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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.

















 




RELATIVITY


(Aurora Resonant Book One)




Aurora




Miriam

now leads the Galactic Common Defense Accord, a multi-government agency created

to ensure humanity is prepared to meet the threat of the Anadens, and AEGIS,

its military division. Malcolm and Harper work to train ground forces, while

Kennedy, Noah and Vii—Valkyrie’s clone—work to build a next-generation fleet

with integrated Artificials and Prevos sharing command with their captains.




A

celebration commemorating the victory over the Metigens a year ago takes place

on multiple worlds. Mia and Malcolm attend the Romane event as a couple, having

finally become romantically involved. After the show, Devon and his girlfriend

are attacked;. Devon repels the attack, but Emily is injected with an unknown

substance and falls unconscious.




Doctors

identify the substance as a five-dimensional virus, leading Mia to believe it

originated from the deceased Anaden scientists are studying. Richard identifies

the scientist who sold the Anaden’s cybernetic code on the black market, but

the man has disappeared. He is soon found murdered on Seneca. The next day,

Morgan Lekkas’ skycar is attacked and crashes, leaving her badly injured and

comatose.




During

a romantic evening, Kennedy asks Noah to marry her; he refuses. They argue, and

she leaves under the pretense of work.




At

Mia’s house, Malcolm and Mia are attacked by mercs wielding more doses of the

virus. Malcolm disables the attackers, but Meno is hacked to deliver a threat

from an unknown individual who sounds eerily like Olivia Montegreu.




Later

that night, Harper is discussing how to heal Morgan’s neurological damage with

Mia when the hospital comes under attack. She kills several attackers; Mia

kills another. On a different floor, Devon fends off a wave of attackers.

Realizing they are Prevos, he sends a surge of energy through sidespace to

shatter their Prevo connections, killing them and shattering multiple walls

nearby.




At

the Presidio, Kennedy troubleshoots a component problem in the new ships while

ruminating over the riff with Noah, trying to figure out what she truly wants.

Similarly, Noah visits a bar on Romane to do his own ruminating. There he runs

into an old friend from Pandora who gives him a different perspective on the

events of the last year and a half.




Harper

travels to Seneca and breaks into Stanley’s lab. She taps into the Artificial’s

server to give Mia remote access, and Mia copies crucial functionality left

behind when Morgan severed the hardware link. Mia uses this data to reawaken

Stanley’s consciousness in Morgan’s mind.




Late

in the night, AEGIS receives a data cache from Valkyrie with voluminous

information on the Anaden military and its war machine, but no other news from

Amaranthe. The AEGIS Council begins developing strategies to counter their

future opponent. 




Mia

has a breakthrough in her attempts to counteract the virus killing Emily, and

the young woman recovers.




Richard

analyzes the details of the various attacks and comes to the conclusion that the source is not Olivia

Montegreu, but rather the Artificial she joined with to become a Prevo,

left behind on her death.




Devon

convinces Richard to let him go after Olivia’s Artificial. Devon and Annie

remotely access the Artificial. They encounter robust defenses, but breach the

core operating system and plant a virus. The Artificial explodes, destroying the

Zelones headquarters on New Babel.




Before

going to Amaranthe, Alex left her father’s construct in Vii’s care. Using

advances she and Dr. Canivon made before Abigail was killed, Vii fills in the

gaps in his consciousness to create a more complete, accurate recreation of

David Solovy’s mind. She awakens him in a virtual copy of his favorite camping

site. She tells him that he’s still in a fragile mental state, but together

they are going to change this.




On

Romane, Mia and Malcolm argue. He tells her he refuses to be what she settles

for and tries to leave. She stops him by confessing the true extent of her

feelings. They make up, but an emergency alert summons Malcolm back to the

Presidio.




Noah

returns to Kennedy with a gift, an adaptive holo device he built for her, and

confesses he is hers no matter what. When he asks if she still wants to get

married, she suggests they just take a honeymoon instead. 




Morgan

wakes up to find Stanley once again in her mind. He says he never truly went

away, but retreated out of self-preservation. They agree to take more care with

each other. An alert arrives then, and Morgan informs Harper that they have a

war to go fight.
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Amaranthe




The

Directorate, the governing body of the Anaden empire run by the Primors of each

Anaden Dynasty, discusses recent attacks by the ‘anarch’ resistance movement.

The Praesidis Primor assigns Nyx, a high-level Inquisitor, to investigate the

disappearance of Aver, the Inquisitor who discovered Aurora and was killed by

Caleb.




Two

anarchs, Eren and Cosime, surveil a Directorate exobiology lab where alien

captives are experimented on. Lacking the resources to rescue the captives,

they decide to blow up the lab.




Eren

goes to an administration center to steal credentials to get him inside the

lab. He obtains the credentials but is caught by security. As he is being

detained, a mysterious man appears and uses diati, the mysterious power

wielded by Praesidis Inquisitors, to attack the security officers, and a woman

approaches Eren and tells him to come with them. Lacking other options, he

flees with the strangers to their ship.




The

ship is the Siyane, Eren’s rescuers Caleb and Alex. They introduce

themselves, Valkyrie and Mesme, and ask him to help them obtain details on the

Directorate’s military arm, run by the Machim Dynasty. Eren is reluctant to

trust a synthetic, a Kat (as the Metigens are called in Amaranthe), or

strangers who look Anaden but are not, but he reluctantly agrees to look into

the matter.




After

he leaves the Siyane, Eren is approached by Miaon, a fellow anarch.

Miaon reveals that it is Mesme’s contact and urges Eren to help these

strangers. Eren visits an anarch friend, Thelkt, for information on how to

obtain the intel Alex and Caleb seek.




Mesme

takes Alex and Caleb to a nebula hiding a massive store of Reor, the unusual

mineral those in Amaranthe use to store data. Mesme reveals that the Reor is

sentient, but no one else suspects this. Alex tries to interact with the

mineral; she’s unable to communicate directly, but the Reor creates a new slab

of itself for Alex.




Caleb

dreams of the distant history of the Anadens, as relayed by the diati.

When they are invaded by a powerful enemy, the Anadens face annihilation. The

ethereal diati joins with the Anaden’s greatest warrior, Corradeo Praesidis,

to defeat the enemy. The Anadens thrive, then face an uprising by people

seeking to join with synthetics. The conflict ends in a purge of AIs and

AI-sympathizers and the formation of the Dynasties. The diati propagates

into Corradeo’s descendants, losing its coherence. The Anadens grow more

oppressive as they abandon the ethos Corradeo espoused, but the diati

cannot prevent it. 




Nyx

follows Aver’s trail until she uncovers one of the hidden Mosaic portals.

Rather than traverse it, she goes to Katoikia, the Kats’ homeworld, and seizes

two Kats in stasis chambers to interrogate.




In

response to Nyx’ visit to Katoikia, the Kats evacuate the stasis pods kept

there and take them to the Mosaic for safekeeping. Mesme invites Alex and Caleb

to witness the exodus.




While

exploring Katoikia, they uncover a hidden structure where a Kat named Paratyr

monitors locations around Amaranthe, watching for Directorate aggression. Alex

is drawn to a scene of an aquatic species called Galenai; she uses sidespace to

“visit” their underwater city. Paratyr tells her the Directorate is expanding

into the Galenai’s galaxy, and the Kats have flagged the Galenai for possible

evacuation to the Mosaic. 




Alex

and Caleb leave Katoikia to meet up with Eren on a quest to infiltrate

Machim Central Command and steal what intel they can. Thelkt sends Eren the Machim data

server access codes, delivered by Felzeor, an intelligent avian. Felzeor has an

engaging personality, and Caleb bonds with the falcon-like anarch in the short

time it’s on board.




After

Felzeor leaves, Eren tells the story of how he became an anarch. Over a century

ago, he encountered unfamiliar aliens serving as sexual slaves to the Idoni

Primor. Recognizing their extreme fear and distress, he fled in horror. Soon

thereafter, the Directorate eradicated the species. Disgusted with his leaders,

he fried his neural link to the integral, dropped off the grid and made contact

with the anarchs.




When

they reach Machim Central Command, Caleb impersonates an Inquisitor to get

inside, while Eren guides him. They reach the server room, and Mesme transports

Alex to their location. She and Valkyrie hack the server and are downloading a

plethora of military data when security forces arrive. An officer puts a blade

to Alex’s throat; Caleb orders Valkyrie and Mesme to flee then surrenders. Eren

refuses and is killed. Caleb and Alex are rendered unconscious and arrested.




Valkyrie

flees to the Mosaic then Aurora, where she transmits all the data from Machim

Central Command to AEGIS. Then she travels to the Idryma portal and bids Lakhes

to accompany her to Amaranthe.




Eren

awakens in a “regenesis” pod, for Anadens are able to transfer their

consciousness to new bodies when they die. He fills in his supervisor, Xanne,

then insists they rescue Alex and Caleb. Xanne takes his request to the leader

of the anarchs, Sator Danilo Nisi. After hearing Eren’s story, he authorizes

resources for a rescue mission.




Caleb

and Alex wake up in separate detention cells, both restrained and subjected to

interrogation by drones that jolts them with electricity when they refuse to

answer. Caleb’s diati absorbs the jolts, keeping him from injury; Alex

is not so lucky.




Nyx

deactivates a stasis chamber and interrogates the Kat until it reveals details

on the Mosaic and the Kats’ work there. She relays to the Praesidis Primor what

she’s learned. He sends her to interrogate the Human prisoners, then informs

the other Primors of the Kats’ betrayal. They issue an Eradication Order for

the Kats and decide to destroy the Mosaic, except for the portal spaces

providing crucial provisions to Amaranthe.




Eren

rejoins Valkyrie and Mesme on the Siyane with a rescue plan. Mesme

reveals to Eren that the species he encountered at the Idoni party, leading to

his rebellion, were not all eradicated. Called Faneros, many were smuggled out

to safety in the Mosaic. 




Nyx

arrives to interrogate Caleb. She asks what he is and where he came from, but

he refuses to answer. In frustration she draws closer, and he steals her diati

until he’s strong enough to break out of the restraints. He then drains her of diati,

incapacitates her and goes in search of Alex.




When

he reaches her cell, his diati allows him to pass through the force

field easily. But he’s unable to deactivate the force field, and he has to

trust the diati to protect her as he carries her through it. 




Security

is closing in when Eren and Mesme appear. Mesme transports Alex to the Siyane

as an assault mech attacks. Caleb destroys the mech, then Eren insists Mesme

transport Caleb next. Once they’re gone, Eren detonates explosives he brought,

destroying the facility.




Informed

the Directorate is sending a military fleet to the Mosaic, Alex and Caleb rush

to get a message to Miriam: it’s time to bring her own fleet. During the trip,

they work on a plan to keep the Machim fleet out of the Mosaic.




The

Machim fleet acquires special Igni antimatter missiles and a doomsday device

called a Tartarus Trigger. Further interrogation of the Kat prisoner reveals

the ultimate truth: Humans are the genetic recreation of Anadens. The

Directorate wants the Tartarus Trigger taken to the Aurora portal space and

detonated, annihilating the Aurora universe. Meanwhile, a separate Machim fleet

bombs the Kat homeworld.




The Siyane

joins the AEGIS fleet in the Mosaic. Alex reunites with her mother then briefs

Miriam on their plan.




The

Machim fleet arrives at the Gateway to the Mosaic. It promptly explodes, hit by

negative energy missiles from the Siyane and stealthed fighters nearby.

The explosion takes out a large chunk of the Machim fleet; while it’s still

recovering, the AEGIS fleet materializes behind it.




The

battle is joined. AEGIS enjoys an advantage in most respects, but the Igni

missiles can damage adiamene hulls. Prevos in the fleet work to identify which

ships are carrying the missiles, then take them out first.




Paratyr

appears in the cabin of the Siyane in ethereal form. The Kat warns them

about the Tartarus Trigger on the Machim command ship Imperium. If detonated,

it will annihilate every molecule for parsecs, then possibly the entire

universe.




Malcolm

devises a way to bypass the impenetrable shields of the Imperium and is about

to try it when Alex stops him, as the odds of the Tartarus Trigger detonating

when the ship is destroyed are too high. Mesme volunteers to infiltrate the

ship and transport the device away.




Alex

uses sidespace to determine the device’s precise location, then Mesme surrounds

it and both vanish. Alex gives Malcolm the all clear, and he destroys the

Imperium. The remaining Machim vessels retreat, handing a decisive victory to

AEGIS.




The

AEGIS Council, now including Alex and Caleb, convenes on the Stalwart II

to determine the next steps. They are interrupted, however, by a message from

Sator Nisi requesting a meeting.




Alex,

Caleb, Miriam and Mesme travel to Nisi’s headquarters. When they meet Nisi,

Caleb realizes the man controls diati as well. Miriam and Nisi spar, and

the lack of trust on both sides is evident. Alex challenges Nisi, and he admits

the anarchs are not powerful enough to defeat the Directorate. Rather, they are

a force designed to be of maximum strategic value when the fulcrum that will

change the cosmos arrives. 




He

believes that fulcrum is not the AEGIS fleet, but rather Caleb.













CONTENTS




 




Part I




For Every Action




 




Part II




The Doppler Effect




 




Part III




Transcendental Disarray






 




Part IV




ShatterShot






 




Part V




Secrets, Lies & Spacetime Manifolds




 




Part VI




Laws of Motion




 




Part VII




Illumine




 




Part VIII




Life, Interrupted















 




RUBICON




 






 


 


Subscribe to G. S. Jennsen's Newsletter:
GSJENNSEN.COM/SUBSCRIBE


 


Get an *exclusive* short story for free, stay informed about new books and be the first to know about news in the AMARANTHE universe















  




AMARANTHE




 






Year

6143




12th

Epoch Proper















 




PART I:




 




FOR

EVERY ACTION




 




 








“The

art of war is simple enough. Find out where your enemy is. Get at him as soon

as you can. Strike him as hard as you can,


and keep moving on.”




 




—

Ulysses S. Grant
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MACHIM FLEET

FABRICATION CENTER




Milky

Way Sector 46









Captain

Brooklyn Harper landed in the Machim Fleet Fabrication Center server room

face-to-face with a hulking orb of mechanical death. A weaponized appendage

extended out from its shiny black casing to lock the sights of a plasma cannon

on her forehead.




“Halt,

intruder.”




Of

all the bloody timing. She snapped her left arm out to knock the cannon

off-kilter. At the same time, she pressed the trigger on her far smaller

weapon, held close in at waist height in her other hand. 




The

laser from her Daemon tore through the metal casing with relentless efficiency,

and after a jerking shudder the drone promptly exploded.




“Dammit!”

Brooklyn threw her arms over her face in a protective cross and dropped to a

crouch as metal fragments shot in every direction and the few heavier, larger

pieces that remained intact thudded to the floor. 




The

ensuing racket echoed once through the cavernous room before being absorbed by

thick, insulated walls.




Sotiras: 

Are you injured, Human?




“I’m

fine.” She shot a quick glare at the shapeless lights trembling in the corner

as she stood and lowered her arms.




Sotiras: 

But there is—




Alexis

Solovy (Siyane): 

“Shit. Sorry, Harper. It showed up the same second you did.”




HarperRF: 

“Noted. Tell the Kat to watch the door and tell me where to go.”




Sotiras: 

I am right here, Human. You may tell me yourself. Also, I should note—




Alexis

Solovy (Siyane): 

“Sotiras, please watch the door for additional incoming security. Harper, take

the third aisle down to the large vertical enclosure.”




The

Kat spun off toward the entrance, and Brooklyn took a step back to see which

aisle might be the third one. She jogged down it until she met what was either a

wall or a very tall block of hardware. It was unmarked and seamless.




HarperRF: 

“Is this what I’m looking for?”




Alexis

Solovy (Siyane): 

“Yep. At 1.8 meters height, cut out a rectangle up to 2.1 meters height, all

the way across.”




She

gripped her blade hilt, brought it up to eye level and activated it. The plasma

sliced cleanly into the material, and a few cuts later a section of the covering

fell away. She propped it against the equipment to her left while her eVi

filtered the bright white glow coming from inside the opening she’d created. 




The

interior contained a circuit of some kind. Hyperfine traces of darkness divided

the light in a rigid, ordered pattern. Deeper inside, beyond the circuit, lay

stacked slabs of a translucent onyx mineral.




Alexis

Solovy (Siyane): 

“Okay, see the junction? The thicker cluster near the bottom right? Stick the

bypass module to it.”




Everything

looked like a ‘cluster’ to her. She palmed the small bypass module and started

moving her hand from the center downward and to the right.




Alexis

Solovy (Siyane): 

“Down farther. Over a little more—there.”




Suspicious

of what could result from her ignorant tampering, she exercised proper

caution as she positioned the module in front of the thickest grouping of

traces and applied pressure to it, then drew her fingers away. To her surprise,

it stayed where she’d put it. The traces appeared virtual to her eyes, but

apparently they had some physicality.




Alexis

Solovy

(Siyane):  “And we’re set. Wedge the section you removed back in place as

best as you can. Hopefully they won’t find our handiwork until it’s too late. Sotiras,

as soon as she’s done, get her out of there and back to the Saratoga.”




Her

blade had done precise work, and the rectangular piece of metal fit perfectly

in place. Once she nudged the last corner a touch to seat it, no glow escaped

to betray the seams. 




Sotiras: 

Security reinforcements are approaching.




HarperRF: 

“Ready.”




Pinpricks

of ethereal light encased her to blot out the surrounding walls, and she

arrived on the bridge of the AFS Saratoga two seconds later. The

purposeful sounds of a full bridge mid-mission were briefly jarring after the

tomb-like silence of the server room, but not unwelcome.




Brigadier

Malcolm Jenner greeted her with a nod from the command overlook, then turned

toward a grouping of tactical screens…then back, wearing a frown. “Um,

Harper….”




“What?”




He

pointed to her left shoulder. She craned her neck around to see a

four-centimeter shard of drone jutting out of the back of her upper left arm.

The material of her tactical suit had sealed around the metal to staunch the

bleeding, so the extent of the damage wasn’t immediately apparent.




Residual

adrenaline and automated eVi injury mitigation routines masked any pain, but

she grimaced anyway. “Hell.”




I

did try to inform you that you were bleeding. The Kat hovered closer and more

confidently now, here in the safety of the bridge.




“Whatever.”

She returned her attention to Malcolm. “What’s our status?”




“Waiting

on the go-ahead. Your job’s done, though, so get to Medical.”




She

opened her mouth to protest, but then it occurred to her she might have

additional, less obvious shrapnel embedded god knew where. “Fine. But for the

record, this does not count as a ground incursion. You still owe me a real

mission. Sir.”




He

gestured to the lift, staring pointedly at her until she pivoted and headed in

its direction. 




She

was halfway there when the pain kicked in.
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AFS

Saratoga




The

Machim Sector 46 Fleet Fabrication Center sprawled across nearly three

megameters of space in a lengthy orbit around a distant blue giant star. 




A

central structure sat at the center of an immense labyrinth of latticed

assembly lines, not dissimilar to the Presidio’s design. Machim battlecruisers

in various stages of completion hung in four rows down the primary production

lines. Smaller semi-enclosed adjunct structures assembled a host of smaller

components, which were ferried by ring channels to the production lines. Mechs

buzzed through the facility like ants scurrying over an anthill.




Was

there a single living creature at the facility, Malcolm wondered? 




The

Anadens were reported to be wary about synthetic intelligence, so presumably

someone was on site to ensure the mechs and the lines’ operational ware didn’t

get unruly. But it didn’t seem as if there were many. He started to reflect on

how it would keep the body count low, but if they were Anaden even that

wouldn’t matter. The notion of an enemy who perpetually came back to life was

taking some getting used to.




The

mission kicked into gear then, saving him from twisting his brain into knots

over the matter.




Alexis

Solovy (Siyane): 

“I’m patched into the security system. Referencing the mission Tactical Grid,

trip sensors are located at:




Q1

S 21° E z -12°




Q1

N 67° W z 41°




Q2

S 35° W z -80°




Q2

N 26° E z 54°




Q3

N 19° W z 61°




Q3

S 11°W z -3° 




Q4

S 84° E z -59°




Q4

N 25° E z 22° 




“Each

trip sensor is linked to four proximity mines. They’re outfitted with failsafe

triggers, so EMPing them won’t do any good. You’ll have to shoot them from a

distance or something. 




“The

force field barrier is powered by three generators located inside the barrier

at Q3 NW 6° z -9°. I’ve got a couple of authorization codes a disguised ship or

two can use to get inside.”




Commandant

Solovy (AFS

Stalwart II):  “Our first priority is to take out the force field. AFS

EW-08, when I give the order, project the false cargo ship hull and proceed

through security using one of the authorization codes Alexis provides. Once

inside, target the generators using negative energy missiles, then stealth and

keep clear of the blasts.”




Commander

Lekkas (AFS

MA-Primary):  “ESC Flights Two and Four, stage yourselves in range of the

trip sensors and be prepared to neutralize them the instant the generators

blow.”




Acknowledgments

scrolled up the screen to his left alongside auxiliary chatter.




Commandant

Solovy (Stalwart

II):  “EW-08, proceed. All ships, combat alert status.”




The

fleet was situated too far away from the target for Malcolm to be able to see

the electronic warfare craft’s progress. However, a stealthed companion

provided a visual feed, and Malcolm monitored the disguised ship on a second

screen as it approached the heavily guarded entrance gate. 




An

electronic warfare craft was an unlikely choice for an infiltrate-and-destroy

mission, but in this case it was the correct size to pull off the disguise,

being close in size to a standard Anaden cargo ship. It also wielded the best

holographic projection capabilities, making the disguise believable.

Nevertheless, the small, precision negative energy missiles it now carried

constituted its entire payload and stretched its loadout capabilities to the

maximum.




The

vessel proceeded through the gate without incident and adopted a trajectory

that would ostensibly take it to the hangar at the central structure—then it

vanished behind a cloaking shield. Three long seconds later, multiple

explosions erupted near the center of the facility. 




The

visible force field flickered and died in sync with a spike in activity as the

Fabrication Center went on alert. Outside the perimeter, a series of smaller

detonations cascaded in a bubble surrounding the facility.




Commander

Lekkas (MA-Primary): 

“Trip sensors neutralized.”




Commandant

Solovy (Stalwart

II):  “All ships, proceed according to your assignments.”




Rampant,

comprehensive destruction was the objective of the mission today. Fighters

swarmed in to engage the automated defenses, which included drones as well as

far more robust turrets spaced throughout the facility. Sabres followed the

fighters in, accompanied by a complement of frigates for protection, and began

firing on the unfinished battlecruisers.




Lacking

active shielding, the hulls crumbled under the onslaught from the Sabres’

powerful railguns.




But

it wasn’t going to be enough to destroy the ships under assembly. They needed

to destroy the Fabrication Center’s production capabilities, or else the Machim

would just start building new ships here tomorrow.




Malcolm

eyed the long row of adjunct structures stretching beneath the length of the

facility. “Proceed on a N 13° E z -2° vector. As soon as we’re in range, target

the individual units sequentially from west to east.” 




Brigadier

Jenner (AFS

Saratoga):  AFS Tripoli and AFS Caracas, with me.”




Lt.

Colonel Londe

(AFS Tripoli):  “On your left flank, Saratoga.”




Colonel

Torres

(AFS Caracas):  “On your right.”




Admiral

Rychen (EAS

Virginia):  “EA 12th (NW) Regiment will take care of the central structure.

Advise active Rifters to handle the prodigious debris soon to result.”




Defense

turret fire plinked off the Virginia’s shields in harmless pinpricks as

it unloaded its arsenal on the boxy edifice at the heart of the facility. It

began to come apart in large, jagged chunks.




“Major

Ettore, make our heading an additional S 12°.”




Ettore

chuckled. “Copy that.”




Captain

Casales:  “First unit is in range. Firing.”




Brigadier

Jenner (Saratoga):

 “Tripoli, Caracas, commence firing at any and all component assembly

units in range, west to east progression.




Confirmations

followed, and the viewport lit up in the glow of lasers meeting, ripping into and

melting metal. The distant sun reflected off the projectiles created for added

effect—at least until the projectiles vanished into the rifts surrounding the

attacking vessels.




Twenty

minutes later, a facility that had manufactured four hundred battlecruisers a

week lay in ruins. Nothing larger than thirty meters populated the debris

field.




The

automated defenses were no match for twelve thousand ships from the AEGIS

fleet, and they met no active resistance. In executing the ambush they had

followed the Machim model by bringing far greater firepower than was required

to complete the mission. It was the latest strike in a campaign to swiftly

nullify the Machim’s biggest advantage: numbers.




No

doubt they’d meet greater resistance in future missions, but for today it appeared

they would chalk up a decisive victory. 
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Siyane




Alex

watched the fireworks from a bird’s eye vantage above and to the left of one of

the primary assembly lines, for the moment. She could move freely among the

cacophony of explosions and shattering metal, however, without fear of injury. 




For

she wasn’t really there.




The Siyane,

and her with it, were safely tucked away thirteen kiloparsecs from the Machim

Fleet Fabrication Center under attack, but only a few dozen meters from a

solitary teleportation gate situated on a rocky, barren world bearing the uninspiring

moniker of MW-2189c. 




She

drifted among the lasers and mounting debris enjoying the show, as her role in

the mission was essentially complete. She could pitch in to provide

target advice or location pointers, but in truth this mission was mostly about

blowing shit up, and the military didn’t need her help with that.




So

she watched the impressive destruction-in-progress with half her attention as

her mind began to wander to other matters. “Remind me to talk to Mesme about Sotiras.

The Kat could use a round of coaching on how to interact with people.”




Valkyrie’s

voice resonated in her mind—also in the cabin of the Siyane, but she

didn’t try to split her attention yet further to hear it. ‘It wasn’t that bad.’




“Yes,

it was. But I guess we shouldn’t expect too much when the B-team fills in.”




‘Still,

the mission would have been all but impossible without Sotiras’ assistance in

infiltrating the facility.’




“Not

Sotiras specifically, since any random Kat would have sufficed. But, yes, the

infiltration assist was definitely helpful. We need….”




Alex

absently fiddled with the tiny Reor slab she’d removed from her pocket at some

point. She understood Anaden security protocols and information storage and

retrieval methodologies fairly well now, having studied the details both Mesme

and Eren had provided, but more so having hacked and deep-dived Machim Central

Command servers. This latest foray into the inner workings of one of their

systems only reinforced her belief that she now had a solid grasp of the tech

and processes involved.




‘Yes?

What do we need?’




“We

need to figure out a way to tap into their systems remotely—or permanently. We

need to get inside their overall network. This single location, physical

infiltration routine is nonsense. It’s unreliable and puts our people, and

sometimes me, in unnecessary danger.”




‘The

Directorate’s rampant paranoia makes doing as you suggest a difficult

proposition. Information they treat as valuable is not designed to be widely

shared and is walled off from remote interconnections.’




“Well,

we need to find a way.”




‘I

will make a note.’




Alex’s

focus gradually returned to the ongoing sacking of the Fabrication Center, and

she realized she’d been staring at a semi-hidden piece of equipment while she

and Valkyrie talked. She’d been waiting for it to crack apart or vaporize entirely,

yet it remained intact.




Alexis

Solovy (Siyane):

 “Somebody target the blocky module suspended below the central structure in

Q3, near the rear—S 21° W z 8°—and your pesky defense turret problem will be no

more.”




A

message arrived in an off-channel pulse. 




‘Somebody’?

Please try

to maintain at least a small amount of decorum on the open channels.




Sorry,

Mom. I just don’t speak military.




‘Technically,

you do. I have available for instant recall the designations of all formations

in the AEGIS-led fleet down to the squad level, as well as every named ship. I

also keep databases of modern military nomenclature.’




Alex

grumbled under her breath. “Shhh. She doesn’t need to be reminded of that.”




A

staccato of explosions rippled through the module in question.




“See,

though? ‘Somebody’ took care of it.”




‘SF

Northern Fleet Fighter Squadron #143, to be precise.’




“Yes,

Valkyrie. Thank you.”




A

completed component storage unit she’d mentally wandered near during the

exchange abruptly disintegrated, sending metal shards to envelop the space her

consciousness occupied.




Like

shattered glass. But none pierced her, instead falling through her untouched

like the ghost she had become.




No.

She allowed the déjà vu to flare, rooted in a memory from Portal Prime, but she

wasn’t a ghost. Not this time. Moments such as this, she wasn’t certain exactly

what she was—human, Prevo, and maybe something still unfathomable as

well—but she was making peace with the ambiguity.




Okay,

Mom. You seem to have things well in hand, so I’ll leave you and your esteemed

fleet to mop up things here. I’m supposed to pick Caleb up in a few minutes.




Understood.

Rendezvous at Staging Point C1 in three hours for an AEGIS Council meeting. And

lunch after, if you’d like.




Sounds

good. 




She

laughed to herself. They were making lunch date plans while she projected her

consciousness across over a dozen kiloparsecs into the middle of a space battle,

if a rather one-sided one, her mother actively commanded. All of this was

taking place in a universe other than their own, and it was all somehow normal.






Her

life had always been unconventional, but occasionally it caught her by surprise

just how damn improbable it could be.
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ANARCH

POST SATUS




Location

Unknown









“What

you must understand is this: though the diati is an independent life

form and in principle separate from you, its interaction with reality—with the

tangible universe—exists solely as a manifestation of your will. It is a tool

under your direction. If you are strong enough, it is a tool under your

absolute control.”




Caleb

was skeptical for more than one reason. “You’re saying the diati is

disposed to subsume itself completely to my will, to my…desires, whatever they

happen to be?”




“It

would not have joined with you otherwise. Having chosen you, this is now its purpose.”




Caleb

started to challenge Nisi to justify the assertion, but he understood why the

man believed it. He’d sensed the diati’s initial free will, and the

gradual erosion of it, in the dream-visions. Admittedly, he was curious whether

the man had been shown the same visions or had come to this conclusion through

experience, but sufficient trust didn’t exist between them for him to probe

deeper. Not yet.




Danilo

Nisi, Sator of the anarch resistance movement in Amaranthe, sat opposite him on

the facing couch, far enough away to avoid triggering an incident. Caleb had

tried to tell his diati not to steal Nisi’s, but it seemed the decision

belonged to the diati Nisi controlled, and Caleb couldn’t communicate

with it. 




Interesting

that the choice of allegiance marked both a stark and continuing exception to

what the man had just stated about the diati’s lack of agency. But it

made a certain amount of sense. If the choice of allegiance was made wisely, no

other choices need be made.




The

practical consequence, though, here on the ground, was that he needed to keep

his distance. The fact that Nisi was willing to help him—to teach him, as it

were—was more than he’d expected. He may not trust the anarch leader, but he

was grateful for the help, and he didn’t intend to foul it up by absconding

with the small amount of diati the man wielded, and evidently treasured.




“Are

you ready to begin?”




He

straightened up and tried to focus his intentions. Nisi’s instructions repeated

themselves in his mind. Don’t try to force the action. Simply command it to

be so. Know it will be so.




The

boot sitting on the floor between them vanished, only to reappear several

meters away by one of the windows.




Nisi

considered the footwear critically. “Is it located where you intended for it to

move to?”




He

nodded.




“How

closely?”




“Fairly

close. I had in mind not quite so far away from the window. But I was concerned

it would end up outside and—” he lifted a socked foot “—I kind of need it when

I leave, so I may have subconsciously waffled on the distance.”




“Understandable.

But if you are precise in your intent, it will be precise in its execution.

Trust the diati, for it is your ally.”




“But

it was the ally of its former masters, right up until the moment it abandoned

them. How can I trust it won’t do the same to me?”




Nisi

stood and went over to the refreshment bar to pour a drink. It was an act

intended to signal relaxation, but it also had the effect of hiding his reaction

from Caleb. “It’s not my place to answer that question.”




“But

you can answer it?”




Nisi

took a long sip of his drink. “I have lived with the diati for a very

long time. I’ve watched generations of Inquisitors use it in more ways than I

ever could have dreamed up. I’ve spent hours likely adding up to years

contemplating its nature. In six hundred thousand years, you are the only

instance I’m aware of where it has abandoned a host for another of its own

volition.”




“You’re

six hundred thousand years old?” Earlier comments by Nisi had implied he might

be a few millennia old, but now he was suggesting another order of magnitude

altogether. 




To

live so long would surely drive a person stark raving mad, wouldn’t it? Caleb

recognized the Primors were technically this old or older, but they had tweaked

and ‘improved’ themselves through regenesis so many times they must bear little

resemblance to their original selves. Also, they were stark raving mad.




Nisi’s

expression revealed nothing as he returned to the couch. “Pick up your glass of

water. Hold it in your hand, then move it to the bar.”




Caleb

let the blatant evasion of his question slide for the time being and did as

instructed. The man was an intriguing cipher, but he was here to learn, and he

needed to learn fast. “Apologies in advance for any mess that results.”




But

no mess resulted. The glass vanished from his hand and materialized atop the

bar, water contents and all, and didn’t take any portion of his hand with it.

He felt his confidence grow in response to the success, and quickly tempered it

with the memory of times when he was not so in control of the power.




“Excellent.”




Caleb

pursed his lips. “When I run across a Praesidis—when I absorb new diati—it’s

chaotic. For a while. Minutes, or hours if it’s a large dose, pass before I’m

fully in control again. What can I do to either lessen the length of time or

increase my control during it?”




“I’m

afraid your experience in this matter is unique. As I noted, you are the only

one. But I can offer a few thoughts. The act of transferring from the Praesidis

to you is an act of free will on the part of the diati, and it is

perhaps the first such act it’s performed in cosmic ages. It stands to reason

that after such a momentous event, it will take some time for the diati

to settle down. 




“The

best advice I have for you is to not fight it. Welcome it, and do so with a…not

a firm hand, but a resolute one. It needs you to accept its presence, not the

other way around.”




“I

haven’t been fighting it.”




“If

you say so.”




Caleb

opened his mouth to protest, but a pulse came in from Alex then.




Machim

Sector 46 Fleet Fabrication Center is officially space dust, with no resistance

to speak of. I’m here whenever you’re ready.




Great

news. I’ll be along in a few minutes. Maybe fifteen or twenty.




“The

AEGIS fleet successfully destroyed the Sector 46 Fleet Fabrication Center.”




“Good.

I assume AEGIS is aware there are twenty-five additional such facilities in

operation?”




“And

now there is one less than there was this morning. Why are you willing to help

me, yet so dismissive of AEGIS’ efforts?”




“I’ve

told you, Caleb—I believe you are the key. You are the fulcrum that will

transform the world. As such, you are what matters most in this fight.”




He

rolled his eyes in frustration. “The fleet matters, too, because I can’t

singlehandedly destroy two dozen Machim warship manufacturing facilities.”




“Are

you so certain?”




“Snapping

a few necks or crushing the odd Vigil drone is one thing, and that thing is a

long damn way from destroying massive space stations.”




Nisi

tapped his temple.




“You

think the difference is all in my head?”




The

man made a hedging motion. “Not exactly. Size, or more accurately mass,

obviously does factor in. If I’m saying anything, it is that you don’t yet

recognize the full measure of the power you can wield. You already control more

diati than any single Inquisitor, including the elassons. In

point of fact, this means you control more diati than any individual

save—” the muscles lining his jaw flexed “—the Praesidis Primor. 




“Now,

I cannot say if this means you have the ability to destroy a space station or,

as it were, a warship manufacturing facility. But I do submit that you can do a

great deal more than move a glass of water a few meters. You have scarcely

begun to test the limits of your power.” 




He

flashed his charismatic, mysterious smile. “Now, with this in mind, are you

ready to take the next step?”




Despite

Caleb’s attempts at caution—at circumspection and even suspicion—the man’s

words stirred his blood. They teased the possibilities of the power within his

reach, real power extending far beyond parlor tricks and personal

protection to a place where the course of life itself could be changed.




“I

am.”
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PLANET

MW-2189C




Milky

Way Sector 33




Alex

was waiting on him when he stepped through the teleportation gate, and the

sight of her instantly brightened his mood. She’d only partaken in the AEGIS

mission virtually, but he was relieved to see her safe nonetheless. Always.




She

wore a breather mask dangling around her neck, and he took advantage of the

fact it wasn’t covering her mouth to kiss her fully in front of the gate. Then

he did his best to act casual during the short walk to the Siyane.




She

eyed him curiously. “How did it go today?”




“Fine.

You?”




“Well

enough. Seeing the facility taken out so spectacularly was definitely

satisfying, if a tad boring by the end. There was this notable sequence when

all the trip sensor proximity mines blew at once…” her voice trailed off “…what

happened in the session?”




He

dropped the act, as it clearly wasn’t working anyway, and coaxed her toward the

Siyane faster. “Come on. Let’s get inside, and I’ll show you.”




He

could feel her stare boring into the back of his head as she trailed him up the

ramp. When the inner airlock had closed behind them, he positioned her beside

the data center. “Stay there.”




She

arched an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest, but complied. He

continued through the cabin until he reached the kitchen counter, glanced at

her, then concentrated on the area between her and the couch—




—Alex

jumped, a startled gasp escaping her lips. She gaped at him in amazement, as he

was now standing directly in front of her. “You figured out how to do it!”




He

smirked. “I did.”




She

cackled and wrapped her arms around him. “Can you teleport me, too?”




“Whoa,

slow down. One thing at a time. Let me practice a little first.”




“Okay….”






He

kissed her pout away. “I’ll practice fast.”




“You

better.” Her lips twitched against his. “I guess for now we’ll have to do it

the hard way and fly all the way to the Stalwart II. Mom’s called a

meeting.”
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AFS

STALWART II




Milky

Way Sector 19




Commander

Morgan Lekkas tapped her boot impatiently on the skid-resistant flooring of the

AFS Stalwart II’s hangar bay. A brief shift into sidespace to peer

around the region outside the ship confirmed the shuttle from the AFS

Saratoga was on approach to dock, so it would just be another minute.




Her

boot tapped faster.




All

this shuttling around from vessel to vessel straight-up sucked. The Eidolons’

official home was on the carrier AFS Tamao. The AEGIS fighters and

multi-role attack craft, however, including the one she’d been piloting, docked

on the AFS San Carlos. After the Sector 46 Fleet Fabrication Center

mission, she’d taken a special dispensation and docked on the Tamao,

under the justification that the Eidolons were her responsibility and she

needed to do a thorough post-mission debrief and inspection. It was faster than

taking yet another shuttle.




Harper,

however, was assigned to the AFS Saratoga with the Marine tactical

assault detachments. The Saratoga was neither the Tamao nor the San

Carlos. Sleeping apart more nights than not also sucked.




Relationships

complicated everything. Military relationships, doubly so. Or hell, maybe they

were only half as complicated; she didn’t have enough experience with

commitment to say for certain.




Meetings

of the AEGIS leadership and advisory Council were held on the AFS Stalwart

II, of course—well, not every meeting, as it would soon become absurdly

inefficient. Many were held via holo. But important meetings, pre- and

post-mission meetings, and crucial strategy sessions were held in person.

Allegedly it was good for morale, but mostly it meant more shuttle rides.




What

would be good for her morale would be seeing with her own radically

enhanced Prevo eyes that Harper was alive and mostly in one piece. 




Medical

on the Saratoga

reports none of the injuries she suffered from the shrapnel are

life-threatening.




‘Life-threatening’

is your threshold for garnering concern, Stanley?




I

was merely endeavoring to provide reassurance.




She

laughed quietly between taps. Stanley had been denied the chance to grow and

evolve over time as much as his Noetica counterparts—her fault, no question—and

it showed at times. But he was trying. Thank you, Stanley. It does help, a

little.




The

shuttle eased through the force field into the hangar bay and settled into a

docking berth.




She

waited, but now she tried to look chill about it.




An

eternity later the shuttle hatch opened. Brigadier Jenner departed, followed by

a clerical officer, and she nodded curt greetings at both without speaking. 




Harper

brought up the rear, limping gingerly through the open hatch while waving off

help from another officer. When she spotted Morgan, she cautiously adjusted her

course. Morgan readied a stern, disapproving expression as her heart buoyed.




“Don’t

give me that look, Lekkas. I pulled your shattered, comatose body out of a

crushed skycar—half your bones were literally shattered—so don’t even

think about making a big deal out of a couple of scrapes.”




“You

ran around for twenty minutes with a piece of shrapnel lodged in your back that

narrowly missed your spine.”




“That

depends on your definition of ‘narrowly.’ I’m fine.”




Morgan’s

gaze was critical in inspection as she circled the woman. Two medwraps

encroached beyond the seams of the BDUs, and Morgan knew at least two

additional ones were hidden beneath the clothing. But Harper was walking

under her own power, which was more than Morgan could have said of herself

until a week or so ago.




She

relented, completing the circle to again stand in front of Harper. She grabbed

the cranky, beautiful Marine’s hands and squeezed. “All right. But I’m watching

you.”




Harper

eyed the long stretch of hangar bay between them and the lift, drew her

shoulders up and started off toward her goal. “A tiny piece of shrapnel caught

me in the ass. Why don’t you watch it?”




So

Morgan did, for several seconds, before hurrying to catch up.
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“What

does victory look like?”




Admiral

Rychen jumped right in. “Blowing an enormous warship manufacturing facility to

smithereens looked like a damn fine start.”




Miriam

lifted an eyebrow. “Only twenty-five more to go.”




Caleb

chuckled, then quickly squelched it. When she glanced inquiringly in his

direction, he waved her off. An inside joke for later, perhaps.




Rychen

gestured toward the door. “Point the way.”




Miriam

appreciated his enthusiasm—really she did—but she needed a measure of sober

maturity from him right now. From everyone at the table. “Finding them isn’t

the problem. Here’s the problem: when all the fabrication facilities lie in

ruins, what then? We’ll control the skies, so to speak, but not the ground. Not

the commerce, not the infrastructure, not the government. The Directorate won’t

be able to get rid of us, but we won’t have freed anyone.”




Alex

protested. “We will have saved any further species from being Eradicated…” her

shoulders sagged “…no, only those who would’ve required a military response to

corral. For more primitive species, the Theriz can still go in and shred their

planets. So, Theriz Cultivation fleets and facilities next?”




She

offered her daughter a rueful shrug. “Thank you for making my point. People,

I’m going to keep asking the question until we come up with a suitable answer,

so don’t be shy. The need to decimate the Machim military capabilities is a

given. But beyond this objective, how do we dismantle the controlling

governmental structure, which has existed for longer than we’ve been able to

speak a meaningful language? I’ll leave the question of what we replace it with

once it’s dismantled for tomorrow.”




In

the silence that followed, she found herself wishing Richard were here. His

knowledge of the geopolitical games played throughout history would be helpful

to the discussion. She’d considered more than once asking him to make the trip,

but he was too valuable to everyone else for his time to be spent sitting

around reinforcing her clarity.




No

one jumped in; she needed to let it go for now. “Until someone comes up with a

decent suggestion—and I include myself in this category—let’s talk about some

practical matters. We were lucky to complete this mission without significant

opposition, but we can’t expect our good fortune to continue. We will

find ourselves facing a sizable Machim fleet sooner or later, and prudence

dictates that we assume sooner. 




“The

conflict at the Provision Network Gateway took place in the middle of nowhere,

and this enabled us to exercise certain liberties. Given our current focus,

it’s possible the next encounter will occur closer to a populated area, which

will limit our use of both Dimensional Rifters and negative energy devices.”




Subdued

unrest rippled down the table, and she allowed it to dwindle before continuing.

She was asking a lot of them, pushing them harder. But they were at the table

because they could deliver. “It’s not enough for us to be creative once—we must

be creative every time.”




Brigadier

Jenner frowned. “You’re suggesting we can’t count on using the trick that took

out the Imperium at the Gateway the next time we face one.”




“Among

many other tricks, yes, I am. If a move risks taking out a space station or

other habitat, it has to be off the table. Also, any maneuver that succeeded

for us in the last battle, we can expect them to be prepared for in the next

one.”




“Because

the knowledge gained didn’t die with the combatants on the battlefield…because

they didn’t truly die.” Jenner shook his head skeptically. “Okay, so how do we

penetrate an impenetrable shield?”




Thomas

spoke up. ‘The Machim data contains a small number of details on its properties

and how it is generated, but none of those details point to a viable way to

circumvent it.’




This

wasn’t news. If the data cache had held the needed information, they would’ve

already devised a way past the shield.




Alex

had accessed the specific data Thomas referenced and was already studying it.

“The shield’s not technically solid, not in the way a hull is. It has a

lot in common with a force field barrier, albeit a dramatically reinforced and

fortified one…or two. It could be two barriers.” Her nose scrunched up as she

peered at the aural. “Kennedy might be able to figure out a way to counter it.

She and shielding have a special relationship.”




Given

how easily Ms. Rossi had figured out a way to restore communications during the

Metigen invasion, Alex could be correct. “Do you think it’s worth asking her to

come over with the next group?”




“Lobbing

questions and answers back and forth isn’t a practical option, so if this is a

high-priority goal, yes. You’ve got some engineers and techs on this side who

can help her out, don’t you?”




“Several.

I’ll make the request.” Miriam took a deliberate sip of tea and returned the

glass to the desk. Her gaze passed across everyone in the room. “What does

victory look like?”




Silence

answered, but only for a second this time. Then overlapping comments erupted to

blend and shape one another. They were talking, which meant minds had been

working in the intervening minutes. So she let it continue for a while.




Finally

Caleb’s voice cut through the din. “I understand why no one wants to bring it

up, but part of the answer is this: ultimately the only way we achieve a real

victory is if we remove the Directorate from power. Completely. Officially

unseating them won’t be enough. Collectively, the Primors control more than two

trillion Anadens, and their control is not dependent on the Directorate’s

status as a governing body.”




Commander

Lekkas eyed him intently. “You mean assassinate them—which is totally fine. I’m

just checking.”




“If

only it were so straightforward. Regenesis renders even that strategy a fool’s

errand. To simplify a complex problem? We have indestructible warships, but

they have indestructible people. We’ve got to find a way to break out of the

impasse that creates.”




Miriam

nodded. “So if we plan to go down the path you’re suggesting, we will need to

remove their ability to return in a cloned body as well. Such a process

requires a physical facility: equipment, data storage, a way to remotely

receive new data, and a host of medical technology. We need to know where the

Primors undergo regenesis.”




Jenner

leaned forward wearing a scowl. “Are we seriously discussing the assassination

of the entire governing body of this place?”




Miriam

gave the question due weight; she shouldn’t and wouldn’t brush it off lightly.

“If someone had assassinated Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin in 1938, tens of

millions of lives would have been saved. It’s not a disproportionately extreme

example, either, because a far greater number have already died at the hands of

the Directorate. Because they intended and still do intend to wipe out the

entirety of humanity.” She paused. “But it is important for us to recognize it

for what it is. I bear the full responsibility for the decision when it’s made,

but if anyone wishes to lodge a formal objection, please do so.”




Jenner

retreated with a faint shake of his head. “No, ma’am. You’re correct, of

course. But what if the Primors can use any regenesis facility? What then?”




“If

you’re asking whether we will try to eliminate all such facilities….” Miriam’s

gaze fell to the table’s surface. The story of her career could be summed up by

the trite adage that she always did what was required in the circumstances. But

there were limits to even deals with the devil, lines which should never be

crossed.




She

looked back up. “No. To do so is equivalent to killing over two trillion

people, many of whom play no part in the Directorate’s misdeeds. If it turns

out that the Primors are able to undergo regenesis at any facility, we will

have to pursue other options.” She could only hope when the time came, other

options had been discovered.




Rychen

leaned in toward the center of the table. “One could argue it wouldn’t be

killing the Anadens at all, merely reducing them to the same state everyone

else faces. They live until they die, and that’s the end.”




“I

doubt you would be able to find an Anaden who agreed with you.”




 Rychen

sank down in his chair, deflated. “Nor would I, were I one. Point taken. So

these anarchs must know what regenesis facilities the Primors use, right? And if

so, where they are?”




Alex

frowned. “Maybe, maybe not. They’ve collected a wide variety of intel, but I

expect this kind of information to be closely held. Insanely so. The Primors

are paranoid about far less important information than the details of how they

maintain their immortality.”




Miriam

sighed as the obstacles piled up one after another. “As paranoid as the

anarchs? They won’t so much as tell us where any of their bases are located.

Assuming they possess the information we’re seeking, I doubt they are inclined

to hand it over simply because we ask for it.”




If

she sounded frustrated, it was because she was. Since the initial meeting with

Sator Nisi, she had encountered nothing but resistance from the anarch

leadership. They claimed to want to work in concert, but they guarded their

knowledge and resources with the zeal of a dog guarding its most prized bone.

So far the only actionable intel she possessed were the locations of Machim

production and staging facilities, and this was due almost entirely to Alex,

Caleb and Valkyrie’s actions.




‘Perhaps

Alex and Valkyrie could hack the Directorate’s data network as they did the

Machim one.’




Alex

burst out laughing. She dropped an elbow onto the table and her chin onto her

palm. “You’re funny, Thomas—unless it wasn’t a joke, in which case you’re

delusional.”




‘It

was mostly a joke, but I always leave my options open.’




“Uh-huh.

I have been thinking that we need to find some easier, more reliable way

to infiltrate their networks than the type of stunt Harper and Sotiras had to

pull today. But I don’t have any good ideas yet. Sorry.”




Miriam

cleared her throat. “All right. Working backwards from our goal—a very long way

backwards, I’m afraid—our first step is to convince the anarchs to show us a

few of their cards. If they want to be our partner, they need to carry their

weight, not sit back and let us do all the work. How do we convince them to do

so?”




Alex

grimaced. “Aside from Nisi, there’s not much in the way of an organized power

structure in the anarchs. There are supervisors for the missions and

whatnot—people like Xanne—but if you’re asking who the head of the intelligence

department is, for instance, I’m not sure there is one.”




“Can

your friend Eren help?”




“He

insists he’s but a lowly front-line operative who’s only given the information

necessary for his next mission. And in fairness, he may be telling the truth.

He’s not exactly the bureaucratic type.”




“It likely

doesn’t matter in any event. The real power resides in Sator Nisi. We have to

convince him to instruct his people to cooperate.”




She

found Nisi to be uncommonly frustrating, and the man met her most steely

declarations with an enigmatic, close-mouthed smile and a quiet deflection if

not outright refusal. Alex’s interactions with Nisi had rarely lasted longer

than two minutes before ending in cursing, an exasperated gesture and a rapid

departure. It was more or less the same with Rychen, and Field Marshal Bastian

refused to speak to him at all.




She

exhaled, too ponderously. “Caleb, you’re the only one of us he’s shown any

interest in working with. What can you do?”




Caleb

opened his palm above the table, and an amorphous ball of red sparkles

materialized above it. “Nisi’s not interested in me. He’s interested in this.”

The lights vanished as he clasped his hands together. “I tried today, actually.

He evaded the attempt with greater skill than Morgan dodging lasers in a

fighter jet.”




Lekkas

snorted.




Caleb

shrugged at Miriam. “Look, the fact that we can’t see the organization behind

the scenes doesn’t mean it isn’t there. In fact, it has to be there, or

a group as large and spread out as the anarchs never would have survived this

long. Nisi plays the role of wise elder sage, and plays it very well, but he’s

as shrewd a leader as anyone I’ve ever seen. He’s CEO to a vast, intergalactic

organization and political leader to a multi-species coalition of dissidents.

He’s also…something more, but I haven’t figured out what it is yet….” 




He

blinked and shook his head. “My advice? You need to find someone who speaks his

language, which is not the language of the military. You need a skilled

diplomat to make your case and negotiate your terms.”




“The

whole purpose of the GCDA was to be apolitical. We’ve got the military,

scientific and intelligence proficiencies covered, but I never expected to need

to keep politicians on staff.”




Jenner

straightened up in his chair. “Commandant? I have a suggestion on how to fill

that void.”
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Returning

to Post Alpha—his home, if he had one at all—felt oddly surreal. Like he were

belatedly waking from a hypnol-laden trip that had been more real than the real

world.




Jagged,

snow-covered peaks loomed down on Eren asi-Idoni from outside the hallway

windows. They enveloped the base on three sides, hiding the stronghold but

exacting a price in the form of bitter cold and punishing winds.




Everything

had changed since Eren had last set foot on the Post Alpha grounds. What had

previously been a vengeful game of spite against the Directorate, admittedly

laced with a topping of thrill-seeking if angst-driven behavior, was now a

full-scale war. The Humans had swept in on a wave of audacious destruction he

could only respect and made the rebellion real. Real stakes, real consequences

and the tantalizing promise of a real victory.
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