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  THE STORY SO FAR




  




  For a brief summary of the events of AMARANTHE #1-13, see the Appendix in the back of the book.




  CONTINUUM




  Fourteen years have passed since the events of REQUIEM.




  Nika Kirumase joins Alex and Caleb for dinner at their home on Akeso. They share the story of how humanity ended up in Amaranthe and fill her in on Concord, the multi-species government that has taken the place of the deposed Anaden Directorate.




  Marlee Marano, Caleb’s niece, is on the planet Savrak as part of her work for the Concord Consulate. The Savrakaths are a lizard-evolved species that originated in the Mosaic. Marlee discovers they are enslaving and mistreating the Godjans, a species they share Savrak with. While helping a Godjan girl, Vaihe, escape imminent torture, Marlee is arrested by local authorities. David Solovy and Caleb both arrive to come to her aid, and they are able to secure her release.




  Elsewhere on Savrak, Eren asi-Idoni and his team (Cosime, Felzeor, Drae) surveil a Savrakath lab on behalf of Concord Intelligence (CINT). The team infiltrates the lab and acquires evidence the Savrakaths are secretly developing antimatter weapons.




  Miriam Solovy, Concord’s military leader, receives a visit from Lakhes. The Kat conveys its opinion of the Asterions and a warning regarding the Rasu. Lakhes then returns home, where it confronts Mesme about the secrets it has been keeping regarding the Asterions.




  Alex takes Nika to Concord HQ to meet humanity’s power players in Concord: her mother and father, Malcolm Jenner, Mia Requelme and Richard Navick. Nika fills them in on the Asterion’s experiences with the Rasu (see the summary of Asterion Noir in the Appendix).




  Nika returns home to Mirai, and Dashiel Ridani introduces her to the Omoikane Initiative, a massive project spearheaded by the other Advisors to accelerate technology, warfare and logistical plans to combat the Rasu. She learns about the Vault, a project to store the psyche backups of all Asterions in a fortified spaceship, where they can be spirited away in the event of a Rasu invasion.




  On Machimis, Casmir elasson-Machim struggles to exert authority over the other Machim elassons. Torval elasson-Machim learns about the Savrakaths’ antimatter development and, believing Concord is not doing enough to address it, decides to take matters into his own hands.




  Alex, Caleb and Valkyrie travel to NGC 55, believed to be the closest Rasu-controlled galaxy to Concord space. They discover millions of Rasu vessels and platforms in thousands of star systems throughout the galaxy, as well as a Rasu artificial ring orbiting the galactic core.




  Nika, Dashiel and Lance Palmer attend a formal meeting with Concord leaders to review what they know about the Rasu’s reach, their intentions, and ways to counter them. Conventional weapons have proved ineffective, and they discuss the use of negative energy, nuclear and antimatter weapons, as well as even more exotic weaponry. Nika fills the others in on the Rasu’s unique consciousness and their paranoid, controlling nature.




  Miriam promises the Asterions military and scientific cooperation, information sharing and a steady supply of Reor/kyoseil, but stops short of providing them with adiamene. Alex asks Kennedy to secretly give the formula for adiamene to the Asterions. Kennedy and Noah decide if they can do so in such a way that protects their family, they will.




  Vaihe unexpectedly contacts Marlee. She’s escaped capture but is alone in the Savrak wilderness. Marlee hacks a Caeles Prism to open at Vaihe’s location and gets her off Savrak. She takes Vaihe to meet Mia, and the Godjan relays the full extent of the Savrakaths’ mistreatment of her people. Marlee demands Mia do something to help the Godjans.




  On Mirai, Adlai Weiss discovers his personal account has been hacked and his bank accounts emptied. When he goes home, he is attacked and knocked unconscious. He wakes up in an unknown location, strung up in a rack and being held captive by a strange man.




  Perrin is determined to find Adlai. She breaks into the Justice server to find out what Justice knows about Adlai’s kidnapping. She and Parc Eshett review the data and discover Justice has a suspect named Ian Sevulch, but he has an alibi. Parc reveals that some Asterions have begun transforming themselves into “Plexes,” where a single consciousness occupies multiple physical bodies simultaneously. He believes Sevulch could be a Plex, and they decide to surveil the man.




  Perrin tails Sevulch to an abandoned shop, where she discovers Adlai tied up in the basement. She shoots Sevulch in the head and rescues Adlai. She then keeps vigil at Adlai’s side while he recovers from his torture. Parc stops by, and Perrin reveals she’s figured out that he’s a Plex. He asks her to keep his secret, and she agrees.




  Nika takes Maris Debray to visit their original homeworld, Asterion Prime, in the Milky Way. Maris tells Nika about the early days of the SAI Rebellion and about Nika’s family, including her brother, Loshi, who was killed during the rebellion.




  Eren’s team receives authorization to destroy the Savrakath antimatter lab. However, while they’re placing explosives around the lab, Torval arrives in his Imperium and blasts the facility, killing Drae and Cosime.




  Eren takes Cosime’s body to Alex and Caleb on Akeso and demands that they bring her back to life, much as Akeso did for Caleb fourteen years earlier. Caleb tries to explain how it’s beyond Akeso’s ability to renew life in someone the planet hasn’t previously bonded with. When a hysterical Eren insists, Caleb tries to open a connection to Cosime, only to be overwhelmed by darkness and death. Eren realizes Cosime is truly gone; he asks Alex and Caleb to take care of her for him and flees.




  Miriam arrests Torval for disobeying orders and the murder of Concord personnel, then tells Casmir to bring the other Machim elassons in line. Miriam and Mia deliver an ultimatum to the Savrakaths, terminating their negotiations for a Concord alliance, demanding they cease all antimatter production and offering asylum to all Godjans.




  Alex and Caleb attend Cosime’s funeral. Eren is absent, and no one knows where he’s gone. Caleb decides to try to find Eren and enlists Felzeor’s help to do so. Meanwhile, Eren travels to an underworld Anaden planet, Lethe, to acquire a dangerous black-market hypnol that will suppress his emotions and increase his reflexes. He takes the first dose, then begins planning his revenge for Cosime’s death.




  In a skirmish between Savrakath ships and Casmir’s fleet, the Savrakaths deploy antimatter weapons to decimate the Machim ships. In response, Miriam issues a “red-flag” order, terminating all Concord relations with the Savrakaths and forbidding them from entering Concord territory.




  Dashiel receives files from an anonymous source containing the details for adiamene production, and he begins making plans for its manufacture.




  The Concord Senate approves a formal alliance with the Asterion Dominion, over the vehement objections of the Anaden senator, Ferdinand elasson-Kyvern.




  During the Asterion’s battle against the Rasu in the Gennisi galaxy, an Asterion pilot, Kiernan Phillips, and a Taiyok, Toshke’phien, were pulled into a Rasu wormhole and spit out to crash land on an unknown planet. The planet is being subjected to a quantum block, meaning they can’t call home for rescue. They’ve survived until now by staying out of sight of Rasu currently roving the planet, which appears to have been home to a primitive species until recently. The Rasu discover the wreck of Kiernan’s ship, however, and take it apart for information.




  Despondent over what the Rasu might learn, Kiernan and Toshke return to Toshke’s ship ahead of the Rasu and burn it. They then seek refuge in the woods for the night; the next morning they spot a non-Rasu ship overhead, and race to meet up with it.




  In a distant galaxy, Danilo Nisi/Corradeo Praesidis and his granddaughter, Nyx elasson-Praesidis, visit an advanced alien species Danilo previously encountered, the Ourankeli. On arriving, they find the Ourankeli’s habitats destroyed, including a solar halo ring, and the Ourankeli massacred. Next, they travel to the home system of the Hoan, the primitive species that sheltered Danilo after his son tried to murder him. They discover Rasu ships in orbit and a quantum block surrounding the planet. They descend to the surface, where they find villages of Hoan massacred. Danilo is lamenting their fate when Kiernan and Toshke rush out of the woods to meet them. After a tense encounter, Kiernan insists that they all leave immediately, before the Rasu discover them, and Danilo agrees.




  Malcolm leads a special forces squad on a stealth raid of the Godjan prison on Savrak. They are able to rescue the imprisoned Godjans, but as the last of the captives are freed, Savrakath forces attack. Malcolm is caught in an explosion and loses consciousness.




  Marlee accompanies Mia to Mirai. Shortly after they arrive, word reaches Lance of Kiernan’s rescue, and of the fact that some Rasu may now know the location of Namino, where Kiernan’s ship was based. The Asterions begin preparations for the possibility of a Rasu attack, and Mia and Marlee go with Lance to DAF Command on Namino. There, Marlee meets Grant Mesahle and convinces him to take her into the city for a tour.




  Caleb and Felzeor track Eren to Lethe, but Eren has already departed. Caleb searches the hotel room Eren had rented, finds evidence of the hypnol Eren had procured, and deduces what Eren is planning.




  At Concord HQ, Eren breaks Torval out of detention and imprisons him in the cargo hold of Eren’s ship. Caleb and Felzeor reach Concord HQ minutes after Eren has absconded with Torval. They confer with Richard until he’s called away by Miriam, then decide to go drop in on Marlee.




  Rasu arrive in the Namino stellar system, and Lance deploys his fleet. Miriam orders the AEGIS, Machim, Novoloume and Khokteh fleets to Namino and accompanies them in the Stalwart II.




  On learning of the impending battle, Ferdinand elasson-Kyvern conspires with other Anaden elassons to subvert the new alliance. He kidnaps Casmir before the man can report to Namino with his fleet.




  The Asterion fleet engages the Rasu. Concord forces arrives at Namino and join the battle, but the Machim fleet is a no-show. Mia reaches out to Ferdinand, who threatens an all-out rebellion against Concord. The battle is nevertheless turning the Asterions’ and Concord’s way when massive Rasu reinforcements arrive. Miriam appeals to Lakhes for the Kats to join the battle, but Lakhes declines.




  Alex arrives at Namino to find the battle going badly for the good guys. After checking in with Miriam, she leaves the Siyane in Valkyrie’s hands and goes to the Initiative to warn Nika that they’re about to lose Namino. Nika and Dashiel decide they need to get the Vault to a safe location, and they’re debating where and how when Mesme shows up and offers to safeguard the Vault. Nika is skeptical, but Mesme’s pleas and Alex’s promise that she trusts Mesme convinces Nika to agree to it.




  A Rasu leviathan attacks the Stalwart II. When it can’t do any damage, it changes shape and surrounds the Stalwart II, enclosing it entirely. Rasu then melt and infiltrate the ship via tiny seams in the hull; once inside, they solidify and attack ship personnel. When the Rasu are about to reach the bridge, Miriam activates the ship’s self-destruct mechanism.




  Valkyrie shows Alex what happened to the Stalwart II. Alex tells Nika that whatever she’s going to do to rescue the people still on Namino, she needs to do it now, then opens a wormhole and vanishes.




  Nika prepares to go to Namino and fight the Rasu invaders. Joaquim Lacese arrives at the Initiative, eager to join her. Joaquim leads the way through the d-gate to Namino; just as Nika is stepping through, the d-gate shuts down, as does every d-gate leading to Namino.




  Caleb learns that Marlee has gone with Mia to the Dominion. He sends a furious message to Mia, demanding that she get Marlee out of the warzone immediately. Mia insists that she’s trying (unsuccessfully) to get Marlee to leave, and Caleb tells her to open a wormhole to her office and he’ll personally come retrieve Marlee.




  Marlee gets separated from Grant and begins trying to get pedestrians into the DAF Command basement as Rasu land in the city and go on the attack. Caleb arrives at Mia’s office, and Mia opens a wormhole, joining him just as Rasu reach DAF Command and attack Marlee. Caleb is rushing through the wormhole to rescue her when it shuts down, denying him access to Namino. When Mia is unable to reopen it, Caleb announces he is going to get his niece and walks out.
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  PART I
THE UPSIDE DOWN




   




  CONCORD




  1




  




  CONCORD HQ




  Command
Milky Way Galaxy




  Alex Solovy stumbled through the wormhole from Mirai and straight into her father’s arms. Warmth and strength enveloped her in a loving cocoon, and for a fleeting moment she was a little girl again, trusting in her father to make the world right and safe. “Dad….”




  “I know, milaya. It’s going to be okay. She’s going to be okay.” His voice shook, a reminder that he was just a man. A good man, but not an omnipotent one.




  There had been a time in Alex’s adolescence when she’d wished with all her young heart that this was the way events had gone—wished he’d been the one comforting her over her mother’s heroic death in the First Crux War instead of the other way around. Now, she couldn’t conceive of ever having entertained such a fantasy. Yet she’d never felt more grateful that her father once again lived and breathed in this world.




  “I saw it happen, Dad. The Rasu…they swallowed the Stalwart II whole.”




  “And then infiltrated the ship. Your mother made the right decision. The only decision a true leader could make to shield us from the enemy. She’s a hero, and in a couple of days, we’ll be able to tell her so.”




  “But what if there’s a problem with the regenesis—”




  “No ‘buts’—not today. We need to have a little faith is all.” He offered her a weak, fragile smile. Without any forewarning of her arrival, he hadn’t cleaned himself up, and his blotchy cheeks glistened from wiped-away tears. “How did you get past the wormhole block on HQ? Never mind, you don’t have to answer that question. I’m glad you did.” His gaze darted toward the door behind her. “But I’m afraid we have a more immediate problem than the Rasu to contend with.”




  As if on cue, the distant, muffled sounds of…weapons fire?…echoed from beyond the door. She stepped out of his embrace, wiping her own tears off her cheeks as she frowned in confusion and growing dread. “What’s going on out there?”




  “Anaden forces, we believe led by Senator Ferdinand, are trying to take control of Command. Trying to take control of all of HQ, I suspect.”




  “Because they know Mom is…?” She couldn’t utter the word; to say it aloud would give it the weight of truth.




  “No, I doubt they’ve gotten the news yet, and the trouble started before….” His voice trailed off; he couldn’t say it either. “They’re trying to effect a coup because they’re petty tyrant svilochnaya who can’t be bothered to learn how to play well with others.” He squeezed her hand, his grip strong and reassuring, then went around behind her mother’s desk and called up a screen. It showed the security cam feed from the Command atrium and the branching hallways leading to offices, meeting rooms, servers and equipment storage.




  Red warning lights flashed throughout the area, and blast doors had engaged to block off all external points of entry. “I came to the office as soon as I caught wind that there might be trouble, and I was able to activate the priority defenses before any attackers reached the Command wing. We, and the critical data stored here, should be safe for now.”




  He pulled up a new screen from the control panel, deftly punched in a series of commands and opened a comm channel. “Bastian, I’ve unlocked all the human world-facing Caeles Prisms. Get your Marines onto HQ pronto.”




  “Acknowledged. The first teams will arrive in eighty seconds.”




  Alex frowned anew as she worked to piece together exactly what was happening here. Her head spun to the point of vertigo. Events were spiraling out of control around her, and she felt as if she were drowning beneath a malevolent hurricane.




  Valkyrie, I could use some help. I need to be present in the here and now so I can help my dad and safeguard Mom’s work, but I’m really struggling. Do what you can to shut down this panic, these ricocheting emotions, and help me focus. Just for a little while.




  Of course. Try to concentrate on what you need to do, and I will ensure it gets easier to do so over the next few minutes.




  Thank you. “Why are you talking to Field Marshal Bastian about bringing in Marines? Where’s Malcolm?”




  “I don’t know. Off the grid.”




  ‘Off the grid’? What did that even mean? Valkyrie? Tell me the Rasu did not get him as well.




  Meno does not have much in the way of further information. Malcolm was not present at Namino, however; he was instead leading a raid on Savrak and has not yet reported in.




  I’m sure he’s fine. He always is.




  David reached under the desk, and his hand reemerged gripping a military-issue Daemon. He already had his own weapon holstered on his belt, so he tossed it to her. “In case they get through.”




  She instinctively checked the weapon over, letting muscle memory step her hands through the safety protocols Caleb had long ago drilled into her. Then she hung it off her belt and flicked her wrist in front of her. A lash of shimmering white electricity whipped out from her bracelet, crackling the air before it dissipated away.




  David arched an eyebrow. “Let’s hope they don’t get that close.”




  She studied the door, a wave of redirected anger flooding her veins with adrenaline. “I kind of hope they do. If the Machim fleet had shown up at Namino like Mom ordered it to…” her throat constricted, and she had to force the words past it “…everything might be different now.”




  He came up beside her and touched her shoulder. “We can’t look backward. We have to focus on what we can do now to protect Concord and its people.”




  “Right.” Always the champion, even when it must be so damn hard for him. She checked the atrium visual. “Do you think they’ll be able to break through the defenses?”




  “Not unless they get control of Vigil security systems and deactivate them remotely.”




  “Well, are they going to get control?”




  He shook his head. “Richard won’t let them.”




  “Richard and what army?”




  [image: Divider]




  Caleb Marano rushed out of the Consulate wing in the direction of the central transport station, his mind focused on formulating a plan to rescue Marlee from the Rasu to the exclusion of all else.




  Assuming Namino still resided on this physical plane of existence, he needed a ship to reach it. Or…he glanced to his right, toward the wide hallway leading to the Caeles Prism Hub. If Mirai remained reachable, he could walk through a wormhole and be there in seconds, then find whatever crazy Asterions were planning to storm Namino and join up with them.




  But taking that course of action would leave Marlee’s fate largely dependent on the mercy of strangers. Not his first choice. So a ship, then. Puddle Jumper didn’t have a Caeles Prism installed, and besides, it was little more than a glorified shuttle and would instantly get torn to shreds if it wandered within a parsec of warfare. On the other hand, he needed to run by the house and grab the archine blade Nika had given him as well as some other gear, and from there he could use Akeso’s Caeles Prism to get reasonably close to Namino. Did he dare risk it with Puddle Jumper?




  He didn’t even consider trying to take the Siyane. Alex was off fighting Rasu with it and—he stopped cold in the middle of the hallway. Alex. Was she safe? In his head, she chided him about how that was never the pertinent question to ask. But the battle had obviously gone badly, and he hadn’t heard from her in several hours.




  A squad of Marines jogged past him toward the Consulate offices wearing full combat gear. Not Vigil officers, but AEGIS military personnel. What the hell was going on?




  But he couldn’t get involved. Whatever the problem was, the Marines could surely handle it. He set off again.




  He needed to tell Isabela what had happened to Marlee before he left for Namino, though he had no idea how he was going to manage to get the words out.




  Laser fire streaked across the open space of the atrium ahead, and without consciously deciding to do it, he ducked behind a pillar and drew his Daemon. Seriously, what the hell?




  Six Vigil officers, all Anadens, advanced through the atrium with their weapons drawn, heading toward the section of the station that led to Command. More laser fire erupted from an obscured hallway on the other side, and the Vigil officers scurried for cover. All except one, who took a direct hit in the chest; his shield depleted, blood and tissue exploded out from the exit wound in the man’s spine as he crumpled to the floor.




  Disparate events over the last hour that Caleb had noted then ignored sprang into his mind. Richard’s sudden troubled demeanor as he sprinted out of Detention after receiving a message. An overheard curse on the levtram about the Machim fleet not showing up at Namino. The Consulate receptionist saying Mia had requested new security measures—the Marines? Now Vigil officers were opening fire in the middle of HQ, and they weren’t the only ones.




  Coup.




  He crept along the curving atrium wall, keeping out of the line of sight of the Vigil officers as he advanced on their left flank.




  Four combat drones buzzed out of the opposite hallway and opened fire on the Anadens. Two of them went down in the initial volley before one of the others tossed an electricity grenade into the fray. Ozone sizzled in the air as the drones shorted out and dropped to the floor.




  In the fleeting chaos the exchange created, Caleb flattened against the next pillar, then swung out, sighted down on the closest Vigil officer and pressed the trigger on his Daemon. A body fell—




  —pain ripped through his skull, and he staggered back into the wall. His legs weakened, struggling to hold him upright. Had he been shot? He felt blindly around his head, but his hands came back bloodless even as jagged bolts of agony stabbed at his eyeballs from the inside.




  All does not want this stop no death no blood




  The wail of sorrow engulfing him drowned out the cacophony of continuing weapons fire. This was the first time in fourteen years that he’d killed someone. He tried to tell himself that since it was an Anaden, it didn’t count. Didn’t matter. But Akeso didn’t recognize the difference.




  The pungent odor of blood and gore reached his nostrils, and he doubled over and vomited up the lunch he and Felzeor had eaten earlier.




  Stop no more




  Dammit, Akeso, people are in danger. I have to protect them, don’t I?




  The wail diminished to background noise, and he fought to regain the concentration required for him to assess the situation. The final attacker was now on the ground, presumably taken out by whoever was defending the hallway leading to Command.




  He stepped into the atrium, hands in the air, and stumbled past several bodies to reach the opposite wing.




  “Caleb!” Someone grabbed his arm and dragged him into an open doorway as an explosion behind him rattled the walls. “There are more attackers incoming. Stay in cover.”




  He blinked and looked over to find Richard Navick motioning four men—CINT agents he thought, all human—out into the atrium. “Richard? What the hell is happening here?”




  “Senator Ferdinand is leading a coup to take control of Concord agencies. David and Alex are holding Command from Miriam’s office for the time being, but the automated defenses won’t last for long if the attackers assault Command in force.”




  His heart seized up for the second time in this eternal hour. Please, don’t take anyone else from me today. “What is Alex doing in Command? She’s supposed to be on the Siyane at Namino.”




  Richard looked up from an aural he’d instantiated to stare at Caleb strangely. “You don’t know?”




  “Know what?”




  “Miriam blew up the Stalwart II to prevent the Rasu from capturing it.”




  “Miriam’s dead?”




  A new volley of weapons fire erupted from the atrium, and Richard peered out, Daemon raised. “Hopefully just for the moment.”




  Fuck.




  Alex, are you okay?




  You mean am I hurt? Physically injured? No, I’m not. But I am so damn far from okay. Where are you?




  About a hundred meters from you. I found Richard.




  Good. Keep those bastards out of here.




  Caleb inhaled through his nostrils and grimaced past the resurgent shooting pain in his head. He could give her the protection and time she needed. He must, or else he was nothing. “What’s the plan?”




  “The plan—” Richard ducked back inside as arcing laser fire raced past “—is to reach a more defensible position and hold Command until a Marine regiment from AEGIS arrives, at which point we will clear the entire station of insurgents. Arrest them, detain them, interrogate them, and learn where Ferdinand has holed up to oversee his little coup attempt, then repeat the process with Ferdinand and his cronies.”




  “Can we?”




  “Can we what?”




  “Hold Command until the Marines arrive?”




  “Right now, the blast doors are engaged, so even if we go down, they can’t get inside.”




  “Those doors can be overridden by Vigil Security. Ferdinand’s an idiot, but if the Machim officer orchestrating this attack has any operational sense, Security will have been the first place they targeted.”




  “Oh, it was. Loyal Vigil officers—non-Anaden officers—have held it so far, and I’ve ordered the first two Marine squads to reinforce them. This means it’s just us, a couple of CINT agents who happened to be in the area, and those blast doors safeguarding Command for now.”




  “We’ll be enough. What about the CINT offices?”




  The muscles around Richard’s mouth twitched and tensed. “Will’s locked the suite down and is barricaded inside with the rest of the agents on site.”




  A flare of sympathy cut through the turmoil of his own selfish ruminations. “Will’s not a soldier.”




  “Today he is. But CINT should be a low-priority target for the attackers, so…he’ll be safe there.”




  “I’m sure you’re right.” Caleb pressed his fingertips to his temples as jolts of pain ricocheted between them at the mere thought of the necessary violence that now lay ahead of him. His eyes watered, and his vision swam.




  “Caleb? Are you okay?”




  I am so damn far from okay. “I’ll be fine. Pull your men back to us, and let’s retreat to the security checkpoint outside the entrance to Command. That’s our defensible position.”




  2




  




  CONCORD HQ




  Command




  The floor shook from a thunderous explosion centered somewhere beyond the blast doors, but being blast doors, they held firm.




  Alex watched her father as he cycled through a roulette of cams located throughout HQ. Abruptly he gave her a thumbs-up sign. “The cavalry’s arrived. About damn time.”




  She moved back to her mother’s desk in time to see a torrent of AEGIS Marines pour out of the Caeles Prism Hub and fan out across HQ. Two squads rematerialized on the Vigil Security cam thirty seconds later; another moved into CINT and one into the Consulate.




  Impatience bled out of her to manifest in dancing fingers and tapping feet as another explosion shook the blast doors. The mutineers wanted to take Command, and they wanted it badly.




  Finally, three full Marine squads swept into the Command wing to roll through the Anaden attackers with some good, old-fashioned hand-to-hand combat. In a few short minutes, all weapons fire had ceased, and an AEGIS officer she didn’t recognize began issuing orders and overseeing the restraining of their new prisoners.




  All the righteous urgency that had been driving her forward abandoned her in a rush of dumped adrenaline, and she sank shakily against the edge of her mother’s desk. “Is it over?”




  “For now, it looks like.” David came around and draped an arm over her shoulder. “Sorry we didn’t get to shoot anyone.”




  “Me, too. I could’ve used the catharsis.”




  “I know the feeling, milaya.” He motioned toward the doors to the office. “They’ll be opening in a minute, but it’s the good guys.”




  On one of the cams, the blast doors slid open, and some very welcome faces arrived to hurry inside.




  She kept the Daemon flush at her hip as she adjusted her posture and tried to project a calm and competent mien, as if everything about her life wasn’t crashing down around her.




  A few seconds later the office door slid open, and Richard led a small team of Marines inside. Her father clapped Richard’s shoulder, and they began murmuring emphatically to one another as four Marines took up guard positions just outside the door.




  She peered past them. Where was….




  Caleb strode into the atrium, Daemon raised, scanning every corner for threats—until he saw her. A relieved smile broke upon features that even from this distance looked strained and worn.




  She brushed past Richard and her father to meet him halfway across the open space. He wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight against him. “You’re safe now, baby.”




  She pressed her face into his warm neck…hot, actually, almost as if he burned with a fever. She kissed his ear and leaned back in his embrace, only to be stunned by what she saw. His eyes were bloodshot, his skin sweaty and his jaw locked tight, and what might be a permanent crease had etched itself deeply into his forehead.




  She brought a hand to his cheek. “What’s wrong? I mean, besides everything?”




  His throat worked laboriously. “Marlee was on Namino when the Rasu invaded. She’s hurt.”




  “What?” She stepped out of his grasp, extended her arm and started gathering energy in the miniature Caeles Prism on her wrist. “Where is she? I’ll open a wormhole right now—”




  His hand moved to rest atop her wrist. “You can’t. The wormholes to Namino have all stopped working. She’s trapped there.” His eyes squeezed shut tight. “And I don’t know if….”




  “Oh, no. I’m so sorry, priyazn.” She drew him back into her arms, and he didn’t fight her. Dammit, how much were they going to lose today?




  This wasn’t how the battle was supposed to have gone. They wielded indestructible warships that could leap across galaxies and rain weapons of immense power down upon their enemy. They were supposed to have won the day and celebrated a victorious night away.




  “We’ll talk to Nika, okay? We’ll find out what the situation is on the ground there and see what she can do to help Marlee.”




  He nodded quickly. “It’s a good idea. They must have rescue plans for those trapped in the invasion. Right?”
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  NAMINO




  DAF Command
Gennisi Galaxy




  Grant Mesahle rushed into the operational control room on the top floor of DAF Command and ran to the windows just in time to see a bipedal Rasu swat the Human girl and an Asterion man aside like flies as it barreled down the street. Marlee hurtled through the air and slammed into the sidewalk, while the man landed atop a wrought-iron fence, impaled.




  Closer to the building, a rippling oval cutting into the fabric of the air flickered and vanished.




  Behind him, a panicked clamor broke out.




  He breathed in until his chest filled with oxygen, then turned around to see that the d-gate to the Mirai One Pavilion had gone silent, leaving an anxious throng of people confused and desperate as they tried to escape the invasion. Two technicians fussed over the control station to no avail. Grant checked his messages; there had been no announcement from the Omoikane Initiative that the Firewall Protocol was being activated, so this meant the d-gate outage was a technical problem.




  He started to go over to the control station, confident he could help—but stopped, thinking of how the wormhole by the entrance had just vanished. He sent pings to Nika, Dashiel and Maris, but wasn’t surprised when they all bounced.




  Only a few things could cause all three events to occur at the same time, and they all involved blocking quantum signals.




  He cleared his throat above the clamor. “The d-gate system is down, and it’s likely not coming back up in the near future. Everyone needs to get to the basement, okay? It will provide you some protection. Head to the lift behind the lobby and take it below.”




  Confused exclamations continued unabated.




  “Hey! Get down to the basement before the Rasu tear through this building and you! Now!”




  A shocked silence fell—then everyone was running out the door.




  Everyone, that was, except Joaquim Lacese and Ava Zobel.




  The former NOIR mission leader threw his hands in the air. “What the hells is going on? Nika was right behind us.”




  “It’s just a guess, but I suspect the Rasu are blocking quantum manipulation here. It’s the same thing they did on the planet where one of our pilots crashed after the Rasu stronghold battle.”




  “What?”




  “It’s not important right now. I’m glad you two are here. We need to head outside and pull off a rescue before this neighborhood is completely overrun.” He’d stupidly lost Marlee in the initial panic when the Rasu began raining down from the sky. He’d delivered her directly into harm’s way, and he deeply hoped his mistake hadn’t cost the girl her life.




  Joaquim patted the assault rifle slung across his chest, while Ava bounced on the balls of her feet in anticipation. NOIR’s revolution might be over, but some people never changed.




  He motioned for them to follow him, and they rushed downstairs into the first-floor lobby, where a whole new level of confusion reigned. “The basement lift is at the end of the right hallway—go!” He headed in the opposite direction, pushing through the front doors and out into armageddon.




  Debris particles hung in the air on a faint breeze, and the ground rattled every other second from the tumbling of distant and not-so-distant buildings. An unidentified roar throbbed beneath it all like the slow heartbeat of Tartarus rising.




  The smoke had grown so thick he could barely see across the street, so he switched to hybrid infrared. Faint and weakening heat signatures dotted the landscape—the dead or dying. One shape, however, still burned brightly—more brightly than a healthy Asterion, in fact. The Human.




  “She’s across the street and twenty-two degrees to the east. I’m going to make a run for her, and I need you two to provide cover fire.”




  Ava scoffed. “I’ve got all the cover fire you need. Joaquim, go with him.”




  “Fine. Let’s move!”




  Grant sprinted out into the haze, keeping his focus on his target, not searching around for looming Rasu bipedals or swooping vessels. The sound of collapsing buildings and distant screams in every direction was the worst thing he’d heard since a lost battle seven hundred thousand years ago, and he swiftly shut down the resurgent memory.




  An explosion a few dozen meters away roiled the street beneath his feet, and he hurtled forward, throwing his arms out to brace himself. He crashed hard onto the sidewalk, sending jarring pain shooting up his left arm into his shoulder.




  “Get up, man.” Joaquim crawled toward him, blood trickling out of one ear.




  Grant nodded weakly and checked his location. He’d landed almost on top of the heat signature, and he killed the infrared as he scrambled over to the young woman.




  Marlee’s eyes were closed, one arm was pinned at an ugly angle under her body, and she lay in a worrisome pool of blood, but a quick scan detected a pulse and a heartbeat.




  He’d figure out what injuries might be patchable later, somewhere safer. Hopefully such a place existed. He wound his arms underneath her and lifted her up, ignoring the protestations in his shoulder. Her head lolled against his chest, and a nonsensical murmur escaped her lips.




  He peered across the street and spent two seconds evaluating the return trip.




  Joaquim leveled his weapon to the left, then swept it to the right. “I’ve got our backs. Let’s run for it.”




  Running seemed impossible, but he stumble-jogged across the broken and pitted street. Laser fire streaked above their heads as they passed through the open gate leading back to DAF Command.




  Joaquim grabbed Ava’s free arm on the way by, and they all hurried inside.




  The lobby had cleared out, and a sole remaining security dyne stood placidly at the counter. Grant approached the dyne to get its attention. “Shut those doors, then stay and stand watch. If any people—not Rasu, but people—come along, direct them inside and to the basement.”




  “Acknowledged.”




  A cough racked Grant’s body as smoke and debris demanded to be set free from his lungs, and he sagged against the wall to keep from dropping his charge. Joaquim tried to take her from him, but he shook his head and began trudging toward the lift.




  ‘Basement’ was a bit of a misnomer for the space beneath DAF Command. This being a military structure, the lower level stretched for the full length of the building. Storage rooms dotted the far wall and backup server rooms the near one.




  Perhaps fifty people milled about, many of them bleeding, all of them covered in a fine layer of dust. All the seats in the room were occupied by the exhausted and the injured, so he leaned beside the door. “Does anyone have any idea how to treat injuries on a Human?”




  Several people stepped off to the side to allow someone to elbow their way through the crowd. Selene Panetier strode deliberately up to him and peered at the girl in his arms. “No, but I suspect stopping the bleeding is a good first step.”




  “You’re as helpful as—” A deafening roar erupted above them. The ceiling shuddered, raining down a shower of debris and possibly very soon bringing the building down on top of them. It would be a damn shame to have gone to all the trouble of getting these people into the basement only for them to be buried alive.




  Grant felt bone weary already, though this trial had scarcely begun. “No time to rest just yet.”




  Selene nodded, and the two of them approached an unmarked stretch of wall in the far-left corner. She was lifting a hand to unlock the hidden door when it slid open on its own.




  Xyche’ghael stepped out of a dim, earthen tunnel and into the light. The Taiyok merchant motioned back to the passageway from which he’d emerged. “This location is no longer safe. Follow me.”




  4
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  Marlee opened her eyes, then immediately recoiled from the harsh, antiseptic light flooding her vision. Ah, hell…was she in a hospital? Or worse, a Rasu lab?




  She tried not to move as she peered around through narrowed, watering eyes behind lowered lashes. Above her, an earthen ceiling curved down to meet stone walls braced by arched metal girders. The room was maybe thirty meters long and twenty wide, but it felt cramped due to the low ceiling, a complete absence of windows and the four dozen people crammed inside it.




  No, not people precisely—or not humans, anyway. Asterions. And several tall, winged creatures…Taiyoks?




  She bolted upright, wincing as a stabbing pain in her left side halted her movement halfway to sitting. She braced herself on her right arm and eased up the rest of the way. Owww.




  A man with shoulder-length, dirty blond hair looked up from a nearby workstation nudged up against the wall, then stood and walked over wearing an easy grin. She knew him…Grant!




  “Hey, you’re awake. You had us worried for a while there.”




  She rubbed at her face as she dragged her legs off the edge of what appeared to be a field cot, and he hurriedly placed a warning hand on her arm. “Careful now. You’ve still got several active injuries. We patched you up as best we could, but no one here has ever treated a Human before.” He tilted his head in question. “How did we do?”




  “I’m alive, so I’d say pretty good. What happened? Where are we?”




  He sat beside her on the cot. “You took a nasty swipe from a passing Rasu out on the street. Luckily for you, it had someplace else it wanted to be and kept going. About that time, all the wormholes shut off, so your boss couldn’t reach you and evacuate you to Concord. Joaquim and I—” he gazed around for a second, then pointed out a copper-haired man wearing black tactical gear across the room “—that’s Joaquim. We got you off the street and brought you with us down here, to our bunker. Hideout. Cave.” He shrugged weakly. “It’s protected us so far, so I shouldn’t complain about the accommodations.”




  She gave him a big smile. Gosh, he was cute. “You saved my life. Thank you.”




  “You’re trapped underground on a planet overtaken by highly inconsiderate shapeshifting metal aliens armed with deadly weapons. Not sure I’ve saved it quite yet.”




  “Sure you have.” She lifted her shirt up above her waist and examined what it revealed. Four strips of tape were bound across her left ribs; the pain wasn’t sharp as such, but merely breathing evoked a dull ache in the area, which was mottled with bruising. “What’s the damage?”




  “That is two deep gashes and three cracked ribs from where the Rasu caught you. You lost a decent amount of blood, too, but we were afraid to give you a transfusion. You might experience some dizziness and weakness for a couple of days. Oh, and you also dislocated your left elbow, hence the sling. It was probably for the best that you were unconscious when we reset it.”




  She’d been so busy absorbing the details of the room and her various aches and Grant’s gorgeous, artificial eyes, it hadn’t registered that her left arm was secured in a loose cloth sling. “Ouch.” Now she gingerly tried to flex it out a little, but her elbow instantly protested. “I think I’ll leave the sling on for a while longer.”




  “Good idea. Finally, you got banged on the head pretty hard when you landed on the sidewalk. I can’t say for certain if you have a concussion, but it’s likely why you’ve been unconscious for so long.”




  “How long is ‘so long’?”




  “About ten hours.”




  “Damn.” She queried her eVi for a damage report, and while it mostly confirmed what Grant had said, it also came back incomplete. A quick diagnostic scan reported multiple systems were offline, most notably messaging and exanet access.




  “We can’t talk to the outside world? Several of my internal systems are offline.”




  “Nope. A quantum blocking field extends over the entire city. Possibly the entire planet. It’s causing plenty of issues for us, too.”




  “I imagine so.” She stifled a groan. Her mother must be sick with worry. True, her mother worried about her all the time, and she’d quit letting it slow her down a long time ago, but she’d never wanted to cause this level of worry. And Caleb…god, he was going to rip her to shreds when—she needed to be honest, if—he ever saw her again. And Mia was without a doubt going to fire her this time.




  But instead of dwelling on how spectacularly she’d bollocksed things up, she studied those gathered in the bunker. Forty or fifty Asterions in total that she could see. Many were actively engaged in work she assumed was designed to keep them alive, but many more moped around looking dejected and forlorn. They believed they were fated to die.




  But she refused to accept such a fatalistic scenario. “What’s the plan? What is this cavernous, and also a literal cavern, hideout bunker for exactly?”




  Grant chuckled. “Hiding out. We—the Omoikane Initiative, not me specifically—have been planning for the possibility of a Rasu invasion for the last two months. Somewhat to our surprise, it turned out the Taiyoks living here on Namino have been using underground tunnels to get around for years now, so we expanded them and built a series of bunkers beneath the city. One of the tunnels runs under DAF Command, and this bunker is located about a hundred meters to the east of it.”




  She scanned the room again until she found one of the tall, feathered aliens and gestured toward them. “That’s a Taiyok, right?”




  “It is. I did promise you that you could meet one, didn’t I? Come on, if you’re feeling up to walking.”




  “Are you kidding? I’m practically as good as new.” She pushed herself to standing as a cascade of gentle warnings erupted from her eVi. Yep, there was the dizziness. She inhaled through her nose and swayed back to lean against the cot.




  Grant steadied her. “Never mind, we can do introductions later. You ought to lie back down.”




  She started to shake her head vehemently, then thought better of it. “No, I’m okay. Just a bit of a head rush is all.” To prove it, she let go of the cot and strode off with minimal grace, leaving Grant to catch up.




  He reappeared at her side a second later to shoot her a squirrelly glance as they neared the alien. “Xyche, do you have a minute?”




  The Taiyok shifted away from a pile of small weapons he and two Asterions were sorting on a table. “What do you require of me?”




  “I want to introduce you. Marlee, this is Xyche’ghael, a longtime ally of Nika and NOIR and now of the Initiative. Xyche, this is Marlee…Marano, right? She’s one of the Human representatives from Concord and was unlucky enough to get trapped here with us.”




  “Ah, the laiti’manu arises. Good.”




  She laughed, which provoked her cracked ribs into reminding her of their state. “ ‘Little bird’? I guess I can’t argue with that, though I try to be a fierce, um…manu’felelei whenever possible.”




  The feathers framing the Taiyok’s beak-like mouth fluttered. “You understood me?”




  Oh, dear. She hoped she wasn’t blushing. “I studied the files the Asterions provided to us on your species—especially your language—before I came to the Dominion. Alien languages are kind of my ‘thing.’ I’m not proficient yet, but let’s see…ou te tauma’fai.”




  “And to you, laiti’manu.”




  “Thank you. I no longer have access to the files due to the quantum block, so perhaps you can teach me more of your language? When there’s time.”




  “Perhaps. But first, we have many tasks to perform. Grant, we need to retrieve more weapons from the DAF Command armory or from other bunkers. This supply is not sufficient to enable us to mount a defense should the Rasu arrive here.”




  “I know it isn’t. I’ll talk to Joaquim.” Grant turned to her. “Which presents an opportunity for me to introduce you to Joaquim. I apologize in advance.”




  “Whatever for?”




  “You’ll see.”




  In the far corner, the man Grant had pointed out earlier sat cross-legged on the floor between two women, one with long, flowing emerald hair and the other with shorter blond hair tied back in a tail. In front of them hovered a tetrahedron of slowly rotating…maps?




  Joaquim reached up and grasped one of the maps to stop its spin. “We can take the tunnels here to get within eight hundred meters or so, but then we’ll have to go above to reach the building.”




  “Which is instant suicide.”




  “We don’t know that. What we do know is there are people pinned down in this building, and we need to get to them.”




  The blonde woman leveled an impressively steely glare at Joaquim. “No, we know there were people pinned down there ten hours ago. I’m sorry, as I realize these are friends of yours, but the odds of them still being functional are minuscule.”




  “Bullshit!” The emerald-haired woman leaned forward, radiating an impression of barely coiled violence. “They’re NOIR, and NOIR people are survivors. I didn’t think Justice Advisors were such cowards.”




  The other woman didn’t seem fazed by what had sounded a lot like an insult. “No, Justice Advisors are smart. I can’t authorize an above-ground foray until I learn what the situation is up there.”




  Joaquim threw his hands in the air. “You say that like you’re in charge or something.”




  “I am in charge.”




  “All evidence to the contrary. Come on, Ava. We can rescue Dominic and Josie ourselves.” Joaquim leapt to his feet and stormed off toward the weapons cache where Xyche was working; the woman—Ava, apparently—stood and followed him, which was when Marlee noticed that beneath a series of interlocking synthetic skin flaps that hung open, her left arm was literally a weapon. Wow. Asterions were so cool.




  Grant held out a hand to halt her progress toward the group. “Or maybe we should do introductions later.”




  The second woman, the one Joaquim had called a ‘Justice Advisor,’ scratched at her nose, sighed and stood as well, then spotted them and came over. “If your friend wants to get himself sliced up good and proper, I won’t get in his way, but I will not let him lead everyone else to the same fate.”




  “I never said he was my friend.” Grant adopted a pained expression. “Though he kind of is. Anyway, good luck trying to stop him once he gets a mind to do something, even something stupid.”




  “I’m picking up on that.” The woman pivoted to her and donned a perfunctory smile. “You’re awake. I’m glad. I’m Selene Panetier, Namino Justice Advisor.”




  “Hi. You were at DAF Command, but we didn’t get a chance to speak. I’m Marlee Marano, Research Assistant for the Concord Consulate.”




  “Selene’s most of the reason why you’re up and walking around.”




  The woman shrugged. “Eh, it turns out we have most of the same body parts. I’m serious about Lacese, Grant. If he starts kicking up trouble here, we’ll have to deal with him.”




  “I don’t disagree. But you need to realize, he’s a great fighter and a great leader…of fights.” He turned to Marlee. “You must be famished. We have a refrigeration unit stocked full of terrible food down the narrow hallway on the left back there.”




  She was being excused from the conversation. But at the promise of food, her stomach grumbled. “I’ll get some, then. Thank you both again for rescuing me.”




  She wandered off toward the hall Grant had indicated. The cramped, low-ceiling corridor led to several small rooms: a storage space, a working lavatory—thank goodness—and a kitchen.




  She found the fridge and opened it, scowling as she surveyed its contents. She was indeed super grateful to Grant, Selene and anyone else who played a role in her rescue, but she hated needing to be rescued. Even from something as formidable as the Rasu. Her whole body hurt when she moved and hurt worse when she didn’t, but she hated being weak and damaged, especially in front of all these amazing aliens.




  Her memory of the last few minutes of the attack started returning in muddled flashes of fire and smoke and giant ships darkening the sky. Lumbering metal beasts tearing through the streets with her in their sights.




  She shivered involuntarily, though the bunker was stiflingly warm.




  Well, Marlee, you wanted an adventure.




  5
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  A frigid pall had settled over the Omoikane Initiative. Oh, people scrambled here and there, working diligently to track and manage evacuations, monitor deep space scanners across Dominion territory for further Rasu incursions and, more solemnly, begin a tally of the losses and what resources remained at their disposal.




  You never knew how strong a person was going to prove to be until disaster struck, and most of the individuals in the room were proving themselves strong indeed. It was enough to make any self-respecting Asterion proud.




  Nika Kirumase, however, felt as if she was cracking apart from the inside out. In her mind she kept seeing Joaquim and Ava disappear through the d-gate. She’d taken Dashiel’s hand and strode forward—and the passage vanished. She’d willed her feet to move faster, to sprint ahead and tumble through the d-gate and onto Namino soil. Two more seconds was all she’d needed!




  Now the Rasu were rampaging across Namino and she was stuck here on Mirai, with the greater weight of the Advisors sitting here at the conference table looking desperately to her for guidance. What was she supposed to say? Any of them were capable of running the government as well as she, but few if any were capable of fighting the Rasu. She was.




  Two more seconds….




  “Nika?”




  She noted the faces of the other Advisors, alternately forlorn and shocked into an almost fugue state, then directed her attention to the highest-ranking military officer not dead or trapped on Namino, a Brigadier Johansson. “How many flight-worthy ships do we have remaining?”




  The brigadier’s jaw twitched. “Eight, ma’am.”




  “Eight…hundred?”




  “No. Eight ships.”




  She dropped her head into her hands atop the table. “Eight.”




  “Yes, ma’am. And the only reason we have those eight is because Concord Commandant Solovy ordered our surviving ships to retreat.”




  She breathed in through her nose, but it didn’t ease the throb from her pulse pounding angrily against her temples. “Eight.”




  Dashiel’s hand landed gently on her knee. “Nika….”




  “Don’t,” she growled through gritted teeth.




  “I think I will. I understand that you’re upset, but how do you think I feel? Everything I’ve spent the last two months building is gone. Everything.”




  She peered at him from behind splayed fingers. “Everything except eight warships.”




  His eyes narrowed, and he jerked away from her.




  Because he was hurting as much as she was. Dammit. “I’m sorry.” She reached out and touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”




  He finally shifted back to face her, giving her the poorest attempt at a smile she’d ever seen cross his features.




  She had to pull herself together. For him. For Perrin and Adlai and Maris and Spencer and all the other important people in her life who were still here on this side of the broken d-gates with her. She had to trust in Joaquim to lead and protect those stranded on the other side until she could get to them.




  She lifted her shoulders and clasped her hands properly atop the table. “I apologize to everyone. I realize we’re all hurting, but we have to find a way to move forward—to do everything we can to defend the people on the rest of our worlds. Dashiel, when will we have eight hundred ships?”




  He sank lower in his chair. “All our existing military shipyards were destroyed in the attack. We were, however, in the process of building two additional shipyards here on Mirai, and they will be operational in two days.”




  “Two days? That’s good news. By then Lance will be back up and with us, and we can…” the darkening expression on his face suggested it wasn’t such good news after all “…what?”




  “Ninety percent of our component assembly facilities were also located on or above Namino. I know, Lance was right, and we should have diversified to make the supply chain more resilient. We will learn from our mistakes—from my mistakes—and do a better job of it this time.”




  “How long?”




  “I’ve already issued the instructions for recreating the assembly facilities here and on Synra. Once they’re up and running, we’ll add redundancies on Kiyora and Ebisu.”




  “How long?”




  “Ten days.”




  She inhaled deeply, struggling to fill her lungs; there wasn’t sufficient oxygen in the damn room. “All right. Ten days until we have more ships. Brigadier Johansson, please send one of our…eight surviving ships to Namino under full stealth. We know the Rasu’s quantum blocking field prevents communications and supradimensional disruptions, but we need to find out if it also blocks physical intrusions. Have the ship try to reach the atmosphere, then reach the surface if it can, survey the situation as much as is feasible and escape alive to report back to us.”




  “Yes, ma’am. I’ll see to it.”




  “Adlai, how many people are trapped on Namino?”




  The Justice Advisor had propped his still-healing leg on a second chair, and he was pale enough that if this were anything less than the end of the world, she’d have ordered him back to the clinic for another few hours in a tank. “We evacuated 6.5 million before the d-gates went down.”




  “That not what I asked.”




  “I know it isn’t. Our best guess? Around eight million.”




  Her eyes closed. Her chest felt constricted; she genuinely couldn’t breathe in this suffocating air. How was Joaquim supposed to protect eight million people? How many would soon find themselves strapped to a torture table in a lab like the one she’d destroyed at the stronghold?




   




  Shadows of myself flit in and out of my peripheral vision, but I can only focus on my own. I search for an opening cut into a wall of the expansive lab, because the Rasu don’t use doors.




  A hulking, multi-limbed Rasu steps into my path. My legs are no more. I fall.




  The violet flame of a weapon firing sears through me. My chest explodes. I fall.




  Blinding light from nowhere and everywhere consumes me. I fall.




  Rasu orbs flood the lab with their beams crisscrossing the room in a macabre dance of death. Slicing into flesh. I fall. I’m falling for so long.




   




  “Hey, are you okay?”




  She opened her eyes to find Dashiel’s hand had returned to her knee. She nodded tightly and cleared her throat. “Maris, how are we planning to spin this for the public? What smashing ideas do you have on how to boost morale?”




  Her oldest friend stared at her with wide, frozen orchid irises. “I…do not know.”




  “Fair enough. Here’s what we’re going to do. I want one d-gate on each Axis World set to constantly ping Namino. The blocking field might fluctuate, or cycle, or randomly go down, and we need to be ready.”




  “But the risk of opening a d-gate when Rasu—”




  She whipped toward Adlai. “I don’t give a fuck about Firewall!”




  “You should.”




  She threw her head back to glare at the ceiling. “Guard the relevant d-gates. Guard them with AEVs if it helps you sleep at night. We’ll be able to stop a single Rasu as it comes through—if one tries to come through—then shut the d-gate down. But we have to try to reach the planet.”




  Adlai glanced at the remaining Justice Advisors—Spencer, Julien and Harris, as Selene was among those trapped on Namino. “We’ll draw up a plan we can all live with.”




  Silence engulfed the table like a smothering fog until Dashiel stepped in again. “We need to decide how to proceed on the planetary shielding project, Project Shirudo. The test results came back good here on Mirai, so we can begin building a network for a second Axis World, but….”




  “What’s the cost?”




  “Billions. Plus thousands of man-hours and hundreds of thousands of dyne-hours.”




  Nika shook her head in frustration. “It’s not worth it. If the Rasu don’t yet have the locations of every one of our worlds, they will any hour now. Armed with this knowledge, there’s no reason to hope that a cloaking shield will fool them. We need to spend the money and time where they have a chance of making a difference. Can anyone tell me where that might be?”




  Katherine Colson, the Mirai Administration Advisor, spoke up for the first time. “We can always—”




  One of the military officers who’d evacuated DAF Command before the quantum block descended jogged up to the table, panting and out of breath. “I’m sorry to interrupt, Advisors, but we are picking up a sudden surge in artificial signals in the Mirai stellar system.”




  Her chair clattered to the floor as she shoved it back and leapt up. “Here?”




  “Yes. Multiple readings appeared out of nowhere. They’re on a direct course for Mirai.”




  She was vaguely aware of Dashiel rushing past her to reach the monitoring station near the front of the room. Her legs shook from the effort of keeping her upright. It had all been for naught. They couldn’t stand up to an enemy such as this one. Her only consolation was that at some point in the future, the Vault could restart Asterion civilization in a distant corner of the universe. Assuming any place was beyond the reach of the Rasu—




  “These aren’t Rasu signatures.”




  Her gaze shot over to Dashiel, where he, Johansson and several others were crowded around the monitoring station. “Say that again?”




  “They’re ships of some kind, but they’re not giving off the Rasu energy signature.”




  “Then whose ships are they? Concord?”




  “We’ll have a visual in four seconds.”




  No one moved.




  On a pane above the monitoring station, an image materialized of a long, cylindrical, inky black vessel laced through with vivid crimson fluorescent lines. The cam panned out to reveal dozens, then hundreds of identical vessels. It looked like a fleet risen from Tartarus itself.




  “Um…scale?”




  “Let’s see…2.4 kilometers in length, four-hundred-ten in width.”




  Her hand came to her forehead. “Brigadier, ready the planetary defenses, but don’t fire.”




  Dashiel stared at her incredulously. “Are you crazy? We need to respond….” His voice drifted off as his attention shifted to something behind her.




  Her hair ruffled, as if caught up in a breeze, when a tsunami of pinprick lights swept in to spin around her before gathering in an undulating pattern near the center of the room.




  Apologies if we have unduly frightened you. Please accept this fleet of Katasketousya warships to aid you in your time of need.




  Nika blinked. “Mesme?”




  It is I.




  She motioned toward the pane. “And these are your ships?” The offhand comments Alex and others had made about the terrifying nature of Kat vessels suddenly made a great deal more sense.




  They are. They stand ready to defend Asterion worlds.




  “Um, thank you. This is most generous of you…” she frowned “…but not timely. Why the hells didn’t they come to Namino’s defense?”




  An internal matter prevented us from arriving in time. I regret this was so. As penance, I can only offer them to you now.




  “I see.” She glanced at Dashiel, but his attention was fixated on the swirling lights. “Listen, these ships appear to be most impressive and formidable, but I know the Humans defeated an entire armada of ships like these. What makes you think they can withstand a Rasu assault?”




  Since our conflict with the Humans, we have made improvements to their design and weaponry.




  “Good. Will they be able to destroy Rasu vessels?”




  No. Not in sufficient quantities or with sufficient speed. But they will do an excellent job of occupying Rasu forces for an extended period of time. Days, if our simulations are correct. Long enough to buy you time to respond accordingly.




  “I appreciate the gesture, but right now we have nothing to respond with.”




  I have faith you soon will. Also, I should mention that we hope to deliver additional defensive measures for your use in the coming days.




  “What kind of defensive measures?”




  I do not want to overpromise and disappoint. We will do what we can.




  Maddening, confounding creature. “I…thank you. I mean it. We welcome whatever aid you can provide.”




  You may distribute these vessels as you see fit. I await your instructions.




  She wasn’t a military strategist, but she recognized full well that every choice came with a cost. “How many vessels are there?”




  Four hundred forty superdreadnoughts, as the Humans call them, each carrying ten thousand attack craft.




  “Swarmers?”




  Yes.




  She did the math in her head…it still wasn’t enough. She motioned everyone back to the table, dropped her hands upon it and leaned forward to bring their attention to her and off the Kat. “I think we need to evacuate the Adjunct Worlds. We can’t protect them. But maybe, if we concentrate all our efforts on the remaining Axis Worlds, we can protect them, for a time.”




  Katherine threw her hands in the air. “That’s over three million people. Our infrastructure is already straining to the point of breaking under the weight of 6.5 million evacuees from Namino.”




  “Then adapt. Overcome. Solve the godsdamn problem. Or someone tell me how I’m wrong? Give me a better plan, one that actually stands a fuck’s chance in Hades of working.”




  Silence greeted her. Off to the left, the conglomeration of lights danced languidly, awaiting her order.




  “Evacuate the Adjunct Worlds, then pull all our resources back to the Axis Worlds. Mesme, leave one hundred ten superdreadnoughts here and send an equal number to each of Synra, Kiyora and Ebisu.”




  It will be done.




  She breathed in, finding a pocket of nourishing air for the first time in hours. This was something. A pitiful little iota of something, but something nonetheless.




  She turned to regard the eddying lights with what she hoped was a grateful countenance. “What’s the situation in Concord?”
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  CONCORD HQ




  Command




  David slid into the chair beside Alex and patted her hand under the table. She offered him a weak smile, but her eyes were unfocused and distant, her thoughts likely parsecs away from the conference room. She’d been robotically going through the motions for the last day, as if the double tragedy of losing—for now—Miri and Marlee had fractured something inside her.




  If David thought about it for longer than a few seconds, he could feel vital pieces of himself breaking apart, too. The only glue he had on hand to hold the pieces together was the certainty that Miri needed him to zealously guard everything she’d built in her absence. The sole thing he could do for her in the here and now was be the best steward of her legacy he knew how to be, until she returned.




  Renewed determination to do so lifted his chin, and he addressed those gathered at the table with a clear voice he would not allow to crack. “At this point, I’m prepared to officially declare Concord HQ secure. Thanks to a swift response by Field Marshal Bastian, we believe we’ve fully suppressed the mutiny here on the station. Now AEGIS Marines are working together with Khokteh and Barisan soldiers and Vigil officers—non-Anaden Vigil officers—to restore order and security in all departments. In doing so, they are giving lie to Senator Ferdinand’s spurious claims that humans are trying to take over Concord. AEGIS, Khokteh and Novoloume vessels are patrolling the station’s perimeter to deter any new incursions from space. Richard?”




  His old friend looked a little worn around the edges, but since the attack he’d showered and donned fresh clothes that were free of dried blood and laser burns. “We’ve arrested and detained all the Anaden attackers who didn’t deliberately null out. To a one, they claim they were simply following orders from two of the Machim elassons, Hannah and Otto. I’m inclined to believe them, because that’s what Anadens who aren’t elassons do—follow orders. But since they’re apt to continue doing so unless something major changes, they will remain in Detention until the ringleaders of the coup attempt are brought to justice.”




  “What about the rest of Vigil?”
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