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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.
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PART I:




 




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.




[image: AR]




“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?”
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