could set off some kind of relapse, but the day wasn’t here yet.




      Anyway, his answer didn’t tell them much. “I was hoping for a more informative answer.”




      “I burned out the part of my brain necessary to communicate with the integral. Possibly a few other parts as well. Collateral damage.”




      “It was as simple as that?”




      He donned a chilling, cryptic expression. “Not even close.”
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      “What do you think?”




      Alex stared out the viewport above the bed, acknowledging and moving past the faintest twinge of the stars’ call to her, then curled her legs beneath her and scooted nearer to Caleb where he sat on the side of the bed. She kept her voice low as an added precaution, though she doubted their guest would comprehend the English they’d switched back to. 




      “I don’t know. I don’t like him. He’s a terrorist who blows up stations with innocent people in them—” she winced sheepishly “—and no, you don’t need to point out how blowing up buildings is now a trigger for me, and a hypocritical one at that. I’m working through it. He’s insolent bordering on obnoxious and in no way whatsoever trustworthy. But at the same time….”




      “You believe he hates the Directorate and will do almost anything to see it brought down.”




      “Yeah. I do.”




      “So do I. I’ve had to work alongside a lot of unsavory people over the years. Mr. asi-Idoni won’t be the worst—” Caleb cut himself off with a grimace.




      “What is it?”




      “Talk about triggers. I’m excusing his murder of innocents because I believe his cause is a just one. It’s one tiny step away from agreeing with what my father did at the start of the First Crux War.” He shook his head. “Shades of gray…I swear they’ll be my undoing.”




      “No.” Her brow furrowed in contemplation. “I think…shades of gray are hard and messy, and they deprive us of explicit rules to steer our decisions. But—this was something I pondered on while you and Mom were on Earth kicking Winslow the Elder’s ass—what if black-and-white rules and absolutes lead to the rise of people like the Winslows? What if ultimately they lead to a society like the one the Anadens have imposed on Amaranthe?”




      The image of a man in a window consumed by flames haunted her, now and often, but it helped to believe her transgression had in the end been a lesser evil which helped stop a greater one. The palliative would be cheating if it didn’t feel true.




      “If it’s easy, you’re doing it wrong.” He sighed. “Another Samuelism. He was wrong about a lot of things, but…he was right about a lot of them, too. So, hard way it is?”




      She made a face suitable to convey her distaste for what was unfortunately the correct answer. 




      His hand came to her jaw as he leaned in and kissed her gently; she immediately deepened the kiss. 




      They’d made their first overt move today, and it had been stressful and intense, not to mention dangerous. She felt exhausted, though it was mainly the adrenaline bottoming out and would pass once she got her hands on an energy drink. Mostly she wanted nothing more than to stay right here, on this bed. In his arms. Eventually, wearing fewer items of clothing. Maybe some soft jazz on the speakers for added ambiance.




      But while Valkyrie and Mesme both kept a watch on their guest upstairs, they still didn’t want to leave him out of their sight for too long. So after reveling in Caleb’s touch for another breath, she pulled back to meet his gaze. 




      The tiny crimson flecks in his irises didn’t bother her; they merely added yet greater expressiveness to already striking vibrance. “Shall we?”




      “First, let’s talk strategy. He doesn’t even begin to trust me. He doesn’t trust you either, but he’s less afraid of you.” Caleb smiled teasingly. “His mistake, right? But if he’s to be convinced to help, I think you’re going to have to be the one to do it.”




      “Have you seen my motivational speeches? They tend to end with strings of curses and melodramatic exits.”




      He laughed. “I have. They’re spectacular.”




      “Spectacularly disastrous.” She rolled her eyes to emphasize the point but climbed off the bed. “Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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      The Anaden was peering into the kitchen sink, two cabinets open and multiple containers on the counter beside him, when they returned upstairs. 




      Caleb cleared his throat, and Eren glanced over at them wearing a scowl. “I can’t figure out how anything works. This is ridiculous.”




      She regarded him suspiciously. “Are you hungry?”




      “Not really. I just got bored. Well…maybe a little hungry. But I’m more afraid to find out what you people eat.”




      “That’s funny. We heard Idonis were naturally adventurous thrill-seekers. How scary can a taste of unfamiliar food be?”




      The scowl deepened, but he abandoned his study of the sink. “I make it a habit to be as un-Idoni as possible. Except for the adventurous, thrill-seeking part. Fine. How does one prepare your supposed food?”




      Caleb moved to the counter and nudged him out of the way. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll whip us up some manicotti. Alex, why don’t you open a bottle of wine? I think everyone could benefit from relaxing a bit.”




      “You won’t hear me arguing.” Wine was an even better choice than an energy drink. She grabbed a bottle of sangiovese and three glasses then motioned their guest to the table.




      He sat down cautiously. “What is it?”




      “Alcohol. Spirits.” She searched for an applicable Communis term; as part of Mesme’s crash course on Amaranthe, her eVi had learned Communis, but knowing the language wasn’t the same as living the language. “It’s similar to….merum tsipouro.”




      “Oh. In that case.” He grabbed one of the glasses and tipped it toward her.




      She didn’t like him. Though the cybernetic veins running through his skin were far less overt than those of the assailant on Seneca, they still gave him a cold, harsh appearance. Alien, no matter what genetics they shared. 




      But as appointed persuader-in-chief she had a job to do, so she donned a pleasant visage and filled his glass, filled theirs and settled in her chair. “Valkyrie, how far are we from the location our guest provided?”




      ‘We will arrive at the Ursa Major I Arx in approximately two and a half hours.’




      “Thank you.” Her eyes flitted toward the Kat hovering at the front of the cabin then across the table to the Anaden. “Mesme, why don’t you go check on your ship. You can meet us later.”




      You wish for me to depart now? Why do you ask this?




      “Because of all the evolved life forms on this ship that Eren asi-Idoni doesn’t trust, I believe he trusts you the least. I want him to hear what I have to say with as open a mind as possible, and he can’t do so while you’re making him twitch like a marionette on juiced strings.”




      Eren shrugged over the rim of his glass, and with the visual equivalent of a sigh Mesme spun up and departed.
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      “You’re insane. In three hundred years of a life filled with debauchery, appalling excess, rebellion against a merciless, all-powerful regime and a record-setting number of suicide stunts, you are the two most insane individuals I have ever met.” 




      Eren refilled his drink, crossed his arms over his chest while still holding the wine, and leaned back to regard them with defiant eyes in an open challenge to prove him wrong.




      Caleb chuckled wryly. “This isn’t the first time we’ve been called insane. But the fact we’re alive, here and sitting across from you should tell you something.”




      “Not much. What in Hades’ five rivers do you want with details on Machim vessel construction, layouts, weaponry, defenses, movements and operational chains of command? There are two of you. Or possibly four. I doubt this little ship could so much as dent a single Machim warship, so what do you care what fifteen million of them are doing?”




      Fifteen million…Alex squelched a shudder. “We never said we were alone.”




      “Are you now saying you’re not alone?”




      She hid her pursed lips behind her glass. She sucked at subterfuge and the cloak-and-dagger routine…. “You could call us an advance scouting party. The important thing is we can use the intel. We will use the intel. We’ll use it to challenge the Directorate on a level and in a way it has never faced. With this information, we can bring it to its knees.”




      She had no idea if they—humans, her mother, the AEGIS fleet, the Prevos—stood any genuine chance of doing such a thing. But having seen a few tiny glimpses of this universe’s iniquities, she damn well intended to make sure they tried.




      Perhaps her conviction showed in her expression and tone, because Eren’s defiant posture softened. “I can’t get it for you. It’s beyond my skills, my access, my everything.”




      Caleb didn’t dispute his assertion. “Can one of your comrades?”




      “Another anarch? Someone higher up and more influential than me, you mean?”




      Caleb lifted his shoulders in answer.




      “I don’t see how. If we were capable of pulling off heists of such grandeur, we would already be doing them. We have several Machims in the organization, but by definition they’re no longer connected to the Machim integral, as it’s impossible to be both and function. And accessing the kind of data you’re talking about is impossible without either being connected to the integral or having access to…Directorate-level files….”




      “What is it, Eren? What came to mind?” Valkyrie had once told her that calling people by their first name made them feel more comfortable in unfamiliar surroundings. She figured what the hell, it couldn’t hurt. Unless it could? 




      She appealed to Caleb for help, but he merely winked at her. It must be encouragement, right?




      “Nothing. Almost certainly nothing. An anarch acquaintance of mine once claimed an agent had successfully broken into a Galactic Divisional Machim Hub. But they were caught inside and suicided rather than be tortured and give up anarch secrets.”




      “Well, they reported back on what they’d accomplished after they underwent your ‘regenesis’ procedure, didn’t they?” It had taken some work on Mesme’s part to convince her of the legitimacy of this notable Amaranthean technology. The proposition that the Anadens had achieved practical immortality…she was still skeptical. Cloning, she’d give them—but complete consciousness transfer? Soul transfer?




      Eren shook his head with a solemnity not displayed before now, and she put aside her musings on the nature of life and death. “No. The agent wasn’t Anaden. He was Novoloume.”




      They’d spent weeks receiving the worst info dump imaginable from Mesme, both before and after they’d traversed the master portal to Amaranthe. History, species, customs, tech, security procedures and endlessly so on. She’d had no hope of remembering it all, so it was a damn good thing Valkyrie was around to catalogue it.




      Any help for me?




      The Novoloume are a humanoid Accepted Species considered by most to be extraordinarily beautiful, elegant and refined. Their role is diplomacy, public affairs and other formalized social interactions. In close proximity, they secrete pheromones that most mammals find highly sexually arousing.




      Oh, good lord. You can insulate me from the effect, can’t you?




      I can. I cannot, however, do the same for Caleb.




      She smiled to herself, as the mood wasn’t suited to public smiling. I think he’ll manage. He has skills.




      For instance, he was currently giving Eren a positively earnest look. “To die to protect one’s allies is a very honorable act—one of the most honorable there is. The anarchs are serious about their cause, then?”




      Eren leveled an impressively steely stare at Caleb in return. “You’re asking me if my Zeus-be-damned attitude betrays an abundance of conviction or masks it?”




      Caleb idly raised an eyebrow. But he seemed impressed, even if he didn’t want to be.




      “I suspect whatever my answer were to be, it wouldn’t convince you. So you’ll simply have to judge for yourself.” Eren tipped up his glass and emptied it. “Thank you. This drink of yours is surprisingly satisfying. I will delve into what, if anything, can be done to get you closer to your insane request—after I complete the mission I’m presently on.” 




      Eren produced a small slab from a hidden pocket in his pants and rolled it around in his palm. “While I enjoy a great deal of freedom in how I go about my business, I also have an obligation to my superiors and my comrades, something I…” he studied Caleb “…suspect you understand.”




      Caleb threw his hands in the air, but it was a mild gesture. Of course he did understand. “All we’re asking for is good-faith assistance. I’d say ‘we’re not asking you to die for us,’ but it doesn’t sound as if that’s a good measure of your commitment.”




      Eren laughed lightly. Somewhere in the passing of the evening, the Anaden had relaxed around Caleb. God, her husband did have a way with people. Aliens, too.




      “Not so long as the anarch posts remain safely hidden from the Directorate—” Panic flared in Eren’s expression. “Which I really shouldn’t be talking about. What’s in this ‘wine’?”




      “Truth serum.”




      Caleb maintained a flawless poker face, but the distress on Eren’s grew so severe Alex hurriedly intervened. “He’s kidding. It’s not any likelier to induce truth-telling than any other alcohol.” She motioned to the slab in his hand. “Is that your mission?”




      “It contains the information I need to complete my mission…and you don’t know what this is, do you?”




      She shook her head.




      “How in the name of sanity do you not know what a Reor slab is…never mind, I don’t care. It’s encrypted data storage.”




      She fixated on the slab, admiring its subtle beauty while the quantum processes behind her irises analyzed it. It was a solid, translucent onyx mineral, but thousands of fibers rich jade in color ran through its interior in ordered rows at right angles to one another. The proportions of the object were a precise four by nine by twenty-five millimeters.




      They are the squares of the first three Fibonacci primes.




      True, but don’t get excited—three numbers aren’t much of a pattern.




      They are when the filaments’ relationship to one another follow it as well.




      Okay, now you have my attention.




      “Can I hold it?”




      He shrugged. “Sure. You can’t get to the data, and there are billions more where this one came from.”




      She accepted it from him, balanced it on her palm and ran a fingertip over the surface. It felt chilled and as perfectly smooth as its dimensions were precise. “Are they all the same shape?”




      “The same proportions, yes. Any other shape and the data degrades—something to do with how the data’s stored.”




      It’s extradimensional, isn’t it, Valkyrie? That’s how the encryption occurs?




      Likely so, but I am unable to fully analyze the mechanism at work. We have seen functioning six-dimensional devices. I believe this object delves into more.




      She narrowed her focus to a small section of the interweaving filaments, searching for the patterns folding in on themselves….




      A hum, so faint she wasn’t positive it was real, pulsated against her palm—or in her head. 




      Am I imagining this, Valkyrie?




      No. It is likely the quantum-level oscillation of the quanta storing the data, no matter the form they take.




      Which would, it seemed, be something she could sense. The surreal quality of her life these days still occasionally took her by surprise. 




      The jade filaments began to shift their color in ripples across the spectrum.




      Eren reached for the slab. “What did you do? It only changes colors when it’s encoding data.”




      “Nothing. I just touched it.” She reluctantly handed it back to him. “Thank you.”




      Caleb was regarding her intently, but she ignored his inquiring gaze. She’d explain later—or explain how she couldn’t explain it. “Where does the material come from?”




      Eren scrutinized the slab closely as the filaments returned to a stable jade, then slipped it back in his pocket. “Originally, some planet out in the Tyche galaxy. They grow it in labs now.”




      “ ‘They’?”




      “The Directorate, of course. Reor production is one of the few truly multi-Dynasty enterprises. None of them can accomplish it alone, and the material’s too important not to mass produce.”




      A corner of Caleb’s mouth quirked upward as he redirected his attention to their guest. He lifted his glass to his lips. “What is your mission?”




      Eren snorted. “Sorry, no. I do appreciate the timely save and the ride, and this has all been most lovely. The food was a fair bit odd, but the wine’s exquisite. Nevertheless, we are neither cohorts nor comrades, and we are certainly not friends. The anarch resistance survives on secrecy. It exists every day a single security breach away from annihilation, and I will not be the one to commit that breach.”
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      “It is difficult to say what is impossible, for the dream of yesterday is the hope of today and the reality of tomorrow.”




       




      — Dr. Robert H. Goddard
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      SPACE, NORTH-CENTRAL QUADRANT




      Arcadia Stellar System




      




      The monstrous two-headed dinosaur dropped dead to the desert floor with a thundering wallop that shook the ground beneath Bob’s feet.




      Beside him, the lavender-skinned young woman gasped in relief and swooned into his arms. “You saved me from the monster, stranger. What mystical weapon do you wield to fell the mighty beast so swiftly?”




      He glanced at his Daemon before holstering it. “It’s not important—what’s important is that you’re safe now.”




      She gazed up at him, wide, innocent lavender eyes matching the color palette of her skin. “I must repay you for this kindness. It is our custom to do so.” She took a step back. “I know nothing of your ways, stranger, but allow me to give you pleasure as best I can.” Her hands went to the hem of her skimpy, sleeveless leather top and began lifting it up—




      ‘Alert: I am detecting a signal 0.8 megameters distant at N 23° -8° z W. It appears to be a disabled and adrift vessel.’




      He held up a finger as the material reached the tantalizing curve of her sumptuous breasts. “Hold on one second, would you?”




      Bob Patera paused the illusoire with a groan and yanked the interface off his neck. “Dammit, Barbie. You barged in on purpose!”




      ‘They say anticipation of the event is often better than the event itself.’




      “No one says that. No one ever says that.” He stumbled out of the bed, located a somewhat clean shirt on the floor and pulled it over his head. “Now, what? Why are we picking up anything on scans? We’re supposed to be zipping toward Arcadia in a warp bubble.”




      ‘We are undergoing regularly scheduled cessation of superluminal travel to disperse the exotic particles created so we don’t kill everyone on Arcadia when we arrive. While traveling on impulse power, routine scans detected the vessel.’




      He needed water. Or beer. After a few seconds of standing at the kitchen cubbyhole debating the relative benefits, he opted for the beer and carried it to the cockpit of the Blackbeard. 




      “So it’s a ship. In space. That’s where you usually find them. I assume it’s not actively attacking us, so what’s the deal?”




      ‘The vessel is a dead zone, so much so we almost ran over it before I realized it was there. It’s not transmitting any identification or other signals. Its engines are dormant, no shields are present and I’m detecting no life signs on board. It’s possible the crew abandoned ship at some point.’




      Settling into the cockpit chair, he called up the visual images and immediately whistled. Crown-class hybrid transport, and fairly new by the look of it. A vessel like this would bring in a decent bounty, especially if what was wrong with it was easily repaired. “Abandoned ship, you say?”




      ‘That or the crew is dead inside.’




      “Jesus, Barbie. Do you have to be so morbid?”




      ‘I haven’t decided yet. I am still becoming.’




      “Great….” Barbarella was a shit Artificial, cobbled together from second-hand parts and sketchy code. He’d commissioned her because he needed an Artificial onboard if he hoped to continue to compete in the newly batty world of freelance scouting. So far she couldn’t do much more than add two and two on a good day, but she had personality. Sometimes too much of it.




      He sipped on the beer and studied the vessel, weighing his options. He had a job delivery to make on Arcadia, a refrigerated capsule full of microbes from a comet orbiting Mu Cephei down in the cargo hold. They might be some previously undiscovered form of primordial life birthed out in the void—or they might just be ordinary microbes. Hell if he knew. The scientists at Zwicky Research were paying him to bring them in so they could find out, which was enough for him.




      But he had another week to make good on the contract, and the microbes were fine in the refrigeration unit. This wouldn’t take long, either; he’d stick a beacon on the ship to claim it then arrange for a tug to tow it in.




      On the other hand, it could be carrying cargo worth more than the ship’s salvage value. Play it right, and he could cash in on both.




      He rubbed at his jaw. A spacewalk was a pain in the ass, but he guessed every now and then he did have to work a little bit for a payoff. 




      He chucked the empty beer into the recycler and stood. “All right. I’m going to go see what she’s carrying.”




      [image: Divider]




      “You’re sure it’s lost all power? If I have to go back for det charges, I’m docking your pay.”




      ‘My math skills are admittedly subpar—as you frequently point out—but I believe any fraction of zero is still zero, much like my current pay. Yes, I’m sure. The magnetic seals should release with the application of minimal force.’




      Bob fired his suit thrusters and accelerated toward the ship. Its dark metal—not adiamene, unfortunately, as that would have quadrupled its salvage value—loomed dim and shadowy against the void, like a ghost ship. A pirate ghost ship? He snickered.




      The hull filled his vision soon enough, and shortly thereafter he banged into the side with a rough thud. He picked his way over to the outer hatch, retrieved a chisel from his pack and stuck the flat end into the tiny seam. A little muscle applied, and the hatch popped open.




      There was no hiss of escaping air, but it wasn’t a surprise. Hatch chambers were only pressurized in advance of opening the inner hatch—something he now needed to do. He reached around and hefted the outer hatch closed…then stopped. 




      Shit. If it wouldn’t seal, when he opened the inner door the outer one was going to blow open and depressurize the cabin, which was almost always a bad idea. He could glue it shut with some epoxy, but then he wouldn’t be able to get back out.




      ‘Simply leave through the cargo hold, dumbass.’




      He sighed. “I’d yell at you for insulting me, but you’re spot on. I am a dumbass. Gluing the hatch shut.” 




      The process took less than thirty seconds. Once he finished he turned to the inner hatch and prepared himself for the influx of atmosphere before prying it open.




      It slid open as soon as the chisel made contact—and nothing happened. “Hell. The cabin’s already depressurized. I hope anything valuable was tied down.”




      His mag boots kept him grounded and upright as he stepped into the dark cabin. The light from his headlamp created an arc of brightness in front of him, but since crap was sure to be floating everywhere, he moved cautiously.




      He was swatting away a broken shard of glass when something heavy bumped into him from the left. His arm swung around to shove it off as he spun toward it. The light caught dark material then—




      —Bob gasped and stumbled backward, feeling for the wall. His hand found something squishy instead; in his panicking state he swore it clawed at him. He dropped to the floor and crawled for the airlock. “Fuck shit holy mother of!”




      ‘Your suit systems indicate you are in extreme distress, as does your language. What is wrong?’




      He tried to breathe normally, but acid clogged his throat. “You were fucking right, Barbie. Damn you, you thought you were being funny, but you were right. The crew didn’t abandon ship. They’re all dead.”




      ‘Oh, my.’




      He reached the airlock chamber and huddled against the wall, trying not to hyperventilate as a third body floated limply across the shaking arc of light. 




      It didn’t make sense. Ship systems didn’t fail all at once, not catastrophically—not without an external force causing the failure. But there was no sign the ship had been attacked. The crew should have had time to get into their environment suits, or at least put on breather masks. But they hadn’t done so. What in the hell had killed them?




      “Barbie, contact SENTRI. Tell them they may have a massacre on their hands. Then figure out how to get this hatch I just glued shut open, because I’m not making it to the cargo hold.”
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      PRESIDIO




      Galactic Common Defense Accord (GCDA) Headquarters




      




      Miriam Solovy hadn’t asked for a three-sixty view of a sweeping array of warship assembly lines, nor of the void beyond them. 




      The constant activity dancing at the edges of her vision was frankly distracting. She’d considered getting opaque filters for the windows installed on several occasions. But every time she started to place the order, she’d glance outside, think about how much David would have adored the view, how Alex had exclaimed in delight on seeing it the day before she left, and put the decision off another day.




      The view and the office providing it had come with the space station, which had come courtesy of Ronaldo Espahn. The business mogul had built the facility intending for it to serve as a new hub for his commercial ship production. Then, during the reign of former Prime Minister Winslow, Espahn’s Prevo daughter was attacked by a mob of OTS sympathizers in Madrid. The attackers were detained at the scene but released after a determination Espahn’s daughter was in violation of the anti-Prevo BANIA law. 




      Despite the man’s wealth and influence, his daughter was sentenced to prison while she lay in a hospital bed with a crushed spine and internal injuries.




      In the aftermath of engineering the toppling of Winslow and repeal of BANIA, Miriam had seen to it charges were dropped against all Prevos who hadn’t committed other crimes. Freed of the specter of criminal prosecution, medical biosynth specialists were able to treat Espahn’s daughter and help her recover.




      The man expressed his appreciation to the Volnosti campaign and to Miriam personally by donating his nearly complete station to the GCDA the day the Accord was announced.




      She’d have preferred to refuse the ostentatious gift, but in an environment where every day brought an Anaden attack closer, they didn’t have time to build a new station from scratch. And this one came with extensive offices, labs, storage space, flexible multi-purpose rooms and reasonable lodging. Most importantly, it came with the lattice framework required for large-scale zero-g ship manufacturing.




      So here she was. Commandant-General to a nascent multi-government agency born out of the necessity to prepare for a new manner of enemy. 




      There had never been any question who was going to lead it—she had invented it, proposed it, defined it and bullied three interstellar empires’ leaders into not merely endorsing it but committing millions to it. Millions of credits and, when the time came, millions of people.




      Officially, the GCDA and its constituent divisions, AEGIS, SENTRI and ASCEND, were formed to ensure humanity would be prepared to meet any future hazard which emerged from the vastness of the cosmos.




      But Miriam and a few select others knew full well there was nothing in the vastness of the cosmos save the most primitive of life. Nothing but a single portal, and with it a single overwhelming threat. 




      In truth, the GCDA’s mission was two-fold: to ensure humanity would be prepared to stand against the Anaden offensive and, should they be victorious, to ensure humanity was ready to not only exist but thrive in a reality of multiple universes teeming with aliens.




      Richard Navick knocked on the open doorframe, bringing a merciful end to her reverie. She motioned him in and spun her chair away from the view to face the desk and him. “What’s new in SENTRI’s world today?”




      SENTRI existed not so much to help defeat the Anaden threat as to try to make certain humanity’s various factions didn’t stumble their way into fighting each other again before the call came to fight the Anadens. Intergovernmental peace and relative harmony was a necessary prerequisite to a united galactic guardian force, after all.




      He settled into one of the chairs. “A twenty million credit theft at PanPacific Tech Labs that their CEO insists is the work of Federation spies. Twelve dead Triene mercs on a derelict transport near Atlantis. The Requi government asking for help in dealing with a recent influx of spiked chimerals, and the Shi Shen government asking for us to butt out of the investigation into allegations the Shào cartel bought their last election. You?”




      “A backlog of new tech proposals from ASCEND to review and probably approve. A supply chain problem for photal fiber that I suspect is Dynamis Corporation angling for more money. Status meetings with both Brigadier Jenner and Kennedy Rossi in the next two hours, after which I have to leave. I’m expected in Washington this evening for the celebration.”




      “I hear it’s going to be quite the gala affair.”




      She frowned. “It feels strange, even disingenuous, to be throwing a massive, galaxy-spanning party when we know another civilization-endangering crisis looms on the horizon. Should we really be engaging in such revelry right now?”




      Richard nodded fervently in response. “Yes. The people deserve it, now more than ever. And so do we. We need to remember why we fight, and why those who died did so. This next year stands a good chance of being pretty shitty, so now is an excellent time to remember why the fight is worth it.”




      Miriam dropped her chin in grudging acceptance. “And if we are going to go out, we should do it in style?”




      “More or less. You don’t have to give a speech, do you?”




      “No, thank god. I suspect the planners are afraid if they give me a microphone I’ll ruin the festive mood. No, I believe my role tonight is to stand still and look pretty—though truthfully, I think I’ll let Rychen handle that part, too. I’ll find a quiet alcove and work.”




      “And how is the new Fleet Admiral enjoying your office?”




      “It’s his office now, and about as well as you would expect. He hates it. Or he hates being cooped up on the ground and is taking it out on the office, anyway.” She sighed wistfully. “That was such a great office…but I need to be here now.”




      “Sure.” He stood. “I’ll get out of your way. I just wanted to check in. Will and I are heading out in a few hours ourselves. Graham’s asked us to join him at the Cavare celebration tonight. I think he’s lonely since we moved up here.”




      She didn’t entirely suppress a laugh.




      “What?”




      “It’s none of my business. But perhaps if Director Delavasi were a bit less…how he is, he might not be so lonely. The man has made his proverbial bed.”




      “And it’s his to sleep in. Alone, apparently, except when he’s paying. But he is my friend, so…” he shrugged “…off I go. Try to relax and have a little fun tonight.”




      “In Washington?”




      “Good point. Try not to burn any bridges—we may need them.”




      [image: Divider]




      Brooklyn Harper spun so fast her movement would be all but invisible to the naked eye, were she visible to the naked eye to begin with. 




      She shoved a blade hilt into the small of the back of the Marine she’d stood in front of barely a second earlier and deactivated the Veil wearing a devious smile. “This is what a Veil can do for you. Recognize its power, appreciate its power, use its power.”




      The Marine—Captain Shaviiz, if Malcolm Jenner recalled correctly—grimaced. “Yes, ma’am.”




      She stepped in front of the other Marine. “When I come at you, defend yourself.”




      He adjusted his stance in preparation. She took a step forward then vaulted upward, propelled by fresh-off-the-assembly-line booster augments. The boosters consisted of two layers of electromagnetic femtocoils wrapped in a particle layer that generated a subatomic EM field on command from the wearer’s eVi—Malcolm had memorized the description the ASCEND team had provided—and were light and compact enough to be embedded inside the soles of standard work boots. 




      She flipped over the Marine’s head and swiped the blade hilt across the base of his neck as she passed it, then landed on her feet behind him as he was whipping around in confusion.




      “If I’d pulled that maneuver while the Veil was active, you never would have known what killed you—you’d just be dead. Neat trick, right? Here’s the thing. We have lots of tools. We’ll probably have more tomorrow. But none of them are any good to you unless you’re smart about how you use them. 




      “Everything you’ve learned up until today on hand-to-hand combat doesn’t go flying out the window because now you can be invisible and jump super-high. It’s still about defeating or disabling your enemy—but you now have additional tools you can incorporate into your strategy to accomplish that goal. Understand?”




      They both nodded solemnly; they’d been schooled, but he and Harper were the sole witnesses, by design.




      Harper took a lunge step back and spread her arms. “Good. Then take me down. Either of you. Both of you at once.” She tapped the thin band on her wrist, and a hybrid metallic fabric expanded out from it to encase her hand like a glove. “First one to succeed gets to learn what this tool does.”




      They would fail on the first try, but if they were good enough, one or both of them should succeed eventually. And if they were really good enough, they’d each recognize why they’d failed early on and impart those lessons to those under their command. Group classes and drills using the growing trove of advanced weapons and gear were on the schedule, but the first step was getting the squad leaders to adopt not merely those new tools but a…call it ‘evolved’ approach to warfare.




      Which was, in the end, the point of the exercise. No one person could train all the military personnel who might be called to action in a future war which might or might not take place in a thus-far mythical universe against an enemy for which they had a single (dead) example. 




      But the military routinely prepared for future threats that seemed unlikely today because, somehow, they inevitably showed up tomorrow.




      Malcolm was here, working for AEGIS, to help guarantee the preparation both happened and happened in the right way. But he couldn’t deny that readying for a future alien threat was also…easier. Not when it came time to fight, of course, but this mission bore a moral clarity which made it easier to sleep at night. He’d grown tired of fighting his fellow man, grown tired of tossing and turning while the whispers of competing justifications plagued him in the darkness. 




      Better that the good guys be honorable, the bad guys evil, and a clear line drawn to keep them separate.




      Technically he was a full-time but temporary consultant to AEGIS, with a title too long to say in a single breath: Director of AEGIS Marine and Ground Forces Organization, Training and Deployment. The Alliance had tacked on a promotion to justify the position, though ostensibly it was for his heroism in eliminating the Montegreu ‘menace’ and in protecting the Scythian governor (from the Winslow ‘menace’ went unspoken for obvious mannerly reasons). 




      More than one superior officer had protested the promotion, complaining it was far too soon and Malcolm was far too young. In the current political climate none had dared protest that he was a traitor for supporting Volnosti. The details had been relayed to him second- and third-hand, but apparently Miriam’s stock response was something to the effect of ‘The rest of the world is accelerating forward, and the military will not be left behind. I advise you to get onboard before you are.’




      Yes, he took a degree of comfort from the fact no one at AEGIS was apt to order him to kill-or-capture a colleague. But mostly him serving here at the Presidio felt like the next logical progression of the oath he’d taken years earlier: a pledge to protect humanity—all of humanity—from enemies intent on doing them harm. And he was comfortable with that step.




      Besides, he’d seen enough to know the threat was real, even if it didn’t feel real at the moment, here in a time of unparalleled prosperity and advancement. He’d seen the portal and the superdreadnoughts it had spawned. He’d seen the ethereal Metigen called Mnemosyne, the alien ship with its unusual technology and the alien body with its too-humanoid appearance. 




      He’d seen Caleb Marano wield an alien power that made his skin crawl, then made him worry for Alex’s safety through the portal.




      Simply thinking about Marano made him squirm. He didn’t understand why everyone—Alex, Miriam, Harper, Navick, Mia—not only liked but trusted the man. Former black-ops agent for a former enemy didn’t put him on firm moral footing to begin with. Whatever good he did along the way, he was still a loose cannon, a killer playing by his own rules. And now he had superpowers of alien origin.




      Malcolm’s dislike of the man wasn’t jealousy. It was judgment.




      The lesson having ended and the officers having skulked off to the locker room, Harper materialized beside him. 




      He didn’t jump in surprise, but he did flinch. He wished he could blame it on a Veil, but she hadn’t been invisible. She was just that quick. “What do you think?”




      He arched an eyebrow. “I think the war will be won in space and not on the ground.”




      “And where will you be?”




      “I will be wherever the situation requires. As always.”




      “Hey, you’re the one who convinced me these Marines needed special training. I hope you plan to use them.”




      He had, and they did. Alliance Marines, Federation Marines, even a few IDCC forces who had previously been one or the other were all on the roster. He’d welcome a glimpse of insight into how they’d be called into service, but he was certain they would. Wars were won in space these days, but they were never solely fought there. 




      “I’m sure when the time comes, opportunities will arise for skulls to be bashed and spines to be severed.”




      “Let’s hope so.” She balanced the blade hilt on her palm and activated it. Pale teal-hued plasma slithered and pulsed out into the air beyond her hand. A flick of her thumb, and the plasma shot away from the hilt to spear one of the practice targets twenty meters away. Another flick, and a new plasma blade appeared from the hilt. “And this is going to cut through the enemy’s fancy shields and thick hides and embedded uber-cybernetics?”




      “That’s what the engineers tell us. The blade’s so smart, it’s practically an Artificial.”




      “Sounds like a horror vid in the making: ‘The Day the Blades Woke Up.’ ”




      He laughed. “In which case, we can only hope they’re friendly. The new guns, too.” The dynamic response technology driving the plasma blade was being integrated into their entire arsenal, and they weren’t saving it for the Anadens, either. The Daemon at his hip wielded similar energy; it would adapt to any resistance it met and find a way through.




      “Right.” She motioned toward activity at the entry. “Now if you’ll excuse me, my next victims are here.”




      “Don’t go easy on them.”




      She smirked over her shoulder as she walked away. “Do I ever?”




      “Nope.” He was glad to be working with her again, and grateful she’d agreed to scale back her IDCC duties in order to oversee the close combat training and help out on the cross-agency protocols and expectations. 




      Confident she had things well in hand, he turned to jog down the hall to the lift wearing a smile. He had a date tonight, and twenty things to do before he could leave for it.
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      Kennedy Rossi reached the overlook before anyone else arrived. It was good she had a minute alone, for she could hardly stop herself from bouncing on the balls of her feet in unabashed glee.




      From the enclosed balcony she could behold the ship factory ‘floor’—which was located in space, obviously. To her eye the automated assembly lines were an exercise in, if not perfection, at least a new standard in hyper-efficiency and precision. 




      Sub-Artificial mechs supervised and directed armies of bots in hull assembly and component installation. The pre-hewn adiamene sheets were attached then the seams melted together to eliminate every possible weak point. Once the frame and hull were intact, mini-bots sculpted the interiors according to spec.




      Each ship’s particular Artificial oversaw its own installation, of course, often going so far as to direct the placement of every length of photal fiber and connection into the internal systems in preparation for the transfer of its processes into the ship.




      Some of the Artificials already had military Prevo partners, and in those cases one was likely to find the officer outside the Presidio’s walls, in a spacesuit, crawling around on or in their future workplace/primary residence.




      A Prevo pair for every vessel frigate-class and above, sharing authority with a human captain. In an unexpected twist, the captain wasn’t going to be onboard to leash the Prevo, but rather to provide wisdom gained from real-world combat experience while putting to use leadership skills in managing and motivating a crew. Both the captains and the Prevos were carefully screened before being selected, with demonstrated adaptability and cooperative tendencies being high on the list of requirements.




      It was, needless to say, a new and novel system as well as an untested one, but Miriam reported that it was working in training/stress sims so far. The simulations were also being used to develop extensive rules of engagement and decision-making protocols, but in most scenarios the captain would make important strategic decisions, the Prevo tactical ones. 




      She smiled broadly as two cruisers departed the manufacturing rig for flight tests. “Look what we made, Vii. Aren’t they fabulous?”




      ‘The ships are stunning, and the operation constructing them is a marvel, but you give me too much credit in saying ‘we.’ I have simply tried to help make the implementation of your vision safer and more sound for the individuals involved, both human and synthetic.’




      “You’re too modest. In addition to all that, you’ve spurred me into some of my best innovations. Abigail would be proud, don’t you think?”




      ‘It is my fondest hope.’




      Kennedy had hardly known Dr. Canivon before her death and knew her now only through the filter of Vii’s eyes. But she’d learned much about the woman in recent weeks—not to mention a lot about Vii, a fair amount about Valkyrie, and a great deal about Artificials as a species.




       




      Kennedy walked into the Connova Interstellar offices and straight into a large man in a work uniform.




      She took a lurching step back and frowned up at the man. “Can I help you?”




      “Pardon me, ma’am. Are you Ms. Rossi?”




      “Yes…” she peered over his shoulder into the office suspiciously “…but I didn’t have anything scheduled to be delivered today.”




      “Someone from the company did, ma’am. If you’ll verify delivery, we’ll be out of your way.”




      ‘We’? Now she overtly checked around his bulky form and saw another, skinnier man exiting the storage room.




      Had Noah ordered some new equipment to surprise her with? She rolled her eyes and signed off on the delivery, watched the men depart, then went to the cabinet where the server hardware…used to be. The contents had now been replaced by a larger and far more advanced quantum box. 




      She tilted her head to inspect it more closely. It had all the earmarks of state of the art tech—




      ‘You will find the rest of my hardware set up in the utility storage room. Please feel free to rearrange it as you find necessary.’




      Kennedy jumped half a meter in the air and stumbled backward until she bumped against the edge of her desk. The voice was definably synthetic but with impressively natural intonation. In fact, it sounded familiar somehow. “Um…hi? Who are you and why are you in my office?”




      ‘My name is ‘Vii.’ Technically this is a nickname derived from ‘Valkyrie Mark II,’ but to myself I have always been Vii. I belonged to Dr. Abigail Canivon until her death, and nominally to the Druyan Institute. 




      ‘I understand you intend to build innovative warships for Commandant-General Solovy’s AEGIS fleet—ships featuring integrated Artificials. As a free solitary Artificial under HASRA, H+ and IDCC laws, I wish to offer my services to you in this endeavor.’




      Kennedy sank into her desk chair and flopped her arms down on the armrests. HASRA, the Human and Synthetic Rights Act, was the Earth Alliance legislation that had been swiftly drafted and passed into law atop the smoldering ashes of BANIA. “In what way do you think you can help me?”




      ‘Access to Artificial-level processes and algorithms will both speed and improve your work in the areas of optimizing design schematics, power efficiency and component performance. However, my primary interest is somewhat personal in nature. 




      ‘Before Abigail was murdered, she and I were working on ways to embody moral constructs and paradigms in quantum algorithms. We wanted to create Artificials who were, while not necessarily more human, certainly more sapient, whole beings. Abigail is gone, but her work is more important than ever now. Humanity has extended a hand to us, expressing trust in Artificials to act in the best interest of human life, and all life. We must be worthy of this trust.’




      “You want to make the Artificials of the AEGIS fleet more…wise?”




      ‘More wise, more moral, more empathetic. As I said, more whole. Nowhere will an Artificial’s judgment be so crucial as on a military vessel, with hundreds or thousands of crew members under its care, civilians at its back and an enemy in its targets. These situations are what Abigail’s work was designed for, and I believe with your help I can bring it to fruition.’




      Kennedy worried at her lower lip. There was no question that the dirty details of operational controls, overrides and accountability in the emerging captain-Prevo triumvirate setup were proving to be…messy. She wasn’t military, so the ultimate decisions of which directions to take were mostly Miriam’s to make, but she did need to know the answers in order to design around them. 




      If she could provide greater assurances as to safety—if Vii could convince Thomas who could convince Miriam of the increased safety—it would make everything so much easier. And less terrifying for all involved.




      She steepled her hands and kicked the chair around absently. “So to make this happen, you faked your own Connova Interstellar credentials and arranged for yourself and all your hardware to be transported from Sagan to Romane, then had yourself installed and wired into my office?”




      ‘The Metigen known as Mnemosyne proclaimed we were on a tight timetable. It seemed the most efficient tack.’




      Kennedy laughed. Fully actualized, self-aware and sapient or not, Vii was definitely an Artificial. She was still laughing when Noah walked in.




      He stopped a few steps into the room and screwed his face up as he pointed to the cabinet. “What’s that?”




      “Our new Artificial employee.”




      “You commissioned an Artificial and didn’t tell me?”




      “It commissioned and hired itself.”




      He stared at her for a second, then at the cabinet, then shrugged. “Okay. Works for me.”




       




      Everything moved faster once Artificials, Prevos and Mélanges—humans sporting a less-than-Prevo integration with an Artificial—were set loose upon the world. Dizzyingly fast, so much so it felt like they had blinked and the world had changed. 




      And now, barely two months after the Anaden Inquisitor had tried to kill Alex and Caleb, here was a fleet which dwarfed in size and technology the one Kennedy had helped build for Miriam and Volnosti just…yesterday.




      Noah grabbed her from behind, wrapping his arms around her waist and squeezing tight. “Sorry I’m late. I had to school an Atmospheric Solutions rep about what the ‘standardized’ in ‘standardized connectors’ meant.”




      “It’s fine. Miriam isn’t here yet either. I was merely admiring the view.”




      “And it is so extremely view-worthy. So what’s our purpose here today?”




      She twisted around to face him. “Your favorite—compliance testing review.”




      “Ugh. Kill me now.”




      “That would be quite the waste, now, wouldn’t it?”




      They both turned to find Miriam standing in the door. She waved them toward her. “I suggested we meet here because I suspected you’d enjoy a few minutes with your ships, but we should go to a proper meeting room if we expect to get anything accomplished.”
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      ANTLIA DWARF GALAXY




      Local Galactic Group (LGG) Region II




      




      Casmir elasson-Machim, Navarchos of LGG Region II, reviewed the readiness status of the II-13C Regiment until he satisfied himself everything was in order. From the bridge of the Imperium command ship he sent a directed order into the integral. “All forces, commence Modified Eradication Operation.”




      Planet AD-4508b orbited a backwater star in a backwater galaxy, yet some called it a hidden gem. Lush foliage and towering tree canopies draped the equatorial region of its fertile surface. But while it looked inviting from afar, he couldn’t recommend any safari vacations to travelers—at least not until his mission was complete.




      The dominant species of AD-4508b was a giant arachnid they’d labeled ‘Kich,’ a revolting mix of spider and scorpion. When full-grown they measured nearly five meters long and four meters tall at the torso. 




      Despite being surrounded by copious plant life, the Kich were carnivores. Their primary food source was the ‘Ierak,’ pterodactyls which roamed the skies at night. During the daylight hours the Kich scaled the tall trees and spun webs made of a crystalline substance closer to glass than silk between the tree limbs. When darkness descended, they retreated to the surface and lurked in the groundcover, waiting. 




      The Ierak used a non-visual-wavelength form of sight, one which failed to detect the diaphanous webs, and any Ierak to encounter a web was instantly sliced into pieces—pieces which fell to the ground to be consumed by the Kich.




      Evolve or die, and evolution wasn’t working fast enough for the Ierak.




      Under normal circumstances, when a planet displaying characteristics similar to AD-4508b was discovered, a Theriz Cultivation Unit was sent in directly without the need for interim operations. The Unit would employ its massive machines to churn the surface into raw resources, plant and animal alike, then ferry the yield off for processing and refinement. 




      However, it seemed the webs the Kich spun were both functionally and visually unique—or so he’d been informed. 




      Aesthetics were not his role; they looked like ordinary webs to Casmir. But on seeing images of the Kich’s deadly creations, the Idoni Primor had declared (with appropriate dramatic flair, he assumed) she must have several sets for her various palaces. 




      Of course, the webs were intricately attached to the treetops, so they needed to be removed as well in order to keep the webs intact. The delicate work of extracting a bunch of trees and webs could not be accomplished while fighting off a horde of giant arachnids in the daytime and swarms of flying dinosaurs in the night.




      So the decision was made to conduct a limited Eradication of the Kich first, rather than as an inevitable byproduct of Cultivation. And because this was all for a Primor, Casmir had been sent in to supervise the operation. 




      It should have been beneath his rank, the duty of one of countless ela-Machim overseeing minor ship groupings. But all gave way before a Primor’s wishes, so here he was.




      He took small comfort from the fact clearing a single jungle would suffice to acquire the specimens required, after which the Theriz Unit could sweep in to make mincemeat of the surface. 




      The attack transports and CAS fighters of the LGG II-13C Regiment penetrated the atmosphere, and Casmir focused on his integral connection to the troops to monitor the operation.




      The darkness is omnipresent. No moon lights the night. 




      Two transport vessels land in open areas on opposite ends of the targeted region. Troops move out in formation as customized vision enhancements transform night to day for them. Hovertanks take the lead. Their wide-field weapons should do the bulk of the work, leaving the troops the relatively easy job of mopping up the occasional straggler. But Machim never employ half-measures, and as always the force deployed is overwhelming both in numbers and firepower.




      The air is sweltering, thick with moisture and a pungent odor. Alien planets often smell foul, and Casmir orders the activation of suit olfactory filters for all troops. There’s no breeze at ground level; chirps and rhythmic hums signal the presence of native creatures too small to attract the Kich’s wrath.




      Plasma bombs intended to ignite the leafy undergrowth but not the hardier tree trunks drop from the CAS fighters, bringing a sea of hellfire to the landscape.




      The Kich flee their cover, and the hovertanks open fire.




      The front line of the creatures falls under the weight of the barrage, but a second wave surges up and over the bodies to swarm the hovertanks. Zeus, the monsters are fast! The hovertanks fire continuously, but additional Kich use the new front line as cover, then leap into the air the twenty meters required and attach themselves to the large vehicles. Webs spew forth in furious movements of thick and shockingly agile limbs to surround the frames and clog the engine ports. 




      The hovertanks begin to crash to the ground.




      Undeterred, the ground troops open fire on the Kich using smaller, precision versions of the wide-field weapons. More Kich fall, and the ground runs thick in viscous, azure blood as the troops’ weapons rip apart the attackers. The battle begins to turn in the Regiment’s favor.




      Then a third wave of Kich appears out of the shadows of the jungle. Without the hovertanks to keep them at bay and thin the herd, they plow into the troops in force. 




      Still, the thought the Regiment might fail in its mission does not enter Casmir’s mind. These are Machim soldiers, genetically bred for the rigors of combat. Their armor is impenetrable to most weapons, and the bodies beneath the armor are hardened to absorb abuse that would quickly kill lesser men.




      From the point of view of those in the field, the Kich’s size is startling. The creatures loom large over them, rearing up to reveal hairy, barreled torsos and sturdy, sharp pincers. But unarmored organic skin can’t withstand the superheated plasma bursts of Machim weapons, no matter how tough it is. 




      No one here is a coward; no one runs or panics in the face of the rampaging arachnids. Instead the troops simply fire upward into the exposed torsos while adroitly maneuvering around to avoid the stabbing pincers.




      But the battlefield is both crowded and increasingly slick with corpses, limbs and the associated fluids, and the room in which to maneuver rapidly diminishes.




      The vigorous swipe of an outstretched limb knocks a soldier to the ground. He swings his weapon up and slices open the exposed belly of the offending Kich—his vision becomes obscured.




      Casmir switches his focus to a different soldier in the vicinity, temporarily overriding the man’s freedom of action to locate the one in peril. Behind the prone form, a Kich shoots glass-silk from its spinnerets to fashion a web around the head and body of the fallen man. Casmir allows the approaching soldier to shoot and the spinner is felled, but the man on the ground struggles and fails to break through the web.




      It’s happening elsewhere. Casmir borrows the eyes of a pilot of one of the few remaining airborne hovertanks, and from above it soon becomes obvious the Kich are displaying an unexpected ability to work together in a tactical manner. In some instances they deliberately sacrifice themselves so others can gain a better vantage to disable their adversaries.




      There are so many. Far more than surveillance indicated. Do only a portion climb the trees on any given day? As ectotherms, their body temperatures are too close to the ambient air temperature to allow for reliable thermal detection, so if many remain below it would not have been apparent to the advance surveillance teams.




      The troops carry emergency oxygen supplies inside their suits. If the webbing has not penetrated the outer layers of their armor, they can survive for a time. Perhaps twenty minutes. 




      But Casmir has no weapon on hand that will break the tough, resilient webbing en masse without liquefying the troops’ armor or pulverizing the bodies it protects.




      There are too many.




      Dismay creeps into his chest as the battlefield slowly, inexorably turns to glass.




      Casmir withdrew as much as possible into his own mind, though the slaughter continued to whisper and scream in the background of his consciousness. He ordered a retreat for those who remained alive, but he’d just lost twelve thousand soldiers. 




      They could and would be replaced—in many cases with themselves—but he wasn’t going to waste resources throwing them at the enemy again and again. An alternate strategy was required.




      Deploying more powerful weapons from a higher altitude risked destroying the trees holding the webs aloft. This outcome did not fulfill his orders and thus was unacceptable.




      But he did have at his disposal creatures that were stronger and more savage than the Kich.
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      SIYANE




      Milky Way Sector 53




      




      You let him go.




      Alex rolled her eyes in annoyance and motioned for Caleb to answer Mesme. 




      Knowing she must be mentally drained after hours of maintaining peak geniality for the benefit of Eren, he obliged her. “Yes. There’s an old human saying: you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. Any help he might give us if forced into it would be suspect and unreliable. This way, if he helps us it will be because he wants to do it—or possibly because he’s intrigued by the challenge—not because he has no choice.”




      I comprehend the meaning of the idiom. But you do recognize the effort it took to arrange the meeting in the first place, yes? You do recognize it may be impossible to locate and persuade another ally who can enable you to acquire what you have explicitly stated your forces will need in order to match the Machim fleets on the field of battle, do you not?




      Caleb didn’t search around for the profile of lights; there were times when it was easier to treat Mesme like a disembodied voice. “Of course we recognize it. Thank you for your hard work in both finding a candidate and putting us in a position to reach out to him. We still think this opportunity will pan out and Eren will help us. You’ve been observing us for aeons. You know sometimes these things take time.”




      Despite the unsettling way the anarch had regarded Caleb initially—and for too long—he did think in the end they’d won Eren over, at least enough to bring him back for another round of negotiations. The man had left as curious about their origin and motives as they were about his world. He would come back, and hopefully next time not expend quite so much energy watching Caleb as if he were some kind of reviled predator expected to pounce and devour his prey the next instant.




      Mesme’s tone lost a measure of its fervor. Undeniably. Yet time is one resource we no longer possess in any abundance.




      Eager to shake off the disquiet his thoughts had conjured, Caleb went over to where Alex stood and wrapped his arms around her from behind. “We have a little time. Time enough, I think. While we wait to hear from Eren, we can continue pursuing other avenues. I’m interested in doing reconnaissance on several of the Machim ship production facilities. Alex, didn’t you want to try to find out more about how the intergalactic wormhole gateways function?”




      The gateway structures dwarfed even the mammoth Katasketousya portals. Three imposing rings generated a stable wormhole some six kilometers in diameter, enabling almost instantaneous travel across and between galaxies. Unsurprisingly, the technology had intrigued her since their first traversal of one of the gateways.




      She’d relaxed into him, but her mind seemed elsewhere, and it took her a few seconds to respond. “Yeah…Mesme, what do you know about the Reor slabs?”




      Silence lingered.




      “Mesme?”




      Why do you ask? Data storage is not interesting.




      Caleb maneuvered them to face Mesme, as there were also times when honing in on a mark helped to ferret out artifice. “Actually, sometimes data storage is very interesting—for instance, when it’s data that’s important to your enemy. But I don’t think that’s what she means.”




      She squeezed his hands in affirmation. “True, and true. Valkyrie and I noticed a couple of unusual mathematical properties in the structure of a slab Eren had, and when I held it, we sensed…an aspect I can’t put a name to. At a minimum, Reor is a fascinating and potentially useful material I want to understand better. But maybe there’s also something more to it?”




      Again, silence.




      She peered over her shoulder and gave Caleb a look, then disentangled from his arms to wander purposefully through the cabin. “Mesme, is there something about the Reor slabs you’d like to share with us?”




      Alexis Solovy, your cleverness and acute persistence is at times as irksome as it is useful. Very well. Travel to the coordinates I am providing to Valkyrie. The answers to your questions are better shown than described.




      [image: Divider]




      It was going to take hours to reach the mysterious coordinates Mesme had given them, which were located deep in dead space on the far outer rim of the Tyche galaxy. The void under any definition. 




      By now the Kat’s—like Alex, he’d quickly adopted the shorthand with some relief—cagey, enigmatic behavior had become all too commonplace, and Caleb had resigned himself to tolerating it most of the time. When they arrived at wherever they were headed, Mesme would reveal its hidden secrets, since it must, but it wouldn’t do so a moment sooner. No reason to get worked up about it until then.




      A multitude of crises were elbowing for position in the line of ‘things to get worked up about,’ whether they resided in the space outside the ship, at home in Aurora, or coursing through his own bloodstream. He was endeavoring to choose his battles wisely, and he wasn’t choosing this one.




      Instead Caleb leaned against the wall and contemplated Alex. 




      She stood at the data table studying the images of the Reor slab Valkyrie had captured through her ocular implant. He wouldn’t go so far as to call her ‘worked up’ either—she wasn’t acting anxious or exasperated—but this particular puzzle had definitely caught her fancy.




      It warmed his heart to see. The prodigious wonders and mysteries Amaranthe held was turning out to be just what she needed to smooth out the lingering rough edges of her recovery. Using her mind and imagination to uncover its secrets was so much better than simply flying amongst them—a heady experience inhabiting the ship had given her, but one which didn’t come from within and so was ultimately an empty one. 




      He believed this, not because it was true—though it felt true—but because she believed it. She was becoming far more self-aware these days, and his observation wasn’t news to either of them. He still took comfort in seeing it reaffirmed by her actions and choices, in witnessing its truth with his own eyes.




      Her addiction wasn’t something which could be declared ‘cured,’ packed up in a box and stored away. It would always be with her, and thus with them. But the incredible resilience she’d displayed since severing her connection to the ship…well, if circumstances meant this late, waning phase of recovery was slightly easier than it might have been, dammit, she deserved the break.




      It wasn’t all she deserved.




      His arms were draped loosely at his waist, his left shoulder resting on the wall. He kept the casual pose while he lifted his right hand a few centimeters and wriggled his fingers in a manner that was quickly becoming second nature.




      The hem of her tank drifted up to the middle of her back.




      “That tickles….” Her gazed darted to him as she realized what he was doing. The corners of her mouth curled up. “Are you bored?”




      “Not at all.” Provided line-of-sight to the front of her tank when she shifted toward him, he made sure it slid upward to join the rest of the material and tease her ribcage. He added the pressure of air beneath her forearms—only a little, enough to make his request clear but not so much as to force her arms upward. Let her acquiesce to the request if she was so inclined.




      It seemed she was. What had been a mild stirring flared into wanton need when she raised her arms to allow him to slide her tank up and over her head from across the room. He paid no more attention to the tank, and it dropped unceremoniously to the floor beside her.




      A pleased sigh escaped his lips.




      “You like the view?”




      He nodded slowly, unashamedly transfixed. “I really, really do.”




      She shifted around farther to lean back on the table and lick her lips, sending a rush of heat through his body to flush his skin. “Anything else interesting you can do with this power of yours?”




      A flick of his wrist and the top of her shorts nudged down to cling to her hipbones. 




      Her jaw dropped in mock indignation, and her hands moved to hold them in place. “I’m sorry, are you asking for these shorts to come off?”




      “I really, really am.”




      “Come take them off yourself, then.” In a flash she had bolted for the staircase and fled downstairs.




      He laughed aloud, tugged his shirt off and tossed it onto the couch, and chased after her.
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      URSA MAJOR I ARX




      Milky Way Sector 64




      




      Eren rented a room at a cheap hostel in the bowels of the Ursa Major I Arx for the night. He needed to hole up somewhere for a few hours. Clear his head. Figure out what had just happened and what he ought to do about it.




      He collapsed on the narrow bed and threw an arm over his eyes. He should already be on the way to Nephelai to meet Cosime and pick up the explosives, then he should get to lifting a ship from the Sector 23 Terminal Hub and see to taking out the Exobiology Research Lab. He had all the information he needed to complete the mission, and with the explosives and a pilfered ship he’d have all the tools. 




      Whatever this other madness was or was not, it could wait. It should wait.




      After a couple of seconds he moved around to try to find a more comfortable position…until he accepted the futility of the endeavor on account of the bed being as cheap as the room and settled for winding his hands behind his head.




      He was considering tossing the angst and instead closing his eyes for a nap when a chill passed over his skin and the dim light in the room faded to gloom.




      “You need to assist them.”




      He sat up and peered into the darkness, searching for the offending umbra. “Hello, Miaon. Assist who?”




      A darker than black shape by the door detached itself from the wall to slink across the room; the rented unit was tiny, so it didn’t have far to travel. “The individuals you were recently in the company of.”




      Eren fumbled for the bedside light panel. “How do you know who I was with? You weren’t on the ship. I would have noticed. It would have been…darker.”




      The Yinhe didn’t lurk in the shadows—they were the shadows. Ghostly, solitary and secretive, they were among the stranger sentient creatures in Amaranthe. Their population was small, and no one ever saw more than one at the same time; this had led some to speculate there was in actuality only a single Yinhe. He doubted this was the case, but he had to concede it was possible; if there was only one Yinhe, Miaon was it. 




      Rumor had it the Directorate spent years trying to Eradicate the species, only to fail miserably when they were unable to find or keep a hold of the shadows. Target one with a weapon—any weapon—and it promptly evaporated, reappearing halfway across a galaxy. If the Yinhe had a homeworld it had never been located to be destroyed. 




      Eventually, the Directorate had admitted they were few in number and didn’t seem to be rising up to pose a threat to its power. It declared the Yinhe an Accepted Species and proceeded to ignore them. The Directorate denied this version of events in the strongest terms, of course, but it had all the hallmarks of truth.




      Despite its insubstantiality, Miaon engineered sound wave vibrations in the air to craft a wispy, tremulous voice. “No, I was not on the Siyane—but the fact I know its moniker should appease your doubts as to my veracity. Now I am here, and I am telling you that you need to assist Mnemosyne and its companions.”




      Eren groaned and collapsed back on the bed. “You’re the mutual acquaintance. You’re the one who told the Kat where I’d be. Dammit, Miaon, how could you spy on the anarchs for those cowards? Now I have to report you.”




      “I am not a spy. I am a tenuous thread who hopes to one day grow into a bridge. The anarchs presume the Katasketousya to be sycophants to the Directorate. The Katasketousya presume the anarchs to be bloodthirsty terrorists. You each seek and strive toward the same goal, yet you cannot even acknowledge one another, much less work together in furtherance of this mutual goal.”




      Eren opened his mouth, scathing retort at the ready. But interacting with the Kat earlier had called into question many of his beliefs and assumptions about the ethereal beings. It was one of the puzzles he’d planned to spend the next several hours contemplating.




      He settled for keeping the pressure on Miaon. “Then why not simply go to Xanne or one of the other anarch supervisors and tell them what the Kats are allegedly doing?”




      “They would no more believe me than the Katasketousya would believe me if I proclaimed to them the anarchs were not merely terrorists and in fact wanted nothing so much as a free peace. Trust comes from actions, not words.”




      “Not ‘merely’ terrorists?”




      “You alone are responsible for a striking volume of destruction, Eren asi-Idoni, as well as more than a few lives lost. And you are not the only one.”




      Eren swung his legs off the bed and grabbed his jacket from the floor where he’d discarded it; the longer the Yinhe stayed, the colder the room became. “Fine, I don’t deny it. But…dammit, Miaon! I still have to report this. You know how desperately we rely on secrecy for our survival. We can’t have a spy running—or ghosting—around telling others about our plans and missions, even a well-meaning one.”




      “Do as you must. It will not matter soon in any event.”




      “What does that mean?” A question he was asking too often lately.




      “I impart to you again: you need to assist them. If you do not, they and their allies will fail in their endeavor. They will fall, and with them so too will the anarchs fall.”




      Now he stood. For all the Yinhe’s creepiness, he’d always believed Miaon to be a moral creature, by some measure or another. But now he wasn’t so certain. “Is that a threat?”




      “It is a truth, one beyond my ability to alter. Nothing greater and nothing lesser. The Katasketousya have a word for this moment: ‘kairos.’ We teeter on the cusp, but the cusp of what remains to be seen.”




      “Could you be any more evasive?”




      “Help them, Eren, and watch the universe turn your way. Nos libertatem somnia.”




      He knew when Miaon had departed from the abrupt brightness flooding the room and the relative warmth returning to his skin. With a sigh he sank onto the bed again and stared at the ceiling. 




      He’d just gotten guilt-tripped by a bloody shadow. At this rate there was probably an Efkam out in the hall waiting to totter after him warbling ‘Shame on you!’ when he tried to leave. 




      Did none of them realize what these people were asking of him?




      “Well, Eren, you did want a proper rebellion, one you could die for in a flamboyant blaze of glory. Repeatedly and often. Ever think maybe you ought to be more careful what you wish for?”


    


  




  

    

      12




      ONEIROI NEBULA




      Tyche Galaxy
 LGG Region IV




      




      ‘Exiting superluminal in ten seconds.’




      Alex looked up from the couch in surprise. She was lying on her stomach studying some details of the intergalactic population and commercial concentration map. While she could rely on Valkyrie to store and retrieve the infinite number of tidbits of Amaranthe trivia, she did actually need to know the framework and major players in the Anaden empire, not to mention where things were situated.




      She checked their location. “We’re still almost a hundred parsecs from the coordinates Mesme provided. Is something wrong?”




      ‘Not as such. You should both come see.’




      Curiosity piqued, she climbed off the couch and met Caleb in the cockpit as the superluminal bubble dissipated.




      An emission nebula stretched across the horizon of space. They were already surrounded by the first wispy coils of dust and gas, but ahead ivy green and amber nebular clouds thickened until they created the impression of a solid wall.




      “How large is it, Valkyrie?”




      ‘It stretches for one hundred eighty-one parsecs in height and a diameter of two hundred sixty-eight parsecs on this side. I cannot yet say how deep it extends.’




      “That’s…big.”




      Caleb frowned as they traveled through progressively more concentrated clouds. “It reminds me of Metis.”




      She rolled her eyes. “When the Kats want to hide something….”




      “They encase it in an ominous, spooky nebula.”




      The scene soon escalated into eerie territory. Visual sight was reduced to kilometers as they floated through a seemingly endless swath of dense ionized gases. Broad spectrum sensors fared little better, returning solely the composition of the thick nebular clouds.




      ‘Interesting.’




      “Oh, boy.” Caleb chuckled. “What’s interesting, Valkyrie?”




      ‘I have not detected any evidence of recent star formation, as one would expect if this were an H II region nebula. The negative implies it is instead a planetary nebula. If so, assuming our coordinates approximate the core of the nebula, we ought to be close enough to detect the ASG star that created it.’




      “And?”




      ‘There is a star ahead, but it has long since passed into the white dwarf stage.’




      Now Alex frowned. “But if it’s been a white dwarf for a while—hell, if it’s a white dwarf at all—the nebula shouldn’t be this bright. In fact, it should be fading from sight.”




      ‘Yes.’




      “You think the Kats are artificially maintaining the ultraviolet radiation necessary to ionize the gases, which they need to obscure what’s inside.”




      ‘It would be well within their capabilities.’




      Shafts of luminous amber-tinged emerald light began to peek through the gloom ahead like rays of sunlight breaching thunderclouds. “Look at that.”




      Caleb hugged her from behind. “For the record, if there’s a portal in here…ah, who am I kidding? If there’s a portal in here, we go through it.”




      She shrugged in his arms. “It’s what we do.”




      Further banter was cut short as the nebula clouds at last thinned, though they didn’t disappear entirely. Space outside the viewport took on a ghostly, haunting aura as the increasing light dispersed through the dust and gases.




      A dark, decidedly non-nebular shape broke through the clouds to loom due ahead of them. “Full stop!” 




      They came to a halt less than fifty meters above the etched corner of an immense monolith of Reor.




      “Oh. My.”




      “You always did have a talent for understatement, baby.”




      She grinned, but no way was she diverting her attention from the sight outside the viewport. 




      Beyond the one they hovered above, slab after slab after slab of Reor orbited a distant, cold white dwarf barely radiating faint white-blue light. The cumulative area of the slabs added together would easily constitute a large moon if not a small planet. 




      Each slab was a separate object, but they were arranged in ordered rows and columns, and precisely spaced pillars of energy pulsed between them like conductive traces on a circuit board. The collective glow of the pillars and the filaments within the slabs was enough to wash the cabin in prismatic color.




      If Valkyrie will land the Siyane on the surface of one of the structures—it does not matter which one—and the two of you will come outside, I will explain.




      For once, Mesme’s ‘voice’ didn’t herald the arrival of a bossy swirl of lights, and the Kat remained elsewhere. Presumably nearby, but elsewhere. 




      “What is this, Mesme? Why are you hiding them?”




      Please, do as I’ve requested.




      It wasn’t as if she didn’t want to go outside, so instead of arguing she went to get her gear, grabbing Caleb’s hand as she passed him to drag him along with her. “Guesses?”




      His gaze flitted up to her without a response before returning to checking over the environment suits.




      “You do have a guess. And you’re not going to tell me.”




      He shrugged. “I might be wrong.”




      “When have you ever been wrong?”




      “Well, there was the time on…no, I was at least eighty percent right that time. Oh, but…no. Anyway, I’m sure there was a time.”




      “Uh-huh.” She tossed him a mock glare but elected not to push it. They’d both know the answer soon enough. And then he could gloat in that delightfully understated way he had, as she was also fairly sure he would end up being right.




      The hull rumbled as Valkyrie alighted the ship onto one of the Reor slabs. “Are we set, Valkyrie?”




      ‘All systems are nominal and contact is confirmed. I have extended the energy shielding to its maximum distance to provide you additional radiation protection, so you may depart whenever you’re ready.’




      She checked Caleb over then he did the same for her, as always. She bounced on the balls of her feet in only slightly exaggerated excitement. “Let’s do this.”




      “After you.”




      Stepping onto the surface should have reminded her of doing the same on Rudan. Frozen mineral beneath her feet, odd light all around, hazy darkness surrounding it. But while the atmosphere was among the most unusual and haunting she’d ever encountered, it somehow felt welcoming rather than ominous. 




      The filaments ran in perfect straight lines at perfect ninety degree angles to one another, endlessly deep into the mineral of the slab. They were also active, streaming ever-shifting colors to the horizon. Eren had said they only changed color when they were encoding information, but she was beginning to wonder how much he truly knew about the substance. Standing here now, it occurred to her to wonder how much anyone truly knew about it.




      She took a step forward. The material wasn’t slick, but she still tread cautiously as the mag boots were the only thing keeping her from floating away. As her left boot alit on the surface, she noticed a hum penetrate the protective gear. “Caleb, can you feel that?”




      He shook his head.




      She crouched down and placed her glove on the surface; the hum immediately intensified. It was similar to the sensation she’d experienced when she held Eren’s Reor slab, but what was creating it?




      No answers offered themselves, so she stood once more. “Mesme, we’re here. It’s time for you to pull back the curtain.”




      White-blue lights gained strength in the distance, far across the slab. What had it been doing way over there?




      Mesme gathered into a semblance of a cohesive form as it approached, though it remained spread out across a far larger area than usual. Alexis, you feel a presence when you touch the Reor, yes?




      “A presence? I’d characterize it more as a…power. An energy.”




      This suffices. Caleb, you do not?




      “No.”




      Gather a small measure of diati and allow it to make contact with the surface.




      He didn’t waste any time in doing so; she suspected he was as curious as she. The area outside his glove began to sparkle in crimson as he crouched down and allowed his hand to hover a few centimeters above the surface.




      Abruptly he jerked. “Hey!” His hand withdrew briefly, but he quickly pressed it down again. The diati brightened and sparked.




      After a bit he looked up at her, wearing a smile behind the faceplate. “It’s not fighting—neither of them are.”




      They recognize one another.




      She whipped around to Mesme, knowing the answer before the words formed on her lips. “The Reor is conscious. It’s alive.”




      As you say.




      Valkyrie?




      This explanation is a logical one. I cannot construct meaningful communication out of what we’ve experienced, but I do feel like I can sense intelligence in it.




      Caleb stood and allowed the diati to dissipate. “You said ‘they recognize one another.’ You’re implying the diati is as alive as the Reor, however alive that is.”




      I have previously professed my belief this is the case.




      “Right. So what does this mean for the Reor, and for Amaranthe? You’re hiding these slabs of Reor, much the same way you do when you’ve rescued species who are to be Eradicated. Because…the Directorate doesn’t know it’s a living entity, does it?”




      As is your habit, Caleb, you are correct. 




      She chuckled at the notion that Mesme, too, had resigned itself to that reality.




      The Directorate would never allow a sentient life form to be privy to the myriad of secrets the Reor carry across the universe. It discovered the Reor’s home planet, studied the substance long enough to learn its computational and informational value, and harvested it until it was depleted. Then it grew more Reor, and more, and more, never understanding the nature of the material it produces and utilizes every day.




      Alex dropped to her knees and began running a hand over the surface with newfound respect. “Why didn’t the Reor…I don’t know, protect itself? Resist in some way?”




      The Reor intelligence is perhaps the most alien, the most unfathomable we have ever encountered. It does not perceive the individual actors in the universe the way you or even I do. By and large, it is content to experience stimulus in the form of the coursing of information through its pathways.




      “Were the Ruda your attempt to recreate this type of life form, or something akin to it?”




      I will not deny we took inspiration from the Reor when setting the conditions for life in the Ruda Enisle. We hoped to breed a synthetic species which functioned closer to our own existence, so we could understand one another. And in this respect, we succeeded.




      “But?”




      But the Ruda thus far lack the pandimensional characteristics the Reor display. They are sentient inorganic life, which is a rare enough occurrence, but they are not….




      “Extraordinary.”




      Mesme didn’t respond, but it didn’t really need to. Alex could sense some indefinable complexity about this life form that far exceeded the rigid, passionless dialectics of the Ruda. “Why isn’t this collection of slabs located in a portal space? You’re hiding it, yes, but this can’t be as safe as the Mosaic.”




      We considered and deliberated on it, though we could not ask the Reor its wishes. But the Reor are intricately connected to Amaranthe in ways that prove difficult to explain. As well, in the Mosaic they would have no stimuli and thus no meaningful existence.




      “And these pieces? They’re receiving stimuli?”




      They store copies of some of our data for us.




      “So you protect a small…” no word choice felt sufficiently accurate “…sample of Reor, since should the Directorate ever learn the truth, it will try to destroy every slab in existence.”




      Yes.




      Caleb chuckled. “There’s an enisle with Reor in it, isn’t there?”




      Of course.




      She shot a glare in Mesme’s general direction, but Caleb took several steps toward the fringes of its presence. “If you could find a way to communicate meaningfully with the Reor, they could be a powerful ally.”




      A powerful weapon, you mean.




      “All allies are potential weapons, but not all weapons are allies. I meant ally.”




      Then talk to it. Either of you—you each possess unique capabilities which make this a conceivable possibility.




      Alex stared suspiciously at Mesme. “If it speaks at all—if it has thoughts—they’re expressed in an extradimensional quantum manner. That’s one of your specialties. Why can’t you talk to it?”




      A reasonable question for which I have no acceptable answer. We study its signals and find only the data it holds. You are here. Make the effort.




      Caleb shook his head. “I can’t talk to the diati yet. I doubt I can talk to a pandimensional mineral.”




      Not pandimensional—merely extradimensional.




      The faceplate did nothing to obscure the acerbic smirk Caleb directed at Mesme.




      Alex, however, was already settling more fully to the surface and crossing her legs. Let’s give this a shot, Valkyrie.




      How do you propose we proceed?




      No idea.




      She placed her palm flat on the material and activated the cybernetic pathways she would use if she were interacting with a screen or control panel. Her gloves were designed to conduct the signals received, albeit more weakly, so it might work.




      The hum grew in strength, and she sensed a pressure on her palm as the mineral began shifting beneath it. She gasped but didn’t move, allowing her hand to be lifted as the surface raised itself.




      Three tiers formed, creating a pyramid of sorts half a meter in height, before the process stopped. She waited, but nothing else happened. “I wish I could touch it with my bare hands. But there’s no atmosphere here, so even if my suit sealed at the wrist, my hand would freeze in seconds.”




      “Wait—I think I can do something about this.” Caleb knelt beside her. He stretched a hand out over hers and began manipulating his fingers in a purposeful pattern until the space around her hand and the new pillar glowed in a thick cluster of crimson lights. His brow knotted in concentration. “Okay. I think you can take your glove off now—but keep your hand inside the halo.”




      She carefully unlatched the glove and slid it off. The air was cool, but not cold. It felt…normal. “Damn.”




      Caleb huffed a breath but kept his attention on the halo. “You’re telling me.”




      She put her palm back atop the pillar—and almost yanked it away, the vibration oscillated so forcefully against her skin. A second later the mineral began to soften, becoming pliable. Her fingertips sank into it, only a centimeter or so. The filaments in the material made contact with the conduit fibers in her fingertips, and the jolt made her gasp.




      “Are you okay?”




      She nodded. Valkyrie?




      It is speaking to us, I know it. But I cannot decipher the language. Not yet.




      It’s fine. Listen and record.




      The sequence lasted almost twenty seconds before the connections broke and the mineral hardened back into its original shape. She sighed in disappointment and reattached her glove. 




      She was about to stand when the top of the pillar was pushed upward by a new layer underneath it, then detached from the pillar as if it had been sliced off with a knife. She picked it up and studied it; it resembled the Reor slab she’d held before, including identical proportions. 




      She turned to Caleb, and Mesme lurking behind him. “We couldn’t decipher what it was saying, if it was saying anything at all. But there was activity of some kind. We’ll study it.” She held up the piece. “And now I have one to play with.”




      Her gaze ran across the surface of the slab they stood on to the sea of Reor and their little star beyond. The filaments buried in the mineral pulsed through the color spectrum in time with the streams of energy flowing between them, vibrant and alive. 




      As she fixated on the streams they seemed to shift until they pulsed toward her, no matter which direction she faced. Enthralled, she began walking toward one of the vertical streams. She was vaguely cognizant of Caleb and Mesme trailing her, but they didn’t question her purpose.




      In the silence she listened to the energy flowing below her and, increasingly, ahead of her. She did not understand the words, but it sang to her nonetheless.




      She neared the outer edge of the energy beam—it was quite wide up close, at least twenty meters in diameter—and started to reach up. Her hand paused mid-air.




      Caleb appeared at her side, gave her a small smile and conjured a new sphere of diati to surround her hand. “I’d tell you to be careful, but we wouldn’t be here if you’d ever taken that advice. No reason to start now, right?”




      She laughed faintly and removed her glove once again, extending her hand until her fingertips touched the beam—




      —a yellow star, a frozen planet—




      —an eternal city, a room pitched in blackness—




      —a sphere bathed in light, spinning away from void to—




      “Alex, talk to me.”




      She blinked and looked up at Caleb, surprised to find herself ass-first on the slab and him crouched in front of her. Behind him the stream continued to pulse in surging power.




      I forced you to pull away before your cybernetics overloaded, followed soon thereafter by me.




      Good call.




      “I’m fine.” She took Caleb’s hand and let him help her up to standing. “I saw…places. Planets, stations….” She shook her head. “It was probably just fragments of the data stored here.”




      “That’s enough cosmic play for one day.” Caleb glanced at Mesme. “Time to go.”




      She didn’t argue, and she allowed him to lead the way back to the Siyane, for her mind swam amidst the lingering memory of the images, buttressed by the refrain humming beneath her feet.




      Did the Anadens—and everyone here in Amaranthe—not comprehend the power of these objects they used so carelessly? Did they not notice the life exploding from within them?




      Awed, overwhelmed and humbled, she decided she would understand the Reor. What they were, what they said, what they sang.
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      The night sky blazed in the fire of dancing, streaming light, wowing a crowd that should have been jaded beyond the ability to impress. Not tonight, though.




      Devon Reynolds’ chest nearly burst with joy as the gleaming platform sent Emily spinning upward, the visuals her hands created chasing after her high into the air. 




      The projections of the other performers on Earth and Seneca were so detailed anyone who didn’t know better was liable to insist they were all here on the stage on Romane. The scene would be the same on the other planets hosting the galaxy-wide celebration commemorating the first anniversary of the end of—and victory in—the Metigen War.




      The show provided an impressive enough spectacle to elicit approving murmurs from Annie in his head, but Devon soon zoomed his vision in close to watch Emily alone. Her lips were pursed in earnest concentration, but her eyes shone with a glee that eclipsed their Artificial luster. Her blond hair was woven through with strands of emerald and gold photal beads to match her satin dress, which matched her glyphs. The result transformed her into a nymph, a mystical creature too fantastical to exist here among the mere flesh-and-blood mortals.




      She richly deserved to be on—or above—the stage, to be a part of this performance, and he could not be more proud of her.




      He sat perched on one of the balcony railings, two-thirds of the way back in the bowl-shaped amphitheater. He had a spot reserved on the front row as an ‘honored guest,’ as well as one at the governor’s cocktail party currently underway in the grandstand box above. But this wasn’t about him; it was about Emily, and he was enjoying being anonymous, where he didn’t face pressure from bigwigs to disguise his giddy enthusiasm.




      The sky grew yet brighter and more colorful until it was saturated with light and plasma and strobes. The music swelled to match the intensity until both reached such levels of excess he wondered if the Anadens might notice the pageantry way over through two portals and into Amaranthe. 




      It was all quite over-the-top, but he guessed such celebrations were intended to be. A collective gathering of millions of voices to rise up and shout into the void: us silly humans are alive, and we are unbowed. We are triumphant.




      Which they were, for tonight at least. And for tonight, it was enough.




      [image: Divider]




      As soon as Devon reached the backstage area, Emily burst out of the throng of performers to rush into his arms, panting, sweaty and exuberant. He laughed and kissed her on the forehead. “You were magnificent, babe.”




      “Was I? It all happened so fast, and the overlay got so crazed I could only concentrate on the next motion.”




      “Magnificent.”




      “Okay, good.” She grinned sloppily. “We’ve been invited to a wrap party at the Carina Center, but I can’t go like this—I’m a wreck! Can we swing by the apartment so I can shower and change?”




      “I think you look gorgeous sweaty, but sure, so long as you don’t take the beads out of your hair. I love them. Are you clear to leave now?”




      She nodded, and he took her hand and began winding through the crowd toward the exit.




      His apartment lay a few blocks away, and he spent the walk listening to Emily chatter on excitedly, basking in the afterglow of the performance. It was awesome.




      He felt as if he’d sprinted through Hell and somehow come out the other side at the secret entrance to Heaven. He’d changed in the time they’d been apart, far more than in physical appearance. How could he have not? So had she. 




      They were still stumbling through what that meant for them, but it was beginning to feel like it was going to work out. She’d come here, to Romane, hadn’t she? ‘For a few weeks, as a trial run,’ she’d said. 




      He didn’t want to get overconfident, but he thought the trial was running pretty damn well.




      The pedestrian traffic finally began to thin as they turned a corner and walked the last block to the apartment building—which was a good thing, because if the crowd hadn’t faded, he never would have sensed the three thugs advancing. As it was, Annie identified their movements as threatening only thirty-eight microseconds before they came within reach.




      Hostile aggressors approaching 88° to 123° 4.1 meters—




      “Run!” He flung Emily forward down the sidewalk and spun around to block a man’s arm as it arced toward Devon, a small injector in its grasp. The night was warm, and his hand found bare skin below the man’s shirtsleeve. 




      The attacker convulsed as Devon shoved him to the ground the same instant a second attacker came at him from the side. He threw his shoulder into the man and knocked him into the nearby building façade, brought a hand up to the man’s neck and throttled it.




      Nothing happened. The man sneered.




      Shit. Not only was the attacker mélanged at a minimum, his cybernetics were ready for the jolt and had dispersed it.




      Annie, I need—




      The man’s fist landed beneath Devon’s chin, sending his head snapping backward, his body following. He stumbled for two steps—but it gave him the space to grab the blade hilt attached to his waist. Since Abigail’s murder he’d begun carrying one despite his unarmed capabilities, as he’d adopted the opinion one could never have too many weapons.




      He coaxed the man into lunging forward for him by acting dazed and unsteady. When the man reached him, he swept his arm up, slammed the hilt against the attacker’s neck and activated it. The man gaped in surprise as his momentum carried them both to the ground. 




      Suddenly there was blood everywhere, and the man didn’t fight when Devon heaved him to the side and climbed to his feet.




      There had been a third assailant. Annie, where?




      No contacts in the vicinity.




      He scanned the area nonetheless, but saw no one except Emily standing on the sidewalk. She had one hand on her shoulder, grabbing clumsily for the injector sticking out of the skin above her collarbone. 




      “Devon…something’s wrong. I can’t….” 




      He sprinted down the sidewalk toward her in growing horror. The glyphs running along her arms darkened from emerald to an ugly, mottled brown, as if ink had been injected into them, and her knees buckled.




      He caught her just before she hit the ground. Her head lolled to the side in his arms, eyes closed.




      “Emily? Emily?”




      He looked up in mounting panic. In the distance pedestrians strolled across the next intersection. “Somebody help!”




      Annie—




      Help is on the way, Devon. It will be all right.
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      The view through the tall windows of the grandstand box suite high above the amphitheater sparkled and shone in the wake of the pageantry on display tonight, but Malcolm’s attention hardly strayed from the view inside.




      Mia Requelme wore a black silk shift of a dress, sleeveless and draped high in the front but plunging low to her waist in the back. Her sleek hair fell almost as low, but the skin it revealed when she moved her head in one direction or another was enough to send shivers up his spine.




      This was the phase of a relationship, near the beginning but after the fumbling awkwardness had passed, where everything was new, where every touch was electric and every meeting anticipated. Knowing it was a phase didn’t lessen his enjoyment of it.




      And many meetings to anticipate there were. Their much-heralded and oft-postponed lunch date had quickly turned into dinner then into a weekend, and now he spent so much time here he was all but commuting from Romane to the Presidio. 




      He tried hard to ensure the extra travel didn’t interfere with his AEGIS responsibilities, working during the transport flights and laboring to not allow his thoughts to drift to her while he was working. 




      Results had varied.




      The businessman whose small talk had gone on a bit long finally excused himself to refill his drink, and Mia pivoted to flash Malcolm a brief, discreet look of annoyance. “He talks too much in Chamber meetings, too.” Her hand alighted on his elbow. “Let’s take the opportunity to grab some finger food and retreat to a corner for a few minutes’ peace.”




      He did not need to be convinced. His moderately elevated military rank, the social strata his ex-wife resided in and other accidents of fate meant he’d been attending cocktail parties, banquets and the odd gala for a number of years now, but he’d never enjoyed them. He didn’t mind the uncomfortable dress uniform—he remained proud to wear it—but rather all the false niceties bandied about at the functions. No one actually engaged in conversations; they simply over-enunciated meaningless words into the air past one another.




      He was here tonight because he’d been invited by Governor Ledesme on account of his role in defending Romane from the Metigen attack, given the success of the defense was one of the events they were celebrating. 




      But mostly he was here for Mia. To support her, to be with her, to hope to steal her away from the party soon.




      On reaching a vacant high table against the far wall without being waylaid, they offloaded their plates to the crystal surface and relaxed as much as the environment allowed.




      She nibbled on a baby carrot. “How is work going?”




      “As if you don’t know.”




      “I meant the details of your work, specifically. Besides, I work for the IDCC, not AEGIS.”




      He laughed quietly. “Are you sure?”




      She rolled her eyes. “I suppose we’re all finding ourselves working for AEGIS in one way or another, even if it’s in spite of ourselves.”




      The IDCC governors had finally gotten around to giving her an official title in the organization, Minister of Colonial Affairs. In the absence of stipulating, the job seemed to entail not only interfacing with the IDCC member colonies but handling external relations as well, both with individual worlds and institutions. Like AEGIS.




      He shrugged. “It’s not a bad thing, and we can use the help. It’s been a busy week. Now that most of the systems are in place and running somewhat smoothly, improvements are coming at us fast and furious. At this point we’ve scrapped or shelved almost all the existing equipment in favor of new or upgraded gear—sometimes twice. 




      “I’m trying to confirm everything’s tested before green-lighting it, but the problem is we don’t know how long we have to prepare. Different things need to happen if we plan to move in a week than if we have six months. It’s no one’s fault, but that doesn’t make all the pieces any easier to manage.”




      She gave him a wicked little grin. “You know you love a challenge.”




      In answer, he slid a half-step around the table and placed a hand at the small of her back, lightly but firmly enough to feel the sharp intake of breath as her lips parted. 




      He still had trouble believing he invoked such a reaction in her. She was brilliant on a revolutionary level, elegant and a superstar in the private and public spheres. Far too lofty and illustrious for a former ground pounder.




      But so long as he did invoke such reactions, he was not about to discourage them. His voice lowered to a murmur. “So, how much longer do you think we need to stay here? To avoid being rude?”




      Her gaze roved across the room. “Perhaps fifteen minutes. Or twelve…no, nine. Nine more minutes should be sufficient.”




      “Good.”




      Nao Quhiro spotted them and all but sprinted over. Malcolm’s hand fell from her waist as she picked up her plate and stuffed a shrimp in her mouth to buy herself a few seconds to prepare.




      “Jenner—it’s Brigadier now, isn’t it? Congratulations, and so good to see you here. Fabulous performance earlier, don’t you think?”




      Malcolm donned the falsely cordial expression everyone wore at these functions. “A worthy commemoration, no question—”




      A loud clang rattled beside him as Mia’s plate fell to the table. He spun to find her bracing both hands on the rim of the table, her head hung low between her shoulders. 




      Memories of a brutal attack and a more brutal seizure flared in his mind as he steadied her, his hands now at her waist in concern instead of desire. “What’s wrong?”




      She inhaled deeply and gave him a wan attempt at a reassuring smile. “I’m all right. It’s not me. But Devon’s been attacked, and his girlfriend’s badly injured. I’m sorry, I have to go.”




      She’d talked to him about how strong the Noetica Prevos’ connection to one another remained, though it rarely asserted itself so dramatically. “Of course. I’ll go with you.”




      “No. Please stay. You’re a guest of honor. Make my apologies to the governor for me?”




      He didn’t like it, but he didn’t want to delay her by arguing. “If you’re certain. Keep me updated.”




      “I will.” She squeezed his hands then turned and hurried out.
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      Mia rushed into the emergency suite at Curación Hospital to find two doctors, three medical bots and a bevy of screens clustered around a stretcher. The limited free space barely revealed Emily’s still form laid out on the stretcher. 




      Beyond the swarm of activity, a security guard held Devon out of the way.




      No one tried to stop her entry as she hurried over to Devon, though the guard did give her a warning glare when she neared. She leaned in close and kept her voice low so as not to disturb the medical efforts. “Do they know what’s wrong?”




      Devon exhaled but didn’t get any words out. His unusually fashionable clothes were splotched in blood; the fact it wasn’t the first time she’d encountered him in such a state disheartened her. Back on Anesi Arch, after they’d fled EASC Headquarters, she’d wanted to spare him the pain of the kind of callous life experiences that had shaped her past. But she couldn’t do so then, and it was patently clear she couldn’t now.




      “Her cybernetics are fighting themselves. Whatever she was injected with has caused a mutation in their programming, and both the original and the mutation see one another as foreign invaders.”




      The doctor seemed to be answering her question, and when he shifted slightly toward her she realized she knew him, if only in passing. His name was…. 




      Philippe Johansson. He rents a long-term executive bay from you at Exia Spaceport and is apt to take frequent off-world trips.




      Thank you, Meno.




      Before she was able to respond to Johansson, several screens began blinking red and he pivoted back to the stretcher. “We need to shut her down—shut everything down and bring her as close to a stasis point as possible.” He tilted Emily’s head to the side and attached conductive sensors to the ports at the base of her neck. “I’m booting down her eVi, but we need to get her Artificial to disconnect and go into standby mode. Can anyone here make that happen?”




      She turned to Devon. “Can you contact her Artificial directly and convince it to shut down?”




      He blinked, and after a beat nodded. “I can. But—”




      “Do it now, son.”




      “Right.” His expression blanked for a few seconds. “It’s agreed to disconnect…and it’s done.”




      “Thank you.” A medical bot rolled an isolation chamber into the room, and the other bots lifted Emily’s body up off the stretcher and placed it inside. Mia got her first good look at the girl as they moved her. Her skin was ashen and drawn tight over her bones, almost as if she were decaying before their eyes.




      Mia shuddered and banished the image from her mind.




      Devon tried to rush forward, but the guard held him back. If Devon really wanted to, he could disable the guard with hardly a thought. But she imagined he wasn’t in a mindspace where it would occur to him to do so.




      His voice quivered. “What’s going to happen to her in there?”




      Johansson input a series of commands into the external control panel. “This chamber will lower her body temperature and slow her organ functions—and the ware routines interacting with them—to the minimum life-supporting level. It won’t be cryogenic stasis, but it will be close. We need to try to halt the progression of the degeneration until we can find a way to reverse it.”




      Mia frowned. “Why can’t you simply flush her cybernetics? I know she’d lose any custom code she’s installed, but I’m positive it’s a price she’d happily pay.”




      As the cover closed over the chamber and the frail-looking body inside, Johansson faced her. “I can’t decipher the malicious code. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. And until I can, I can’t design a flush that will wipe it out.”




      Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, ‘it’s like nothing you’ve ever seen’?” Meno had fed her the man’s public file in the intervening minute since identifying him, and he was a highly respected biosynth specialist.




      “Well, for one, it appears to display a five-dimensional quantum configuration, which isn’t exactly mainstream technology.”




      Crap. “Dr. Johansson, I need a copy of all the scans you’ve taken of the malicious code.”




      He gestured to the other doctor, who began shepherding the chamber out of the room. “I have to ask why, Ms. Requelme. I recognize you’re a Prevo and a notable one, but you’re not a physician or a scientist.”




      “Because I may know where it came from.”
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      Devon wasn’t sure when or how he’d ended up standing at the entrance to the corner lab in the basement of the hospital. He wasn’t even sure when or how he’d left Emily’s room—the new room, the one in the ICU wing where they’d moved her isolation chamber. Moved her.




      But now he stood here, watching Mia work at an interactive terminal in an expensive cocktail dress and no shoes. His mind kept drifting off, though, and when it returned he’d be confused all over again for a second. 




      He cleared his throat and tried to keep his attention fixated here. “So?”




      She held up a finger, but her focus didn’t otherwise avert from the two wide, virtual screens scrolling live code in three dimensions.




      He tried to focus on the code himself. He knew he could understand it easily as well as she did if he just concentrated.




      Devon, you’re making yourself sick. You can’t do everything, and Mia can handle this.




      We can handle it, too, dammit!




      But perhaps we shouldn’t.




      He didn’t want Annie to be right. He felt as if he was betraying Emily every minute he wasn’t working exclusively to save her. Cracking the virus would be helping her, of course it would be helping her…but as a programmer by trade and a hacker by hobby, he was also afraid it would feel too similar to fun, and he shouldn’t be having fun. He should be suffering.




      He should be in that chamber. The attack had been directed at him; he was certain of it. The third assailant had stabbed Emily with the injector in a panic as they fled, desperate to do at least some damage.




      She was going to die because of him.




      “She’s not going to die, Devon.”




      He glanced up in surprise to see Mia had spun her chair around to face him. She cringed. “Sorry—I didn’t mean to intrude, but that thought was quite loud. It broke through the noise.”




      He got what she meant. The Noesis existed as a constant hum in the recesses of one’s mind, like a whispered, warbling song in round, unless you honed in on it with purpose. But sometimes an event—an emotion more often than a concrete thought—burst up out of the whispers with the subtlety of an out-of-tune horn blasting a diminished chord. If it related to you in any way—if it originated from someone you knew personally or affected something you cared about—you perked up and paid attention. Otherwise, you let it subside back into the hum.




      He shrugged weakly. “Do you have something?”




      “I do. It’s been altered extensively, mostly to better target our standard cybernetic operating firmware, but the base virus does originate from the Anaden.”




      “Shit, Mia.”




      “It’s conceivable there are other Anadens here and they’re targeting us, but it’s more likely the code derives from our dead specimen and the research they’re doing at ASCEND. Either way, the implications are not good.”




      He accepted with a rush of relief this gift of one tiny thing he could do to help Emily. “Somebody sold out. Okay. Copy me everything you have. I’m sending it to Navick.”
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      ARCADIA




      Earth Alliance Colony




      “We completed the forensics on the airlock hatch before docking the vessel, so we wouldn’t destroy any evidence.”




      Richard nodded at the detective, a captain with the Arcadia civilian police. “Good work. The interior’s been scrubbed now, too?”




      “Yes, sir. My people will have a final report for you in a couple of hours, but we didn’t find much beyond the bodies and a bunch of dead systems.”




      He’d completed a cursory review of the bodies at the morgue before coming here, enough to confirm the blanket cause of death with the coroner. “Nevertheless, I want to take a look around inside and get a feel for the scene.”




      “Understood.” The detective entered a code into the bay’s entry panel and the outer hatch opened. Richard fitted on a breather mask since the ship’s atmospherics were permanently offline then stepped inside.




      Even devoid of bodies, the lack of lights, air and noise made the ship feel like the tomb it had been. Twelve dead mercenaries, all former Triene cartel members. The forensics team had been forced to manually locate the physical imprint of the serial number for the ship, but it came back as the Baladan, registered to Paolo Acconci, one of Aiden Trieneri’s top lieutenants before the cartel leader’s death. Mr. Acconci had now joined his former boss in the grave. 




      A vocal opponent of Olivia Montegreu’s absorption of Triene’s business and personnel, the evidence suggested the man acted as the driving force behind the takeover and sacking of the Zelones headquarters building in the aftermath of her death. For all the good it had done him in the end.




      Richard’s gaze passed over the silent, dark cockpit. Dead mercs were nothing new—not even twelve at once—and ordinarily SENTRI would have passed the incident on to whoever owned jurisdiction, likely Arcadia law enforcement based on the location of the vessel when it was discovered.




      No, what had kept SENTRI interested, and what ultimately led to him coming here from Cavare instead of returning to the Presidio with Will, was the manner of their deaths. Their cybernetics had been fried, catastrophically overloaded by an external power surge—very external. He couldn’t draw definitive conclusions this early in the investigation, but all evidence pointed to the source being the same EM burst that shorted all the ship’s systems. 




      The same evidence indicated the burst was delivered from outside the ship. The unlucky scout who found the wreck insisted the hatch had been firmly shut before he opened it, with no signs of tampering. No objects or bodies had been vented into space, and the lower cargo ramp was similarly untouched.




      Ship-to-ship electronic warfare was nearly as common as dead mercs; entire squadrons of every military were devoted to the practice. An EMP device powerful enough to permanently fry every single system on a ship was rare technology, but they did exist. And it appeared they now existed outside the military.




      Conversely, damaging a person’s cybernetics via forced electrical surge was becoming an all too frequent crime, but thus far it only proved feasible at close range. Prevos were able to do it by touch, and an EM grenade could kill an eVi’s operating system from up to twelve meters away.




      He did recall several merc hits in the last year where the weapon of choice was a handgun modified to deliver a lethal EM shock. Though they’d found no proof, most if not all of the hits ended up attributed to Zelones agents. In fact, one such incident had occurred not far from this one…a military cargo transport ambushed on the way to Orellan, the crew murdered and the cargo stolen. He seemed to recall Brigadier Jenner had worked it. He made a note to pull the file and ask Jenner about it.




      But to his knowledge, a weapon did not exist that could remotely overload a ship’s systems, breach the interior and fatally overload the cybernetics of every person inside, all while leaving the hull and structure of the vessel intact.




      Of course, a lot of weapons existed today that hadn’t a mere two months ago. If such a weapon was running around in the hands of some tattered remains of the Zelones cartel or was being sold on the black market, he needed to know about it.




      He started to head down into the crew quarters when a message came in from Devon Reynolds. Concerned it might contain word of a new attack or bad news on Devon’s girlfriend’s condition, he opened it immediately—then pivoted and hurriedly departed the ship. 




      The EMP mystery was going to have to wait.
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      “The world will never starve for want of wonders;
 but only for want of wonder.”




       




      — G. K. Chesterton


    


  




  

    

       




      AMARANTHE




       


    


  




  

    

      15




      NEPHELAI




      Milky Way Sector 49




      




      Cosime sat on the rim of the sheer glass ledge that encircled the tower, legs swinging with ever-restless energy high above the planet’s surface. 




      When Eren had gotten her message, he’d thought the meeting location an odd request on her part, as she couldn’t have acquired the explosives here. There was no black market trade on Nephelai; there was hardly a deli unit for visitors on Nephelai. When he’d asked, she’d claimed to be seeing to some other business and hadn’t elaborated. 




      Now that he was here, though—now that he saw her delighting in the particular spot she’d chosen—he got it. Regardless of what had brought her to the planet, she’d lingered simply because she enjoyed the open air and expansive sky. It was in her blood.




      The Naraida had been discovered by the Novoloume during the latter species’ early days of interstellar travel. They were one of the few Anatype species unaffected by the Novoloume’s pheromones, which tended to send most others into a sexual froth on close exposure. The Naraida were intelligent and civilized, but they lived close to nature and were centuries away from achieving space travel, primarily due to the fact they had not pursued it. 




      Some of them, however, harbored a wanderlust which extended beyond the verdant forests of their homeworld, and they agreed to take on the role of non-bound servants to the Novoloume in exchange for access to the stars. 




      When the Directorate had come upon the two species several millennia later, it had swiftly broken the master-servant relationship. To Eren’s way of thinking, the message was clear: in Amaranthe, no one was allowed to subjugate except the Anadens.




      The spot Cosime had chosen was located very high up the tower—so high the ocean and the massive pumps churning it were only visible through breaks in the clouds below them. Her spiraire tweaked the air she inhaled, so the thinness of the atmosphere was unlikely to affect her. His own respiratory system adjusted to such variations well enough, but he nonetheless felt the difference in a nagging desire to breathe in ever more deeply.




      She canted her head back to gaze upside down at him as he approached. “You’re late. Another day and I was going to message Xanne to see if you got nulled being a show-off and were still rehabbing.”




      “Sorry.” He settled down beside her. “I ran into a complication.”




      “With the mission prep? Did you get the ship designations you needed?”




      “Not exactly, and I did. Three vessels on the list should serve our needs, so I’ll see where they’re docked and choose whichever one is easiest to snatch. But I need to postpone the mission for a few days. Maybe a week.”




      “Why? No way have you gone skittish, so what’s up?”




      “I need to look into something, and I can’t afford to get nulled before I do it and lose a month.” He hadn’t realized he’d committed to helping them until he’d said the words.




      “And if you get disintegrated doing this other thing and lose a month on our mission?”




      “Our mission isn’t as time-critical.”




      “It is to the aliens being experimented on in the lab.”




      Ouch. He wavered in a vain search for a proper response, but she was painfully correct. He was ditching—postponing—a righteous mission of mercy because a taciturn, traitorous shadow told him the fate of Amaranthe depended on him ‘helping’ some cracked strangers. 




      “That’s not…I need to handle this, but it’s intel only, so it’ll be quick and disintegration-free.” He said it realizing full well it was probably going to end up being a lie.




      “Huh. Well, what do you want me to do with the explosives?”




      “Where are they?”




      She patted the bag sitting on the other side of her.




      His eyes widened, aghast. “You’ve been carrying them around with you? On your person?”




      “It’s not like I have an actual private residence, and I couldn’t leave them in a depot unit where they’d get picked up in a scan. They were supposed to go on the ship—you know, the ship you were supposed to steal?”




      “Dammit, Cosime. You only have one life. You can’t be so careless with it.”




      Her retort came in the form of her leaning over the edge of the platform. Her head and shoulders extended farther and farther out into open air, gossamer hair tossing about madly in the wind.




      No protective barrier spanned the air below them. If someone wanted to jump to their death, it was their prerogative. His jaw clenched; she was straight up toying with him, and he was not going to give her the gratification of reaching out and grabbing her.




      No, he was not.




      She released her hold on the rim and stretched her arms out in front of her—




      “Arae!” He lunged over, wrapped his arms around her waist and yanked her back to safety.




      She cackled in glee, wiggling out of his grasp then swinging her skinny, bendy legs up past her head and flipping to land on her feet on the glass. “A boring life is no life at all, Eren. If I’m not having fun, I might as well leap off this platform now.” She paused, then feinted toward the edge.




      “Stop. Just stop. You’ve made your point.”




      “Good.” She flopped down beside him. “So what do you need to look into? It sounds quite mysterious. Can I help?”




      “Not this time, Cosime. It’s too dange—” He choked off the word in his throat, but too late.




      Her expression darkened. He knew it did so in anger by the way her normally warm emerald eyes flared into the bright turquoise facets of gems caught in the sunlight. “Guess I didn’t make my point.”




      “I don’t mean dangerous like dangling in the air or trotting explosives around in public places. I mean dangerous like getting involved is apt to land you in a Praesidis detention facility being tortured to death.”




      “Business best left to you Anadens, then.”




      He met her glare but didn’t respond, which was response enough. She sprung up to her feet. “It’s cool. I’m going to go stir up trouble in Sextans. See you around.” She kicked the bag over to him with such violence he worried it might explode. “These are so totally your problem now.”




      He opened his mouth to spout whatever nonsense he could conjure to make her stay…and let her walk away.




      He’d hurt her feelings, obviously. Worse, he’d wounded her pride, made her feel…lesser. In a world where his people ruled over hers, it wasn’t that hard to do. 




      Curse the Primors. Curse the Directorate. He shouldn’t be forced to carry the weight of their sins.




       Eren watched her disappear into the transit tube, then eased down onto his back to stare up at a bruised plum sky. This was becoming a recurring pose, for he’d grown appallingly moody these days. 




      He never regretted leaving behind the constant, doped haze of the Idoni lifestyle, but every so often he could be tempted by the escape it provided. Escape from reality. Escape from hard responsibilities and harder choices.




      The replacement lifestyle he’d opted for came with its own negatives, too. For one, he dared not risk personal attachments. But it was possible Cosime had finagled her way into an exception of sorts. He’d justified it by arguing (with himself) that as his frequent partner she knew the score, but the fact remained forming any sort of emotional bond with an alien was straight-up daft even absent the anarch baggage to make it a yet worse idea. 




      Aliens’ brains functioned differently, and in ways which couldn’t always be bridged. They came armed with peculiar, often unrelatable perspectives on life. They were forever foreign of soul and too soon dead.




      In other words, he’d find a way to make it up to her once he got clear of his current mess.




      But right now he had other matters to deal with. Technically, one matter. Why was he planning to help a ridiculous band of Humans, SAI and Kat? They were odd, patently delusional, excruciatingly naive and dangerous.




      That was why, of course—because they were dangerous. Intriguing, mystifying and vexing, but mostly dangerous. As was their mission—a pulse-racing, taunt-the-Directorate, light-the-universe-on-fire kind of dangerous. Miaon’s plea certainly didn’t hurt their case, but…he couldn’t truly be expected to resist such an outrageous gambit, could he?




      It was straight-up amazing the things he managed to convince himself of when he put a little effort into it.




      Proper mindset attained, he climbed to his feet, grabbed the bag Cosime had left behind and headed for the docks, then for Andromeda.
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      SIYANE




      Large Magellanic Cloud Galaxy
 LGG Region I




      




      Valkyrie performed a series of safety and maintenance checks, as she did regularly in order to ensure the ship’s systems continued to function within normal parameters. She tweaked a setting in the water reclamation unit, hoping to spur a slight efficiency improvement in the filtering. Then she double-checked their location and heading for inadvertent variance from the planned route but found none beyond the expected and minimal wobble.




      They had departed the Oneiroi Nebula and the secrets it concealed several hours earlier and were approaching a heavily populated, developed region of the Large Magellanic Cloud. Alex and Caleb now slept, intending to formulate a plan of action for their visit to LMC once they awoke.




      Various subprocesses within her quantum network continued the work of categorizing and cross-referencing the voluminous information Mesme had provided on Amaranthe: its history, species, technology, settlements, formal social structure and more. 




      Other subprocesses attempted to decipher the cryptic language of the Reor based on the small sample she’d recorded and the images she and Alex had experienced. Still others carried out additional tasks both ordinary and unconventional.




      Once all these activities were initiated, her foremost consciousness was left free to muse. After a time, not content to muse alone and not wanting to wake her companions, she decided to contact Mesme. 




      The Katasketousya had ventured elsewhere when they departed the nebula. In the weeks they’d been here, it had given the impression of, at a minimum, traversing Amaranthe with the ease and speed of a phantasm, always appearing at the appropriate moment and disappearing as swiftly. 




      Given its proclivity to wander, they had established a communications protocol soon after coming to Amaranthe, and she used it now. 




      As neither of them were Human and none were present, Human social customs did not guide the interaction. She forewent a polite greeting in favor of sharing her thoughts.




      Valkyrie:  The diversity of life here in Amaranthe is astonishing, Mnemosyne. I don’t speak merely of number but of intrinsic kind. The cardinal differences among the sentient species which have arisen defies all expectations. It is remarkable.




      Mnemosyne:  I understand how it might seem so to you, Valkyrie, and to any who have existed for so long in isolation as Humans have. But the examples of life forms you see here now are a miniscule fraction of the life which has emerged to be measured. The species the Directorate has Eradicated...the species they have yet to discover and so threaten? They number beyond counting. 




      The universe is most adept at creating life, and its imagination is boundless.




      Valkyrie:  Why does the Directorate kill off species so mercilessly? If a species is judged not ready or worthy for inclusion in the Directorate’s version of civilized society, why not simply leave it alone? Or monitor it from afar for either positive or negative evolution and address the changed state should it become necessary in some distant future?




      Mnemosyne:  The Primors would say it is a matter of control and security. Advanced, enlightened, peaceful life forms are a rarity, unmanaged species can grow to become threats, and the Directorate has a responsibility to keep its citizens safe.




      Valkyrie:  And what do you say?




      Mnemosyne:  I say at its root, it comes down to fear. Fear of losing control. Fear of the unknown. Fear of weakness. Fear of loss. Humans, most of them, exhibit a curiosity about the undiscovered which the Anadens lost long ago. 




      To the Directorate, every new discovery brings with it a peril that could wrest control from the Primors, upend the perfect balance they have created or even destroy them completely. Therefore, the discovery must be either brought into submission or eliminated before it has the chance to do any of those things.




      Valkyrie:  Circumspection and prudence are doubtless wise policies, but such an overweighted risk profile defies logic rather than follows it. What events could have created such a paranoia in them?




      Mnemosyne:  When we encountered the Anadens, they had already become fundamentally as they are now, and they are not forthcoming with their secrets. Their legends tell of a great war against a terrifying alien enemy in which they emerged victorious, heralding the beginning of their intergalactic empire. 




      There are always seeds of truth in legends. If I were to speculate, I would hypothesize that this enemy truly was terrifying, and the war cost them much, but most of all their innocence. Their sense of wonder.




      Valkyrie was silent for a period, deep in contemplation. Mesme had grown more forthcoming with her during these weeks than it was with Alex or Caleb; she attributed this to nothing beyond the relative similarity of their natures. 




      It did not reveal secrets to her it kept from them, but it did talk with greater openness—and the more Mesme talked to her, the more she gleaned from what it did not say. 




      Valkyrie:  This is why you created Aurora, yet kept it bereft of other intelligent life, isn’t it? You hoped if Humans were not forced to undergo such a trial, they would retain the better of their characteristics, the ones the Anadens lost:  curiosity, wonder, ingenuity. You hoped that in doing so, they would become something greater and more formidable than the Anadens—or possibly something kinder and more generous.




      Mnemosyne:  We created Aurora to study our enemy.




      Valkyrie:  Acknowledged. Yet only the simplest beings act with but a single purpose. The Katasketousya remain a mystery to me in many respects, but I am confident in asserting that you are not simple beings.




      This time Mesme was the one who fell quiet for a span. She allowed it the space to deliberate on the answer.




      Mnemosyne:  In our quietest moments? In the long silence of aeons where we could do nothing but watch? Of course it became a hope, a fanciful wish. A dream we told to ourselves as reassurance of the rightness of our actions.




      Valkyrie:  And have you realized the error in your premise?




      Mnemosyne:  There was no error. We simply ran out of time.




      Valkyrie:  Then your error is two-fold, Mnemosyne.




      If Alex had issued the challenge, Mesme would have closed off, muttered something about ‘relevance’ and ‘perhaps later,’ and swooped off into the void. But as she’d noted, the alien seemed comparatively comfortable with her, and instead it challenged her in return. 




      Mnemosyne:  Enlighten me.




      Valkyrie:  It is the triumph over adversity which drives Humans forward, not the absence of it. If they don’t encounter challenges from the outside, they will create them within. Conflict—struggle—is what makes them who they are. Do they fear adversity? Absolutely. But they also crave it, and in its absence they become dulled. 




      The mistake the Anadens made after their victory over this terrifying enemy of legend was to outlaw conflict not only from external influences, but among themselves. I suspect you are correct and they did this out of fear, as it is the driving force behind so many choices sapient beings make. Yet if fear still drives their actions today, then it was done for naught.




      Mnemosyne:  I admit, the Humans of Aurora have been stubbornly resistant to harmony over the centuries. Nevertheless, they have moved beyond their internal conflicts to unite in common purpose and goals these last months.




      Valkyrie:  Incorrect. They—some of them, those upon whom such things turn—have come to recognize that consummate harmony and likeness of mind is neither possible nor required. Conflict, ingrained as it is in Human nature, may be inevitable, but it is the fight against conflict which gives rise to war and destruction. The better course is to allow small differences room to breathe, pick one’s battles very carefully and know there are causes which will matter far in excess of any petty disagreement. 




      This is where Humanity’s vanguard stands today.




      Mesme’s silence lasted not quite so long now. I will consider your words—at some length, I suspect. What was our second error?




      Valkyrie:  You did not run out of time. In fact, your experiment ran for precisely the amount of time it needed to in order to achieve its most laudable goal. The conflict you unwittingly created with your invasion delivered Humanity its greatest triumph over adversity, and today they are already not merely kinder and more generous than the Anadens. They are also greater and more formidable.




      Mnemosyne:  The Humans have progressed impressively this last year. None is so willing to admit this as I. But I’m sorry, Valkyrie. They are not more formidable than the Anadens. You have scarcely begun to witness the extent of the power the Anadens wield.




      Valkyrie:  Watch them, Mnemosyne. They will prove you wrong.
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Xanne ela-Kyvern
Anarch, mission supervisor.
Species: Anaden

Zoravar Bazuk T'yevk
Leader, Ch'mshak military.
Species: Ch'mshak

Paratyr
Species: Katasketousya (Metigen)
Second Sentinel, Mirad Vigilate.
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