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        The past never stays buried. The war isn't over yet.

      

      

      As a shadow from Grey's past resurfaces with a malicious agenda, an unavoidable conflict looms over their peaceful homeworld.

      With a resentful Council scrutinizing his every move, Grey faces challenges he was never trained to handle.

      Will the most feared man in the Civilizations find an ally in an old enemy or a complete stranger?

      Lady Sayuri, an inexperienced Knight, gets trapped in the middle of their conflict. All she wants is to go home. If Grey stands in her way, what else can she do but fight back?

      Alora navigates a perilous path as well, torn between personal loyalty and the greater good, questioning everything she once believed.

      Alliances shift and new enemies emerge from the shadows in Revenant’s War.

      
        
        Who will rise and who will fall at the edge of Stars Reach?
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        “Matt Wright’s storytelling conveys the real scope and sense of wonder of great space opera. Breaking Colossus takes you on a journey as big as your imagination.”

      

      

      
        
        —Kevin J. Anderson, New York Times Bestselling Author of The Dark Between the Stars

      

      

      “A fast-paced, galaxy-spanning space opera adventure filled with intrigue and political maneuvering. A solid outing from Mr. Wright!”

      
        
        —Christopher Ruocchio, Author of The Sun Eater series

      

      

      “Matt Wright's Breaking Colossus is a gamechanger of a space opera. Get ready to enter a universe that has it all: characters with fascinating histories and abilities, unconventional romance, political warfare, spiritual exploration, and unprecedented technology. Wright's flair for world-building is matched by his exquisite storytelling, especially in depicting the lengths a son is capable of going to for his own father. The notion that ‘stories can change everything’ surfaces throughout the book; this is one of those stories.”

      
        
        —Sonja Ciotti, Poet & Author of A One-Star Night; Big Rain, Little Umbrella; and 31

      

      

      “Combining magnificent worldbuilding with classic story design, Breaking Colossus will thrill scholars of Greek epic poetry as easily as readers of modern space adventures. Do not hesitate to pick up this book!”

      
        
        —E.H. Gaskins, author of the Ymiran Chronicles

      

      

      "Going to space has never been more fun! If you want a story with depth and character, this one is for you. It willkeep you turning pages long after bedtime."

      
        
        —October K Santerelli, author of Storm’s Eye
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      To Elizabeth,

      

      the brightest star in my universe.
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            Excerpts from the Concord of Peace with the Civilizations (Concord of Baerius)

          

          16th of Increase, 901E

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Civilizations, in order to promote intergalactic cooperation and to achieve universal peace and security by the acceptance of obligations not to resort to war, by prescription of open, just, and honorable relations between systems, by the firm establishment of the understandings of intergalactic law as the actual rule of conduct among Civilizations, and by the maintenance of justice and scrupulous respect for all treaty obligations in the dealings of regencies with one another, agree to this Concord of Baerius.

      

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      Article 7

      The Seat of the Ascendancy is established at Ptolis Baerius in the Cadmus system…

      Article 8

      Each regency recognizes that the maintenance of peace requires the reduction of armaments and weapons of mass destruction to the lowest point consistent with planetary safety and the enforcement by common action of intergalactic obligations.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Article 12

      The Civilizations agree that if there should arise between them any dispute likely to lead to a rupture, the Ascendancy reserves the right to end such disputes by force, if necessary, but shall first resort to arbitration. They agree in no case to resort to war…

      Article 13

      Should any Civilization resort to war in disregard of its accords under Article 12, it shall ipso facto be deemed to have committed an act of war against all other Civilizations…

      Article 14

      Every treaty or intergalactic engagement entered into hereafter by any Civilization shall be forthwith registered with the Ascendancy and shall as soon as possible be published by it. No such treaty or engagement shall be binding until so registered.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Article 20

      The Ascendancy and Civilizations affirm that the planet Aion accepts the responsibility of the Dominion and its allies for causing catastrophic loss and damage to which the Ascendancy and Civilizations have been subjected as a consequence of the twenty-year war imposed upon them by the aggression of Giorigan Cammius and his allies…
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        * * *

      

      The Telam System and its Regents, Grey and Alora Soleis, who, having communicated their full powers found in good and due form, have agreed as follows:

      From the coming into force of the present Concord, the state of universal war will terminate. From that moment and subject to the provisions of this Concord, official relations with Aion, and with any of its allies, will be resumed by the Ascendancy.

      

      
        
        Concord and protocol unilaterally ratified and signed by Regents Grey and Alora of House Soleis on the day it was received, bypassing the Regency Council.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Promises

          

        

      

    

    
      Trin stood on the crest of a low, rocky hill, her gaze lifted upward into Aion’s red-tinged sky. No clouds darkened the evening’s expanse, and the sun set the northwest horizon ablaze as the planet’s shadow brought the night.

      It all came so close to perfection.

      Her long, chestnut hair flowed in the cooling breeze as the billions of stars, one by one, populated the dark heavens like specks of scintillating glass against black sand. A calm filled the rock-strewn plains around her, but Trin couldn’t feel it. The stirring in her core sent jolts of anxiety throughout her systems down to every nano-chain in her body.

      Two years had passed since Roth had gone away, but within the universe’s relativistic dissonance, Aion had completed several rotations around its sun. When she returned, Trin found Atonal and Hida to have aged more than that, since hiding from an organization as relentless as the Ascendancy tended to wear humans down. She understood some of their emotional challenges, but would never know the trials they endured.

      As usual, Roth remained as elusive as the breeze. The Ascendancy never found him either, and their upper echelons rescinded his indictment of treason and labeled him missing in the act of duty. It would have taken someone as influential as Elie Gentile to accomplish that. Despite the human organizations giving up their search, Trin remained all the more determined to fulfill her promise.

      When twilight faded to night, she sensed Atonal approaching her long before he came within earshot. He and his wife had shown her kindness, despite their limited time together. She appreciated Atonal’s coarse candor; he embodied brash insight, while Hida demonstrated reserved serenity. Her presence held no less authority than Atonal’s, and Trin admired them both. She lowered her gaze to the veteran when he stopped at the bottom of the hill.

      “I know you don’t need it,” he said, “but…we have a warm fire and some stew that Hida made. It’s her finest cooking.”

      His words came out hesitant and awkward. She knew Atonal still didn’t trust her completely, but his offer was genuine. He was trying, and it forced Trin to override her anxiety. She would fulfill her promise in time.

      “I would love to join you,” she said with a smile.

      Atonal gave her a curt nod, and Trin followed him back to the cottage. It was a new structure she had helped them build after the Ascendancy destroyed their previous home. She felt responsible since they had inadvertently led Master Chief Aris Kolgrim straight to the couple. They entered a doorway of stone and mortar and into a more spacious abode. The firelight and the rustic atmosphere of animal pelts, wood-carved trinkets, and potted plants by the windows carried memories of their prior dwelling.

      Hida cast a bright smile at them from the kitchen. She then picked up a thick wooden tray with a bowl of soup and glided toward them. Without words, the woman had welcomed Trin into her home and bid her stay in comfort.

      “Thank you,” Trin said, taking the steaming bowl from the tray.

      “Careful. It’s hot,” Atonal muttered, hobbling toward the kitchen. “Always makes it the way I like it.”

      Trin shared a knowing smile with Hida. She transferred the heat from her hands, through her arm, and into her core, where it absorbed the energy and cooled down the soup. She then took a seat in a spare wooden rocking chair and drank the meal. Her tongue perceptors picked up the undoubtedly Aionic flavors. In Trin’s mind, she classified tastes and smells based on the planet of origin. The water, the spices, the chunks of meat and vegetables, and even the temperature—it all originated from this world’s biosphere. It wasn’t quite like eating a clod of Aion’s soil, but it was similar.

      They ate in silence. Later, Hida provided fresh rolls of buttery bread she’d baked along with nuts and berries harvested from their garden. Trin’s body absorbed it all, but had no need for it. She broke it down and stored it away. Humans used the nutrients in food, but Trin’s body only absorbed the kinetic energy.

      “So,” Atonal said, breaking the silence. “What’ll you do? Now that you’re back, I mean.”

      Trin looked up and gave him a thoughtful expression. Atonal sat across the way in his own rocking chair while Hida gathered up the plates and dishes.

      “What do you mean?” Trin asked.

      Atonal shrugged. “Well, you can’t stay forever. You don’t want to stay, do you?”

      Trin pondered his words for a moment. Was she that easy to read?

      “I will continue to search for Roth,” she said.

      “But where will you go?” Atonal pressed. “It’s an awfully big universe out there.” He motioned upward with a lift of his chin. “You may have folded space as an Aegis, but you don’t have a pilot anymore.”

      She nodded. “I haven’t decided on my mission yet. I’m working out the most efficient strategy. Roth isn’t dead. He’s simply gone in a different direction. I’d like to know where that is.”

      Hida spoke into the silence that followed. “You and Roth both had a measure of energy together. I saw it when Roth looked at you. Like a connection. He wouldn’t have parted from you willingly.”

      Trin studied the woman, who rarely spoke so many words. Empirically, Roth’s departure felt intentional. Like abandonment. He’d kept his deal with Om a secret from her and said he didn’t need her anymore. Sending her away was the tactic he used that saved her life, because it would hurt the most. And he wasn’t even angry when he said it. Her body would not forget that pain, but Hida grasped something that Trin had forgotten, or ignored—that Roth never desired to leave her alone.

      Perhaps, in a way, he never did.

      Hida was right. Roth was still connected to her.

      As she ruminated, and within milliseconds of Hida speaking, Trin felt the faintest of signals reach out and touch her relay perceptors. As if someone had whispered to her from across the galaxy. The message interrupted her thoughts and had no origin attached to its metadata, so she couldn’t know who sent it.

      It said:

      
        
        And then the Heir of Temperance shall draw together all the people of the worlds into one. For this reason, these Commands and Oaths shall never be lost, but shall be preserved and hidden within the Arrows and their minds of metal—that my promises to them will all be fulfilled. Which promises shall be fulfilled at the last conjunction when the minds of metal shall return whole.

      

      

      What in the stars?

      Trin had never read this passage before, but she knew of the Commands and Oaths of Temperance, also known as the Enkrateion. The three-hundred-year-old document had become a myth, and the Vine exerted its full power to destroy every word of the so-called god-emperor. So who had sent this to her? And from where?

      She went over the passage dozens of times in her mind. If it was true, it meant that Temperance had embedded his words in the Arrows. And if so, the Vine would certainly have a vested interest in ensuring their destruction. But who was the Heir? Temperance’s bloodline had long since ended.

      Why would someone send her this passage? What did it mean? She needed more information.

      In the span it took for her to analyze the text and plan her next act, a few seconds had passed in real time. She lifted her gaze to Hida and smiled.

      “Thank you,” she said. “You’re right.”

      The woman responded with a warm smile, then rose from the rocking chair to collect their dishware. Trin wiped her hand across her plate and bowl, absorbing the remaining crumbs and scraps, then handed Hida her spotless dishes.

      “Maybe our connection is enough,” Trin said, rising to her feet. “Roth is out there. He will return when he’s able. I don’t need to keep searching anymore.”

      Atonal’s brow rose in surprise. “You’ve changed your mind? Are you sure?”

      Trin nodded. “Tomorrow, I’ll go to Aether and research the whereabouts of the remaining Arrows.”

      Atonal and Hida glanced at each other with frowns. “It’s still dangerous out there,” Atonal said. “The fighting hasn’t stopped despite what General Kalladne says. The ptolis is in ruins. That man echoes only what that bastard Taril wants him to say. The violence should have ended by now, but they’ve mishandled everything!”

      His vehemence caused Hida to lay a gentle hand on his shoulder as she passed into the kitchen. Atonal shook his head and heaved a loud sigh.

      “I’m afraid I’ll never see peace in my lifetime.”

      Trin gave him a resolute nod. “I will bring peace to the Civilizations,” she said. “My kind can help. You’ll see it, I promise. Even if I make it myself.”
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        * * *

      

      While Atonal and Hida slept, Trin finished erecting a fence that surrounded their lands. It wasn’t much, but it kept hungry beasts out of Hida’s gardens. She often paused her labors to admire the hard work both Hida and Atonal put into growing the plants. She knew nothing of how to keep one, but she set a goal to one day grow her own. To better understand the experience.

      In the morning, as the red sun glowered over the southeastern horizon, Trin said her farewells to Atonal and Hida by the doorway to their cottage. She worried how they might fare if the Ascendancy hunted them again and reassured them she would check in often.

      No paths or roads existed between that remote part of the wilderness and Ptolis Aether, so she treaded her own. Along the way, she transformed into a nameless Ascendancy soldier, male, with light skin and short blond hair. She made her armor plate worn as if she had just seen combat. To her understanding, the millions of citizens all evacuated and hid themselves in the north mountains beyond a lake called Henea. The Dominion was no longer interested in full scale slaughter of innocents, only to retain what lands they’d captured.

      Trin supposed that if she got herself into a dangerous situation, she could become an aster and flee. She needed to find an area where the battle still raged. So, she leapt and propelled herself into the sky toward the ptolis.

      The architects hadn’t planned Aether like most ptoleis. At first glance, the massive walls that surrounded it appeared useless, especially during an air attack. But the ptolis and its walls once served another purpose altogether, a more defensive one. After the Vine’s homeworld Gene unbounded from its sun, the surviving upper echelon leaders fled to Aion. Three hundred years ago, Aether had been unremarkable, not unlike Galtaire. But when the Vine arrived, they turned it into a nigh-impenetrable fortress.

      The engineers built the walls as power generators to eliminate an errant aster with a single bolt of red lightning. Long underground tines siphoned energy from the planet, though Trin lacked sufficient data about them. She’d seen this defense destroy dozens of both Ascendancy and Dominion asters, depending on who controlled them at the time. It would be foolish, flying into the ptolis and risk getting struck by its electrical discharge. She would have to walk the remaining distance.

      And yet within its walls, a dead megalopolis sprawled. Tors and superstructures clustered at the city’s center had crumbled to ruins. They stood in direct contrast to the clear, beautiful morning above, and while the occasional explosion sent shockwaves her body absorbed, Trin knew the fighting would soon end.

      As she drew closer, Trin detected the scent of smoke more clearly. She surveyed the districts that comprised the capital and found the Ascendancy and Dominion soldiers still engaged in a fierce struggle for control over the western and northern districts. High Lord Cammius’s troops had dug deep into the acropolis complex, its own fortress within a fortress, possessing their own wall generators to defend against air attacks. Trin guessed the new High Lord had spirited away to some other hidden bunker. With enough time and resources, she believed she might discover it, but not today.

      She discovered a broken highway that led into the heart of the ptolis and descended. Once on the ground, she cloaked herself and sped along the road. Since the Ascendancy possessed a healthy amount of paranoia, they kept a contingent at all gates to protect against a surprise attack. It was they who controlled the outer wall defense; they would win in the end.

      Trin would support the Ascendancy in this war, despite its obvious flaws and corruption. The other choice was to remain neutral. The Dominion now withered into a morally decrepit husk of what it once was, and she remembered when it emerged much like the Ascendancy, mustering righteous anger to destroy the tyrannical Vine. Now, there was no difference between the two. The newer generations had long since sullied the Cammius name. She couldn’t, in good conscience, side with them.

      They would lose more than a war.

      Reached the contingency-patrolled gate, Trin phased through the metal without arousing suspicion and followed the highway into the heart of the ptolis. At last, she stopped at the intersection with a dark alleyway between two crumbled buildings built like pyramids. She detected no human life nearby as the eerie quiet and darkness filled the air.

      Pressing forward, slower now, her boots echoed off the piles of rubble. The path led northward toward the distant sound of explosions and falcata fire.

      Moments later, she sensed something trailing far behind her. She couldn’t discern whether it turned her way by coincidence or was deliberately tracking her. It kept a distance of about three kilometers and moved in her direction.

      Another Arrow? Or Seraph?

      What if her follower was the origin of the strange Enkrateion passage she’d received earlier? Instead of reacting, Trin strode onward and waited for something to happen.

      The street she followed remained empty for almost an hour of walking. Ascendancy ships screamed across the sky, providing air support for the ground troops, but they didn’t notice her. At last, the highway led her into the center of Aether. Here, the rubble towered high into mountains. Here, the skeleton remains of asters and bloodships continued to burn even in the days after they’d perished. Trin still hadn’t run into any soldiers yet, though she discovered the beaten paths between the towers of rubble and debris. She pursued the trails as if negotiating a giant anthill.

      Up ahead, motion drew her attention and she proceeded with more caution. Soon, she recognized a line of marching Ascendancy grunts, perhaps two-hundred strong. They disappeared behind a fallen building to her left, so she fell into a rhythmic jog and kept her senses attuned to any movement. When she directed her attention backward, she discovered her follower had vanished. Troubling as that was, Trin pressed on.

      When she turned the corner of the makeshift path, Trin found herself at the rear of an Ascendancy battalion that marched west. She fell in line without drawing attention to herself and could almost taste the tension in the air. They approached their hard-earned triumph. If Aion succumbed to the Ascendancy, the war might end that day.

      Most of these soldiers had smoke and dirt caked into their skin. Each face was red from burns, and some walked with slight limps. All wore tattered uniforms covered by dented and sometimes incomplete sets of plate armor. Determination roared like fire in their eyes. To fit in, she adopted their righteous fury in her own soul and marched on with them.

      After an hour of marching through more labyrinths of rubble, shouts up ahead notified them the front lines had reached their destination. From what she gleaned, a Dominion army had holed up underground in a series of tunnels they had dug when the war began twenty years ago. Trin sensed the vast and complex tunnel system far beneath the city and realized they served as an ideal defense for guerrillas to fight invaders.

      Since Trin entered the ptolis, Aion’s red sun had climbed high in the sky’s dome and the temperature had risen fifteen degrees. The soldiers gasped for air and were ordered to rest from their march. A tall major with a square jaw and red face strode toward the back of the line, shouting.

      “You have ten minutes, then we move out! We’re needed underground! We will encounter the enemy! Ready your rifles!”

      He repeated variations of this until he reached the rear where Trin sat on a boulder, her head down and shoulders slouched. His gaze fell on her for a moment, but he didn’t linger and returned to the front line.

      Aion’s sun rose and set faster than most other worlds in the Ascendancy. Time passed about three percent quicker here than on Cadmus, and five percent compared to Telam. The fifteen minutes elapsed quickly, and the soldiers stood and readied themselves to enter the darkness.

      As Trin fell in line, the man ahead of her glanced back over his shoulder. He managed a wan smile. “Hey, brother,” he said in a cracked voice. “Try not to look so serious for me, huh?”

      The question struck her as odd, but she gave him a confident smirk. “You got it.”

      He nodded in return. “That’s what I like to hear.”

      Something about this interaction bothered Trin. She had tried to mirror their mood to blend in, but it wasn’t what they wanted. The strange contradiction of humans always captivated her.

      Their march resumed and the road they traversed turned sharply east and descended into a tunnel that, by Trin’s reckoning, should have collapsed ages ago. Suddenly, she had committed herself. If she aided in destroying the last of the Dominion, she could gain recourse to an Ascendancy bladeship. There, she might find the information she needed about the Arrows.

      Perhaps her stalker would follow her there, too.

      So, with determination in her eyes, Trin plunged into the darkness with her fellow soldiers.
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        * * *

      

      The battle came to them on two fronts. In the labyrinth of tunnels beneath the ptolis, the Dominion had led them into a trap; two Dominion forces now crushed them—one ahead and one behind. The massacre was already underway.

      Falcata shots and screams of the damned and dying echoed in such close quarters. Even if the Ascendancy possessed superior numbers, their enemies stole back the advantage with their desperate tactics. To save as many lives as possible, Trin acted quickly.

      In the battle's chaos, she became a host of people.

      To the soldiers at the front line, Trin provided covering fire, then carried the wounded out of danger, screaming words of support. To those in the rearward, she advanced the line and motivated those who had given up hope. At times, she was a Dominion soldier who relayed false information to the enemy, shaking up their formation and giving the Ascendancy some advantage.

      It hadn’t been a fair fight.

      In the end, although the Ascendancy divided their forces in the darkness, the Dominion crumbled underneath their swift advances. Trin helped catch anyone who tried to flee and suggested taking prisoners rather than executing them. The commanders agreed.

      When the humans’ moods settled, Trin cloaked herself and listened to the stories they shared of how an unknown soldier, wearing Ascendancy armor, had saved their lives and performed impossible feats. Nearly all of them corroborated these fantastic tales except for their leaders, who deemed it all nonsense. When they searched among their numbers for this “savior,” no one could find them. Despite Trin’s wish to stay with the battalion, fame and attention would only impede her mission.

      She departed the tunnels and left them wondering.

      Once back on the surface, she scanned the skies for her mysterious tracker. If it was a Seraph, Trin knew it would have already attacked. If it was an Arrow, she was unsure how to proceed.

      The last Arrow she met three centuries ago had attempted to kill her.

      Much had changed since the Vine captured and put her to sleep in the Bladeship Cyclops. What was it like for those who masqueraded and lived human lives without dying? She imagined the worry, loss, and self-inflicted pain. What could she do to become a beacon for her kind? What could she do to gather them together, so that they might be one?

      So they might be whole again?

      When the skies appeared secure, Trin ascended into the void in search of answers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            To the Arcstation Nemnerra

          

        

      

    

    
      Sayuri Iekami had never ventured off-world before.

      When the Grand Master blessed her, she experienced the heady sensation that normally accompanied asphyxiation: a tingling of the fingers, lightheaded dizziness, distortion of time. Except the elderly woman had only placed her hands on Sayuri’s head, prayed to the stars with unexpected zeal, and left a lasting burden in her mind.

      She had said, “You will return to see the Resolution, or perish.”

      The moment might have lasted forever, but as their bloodship left her homeworld’s atmosphere, Sayuri’s mind lingered on the memory and lamented its evanescence.

      Why am I at your side, Mother? You had your pick of knights to accompany you. Why me?

      From her passenger seat, Sayuri glanced over at the woman sitting opposite her in the aisle. Through the cabin’s dim light, she could make out her mother’s tall, elegant form, the rustling robes hiding her thin frame beneath, and her hands folded across her lap. Kyo Iekami had given birth to Sayuri late in life, and at the Grand Master’s request. To endure, the Knights of the Resolution required a younger generation to continue their quest.

      It meant they needed stronger backs to dig up ancient civilizations.

      Sayuri never dared to voice her thoughts about it for fear of sounding bitter. Long before learning to walk, she had been digging at the Tower Site. They had discovered structures so old that the numbers meant nothing anymore. And yet, they had uncovered no fossil records.

      They were so starring close, and Sayuri now traveled thousands of kilometers away from all the excitement.

      Her mother spoke into the silence. “I know what you’re thinking, young one. You don’t hide your yearnings well.”

      Sayuri shot a glance toward the front of the bloodship and hoped their pilot never listened in on their strange conversations. When she looked over, Kyo met her gaze with that dark, hawk-like stare. She had pulled her graying hair back beneath her hood, and the darkness of that fuselage made her seem thirty years younger than her true age.

      Sayuri waited for her mother to speak the remainder of her thoughts.

      “With or without your aid, the Order remains dedicated to reaching the Resolution,” Kyo asserted. “I believe it will happen in your lifetime. Do not burden yourself with impatience. Focus on your duty as a Knight.”

      Sayuri gritted her teeth. For the past few years, she had doubted in her mother’s fatalistic worldview.

      Then why did you birth me? she wanted to ask. Why raise a daughter if my participation, let alone my life, meant nothing to the Resolution?

      But she kept her tongue, and Kyo seemed to return to her rumination with her eyes closed.

      “This is an important journey for us,” she said, “and for our Order. I have faith that the Harmony will draw the attention we need. You are blessed to be a part of it, Daughter.”

      Sayuri breathed out a subdued sigh. She found it impossible to argue with her on that point. “Important” was a gross understatement.

      They called it the “Harmony.” In a mere three local days, the seven planets and ten moons of the Auberon system would all align in front of their local star for seven minutes. Calling it anything other than a miracle seemed preposterous. If Sayuri and her mother agreed on anything, it was that you couldn’t overstate the Harmony’s importance; Only the Resolution surpassed it in significance.

      The Harmony was a physical manifestation that ancient Auberonians existed because they had predicted its occurrence well over six hundred thousand years earlier. Reaching the Resolution, they will have uncovered the truth about the abandoned ruins and their mysterious creators.

      She took out her Disc from the folds of her robe and swiped to the communique she had sent to ASCPrism One to broadcast out to the entire universe. The Grand Master had asked Sayuri to draft it, and she lost count of how many times she had read and revised it.

      
        
        For Immediate Release

        25th of Increase, 901E

      

      

      
        
        Liaison: Lady Kyo Iekami

        Communications Liaison

        The Knights of the Order

        of the Final Resolution

      

      

      
        
        The Auberon Order to Host the Harmony

      

      

      
        
        The Tower Site, Auberon System - /ASCPrism One/ - Grand Master Ruon Ydria of the Order of the Knights of the Order of the Final Resolution today announced plans to host a small audience for the Auberon system’s Harmony, where the system’s planets and moons will align perfectly for the first and last time in recorded history.

      

        

      
        “Such a rare celestial event has never occurred before,” said Lady Kyo Iekami, “and will never happen again.”

      

        

      
        This is because within the next hundred years, the distant driftworld will fall beyond Stars Reach and out of contact with the Civilizations forever. Lady Iekami also stated that the Order is permitting only five individuals to attend the Harmony ceremony, where the audience will stand directly beneath the event for the full seven minutes as the planets and moons veil the sun, creating a perfect eclipse.

      

        

      
        The Order has been studying the Auberon system for the past three-hundred years since the Tyranny Conflict. Excavations revealed ruins of an ancient civilization thriving six-hundred thousand years before the advent of humans. Despite the absence of fossils, the ruins contained inscriptions showcasing evidence of the universe’s earliest forms of astro-ceremonialism. According to Lady Iekami, these ancient “Auberonians” knew and wrote about the Harmony hundreds of thousands of years earlier. Little else is known about them.

      

        

      
        To learn more and to attend this event, the Order requests you send a communique addressed to Lady Kyo Iekami on the Arcstation Nemnera in the Eos system before the 29th of Youth.

      

        

      
        Only five will be chosen.

      

      

      Sayuri cringed. She had desired more time to refine her words. But that was a month ago. She reasoned that her statement had conveyed the main point, regardless. And it wouldn’t matter, anyway. Upon reaching the Eos system, it would already be the 27th of Youth, mere days before the deadline. She had complete certainty that the Civilizations’ excitement would overshadow any criticism of her style.

      “Mother, I never asked you…” Sayuri said to distract herself.

      Kyo’s eyes opened and revealed sharp, detail-oriented intelligence. “What is it? Is it about your father?”

      Sayuri’s mind then switched off. An awkward silence followed.

      “No…” she said at last, trying to push past the twisting of her insides. “Why would I want to talk about the man who abandoned us? No, I wanted to ask you, why only five guests? I understand why we limit the number at the Tower Site, but why not ten? Or fifteen?”

      Kyo deflated.

      “Ah,” she said in her undramatic tone. “Yes, well…that would be most unwise. Few make the effort to comprehend the Order’s work. We want to draw attention, yes, but we cannot open ourselves to excessive scrutiny, or we risk losing everything we’ve accomplished. Five is a generous number, and the Grand Master agrees with me.”

      Sayuri had thought as much. The Order’s distrust of outsiders was well-founded. However, the answer led her to another question she had meant to ask since they first devised this invitation.

      “Do you expect any such scrutiny when we reach the Nemnerra?”

      Kyo looked away. “You’re touching upon the unforeseen, Daughter. I have no reason to expect it, so why should I? Do not conjure worry about events you cannot predict. To do otherwise would be a waste of your youthful energy.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      My youthful energy is all that matters to you, anyway.

      A part of her knew her worrying had only surfaced after leaving Auberon. Her supposed need to accompany her mother to the Arcstation Nemnerra made no sense, and this childish side of her longed to stay behind. The more rational part couldn’t wait to leave Auberon after the Harmony, before the Abysm would devour it.

      Sayuri felt through her robes for the holstered mach at her hip and reassured herself with its presence. She then took up her Disc once more and lost herself in a story. Her mother was right about one thing; a few hours remained in their journey to the Nemnerra, and it wouldn’t do to spend them worrying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Everything The Way It Was

          

        

      

    

    
      At times, Grey heard the cadence of a voice that was simultaneously too distant to discern and too close to ignore.

      The words sounded similar to the faint pulses of static, undecipherable, and almost…sorrowful. There was no other word to describe the feeling they gave him, and it reminded him of the shortwave radios that everyone in the system hated since the ansible failed them. And it felt like his failure, too, as if he had brought this nuisance upon them.

      Not unlike that strange melancholy voice, this impression that he had fallen so far from redemption reflected in the conflicted emotions of his staff and the nobles of Galtaire.

      Like static.

      He believed it, too, though none of it shocked him. Nothing surprised Grey Soleis anymore.

      He sat at the head of the table in the Regency Council room, whitewashed walls seemed to close in on him. It was a warm claustrophobia despite the dropping temperatures outside. At his request, Chancellor Armel Gillesmaun had left the door ajar to circulate what scant breeze there was into that confined space. Grey lifted his heavy, tired gaze through the doorway and observed the clear morning light as it streamed through the open windows in the corridor beyond. The curtains swelled, and he could smell the cold brine carried in the air as a gift from the bay. Such an aroma would have had to travel far to reach him there. He wished he could be out there instead of spending his days inside.

      Both the scent and Armel’s droning voice pulled him back into the present moment. It took too long before he realized that the old chancellor had addressed him. He should have returned to the business at hand, but a veneer of loss had coated the surface of his existence. He wasn’t ready to face it.

      He refocused his attention on the others in the room anyway, the Council members and their intendants sitting before him. Their uneasy expressions regarded him, waiting for a response. Not one of them met his eyes. Once, they had been friendly toward him. In those days, they exchanged smiles and kind words as he passed them in the hallway. It struck him, the situation’s dreadful causticity, the steel-like cynicism that was his life as a war veteran relegated to a more ceremonial station upon his return. Two years ago, he had nearly faded away on the farthest planet from any Civilization. Now, he was dying of boredom on the world closest to his heart.

      Why am I here and not out there?

      That question, repeated in his mind, broke him, piece by minuscule piece like a sculptor chipping away at the marble of his soul. But his block had too much gray in it—so much that the veins had merged with the stone. Such pieces were always worthless and rejected by the master craftworker.

      It felt strange to speak out in these meetings. Alora usually presided but was too pregnant to be useful. Now, it fell to him to grant the others the legitimacy of their meeting.

      “What do we want, Chancellor?” Grey broke the awful silence, his voice dry like sand. “What does this Council wish of me?”

      The questions must have struck everyone as odd. Perhaps they considered them rhetorical, that he might answer it himself. The words certainly felt strange as they passed his lips, but it was turning out to be an uncommon day where the light from Telam’s local star couldn’t quite reach him, leaving him cold and inattentive.

      “We want what the people want,” Armel answered at last. “An explanation for this Concord that the regency has accepted without ratification from the Council. It appears the Ascendancy is overstepping their bounds at the regency’s behest.”

      The chancellor said “regency” when he really meant Grey. No one would dare accuse Alora, as she was due any day now. The blame must inevitably fall to him.

      But the Concord was a convoluted behemoth. They had indeed accepted it without the Council’s knowledge. Within the text, the Ascendancy gave them vague and veiled threats and promises, and Grey believed that rejection was ill advised. They had agreed to sign a political and military alliance based on Grey’s gut instinct alone.

      That, of course, had not gone over well. But Grey knew the Ascendancy better than anyone in that system. They had few good options beyond playing the game set before them.

      Grey then rehearsed what he and Alora should say if the question arose again. He downplayed the Concord’s perceived threat, explaining that it created nothing more than a formal alliance with the Ascendancy. He did not tell them he feared the higher echelons exploiting the vagueness of the treaty to gain more power.

      Armel and the Council didn’t like his answer, as well they shouldn’t. But the twenty-year conflict had bankrupted the system, and the failure of the ansible and dilation drives had left the Civilizations as isolated island states. Who but the Ascendancy had the capital and strength to hold everything together?

      “Regent, the war has ended,” Gillesmaun said with uncommon determination. “The Dominion fades away into the void, powerless and broken, and a rare peace envelops the Civilizations. If we concede any measure of power to them, they will have us bound like slaves.”

      Before Grey could respond, a noiseless, hovering blur in the corner of his periphery stole away his attention. It  mewled and murmured in his ears, though it wasn’t the same voice he had heard moments earlier. No, this was significantly more irritating.

      “How will you answer him, Grey? Tell him why you cannot act. The Ascendancy could view this very proceeding as seditious if this discussion veers too far in the wrong direction.”

      Grey heaved a sigh. For a brief, peaceful half-hour, he had forgotten about Ovid. Although he did his best to ignore the annoying drone, he couldn’t block out the maddening voice that penetrated his mind. O.V.I.D, or Observational and Vocal Interaction Droid, floated in the air near Grey as a spy for the Ascendancy. It was their attempt at punishing Grey for his war crimes, despite Elie Gentile’s attempts to pardon him. Sending this ball-sized bot that followed him everywhere was the best she could do.

      Ovid was a dark, spherical contrivance with a blacker-than-black prism at its center that observed everything. It made almost no noise as it hovered above and behind his head, but it irritated him, along with those in his immediate vicinity, to no end. If Grey exhibited any sign of becoming violent, it had the power to incapacitate him and notify the Ascendancy. It could also speak privately to Grey via an implant in his inner ear. Alora theorized that a jolt to his nervous system through that mechanism could cause one of two consequences: either the shock could blow a blood vessel in his brain and kill him instantly, or it could release all the contents of his bowels. Grey hoped it was the former. Ovid, of course, kept its secrets.

      The fear of reverting to the same man who thrived at the peak of the war was always present. Some buried part of him was grateful for Ovid. Perhaps, if he did regress to his violent ways, Ovid would permanently prevent him from causing more harm. For now, he ignored the bot and stood up from his chair, his white mantle weighing down on his broad shoulders.

      “Listen carefully to my words,” he said, and briefly recalled his time as a commander when everyone in the room would flinch if he so much as blinked in their direction. “Communication between the Civilizations takes days at least. Nothing is secret anymore, and the Ascendency has the greatest military might in the universe. Despite the great distances that separate them from the Civilizations, they still control trade, taxes, transportation, and information. The Concord is a trifle compared to what they could do to us.”

      Before Gillesmaun could speak again, Grey went on. “When I was a young boy…you may remember my father once quelled a rebellion in the badlands on the eastern coast of Ilun. My father was a shrewd psychopath and an excellent regent. He taught me everything I know about tyranny. Rather than pressuring this rising regime with a military response, he instead applied economic pressure, cutting off supplies and trade routes—not to Ilun alone—but to all their neighbors as well. More than a hundred thousand people lost their lives before the panicking governorships stamped the rebellion out themselves. Not one soldier from our army died in that conflict.

      “The Ascendancy would do the same to us. They need only an excuse to apply that kind of pressure on a scale unlike we’ve ever seen before.”

      “Majesty—” Armel started.

      Grey gripped the edge of his mantle and stepped around the table. “If you’ll excuse me, Chancellor, I ask that we adjourn. There doesn’t appear to be much else to discuss.”

      He then took abrupt leave of his Council, striding out of the room as if he had another place to be. They would likely continue the discussion without him, and he didn’t mind. Few in that room respected his authority anyway. What more could he tell them? They knew all the stories; did they want Grey Soleis to declare war on the Ascendancy and defeat them by himself? Surely he would prove his usefulness then.

      “You are too impulsive,” Ovid said with a disappointed resonance. “With your speech and actions, you submit to the great Ascendancy, but in your heart, you defy them. This will inevitably lead to rash violence.”

      Grey refused to acknowledge the bot. It knew nothing of ruling a world, a system. If the Concord caused another war, it would not originate from him. House Soleis would get caught up in the middle of that fight, but Grey was still unclear whether he could use physical force to defend his family from an attack.

      As he strode down the corridor, he realized his heading wasn’t toward a meeting, nor the Grande Salle. He was approaching the one place he had wanted to avoid.

      When he arrived at their chambers, it was a gale of activity. The acropolis had been a great and sore reconstruction over the past several months. The masons had encountered every problem and setback imaginable as they attempted to preserve the ancient structure while updating it with a new façade. Grey didn’t pretend to understand how they worked.

      He stopped in the doorway and watched as a dozen workers surrounded his and Alora’s enormous bed. After the count of three, they each hefted it off the floor with some difficulty and shuffled over to the other side of the room. At that moment, Grey noticed Alora standing to his left, wearing a long navy-blue gown with a high, modest neckline. A sheer cape extended from her shoulders. With an arm, she caressed her round belly, which seemed to double in size every week. He wondered when she would finally go into contractions.

      He stopped and observed her for a moment when she wasn’t looking. Alora had opted for an elegant updo, with her voluminous waves cascading gracefully down her back. This day’s hairstyle featured a delicate, twisted section at the crown, adding height and texture, while soft, flowing curls framed her neck and shoulders. Months earlier, she had allowed her hair to grow out longer than ever before. When she straightened it, her hair reached almost to her elbows.

      When Alora caught sight of him, she didn’t look surprised to see him there. Her hard, emerald eyes flashed first at him, then at Ovid, and returned their vigilance to the workers. If there was someone who hated Ovid more than Grey, it was the one who had to sleep next to him each night.

      “You’re moving our bed?” Grey asked, approaching her while keeping a palpable cushion of space between them.

      She gave a single nod. “They were told to put everything the way it was.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I couldn’t have that.”

      Grey glanced at a crystal glass on a nearby table filled with a sage-green drink that he didn’t recognize at first, though he thought it could be a white wine. She noticed his expression and picked it up.

      “It’s goyave,” she scoffed. “The physicians say I’ve been losing muscle, which is ridiculous. I’m supposed to drink natural protein and keep myself active, if you can believe it.”

      He could, and returned his attention to their bed. The dozen workers huffed and strained at the effort of setting it down in its new position. Surprisingly, it opened the space up more than he expected.

      “They could do worse,” he said. “I thought you enjoyed it.”

      “When I was younger, perhaps,” she said in a monotone. “It’s too sweet  for me now.” She met his eyes. “Shouldn’t you be with the Council?”

      “The meeting adjourned early.”

      Alora raised an eyebrow at him.

      Ovid floated downward into their line of sight. “What he means,” it toned as if eager to accuse him, “is he stalked out of the Council room before properly adjourning.”

      Grey let a sharp breath through his nostrils. “The Council asked me about the Concord and didn’t agree with my answer.”

      “They defy the Ascendancy,” Ovid said with a flame of irritation. “They all do. It is plain and obvious to me, and it will not go unnoticed, I assure you.”

      Alora ignored the bot with the patience and grace of a timeless sculpture. “There’s nothing to be done about it,” she said in a flat tone. “The last thing we need is more arguing.” She took another sip of the goyave. “However, if it’s my advice you’re seeking, we can’t keep walking away from them. We will need to abide by their counsel eventually. The moment you make empty promises is when you lose control. I recommend not losing control.”

      Grey lowered his eyes in thought. “The Ascendancy will soon make their move. I know they will.”

      Alora set the glass down. “Do you ever wonder if we made the wrong decision? That we decided out of fear?”

      You weren’t afraid. I was.

      “Not often,” Grey said. “I know the Ascendancy. This treaty exists because they are afraid, too. Accepting it will put their fears to rest…”

      “Why?” Alora said with an edge to her voice. “We’re powerless and have nothing to leverage power against Cadmus. Even the combined might of the Civilizations cannot stand against the military’s hundreds of bladeships. We don’t pose a threat to anyone.”

      “True, very true…” Ovid muttered.

      Grey didn’t respond.

      “If they push too hard, Grey,” she said, “we must push back harder to survive.”

      After a moment, he said somewhat brashly, “Is that how you thought while I was away?”

      She turned to face him, a deep darkness filling her eyes and frown. “How could I have thought otherwise? What recourse was there for me? But at least…at the very least, Grey, I know I did not lose control.”

      She had meant it as a jab, though he knew she didn’t speak the truth. She had lost her freedom to Marius. She had lost control over an entire noble house. Thousands had lost their lives—all because she had wanted to save him.

      He would have had her stay! Her and Roth! They should have abandoned him to their memories.

      But he said none of this, remaining impervious to her frustration. She had suffered in his absence, and she had recounted most of the story, but there were gaps she hadn’t disclosed. Not yet. If she hadn’t lost control, Alora had lost something more fundamental to herself, and she guarded it against even the subtlest of his maneuvering.

      “I’m sorry,” he said at last. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “I know,” she interrupted. “I know…it—it isn’t your fault, Grey. How could it be? You’re not angry with me?”

      “I’m not angry.”

      She studied his eyes as if she didn’t quite believe him. “Good,” she said at last. “Thank you.”

      He wanted to speak more of his mind, but she turned and sat herself down next to the table. She gazed about the room and let out a sigh. “What will they think of us when this is all over?”

      Grey frowned. “I’m clearly ill-suited for these meetings. You know it’s true.”

      “You’re not ill-suited for anything.”

      Why won’t you tell me the truth? Are you so afraid of me?

      He rolled his shoulders and squared his jaw. “I’ll deal with it, then.”

      “How?” She looked up at him with a pained expression. “You have no power beyond our atmosphere. You keep running away. It’s almost like you don’t want to be regent anymore.”

      “Very true,” Ovid hummed.

      That cut too deep.

      The main reason that held him back was his own infuriating insecurity. The Council wouldn’t work with him. Fine, but it didn’t make him less of a regent.

      Alora averted her gaze as if she feared his retaliation. “I’m sorry, I was wrong. You’re right. I’m certain you’ll find a way. And so will I.”

      Grey dismissed their conversation from his mind. They weren’t getting anywhere with this constant parry-and-riposte.

      “I need to speak with Kaira,” he said.

      He left with Ovid complaining about how it didn’t like his tone. He ignored its every word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Tenth of Skies

          

        

      

    

    
      Sayuri could not help but feel disgusted when she caught her first glance of the Arcstation Nemnerra orbiting the planet Eos. She had done her research before they left; early in the war, the station’s commander had joined the Dominion’s side and remained one of their strongest outposts.

      When the Ascendancy arrived, loyalty apparently meant nothing to them anymore. They surrendered without resistance.

      Sayuri’s mother had already expressed her position on the matter of the war. Her father had, too, when he joined and died fighting the Dominion.

      Stars damn him.

      But Sayuri hated thinking about her father. There was no point in fanning the flame of old anger out in the open. It continued to smolder at her core, and she stoked it from time to time and prepared yet another argument she was sure would destroy the defenses of anyone who crossed her.

      “You will restrain yourself when we arrive,” Kyo said.

      Sayuri sat back from the window and shot an irritated glance over her shoulder. “You’re a telepath now?”

      “An empath, perhaps. I know your temperament. I raised you, after all.”

      She didn’t meet her mother’s gaze and fumed in silence. She was sitting next to the last person in the universe with whom she wished to contend. They had entered that road far too often, and it never led to the destination she wanted.

      “I respect the people of Eos, you know.”

      Sayuri stared at her mother, struck by the absurdity of the statement.

      “What is there to respect?” she asked, forcing her tone to sound genuine.

      “Perhaps you will see it before we return home. Perhaps you will see what I see.”

      I doubt it. No one can see what you see.

      Rather than inquiring further, Sayuri set her jaw and peered ahead at nothing. The bloodship was adjusting its orientation as Eos’s gravity pulled on them, slow at first, then with urgency. She had prepared with this in mind, but comprehended how truly unprepared she was when the change took place. She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth as nausea twisted her insides.

      “Here,” Kyo said, reaching into her robes.

      She produced a cylindrical tube and pressed the tip with her thumb. The opposite side shot two red antina capsules into her palm. Sayuri took them, and in the minutes following, the queasiness subsided, and she could bear their insertion.

      Their pilot hailed with Arcstation control before they granted them clearance into a higher profile landing bay, situated apart from the larger hangars where pilots blasted in and out through its shielding. The enormous station resembled a bladeship whose top and bottom halves curved at an angle, like a bow. It boasted heavy traffic of bloodships and asters with Eos. The outer hull was a patchwork of metal plates of various compositions that tried and failed to cover up the battle scars beneath. It appeared to be a project they had begun but never quite finished.

      Once they landed, Sayuri drew a deep breath and followed her mother out onto the open bay. She’d expected gravity to feel different here, but there was almost no difference from Auberon, despite Eos’s proximity to the Arcstation. She knew about grav cells but had never experienced them. It annoyed her they worked, and she couldn’t pinpoint the reason.

      A short, young man dressed in a smart blue suit approached them and, bowing, introduced himself as Ensign Nioki. He offered to lead them to their quarters and Kyo graciously accepted for them both. Sayuri followed close behind her mother as they came first to an automatic door, then into a lift which brought them “up,” or whatever that meant on this station.

      Nioki spoke with the utmost respect, which both surprised and dismayed Sayuri. “You’ll be pleased to know, Lady Iekami, the last of the requests are arriving as we speak. We’ve situated two interface screens in your quarters, as you requested. The system will cut off any new submissions within the hour.”

      “Thank you, Ensign,” Kyo said. “Is it possible to sort now?”

      “Absolutely. You may begin at your pleasure.”

      The lift came to a gentle stop, and the door swished open. Nioki then led them through a quick series of passageways of alabaster walls and chandeliers hanging from a tall ceiling. Sayuri hadn’t expected everything to be so bright. It felt like she had stepped foot into a manor house instead of an Arcstation.

      “Here is your suite,” he said. “If you’ll follow me, I can show you your room…”

      “That won’t be necessary, Ensign,” Kyo said and Nioki stiffened with his hands behind his back and leaning forward with an attentive expression. “We will find our way around, thank you.”

      “As you wish, Lady Iekami,” he said, then reached out to touch a Disc that hung on the wall next to the door. “Should you need anything, you may contact me on this. I won’t be far while you remain here.”

      Kyo gave him a nod. “Most generous. Give my regards to your superiors. The Order will thank them for their hospitality.”

      The young ensign smiled, bowed, then left. Sayuri was glad to see him go. Oh, the man was nice enough, and the Eosian’s generosity was indeed more than she had expected, but now she wanted to be alone. They had important work to do with limited time to do it all.

      “Find your bed, and I’ll take the other,” her mother said. “Get ready, Daughter.”

      She nodded, knowing how often they disagreed on trivial matters. Regarding the Harmony, they couldn’t be more aligned.

      Her and her mother’s quarters were at opposite ends of the suite. Both were spartan in their furnishings, although the beds were both enormous and comfortable. In the center was a dining room and a lounge that linked together. In the latter, instead of couches or chairs, two interface screens had been set up on small desks that faced away from each other. Both connected into Eos’s plexus and thus to the rest of the Civilizations.

      Auberon didn’t have an external plexus, but the local one linked each station through the Tower Site hub. The hostile environment, along with its proximity to the Abysm, were among the myriad reasons the Ascendancy refused to spend the resources needed to establish the connection. They also had a shortwave that remained useless to them in the tunnels. Therefore, the Order required that all communication be in person. It had taken them several standard months to get the Arcstation’s echelons to agree to anything. But Sayuri knew about the plexus, had learned how to use it. The “system” that Nioki had referred to was the Order’s private and secure hub for which they paid a yearly fee. Once Sayuri had settled in and dressed down in a simple loose robe, she took a seat at the station closest to her room and accessed the fretwork.

      But when she opened it and saw the number of communique submissions they had received, her jaw dropped. A curse slipped out of her mouth, and Kyo heard.

      “Watch your words, child. What is it?”

      Speechless, Sayuri sat back in her chair. Her mother came to her side, stooped, and peered at the screen.

      Thirteen.

      Of the trillions living in the Civilizations, thirteen individuals had requested to take part in the most important miracle that would ever happen in this universe.

      After a moment, Kyo straightened. “Well, I suppose that should make our task here that much easier, shouldn’t it?”

      Shocked at her mother’s nonchalance, Sayuri spun in her chair and glared. “We came all this way…for thirteen communiques?”

      Kyo raised her eyebrows. “Yes, it appears we have.” She sat at her station. “You may read and answer the first seven. I will take the last six. In the morning, we’ll break our fast here and notify Ensign Nioki to ready our bloodship.”

      Sayuri rubbed her eyes with her palms until she could see sparks in her vision. “Stars, Mother! Did you expect so few?”

      “I expected no more than a hundred,” Kyo said without turning.

      “Why did you bring me here, then?”

      Now Kyo turned in her seat while maintaining the straightness of her spine. She met Sayuri’s glare with patient impassivity. “I took you off-world for the first time in your life,” she said, sterner than before. “Are you so unappreciative?”

      Sayuri sighed. “It’s not that,” she said, trying to calm herself. “I suppose…I’m angry at the people. I’m angry at ASCPrism One. Did they not get our release out in time? Did no one see it?”

      “Oh, I’m certain everyone saw it, Daughter,” Kyo said. “I’m also certain that most of them don’t care, and that is the most important lesson to be learned here. Why should the people care about planets and moons aligning when they have a universe of distractions? They think there will be other alignments, other conjunctions. Why is this one so special?”

      Just then, Sayuri felt a cold stab in her heart. Had she not conveyed the urgency in the release? The extraordinary opportunity? Had her writing been too boring? She was too frightened to voice these questions, too afraid of what her mother would say. A single word could destroy her.

      “Not everyone shares our convictions,” Kyo continued. “Remember, our purpose and duty here is to prepare all those who will listen for the Harmony. We accept that most will refuse and then move on. Now, the Grand Master asked us to choose five, and so we shall. Thirteen is more than enough.”

      Sayuri felt like she had let the entire universe down, and her mother’s words didn’t make her feel any better about it.

      Starring damn it…

      She turned to face that humiliating number on the screen again. Clenching her jaw, she began reading the first communique.
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        * * *

      

      When the sun set behind Eos, covering Arcstation in shadow, Sayuri had selected two potential candidates from her group, and her mother had picked another two from hers. They needed one more to complete their task, but were finding it…difficult. Most seemed to have political motivations for attending, while others didn’t grasp the importance of the event they had applied to see.

      Kyo asked Sayuri to draft both rejection and acceptance responses, and Sayuri found writing the latter to be more difficult:

      
        
        29th of Youth, 901E

        Esteemed Athalias,

        After much consideration, we of the Knights of the Order of the Final Resolution have not chosen you to accompany the travelers to the Harmony on Auberon. Please understand we did not make this decision lightly. The Order has received thousands of requests, and since we may only accommodate five passengers, we have had no choice but to turn them down.

        Despite this, if you still wish to observe it via prism, we will record and stream the Harmony across the Civilizations. I have attached all the information you need to avail yourself to this momentous event.

        May you find Resolution on your journey.

        Truly,

        Lady Kyo Iekami of the Knights of the Order of the Final Resolution.

        Communications Liaison

      

      

      Her mother hadn’t approved of lying about the number of requests, but Sayuri left it in to soften the blow. There were a few, like this Athalias, who were genuine and wanted very much to attend but had nothing to offer the Order. Now, she sat staring at the screen, thinking about how to word the acceptance.

      She started typing:

      
        
        29th of Youth, 901E

        Lord Tysin Gant,

        The Knights of the Order of the Final Resolution are pleased to invite you to join the travelers on their journey to the Harmony. We plan to receive you on the Tenth of Skies at the Tower Site on Auberon. From there, we shall transport you to our planet’s subsolar point where you will find the optimum view of the Harmony.

        I serve as your point of contact for the entirety of your stay. Should you have questions, unfortunately, Auberon does not have immediacy to the universal plexus. We look forward to meeting you in person soon.

        Truly,

        Lady Kyo Iekami of the Knights of the Order of the Final Resolution.

        Communications Liaison

      

      

      Sayuri hated it, but it was succinct and informative. Her words placed the responsibility for attending upon the fortunate individual. If they didn’t arrive on time, there was nothing they could do. If any dared to trespass without an invitation would become acquainted with Auberon’s shieldgate and auto defenses.

      There was, of course, a loophole that people could exploit: anyone could enter the Auberon system, stay far away from the defenses and still watch the Harmony from a distance. She mentioned this to her mother, who replied, “Responsible persons will attend the proper way through selection, or not at all. We can do nothing about the rest.” Sayuri took that to heart. In hindsight, however, it seemed naïve for the Order to hold the entire universe to the same ethical level as it held its members.

      At last, when they had finished accepting and rejecting the submissions, Sayuri let down her long dark hair. Her mother wordlessly recognized the cue and retrieved a comb from her quarters. It had been a ritual for as long as she remembered; every night, her mother would brush her long hair before bedtime. It granted her decompression from the day and a measure of forgetfulness regarding heaped-on responsibilities.

      Although her mind droned with thoughts of the travelers, both accepted and rejected, Sayuri now found that it easier to let all her worries go into the dark of night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            A More Peaceful Universe

          

        

      

    

    
      This had been a more difficult pregnancy than her first. Without a doubt.

      For one, she didn’t notice her water breaking. With Roth, she’d felt a pop and the subsequent gush. This time around, it leaked slow and steady. For another, it seemed like the baby inside of her didn’t wish to leave its place of warmth and safety. It was about three weeks late and the physicians had been considering inducing before Alora had announced—loudly, for all to hear—that it was time.

      Regardless of anyone’s wishes, the baby was coming now, and the only thing Alora could do was rest and count the time between contractions.

      They all knew it would be a girl, and Alora had a few names in mind for her. Grey was more apprehensive than he’d been with Roth, but he promised to remain at her side. There would be no anaesthesia, for it would make her sick. Her genetically enhanced body could handle more pain, but she would still feel everything. And it was when she finally went into labor that Alora forgot why she and Grey had wanted natural births in the first place.

      “We shouldn’t have done this, we shouldn’t have done this,” she muttered, taking hold of Grey’s hand. “This was a mistake…”

      “Alora, you can do this…”

      Grey’s voice provided some much-needed comfort.

      “I know. I didn’t mean it,” she said, gritting her teeth. “I didn’t…”

      Physicians gathered around, but she didn’t spare a thought for how exposed she was to so many. It didn’t matter. The baby was coming now, and there were familiar sensations that harkened back twenty years to Roth’s birth—memories and feelings that she’d forgotten. And, of course, any memory of Roth was fraught with peril those days.

      Oh, but it didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered at that moment. The intense tightening in her uterus had flared as if the baby had just realized how badly it needed to leave. She could feel her hips widening, and the joints and ligaments loosening, preparing the way.

      But the baby was stubborn. So very, very stubborn.

      So very much like her.

      The physicians told her too many times to breathe in between contractions, to the point where she hated the word. It was taking too long, and the pain of it all—the intensely bright pounding agony inside her—only seemed to get worse. Minutes, hours, seconds—they all became meaningless. Her knuckles went white as she attempted to crush Grey’s hand with every ounce of her strength. But no, of course she couldn’t. He was too impervious to pain and crushing.

      As time wore on, she felt her body tremble and numb itself to the placating words of those around her. She had gotten lost within the rhythmic torment, trapped between two never-ending realities: push and breathe. And it seemed she would be trapped for all eternity. Forever damned as an unstoppable force meeting an immovable object.

      Stars! Roth had never been so intent on staying. It was as if he had wanted to greet the world. This little one seemed stuck in her ways, and Alora hoped it was not a sign of their future relationship.

      At last, one physician said he saw the baby’s head, which distracted Alora momentarily from her labor.

      “Keep pushing!” a hundred chiding voices shouted at her.

      Alora wanted to yell a few choice words back at them, but she grudgingly obeyed.

      As the baby slowly exited her, the pain sent spasms throughout her body. She screamed through gritted teeth as stars shot across her field of vision. The world vanished as she focused her entire strength and will into her core muscles and lungs. Breathe—pain—breathe—agony—breathe…

      “Here she comes…”

      Alora felt the agony reach a crescendo like a symphony before it dropped—and she knew the baby had finally left its warm abode within her. She realized then that she had been leaning forward and that her diaphragm muscles burned red hot from the exertion. Sinking back into the bed, Alora gasped for air and felt like she might pass out as the blood rushed to her head. The pain from the labor hadn’t vanished; the entire lower half of her body felt like a bleeding, gaping wound.

      Blinking through the haze, Alora finally laid eyes upon the child who hurt her so. This baby was silent where Roth had cried almost instantly. The physician had cut the umbilical cord and was cleaning the infant’s nose and mouth with a suction tube.

      “Is she breathing?” Grey asked.

      The physician’s eyebrows went up. “She is.”

      “Why isn’t she crying?” Alora asked, suddenly awake and alarmed.

      Cradling the child in his arms, the physician rounded the bed and set the small, red-skinned newborn against Alora’s bare chest, just above her right breast.

      “She simply isn’t,” he said. “I’ve never seen such a thing. Even the vatborns cry, Regent.”

      He was right. Now that she was close, Alora could hear her newborn’s little staccato grunts, feel the rapid breathing and strong heartbeat against her chest. The girl was even trying to open her eyes and crawl.

      What in the stars…?

      Just then, Alora glimpsed the little one’s eyes and let out a sharp gasp, sending a shock of concern through the room.

      “What is it?” Grey asked, coming to attention like a soldier at the first sign of attack.

      Alora tore her gaze away from the baby to meet her husband’s frown. “Her eyes!” she breathed in awe.
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