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    THE STORY SO FAR




    




    Read a summary of the events of Amaranthe #1-13 online at gsjennsen.com/synopsis.




    RIVEN WORLDS




    Fourteen years have passed since the events of AURORA RESONANT. Caleb has fully bonded with Akeso, the living planet that saved his life, and he and Alex have made their home there.




     




    CONTINUUM




    Alex introduced Nika to Concord, the multi-species government formed after The Displacement to take the place of the deposed Anaden Directorate. Nika warned Concord of the Rasu and received a cautious promise of support. When Nika returned home to the Asterion Dominion, she discovered the other Advisors had created the Omoikane Initiative, a massive project designed to accelerate technology, warfare and logistical plans to combat the Rasu.




    Concord was facing conflict on two additional fronts. Negotiations for the Savrakaths, a lizard-evolved Mosaic species, to become an ally of Concord broke down when CINT discovered they were developing antimatter weapons; Marlee also discovered they were enslaving another species, the Godjans.




    The lack of a strong Anaden leader led several elassons to foment a rebellion against Concord. Eren’s lover, Cosime, was killed when Torval elasson-Machim bombed the Savrakath’s antimatter facility. Meanwhile, Malcolm was captured by the enemy during a mission to rescue Godjans on Savrak. When Concord approved an alliance with the Asterion Dominion, Ferdinand elasson-Kyvern began a coup to overthrow Concord.




    The Rasu launched an attack on the Asterion world of Namino, and Concord sent a fleet to defend their new ally. They were unprepared, however, for how difficult the Rasu were to kill, and the battle turned against them. A leviathan shapeshifted to swallow Miriam’s ship, and Rasu infiltrated the vessel. Miriam activated the ship’s self-destruct mechanism to prevent the Rasu from acquiring Concord secrets, killing everyone on board.




     




    INVERSION




    The Rasu reached the Namino surface and activated a quantum block, cutting the planet off from the Asterions’ d-gate network. Marlee was injured by a Rasu and trapped on the planet; Grant was able to rescue her and retreat to an underground bunker. Caleb stole a ship and went to Namino to find Marlee. He joined the Asterions trapped there in attempting to disrupt the Rasu invasion, at great personal cost to him due to Akeso’s aversion to violence.




    Concord defeated Ferdinand’s coup attempt, and Ferdinand fled to a safe house with a group of sympathetic elassons. Corradeo Praesidis and his granddaughter, Nyx, returned to Concord after a fourteen-year absence. Disturbed by the state of Anaden affairs, Corradeo decided to resume the mantle of leadership and wrest control away from Ferdinand and the rebelling elassons.




    Miriam became one of the first humans to be returned to life via regenesis. She struggled with the transition, as well as with maintaining control of Concord after the coup attempt. Alex and Kennedy reverse-engineered the Machim double-shielding technology and deployed it on AEGIS ships to prevent the Rasu from boarding vessels in the future. Further, the Kats began delivering Rift Bubble devices that created an impermeable barrier around a planet.




    The Savrakaths lied and told Concord that Malcolm was dead. Mia, seeking revenge, tricked the Anadens into attacking the Savrakaths; when her deceptions were discovered, she became a fugitive.




    Alex and Nika, along with Morgan, traveled to Namino and located Caleb and the others. Together they infiltrated the Rasu stronghold and destroyed the quantum block. A Rift Bubble device was activated on Namino, and the Concord fleet defeated the Rasu occupying the planet.




     




    ECHO RIFT




    Malcolm escaped his Savrakath prison and returned home, surprising everyone. Mia, devasted by his apparent death, refused to reconcile with him so long as he declined regenesis. While in hiding on Pandora, Mia clashed with Enzio Vilane, a wealthy businessman and secret mob boss. When he tried and failed to kidnap her, she agreed to a plea deal with the authorities and returned to Romane—but not to Malcolm.




    Corradeo disbanded the rebel elasson group and established a new, Concord-friendly Anaden government. He convinced a brokenhearted Eren to come work for him as an intelligence agent.




    Alex and Caleb investigated rumors of an advanced civilization, the Ourankeli, annihilated by the Rasu. They found a lone survivor, who told them of the powerful weapon they created to kill the Rasu. The three of them traveled to the last settlement of Ourankeli, rescued them from a Rasu attack, and brought the refugees to Concord.




    The Savrakaths sneaked an antimatter bomb onto Concord HQ. Richard and David were able to find and disarm it seconds before detonation. In response, the Kats exiled the Savrakaths, trapping their planet inside a modified Rift Bubble called an Echo Rift.




    The Rasu reappeared to attack Toki’taku. The Taiyoks refused a Rift Bubble, but together with a Concord fleet, the Asterions were able to beat back Rasu forces. However, the Rasu captured an unprotected Concord vessel and, now armed with the locations of Concord worlds, launched an assault on the Khokteh planet of Ireltse.




     




    ALL OUR TOMORROWS




    The Concord fleet arrived at Ireltse to find it under massive Rasu assault. When the Rasu deployed a quantum block, Valkyrie temporarily sacrificed herself to protect Alex. After Alex and Caleb destroyed the quantum block, Concord forces defeated the attackers. Pinchu was gravely injured in the Rasu offensive, but Caleb healed him using Akeso’s life energy. After Valkyrie rebooted herself, we learned she was in a relationship with Thomas, the Aurora’s Artificial.




    An anti-regenesis terrorist group called the Gardiens, led by Enzio Vilane, attempted to assassinate Miriam to discredit regenesis technology. Malcolm went undercover to infiltrate the group, while Richard uncovered evidence that Enzio was the son of Olivia Montegreu. Separately, it was revealed that Enzio had reconstituted Olivia from scattered records of her Artificial and neural imprints.




    Morgan rejected Marlee's romantic advance, prompting Marlee to pursue dangerous cybernetic upgrades; Morgan decided to rejoin the military. Corradeo opened formal diplomatic relations between the Anaden Advocacy and the Asterion Dominion, and Nika gave her friend Maris the task of negotiating with Corradeo.




    When the Rasu attacked the synthetic Ruda homeworld, the Ruda struck a deal with their fellow machines, agreeing to betray Concord in exchange for shapeshifting technology. They forced Miriam's fleet to withdraw by threatening to turn their planet into a massive EMP weapon.




    Judging Nika’s kyoseil manipulation abilities had reached a threshold, Mesme brought Nika to the Reor colony in the Oneiroi Nebula. Nika plunged into a pure energy pillar, absorbing its power, and emerged transformed.




     




    CHAOTICA




    Following Nika's transformative encounter with kyoseil in the Oneiroi Nebula, Alex challenged Mesme for an explanation. Mesme said everything it did was to save the people—Alex, Caleb, Nika, Dashiel, Miriam, Corradeo—who would save the universe, if it could be saved. Their argument ended with Alex still angry and distrustful of Mesme.




    Nika discovered her new abilities allowed her to open wormholes, control kyoseil actions, and perceive all kyoseil interactions across space. She enabled other Asterions to access wormholes and began experiencing glimpses of their thoughts.




    During a dinner party on Akeso, Nika forced Mesme to reveal that the planet was created using kyoseil, explaining Caleb's persistent connection to Akeso across quantum barriers. This revelation led Alex to deduce that diati seeded the Kats' Ekos-1 intelligence, while Dzhvar seeded Ekos-3. Mesme revealed kyoseil's ancient origins as the third primordial species alongside diati and Dzhvar.




    The Rasu launched devastating attacks on multiple worlds, but Miriam successfully used the new Ymyrath Field device based on the Ourankeli weapon. Escalating their offensive, the Rasu began using antimatter weapons capable of destroying adiamene.




    During a Rasu attack on Mirai, Nika deployed the Asterions' new miniature Rift devices called Kireme Boundaries. While managing multiple devices remotely, she became lost in the kyoseil consciousness until Dashiel rescued her. Recovery proved difficult as other Asterions' thoughts bombarded her mind, until Mesme taught her to block the mental intrusions.




    As Rasu attacks intensified, Alex and Nika devised a desperate gambit. They injected captured Rasu with a virutox containing kyoseil information, then infiltrated Rasu systems to release these “saboteurs,” spreading intelligence about kyoseil throughout Rasu networks. Nika reluctantly asked the kyoseil to activate its abilities for the Rasu, knowing the enemy desired kyoseil to control their distant sub-units.




    While they worked, Alex noted how Mesme knew what was going to happen at the Oneiroi Nebula and wondered if Mesme might be a time traveler. Nika argued time travel was impossible, but Alex posited that with enough energy applied to a point on the spacetime manifold, it might be possible.




    On Hirlas, Caleb, Eren, and Felzeor became trapped during a Rasu assault. Cornered at a waterfall with no escape, Caleb made a desperate sacrifice, bleeding into the planet's soil and water. Through his blood, Akeso channeled its life force into Hirlas itself. The planet awakened and systematically annihilated every Rasu present, reducing them to atoms before tearing the atoms apart. Caleb nearly died from blood loss, but Akeso kept him alive, and Akeso's consciousness now resided permanently in Hirlas.




    Internal conflicts erupted among Rasu factions, triggering the civil war Alex and Nika hoped to incite. The Rasu abruptly withdrew from their invasion to engage in battles within their own territory. Miriam reacted with fury upon learning of Alex and Nika's actions, fearing the eventual victor would prove unstoppable. Alex argued they faced imminent defeat and she’d bought crucial time.




    Alex and Nika confronted Mesme with their time travel theory. Mesme confirmed it traveled back 982,000 years from eight years in the future, and that events were progressing better than in the previous timeline. The confrontation ended with Alex and Mesme reconciling, though Mesme admitted to keeping one final personal secret that didn’t affect their war against the Rasu—its former identity.




     




    DUALITY




    [bookmark: _Hlk528676914]Two months after Alex and Nika used kyoseil to kick off a Rasu civil war, Miriam and the Rasu War Council worked diligently to strengthen defenses on Concord worlds, while using the Ymyrath Field weapon to strategically disrupt the civil war when one faction started to gain the upper hand.




    Malcolm stepped up his infiltration of the Gardiens in an attempt to uncover evidence needed to expose Enzio Vilane and his nefarious plans. In order to protect Mia, he continued to avoid any contact with her. Enzio engineered a series of regenesis mishaps and tainted neural imprints in order to sow misgivings about regenesis among the public.




    Alex and Nika investigated the Rasu Stygian faction’s suspicious inactivity, discovering that Stygian territory was saturated with kyoseil and populated by massive Rasu forces. On the other side of Stygian territory, Alex detected a mysterious scar across the spacetime manifold.




    Alex told Miriam how she believed Stygian was the biggest threat. They had a heart-to-heart in which Miriam acknowledged that neither she nor Alex was entirely wrong or entirely right about the wisdom of provoking the Rasu civil war, and they reconciled.




    Corradeo confessed a huge secret to Nyx: Eren, Corradeo and Corradeo’s wife, Lauren, were close friends during the first anarch rebellion over two hundred millennia ago. When the Directorate crushed the rebellion and killed Lauren, they took Eren captive and erased his memory. Corradeo and Maris continued to warm up to each other, becoming friends with a side of flirtation.




    The Earth Alliance government discovered that Kennedy secretly provided the adiamene formula to the Asterions. Kennedy had to go before the Assembly to testify, where she engaged in some slick legal maneuvering. She donated the adiamene patent to a special Concord program to provide for the common defense, thereby evading criminal liability and allowing the other Concord species to begin to use adiamene to protect their ships.




    Malcolm uncovered evidence of the Gardiens’ sabotage of regenesis clinics, and Richard activated law enforcement to officially move against Enzio and the Gardiens.




    With authorities closing in, Enzio blew up several regenesis facilities in terrorist attacks then fled with his mother, Olivia, to a safehouse on Scythia. While there, he saw a clip of Mia on the news and recognized her as the woman he’d clashed with on Pandora. He connected Mia to Malcolm and realized that Malcolm had betrayed him. Enraged, he vowed revenge.




    The Rasu moved into the final stages of their civil war as Stygian surged forth to steamroll over everyone. Before long, Stygian used kyoseil to control the entirety of Rasu territory.




    Alex discovered Mesme and Miaon together on a hidden planet with a log cabin similar to the one Mesme had on Portal Prime. She deduced that Miaon was Mesme one additional cycle back in the time loop. Mesme revealed that traversing a time rift was a brutally violent event no living, material being could survive. After traversing such a rift twice, a shadow was all that remained of Miaon’s consciousness. It nonetheless made the trip in order to be Mesme’s guide and mentor.




    Mesme told Alex that the continued existence of all living things depended on her gazing out into the universe and understanding it—on her being right, one more time.




    Malcolm visited his church to pray over matters and made a decision about regenesis. He received a message from Mia in which she said she’d made peace with his refusal to opt in to regenesis and wanted him back in her life. They agreed to meet for lunch. On her way to a meeting, Mia was attacked, drugged and kidnapped. Enzio informed Malcolm that he had Mia and planned to kill her, but not before he tortured her. Malcolm embarked on a crusade to find and save her.




    While Enzio was busy with Mia, Olivia traveled to Itero, an independent colony she once controlled back in Aurora. There, she located a hidden facility where she’d kept a worst-case-scenario backup of her Artificial. She connected to the backup and merged her current memories with it, then awakened as her old self, stronger than ever.




    Malcolm infiltrated Vilane's beach house on Scythia. He rescued Mia and killed Vilane, but during their struggle, Vilane fatally wounded Malcolm with an adiamene blade. Malcolm died in Mia's arms; overcome with fury and despair, Mia used sidespace to destroy all of Enzio’s quantum hardware, not just at Scythia but at every storage location, ensuring he’d never be resurrected.




    Olivia narrowly escaped being destroyed by Mia’s conflagration, but was saved by the fact that she was connected to her siloed backup on Itero.




    The Asterions captured two Rasu samples linked by kyoseil. Nika used her kyoseil as a conduit for Akeso’s poison, and together she and Caleb killed both Rasu without touching them. The moral implications greatly burdened both Caleb and Nika, but they put together a plan to stop the Rasu.




    In order to protect the Siyane and themselves, Alex and Valkyrie transformed the hull of the Siyane into the Asterions’ adaptive version of adiamene, adiaK, so the ship could be seamless.




    A heartbroken Mia was trying to carry on when Malcolm showed up, alive and well. It turned out he’d revoked his ‘no regenesis’ clause, and was awakened in a new body. They enjoyed a beautiful reunion.




    The Galenai unexpectedly reached out to Concord, sending a message that they wanted to meet their observers. Marlee rushed to the planet, where she spoke with a Galenai representative, telling them about space and other planets and Concord.




    The Rasu launched their invasion across Concord space, sending massive forces to dozens of locations simultaneously.




    At Earth, the Rasu knocked the moon out of orbit, intending to crash it into the planet. Malcolm gathered a force to disintegrate the moon before it could reach the planet, thus saving Earth.




    At Concord HQ, the Rasu deployed a new weapon able to punch a hole in the Rift Bubble protecting HQ. Rasu mechs wormholed inside and began rampaging through the station. They deployed a quantum block, trapping everyone inside.




    Alex, Caleb, Nika and Valkyrie arrived at the homeworld of the Rasu and infiltrated their continent-sized home base. Nika accessed their nerve center, from where orders were being sent out to all Rasu. Together, Caleb and Nika sent out Akeso’s poison to all the Rasu via kyoseil. While they did so, Alex worked to protect them.




    On HQ, Richard and Devon teamed up to make a likely suicidal run to destroy the Rasu’s quantum block so people could get off the station. Miriam and David were trapped together in the war room; due to the quantum block, Miriam had lost all contact with her fleets. They were sharing a tender moment when the Rasu exploited the seams in the door to infiltrate the room. On Earth, Seneca and other worlds, ever more Rasu arrived to overpower the defense forces. On Mirai, facing imminent death, Corradeo and Maris gave in to their feelings for one another.




    On Rasu Prime, Rasu mechs invaded the nerve center, eventually overwhelming Alex. She was speared by a mech and died, but Valkyrie transferred Alex’s consciousness into the Siyane at the last minute. Unaware of what happened, Caleb and Nika forced a final surge of the poison, and abruptly all the Rasu vessels out in space died. On HQ and across Concord worlds, the enemy fell, and the day was won in the nick of time.




    Caleb killed the Rasu remaining on Rasu Prime, and only then found Alex’s body—then discovered she was still alive in the ship. He took her body to the Siyane, and Akeso reinfused it with life.




    During her surreal experience, Alex figured out several things. The scar she discovered near Rasu Prime was evidence of how the Dzhvar imbued the Rasu with their essence in the moment before the diati drove them off the manifold a million years ago. She and Nika confronted Mesme, and it confessed the truth. In its cycle, eight years from now, the Dzhvar returned and resumed consuming the fabric of spacetime. When the universe was about to collapse, Mesme used the Dzhvar’s own energy to open a time rift and return to the time of the first Dzhvar war.




    Alex started quizzing Mesme on how they could defeat the Dzhvar, when she made an unexpected connection: Mesme’s winged avatar was identical to the tattoo on Nika’s back. Mesme was Nika in the last cycle.




    Mesme confirmed her suspicion, but begged her not to tell Nika, saying when Nika learned the truth, it would break her, because it broke Mesme. Dashiel wouldn’t be able to accompany her; she would have to leave everyone she cared about behind for a million years. Mesme had taken the Asterion’s Vault with it into the past, but only the programs underlying the people; the consciousnesses and their memories were destroyed in the journey. Mesme used the Asterion programs to create the Katasketousya.




    With great reluctance, Alex agreed to keep Mesme’s secret, but only because she vowed to find a way to defeat the Dzhvar once and for all, break the time loop, and save everyone.




     




    




    COSMIC SHORES




    MEDUSA FALLING




    On Belarria, Marlee was kidnapped after witnessing the murder of her diplomatic counterpart. The murderer, Galean, belonged to a revolutionary group that sheltered escaped desbida, telepaths imprisoned because their capabilities threatened the corrupt shadow government. Despite initially being held captive, Marlee became invested in their cause, helping them broadcast the truth about the desbida, exposing the conspiracy and fighting for the freedom of the oppressed telepaths.




     




    THE THIEF




    Eren followed a thief named Tolje home to the Hesgyr’s massive space station, Nythir. There, he learned the Hesgyr were under attack from a mysterious enemy.




    Nyx soon joined Eren on Nythir, and they tracked the attacks to the Phae’soon, a species the Hesgyr previously robbed of a crucial defensive weapon, leaving the Phae’soon unprotected when the Rasu invaded. Rather than allow either side to commit genocide against the other, Eren, Nyx and Tolje destroyed the Phae’soon’s weapon.




    While on Nythir, Eren and Nyx succumbed to their attraction to one another and slept together. Still mourning the loss of Cosime, Eren felt tremendous guilt afterwards, and he and Nyx agreed to keep their relationship professional.




     




    THE UNIVERSE WITHIN




    While searching for signs of the Dzhvar’s return, Alex and Caleb located a tear in the cosmic manifold and discovered a hidden star system inhabited by the Elakri.




    Laurent, an Elakrin physicist, had discovered the same tear; his discovery made him the target of the Khesa Prutet, the dominant religious organization. Alex and Caleb rescued him from an assassination attempt, then hired a truva named Deunan to protect him.




    The group learned the Elakri once lived in normal space, until they built a dimensional machine called the Piega Strai to hide them from the Rasu. Civil war had broken out when rebels tried to force a return to normal space; the conflict destroyed their historical records, and in time the Elakri forgot their origins.




    Deunan turned out to be the descendant of the KP’s founders. She reunited with her estranged brother Arien, a cop who was unknowingly hunting her while investigating Laurent's case.




    The Piega Strai was breaking down, threatening to collapse the pocket universe. In order to save the planet, Alex entered the Piega Strai’s core and dissolved the barrier of the pocket universe, returning the Elakri to Amaranthe. But as she did so, Alex and Caleb both sensed the emergence of a mysterious energy they suspected was the Dzhvar.




    Arien took over leadership of the KP to shepherd the Elakri’s re-introduction to the intergalactic community, and Laurent and Deunan set off together to explore the cosmos.
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    981,995 YEARS AGO




    Empyrean forces ripped me apart from the inside out. Atom shorn from atom, thought from thought. The universe itself splintered, and I splintered into a multitude of shards along with it.




    Then there was nothing, for what I perceived as a very long time. No sound, no air. No texture to my existence. Would I linger here in this nothingness forever? A mind lacking substance or form cast adrift into the endless black—




    The universe inverted, and visceral sensation returned in a violent shock to my system. There was tangibility. Movement. Physicality. But with no perception of direction and no sight, I had no orientation upon which to anchor myself. Falling up, falling down, or simply being driven deeper into the unknown?




    I slammed into a too-solid surface, and oblivion at last claimed me.
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    I awoke to pain so pervasive I couldn’t say whether it originated from within or without me. My skin felt as if it was on fire; my skull exploded in a drumbeat of agony. My chest shrieked with every inhale.




    …but I had skin? I still had a body? Or was this merely a phantom limb haunting my mind?




    I opened one eye. Caramel-colored dirt greeted me, stretching across a featureless plain.




    With a groan I carefully rolled over. A mauve sky hung overhead, decorated by cumulus clouds drifting languidly by.




    Breath by arduous breath, I grew cognizant of the rest of my body. I lifted a hand in front of my face—and gasped air into brutalized lungs. My skin was burnt and peeling, as if I’d journeyed through a literal inferno. I brought the hand to my head…my hair was gone, singed off to my scalp. And I mourned such a stupid, vain, meaningless loss, knowing I’d never have those long, luxurious raven locks again.




    Because now I remembered.




    A sky consumed by Dzhvar. The planet below disintegrating. And in the final instant, as the manifold of the universe ripped apart to swallow everyone who remained, Mesme surrounding me and plunging us both headlong into the abyss.




    I blinked away free-flowing tears and worked to bury a sorrow so overpowering I dared not face it somewhere deep inside, then gingerly sat up to survey my surroundings with greater clarity. This would be Katoikia, then, in the Triangulum galaxy as it was a million years ago, when the universe still held together. The home of the Katasketousya—a species that would not exist until I built it.




    My gaze drifted across the landscape, searching. I spotted the Vault replica embedded in the surface a few hundred meters away. It was canted at a forty-degree angle and half buried in the caramel soil. But its hull was adiaK, so it would’ve survived the impact intact. And inside it were stored thirty-two thousand Asterion minds, along with a medical lab, emergency supplies and fabrication machines.




    No, not Asterions, not truly. And not quite minds, either. Programs. Tested algorithms bearing ensconced knowledge. They would be brilliant when awakened, but, lacking the memories—the souls—they once possessed, they would not be Asterions. No, they would be Katasketousya. The first and perhaps only Katasketousya.




    Mesme!




    Panic seized me as I searched in every direction for a hint of sparkling lights in the afternoon sun. Without my guide, I was utterly lost.




    “Mesme?” I tried to cry out, but all that emerged from my throat was a hoarse squeak.




    I struggled to my feet. My clothes and shoes had burnt away as well, and I felt the heat of the sunbaked dirt on my bare, charred flesh. “Mesme? Are you here? Please, you must be here.”




    In the corner of my eye, a shadow drifted above the surface with nothing to cast it. I limped toward it, wincing as the soil ground into blistered soles. When I neared the shadow, I reached out a hand. “Mesme? Is that you?”




    The shadow warbled, and a whisper passed over me like a breeze.




    “Are you trying to speak? Please, give me some sign it’s you.”




    Gradually, the shadow took on a semblance of shape…a winged avatar. A phoenix. It held the shape for a few short seconds before collapsing into a formless blob.




    “Oh, Mesme…” tears streamed anew down my cheeks “…I’m so relieved you made it.”




    The warble sounded again, stronger this time, until it became halting words. “You…are Mnemosyne…now.”




    I collapsed to the ground, not caring about the new abrasions cracking open my skin, and cradled my head in my hands as the unfathomable weight of the task ahead of me crashed down upon my soul.




    I couldn’t do it. I wasn’t strong enough.




    But I had to be, didn’t I? If I lay down in the dirt and succumbed to despair, everything would end. Not today or tomorrow. A million eternal years from now, a span that seemed impossible to cross from here. But when those million years had passed, the people I most loved—Perrin and Maris and Joaquim and Grant and Alex and, oh stars above, Dashiel, my darling—would face death all over again. Everything would be lost, all over again.




    We had come so close to winning. Closer than ever before, according to Mesme. What if this time, I was able to do it? What if I could save all those dear to me? What if I could save the universe and time itself? I’d always proclaimed I would do anything to save my people, would pay any price.




    No price was higher than this. But if it meant a future might somehow be won? I owed it to everyone to pay it.




    I gritted my teeth, sniffled back a last deluge of tears, and climbed to my feet once more. “What do we do now?” I asked the shadow. I needed to start thinking of it as Miaon, for the old Miaon was gone…along with everyone I knew. I’d work my way around to thinking of myself as Mnemosyne instead of Nika one day, but not this one.




    The shadow gathered itself up into a cohesive shape, then set off toward the wrecked Vault.




    “Now we begin.”
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    ELAKRIN STELLAR SYSTEM




    Marestelle Galaxy
 Shapley Supercluster




    Alex Solovy killed her thrusters, grasped the metal lattice with both gloved hands, and let her momentum carry her legs through the opening between the crisscrossing rods. She nearly flipped fully over the rods before swinging back down like a pendulum, but gradually her movements slowed until she hung suspended from the outer frame of the Piega Strai.




    The locals still called it ‘the Guardian,’ and many of them still believed it to be their god. But its inventor had named it the Piega Strai over nine thousand years ago, and she found it to be a far more elegant moniker. The name also sidestepped all the creepy societal control vibes that pervaded the last nine millennia of Elakrin’s history.




    Kennedy Rossi landed on the rung next to Alex with a bit more grace, as the woman spent a fair bit of time maneuvering around ship dry docks owned by her company, Connova Interstellar. “When we were slaving over Advanced Metallurgy texts in university, did you ever imagine we’d one day be scavenging exotic metal from a pocket-universe-creating dimensional engine orbiting a star two hundred ten megaparsecs from Earth?”




    “Yes?”




    “Of course you did.” Kennedy exposed the magnetized strip embedded in the arm of her environment suit to attach herself to the lattice, then reached down and opened one of the small containers hanging from her belt. “And you’re certain we have permission to vandalize the machine?”




    “Arien authorized us to take some samples. I didn’t use the word ‘vandalize’ when I described what we’d be doing.”




    Arien Colonnei wasn’t the leader of the Elakrin government; he was more powerful than that. As the new, and possibly last, high chair of the Khesa Prutet, he ran the only religious institution on Elakrin. Initially formed to protect the Piega Strai so it could protect the Elakri from the Rasu, over the course of millennia the Khesa Prutet had grown corrupt in almost every way imaginable. Worse, it had coaxed the Elakri into forgetting a whole universe existed outside the walls of their snowglobe world.




    But then the Piega Strai had started to break down. A few weeks ago, she and Caleb had managed to save the planet from being crushed into a singularity, and now this system again resided among the stars of Amaranthe. As a result, the residents of Elakrin were having a whole host of treasured illusions shattered. She didn’t envy Arien the task of shepherding them through their existential crisis, but the alternative to learning the truth was death, so respectfully, they needed to deal with it.




    Alex removed her adiamene blade from its sheath and extended it in front of her. An errant slice would cut clean through whatever the blade came in contact with, including her limbs, so she took great care as she shaved a sliver of the lattice metal off. Then she held it in place until Kennedy pinched it between her fingers and deposited it in the container. For any lesser task she’d use a cutter that wasn’t so dangerous, but any material designed to withstand proximity to a star while both generating and containing violent dimensional forces wasn’t apt to succumb to the edge of a butter knife.




    They retrieved three additional samples from the lattice. She wanted to hack off a solid chunk of it, but they ought not to literally vandalize the device. Should the Dzhvar show up in the vicinity, the Elakri might feel isolation was preferable to disintegration, reactivate the Piega Strai, and vanish from the universe once more.




    After Kennedy sealed up the container, she ran a handheld scanner over the rod they’d attached themselves to. “I’m picking up traces of lonsdaleite, amodiamond and a graphene analogue…and way too many signatures that don’t correspond to known metals.”




    “Well, that’s what the samples are for. You ready?”




    “One second.” Kennedy confirmed the container was secure on her belt before detaching the magnetized strip on her suit. “Ready.”




    Alex fired her thrusters and drifted toward the solid sphere at the heart of the lattice. Behind it, Elakrin’s sun gleamed a heavily filtered mottled copper.




    The last time she’d been here, the scene hadn’t been nearly so quiet. Then, a tsunami had raged inside the frame as angry streams of quantum particles fought to escape the cage the lattice created. The dimensional maelstrom acted to sustain a brane manifold around the stellar system—the scaffolding upon which a layer of physical dimensions clung to, thus hiding away Elakrin and its star from the cosmos beyond it.




    Though nothing powered the device now, the material comprising the sphere’s outer shell was faintly magnetic, and their boots easily affixed to the shell when they landed near the external control panel.




    “This panel is the only way inside?” Kennedy asked.




    “Other than a single millimeter-width hole, yep.”




    “So we’re back to vandalizing, then.”




    “We’ll patch everything up nice and pretty when we’re done. No one will ever be the wiser. But if you want to see the internal workings of the machine, this panel is coming off.”




    Assuming Kennedy’s answer was ‘yes,’ Alex again extended the adiamene blade and slid it into the minuscule gap between the edge of the control panel and the sphere’s shell. It cut for about fifteen centimeters then met empty space, and she diligently worked it around the perimeter until she felt the panel come loose.




    They lifted it away to reveal a meter-wide opening; through it, the interior of the Piega Strai was cast in murky shadows.




    “Good. Plenty of room to crawl through.” Alex stuck a magnet on one end of the panel, and they attached it to the shell off to the side of the opening.




    “Ahh, my favorite part of the job.” Kennedy activated a light and shone it inside.




    The beam carved a tunnel through the inky blackness, sending the shadows retreating as it swept across the interior. Kennedy muttered displeasure and fiddled with the settings on the light, and the beam widened to expose a broader swath of what the core held.




    Three lattices resembling the outer frame interlocked one another. Within each, three rods connected their lattice to a small, solid core at the center, and additional rods connected the cores to each other.




    “If these turn out to be Russian nesting dolls descending into infinity, I am not going to be amused,” Kennedy remarked.




    Alex couldn’t help herself; she slipped into sidespace to see if she was able to get a look at the inner workings of the smaller cores. But once again, where before there had been a riot of energy and dimensions, now there was only silence. “You might not be far off. I suspect that were the device currently active, the dimensions generated by this assembly would go fairly deep.”




    “And if I learn what I need to today, then I can build a tiny Piega Strai in the lab, turn it on, and send you spelunking with your mind. But first things first.” Kennedy pulled her feet up, maneuvered through the opening and disappeared into the darkness. “Okay, I’m clear. Come on in.”




    Alex swung over to slip inside after her, but paused and glanced back toward the outer lattice…and frowned. “You go ahead and get started rooting around. This is more your wheelhouse, anyway. I want to check something out real quick.”




    “What could you possibly have to check out? All the interesting things are in here.”




    “Sidespace stuff.”




    “Right. If I’m not back out in twenty minutes, you come rescue me.”




    “Samo soboy razumeyetsya. That’s what friends are for.” Alex secured herself to the sphere with an extra magnet then gave her consciousness over to sidespace.




    She mentally traveled up to the pinprick nozzle a quarter of the way around the sphere. When the Piega Strai had been active, a particle-sized tether had woven its way from the nozzle out to the barrier separating this space from the larger universe. The tether had been the only thing connecting Elakri to Amaranthe and was what she’d used to dissolve the barrier.




    Now, where the tether had once streamed, a scar remained to mark the path. It wasn’t a scar anyone would be able to see in the physical world, but here in sidespace, it was as real as the firmament it marred.




    And she’d seen a scar like this one before. On the border between the Erebus Void and former Rasu territory, a similar scar ran for over three thousand megameters, until it splintered off to terminate at Rasu Prime. It was evidence of how, at the instant the Dzhvar were driven out of physical space in the Dzhvar War a million years ago, they had infused lifeless metal with a trace of their essence, and the Rasu killing machines were born.




    But why was a scar here? Why now?




    Alex followed the scar all the way out to where the Piega Strai’s barrier had enclosed the stellar system. There, it took a hard turn and continued on in an arc that she would bet her reasonably good name matched the arc of the former barrier for another 0.8 megameters before fading away.




    A portentous dread coiled through her gut. She’d known, of course; she and Caleb both had. But they’d had no proof, nothing but a sense of the arrival of some other as the machine shut down. A shadow in the corner of the eye.




     




    A flash at the edge of her perception distracted her. Not a pseudo-visual hallmark of those dimensions, but something fundamentally other. A true void amongst the sparking energy. The formless intruder left eddies in the tether as it writhed, always on the periphery of her vision no matter where she looked.




    She reached out as if to touch it, but of course her hands weren’t really here, and it slithered into shadows of its own creation—




    Then it was gone.




     




    But this scar? To her mind, this was proof.




    New questions spiraled out from the discovery: Questions of how, and why here of all places, and why so soon. But they would wait for contemplation when she couldn’t sleep tonight. For now, only one thing mattered.




    The Dzhvar were here.




    “Alex, I need an extra pair of hands in here.”




    She reached out and touched the scar in the fervent hope it was a figment of her imagination, but a rough, palpable abrasion scraped against her mental fingertips. Well, fuck.




    “Oh, Alex?”




    “Right. On the way.”
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    NEW LUNA




    Sol Stellar System
 Milky Way Galaxy




    The overhead lights dimmed until only subtle, pale blue runners illuminated the ballroom. Faint, indirect lighting shone on Prime Minister Ochuko Bolaji sufficient to ensure the man wasn’t obscured in darkness.




    “Ladies and gentlemen,” the prime minister intoned in a deep baritone, “welcome to the lunar city of Aestatis!”




    As he gestured to the transparent, curving dome wall behind him, the first hints of earthrise peeked over the New Luna horizon. Wild applause broke out, and Bolaji allowed it to continue for almost twenty seconds before gesturing for quiet. “I would say ‘it’s been a long road to arrive at this day,’ but the truth is, the wheels of government, industry and philanthropy have never spun faster or in greater concert. Three years and two months ago, we sacrificed the moon in order to save our planet from the Rasu. The architect of that miraculous gambit is here with us tonight. Fleet Admiral Jenner, we are all in your debt.”




    Beside Miriam, Malcolm dipped his chin toward the stage in thanks; then, sensing something more was required, he shifted in his seat and offered a restrained wave to those gathered in the ballroom.




    “Almost from the next morning, work began to construct this new satellite,” the prime minister continued. “Doing so was necessary to save the many species that rely on our tides, as well as to protect the long-term health of our planet. But it was also important for those of us who call Earth home to be able to look up in the night sky and see our stalwart companion shining above us.




    “Yet New Luna will be so much more than a satellite. As before, it will host strategic military, scientific and industrial facilities. In addition, it will serve as a vibrant commercial hub and, in time, a home for millions of residents.”




    The laudatory remarks continued, and Miriam’s focus drifted a little. She’d received a tour earlier in the day of the deep inner workings of the satellite. The engineering feats required to mimic the mass and consequent orbit of the moon while maintaining the same size (because optics did matter) had proved to be significant, as was the cost of transplanting and molding the needed construction materials. Still, this left plenty of empty space, and the interior housed vast storehouses of both information and goods. Seed vaults, historical records, biological samples and much more.




    Then there were the eight Zero Engines. Because New Luna wasn’t merely a satellite; it was a spaceship. The next time an enemy on the order of the Rasu tried to use the moon as a weapon against humanity, they would be in for quite a surprise.




    The speech ended in perfect concurrence with the lower arc of Earth cresting the horizon, as the new prime minister was a bit of a showman, and another round of applause flowed through the room. Bolaji might take it as appreciation of his speech, but Miriam was applauding for her home.




    Her husband, David, leaned in to whisper in her ear. “First rule of politics: never let your speech hold up the food. He’s cutting it close.”




    On cue, wait staff in formal attire arrived to begin placing the first of what would be, in Miriam’s opinion, far too many courses. It wasn’t that she minded spending a lengthy dinner with David, Malcolm and Mia, but she’d enjoy it rather more around her own dinner table in her own house.




    She’d barely taken a bite of her salad, however, when the prime minister arrived at their table, which was another problem with such formal galas. Everyone set their forks down and stood respectfully.




    “Well, this is a Guests of Honor table if I’ve ever seen one,” Bolaji intoned. “Fleet Admiral, I hope your inspection of Mare Ingenii Base today met your expectations.”




    “It did,” Malcolm replied graciously. “An improvement upon its predecessor in every way.”




    “Good to hear. Ms. Requelme, you are looking as lovely as ever.”




    “Thank you, Prime Minister.” Mia was far too skilled of a diplomat to act frosty at any insinuation her primary value was in her appearance, but as soon as the prime minister pivoted away, she rolled her eyes at the back of his head. Now that she was no longer a government representative, concerns about perceived corruption or favoritism had faded away, and she and Malcolm had quietly gotten married two years ago. But she remained one of the most well-known people in Concord space, so Mia retained her last name for public-facing matters.




    “Commandant Solovy.” Bolaji grasped Miriam’s hand in both of his. “I deeply appreciate you attending our humble ceremony.”




    “I may not be Earth Alliance any longer, but Earth is and will always be my home.”




    “And we are grateful for it. Commander Solovy, it’s good to see you as well.”




    “I go by ‘David’ or ‘Professor’ these days. I haven’t been a commander in many years, sir.”




    “Yes, but I’ve been taught the rank never leaves the man—or woman.”




    “It is the tradition.” David cleared his throat. “Don’t let us keep you from the rest of your guests. Terrific show.”




    “Thank you.” Bolaji clapped David on the shoulder like they were old friends, then made for the next table over, and they all returned to their seats.




    “For the record, Malcolm, I’m sorry,” Miriam said. “And also selfishly grateful that you stand in between me and him.”




    “I’m not so grateful.” Malcolm glanced over at the adjacent table, where another cluster of guests stood to welcome the prime minister. “In truth, he’s not that bad, so far. At a minimum, he recognizes he knows nothing about the military and doesn’t try to pretend otherwise. Nonetheless, the extent of his ignorance is at times astounding. I didn’t think I’d miss Gagnon, but…here we are.”




    David scoffed. “I’m not sure a politician has ever existed who a soldier missed once they were gone, but I suppose everything’s relative. At least the food should be good, assuming we’re allowed to eat it in peace.”




    A pulse from Alex arrived then.




    Hey, Mom. Are you at the house tonight?




    Your father and I are at the grand opening festivities for Aestatis on New Luna. We’re not intending to stay late, though. We should be home in an hour or two. Is there a problem?




    No emergency. Do you mind if I come by later?




    Not at all. I’ll message you when we’re free.




    David spotted the flicker in her expression and placed a hand over hers. “Is everything all right?”




    “I think so. Alex is going to come by after we get home.”




    “Excellent. Did she say why?”




    “She didn’t.” The fact Alex hadn’t wormholed into the middle of the ballroom indicated her daughter wasn’t bringing news of immediate doom. So Miriam forced herself to not worry about it for now, and instead try to enjoy what she could of the meal and the company.
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    EARTH




    Greater Vancouver




    An hour and a half and six meal courses later, Miriam and David walked into the house to find Alex already sitting at the kitchen table, a glass of wine in one hand and two aural screens positioned in front of her. Her long, burgundy hair was even more unkempt than usual, and her gray shirt was wrinkled and sweat-stained.




    “Oh, welcome home.” Alex disappeared the aurals and leaned back in her chair. “How was the party?”




    “The same as all such parties are,” Miriam replied as she slipped her coat off and hung it up by the door.




    “Insufferable, huh?”




    “The view was nice. And the tour of the interior before the party was genuinely fascinating. But we can talk about it later, if you’re interested.” She sat down opposite her daughter and clasped her hands on the table. “What’s wrong?”




    “Oh, nothing much.” Alex took a long sip from her glass. “It’s merely that the Dzhvar have definitely returned from their exile…and I think it’s my fault.”




    “What do you mean by ‘have definitely returned’? None of the upgraded sensors we’ve spent the fortune of galaxies deploying have alerted us to any incursions, nor has any attack or sighting been reported. I would know.”




    “She would.” David frowned as he slid in beside her and set the open bottle of wine on the table, along with two additional glasses. “So what have you learned, milaya? Also, why do you look as if you just finished a marathon? You didn’t have to run here from Vancouver, did you?”




    “No.” Alex offered a weak laugh. “I spent the last several hours in an environment suit, and I didn’t stop to shower before I came here. Kennedy and I went to the Elakrin system today to study the Piega Strai. While we were there, I had a peek around in sidespace. I discovered a scar on the manifold—the exact same kind of scar that leads to Rasu Prime. You know, the one the Dzhvar left behind when they were expelled from the firmament in the Dzhvar War—can we go ahead and start calling it the ‘First’ Dzhvar War? Because we’re going to have a second one.”




    Miriam had picked up her glass to take a sip of wine but set it back down. “Alex, stop being fatalistic. It’s not like you.”




    “It isn’t. But did you miss the part where this is my fault?”




    “As I understand it, over two billion people would’ve died if you hadn’t deactivated the Piega Strai.”




    “They would have. I had no other option. But you’re the one who’s always insisting actions have consequences, and we ignore them at our peril.”




    Miriam gave up on enjoying her wine and slid her glass over to David. “So I am. This doesn’t negate the fact that you made the right choice.”




    “I know, though if I’d realized what the ramifications would be…I suppose I’d still have done it. Saving real people I’ve met from imminent death has to win out over guarding against the possible future death of nameless, faceless masses, even if the math doesn’t square. But the fact remains, the scar wasn’t there before I shut down the device. Coupled with what I saw while I was merging the spaces? What I feared was Dzhvar at the time? The scar’s presence now can only mean one thing.” Alex’s nose scrunched up, the way it did when she was frustrated. “We need more time. We’re not ready.”




    Miriam nodded thoughtfully. “You say this scar means the Dzhvar have returned, and I believe you. You’d never speak carelessly about this sort of thing. But the universe is rather expansive, as you know, and most of it is empty space. We may well have decades, if not centuries, until they pose a threat to us.”




    “Sure, we might. But what are the odds we will?”




    “Hey,” David protested. “We deserve a break after that nasty Rasu War. Karma says we’ll get one.”




    Alex chuckled over the top of her glass. “Dad, do not launch into one of your speeches about how the universe looks out for people who act with honor.”




    He shrugged. “I’m here, aren’t I?”




    “Yes, Dad, you are. Point happily conceded.” Alex took a sip of her wine, then languidly swirled the rest around in her glass for a minute. “Here’s the problem. We can’t afford to enjoy whatever time karma is inclined to grant us. Yes, should the Dzhvar attack an individual planet or artificial body, they’ll pose a grave threat to the people who are living there. But the fundamental threat they pose is to the universe as a whole.




    “The Dzhvar don’t just kill people—they destroy the manifold itself. So we can’t wait for them to stumble upon us. We can’t let them spend decades or centuries dining on far-off galaxies. If we want to save Amaranthe, we’ve got to go out and find them. Then we have to take the fight to them. And we have to do it now.”
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    AKESO




    Ursa Major II Galaxy




    Our water rushes over the stone cliffs of Calchfaen to tumble freely through the sky, until it crashes upon a bed of rocks in a torrent of foam and spray. Droplets ricochet, flung into the humid air, caught upon our wind and swept into our dense limbs to nourish growing leaves.




    Eyes closed and cool grass tickling his back, Caleb smiled. Nature’s beauty can be ferocious when it works up a good head of steam.




    Those rocks would have crushed your too-fragile body beyond my capacity to heal it, as well as those of your companions, had I not intervened.




    You didn’t just save me and my companions that day, Akeso. You saved hundreds of millions of Naraida and Volucri.




    And now I nurture them. Now I am home for them.




    Caleb hummed in contentment. Most of the time, Akeso remained simply Akeso. But if he concentrated on a specific detail among the endless panoply of activity, the whole ‘two worlds as one’ thing was still proving to be a fair bit on the peculiar side. Hirlas resided almost a megaparsec away, but Akeso’s consciousness, and thus, in a way, his own, was located as much there as it was here. There existed no lag or latency, no division erected in deference to the vast gulf of space separating the two worlds.




    What a strange existence he’d fashioned for himself—




    He immediately detected the disruption in the fabric of the air caused by Alex’s wormhole. Finally. He climbed to his feet and headed for the house.




    After departing the Elakrin system and dropping Kennedy off on Romane, Alex had stopped by Akeso only long enough to park the Siyane before heading to her parents’ house on Earth. Caleb had been enjoying a meal with Isabela on Seneca and missed the opportunity to accompany her. But he knew she’d departed in a foul mood; he could sense it in the terse, punctuated cadence of her messages. And knowing what she’d discovered, he didn’t blame her.




    By the time he got upstairs, she was already in the shower, having left a trail of dirty, wrinkled clothes across the bedroom floor. So he stretched out on the bed, wound his hands behind his head and waited.




    She wandered out of the lavatory a few minutes later, silver satin robe hanging untied as she toweled her hair dry. On seeing him, a faint smile lifted her lips. “Sorry I didn’t say ‘hi’ before jumping in the shower. I’d been filthy for too many hours.”




    “Understandable. How did it go with your parents?”




    “Oh, you know. ‘Not your fault,’ ‘couldn’t have known,’ ‘blah, blah.’ ”




    “They’re right.”




    “Maybe. But it’s easy to say so when no one has died yet—that we know of.” She tossed the towel back through the lavatory door, crawled onto the bed and snuggled into the crook of his arm. “It doesn’t make any sense.”




    He breathed in the fresh, clean scent of her shampoo and soaked in the warmth of her skin against his, kissing her temple as he brushed a strand of damp hair off her cheek. “What doesn’t? Specifically, I mean, not the grand mysteries of life and vagaries of the universe.”




    “Good, because I am not up to unraveling those tonight. It doesn’t make sense why there would be any connection between the Dzhvar and the Elakri’s bubble space. When the Dzhvar were banished a million years ago, the Elakri were still living in caves over a hundred megaparsecs from where the final battle of the First Dzhvar War took place, and even farther from Rasu Prime.”




    He noted her prepending of ‘First’ to the war’s moniker, but didn’t comment on it. No reason to fight inevitability. “True. But you’re always saying how distance and location don’t have any real meaning in those hidden quantum dimensions you like to cavort in.”




    “They don’t. But now I’m starting to wonder if there’s something fundamental I don’t understand about where the Dzhvar have been all this time, or about how they interact with dimensions. Or possibly about what the Piega Strai does to the manifold when it burrows a bubble of space inside of it.”




    She sank deeper into his chest. “Dammit, I thought I had everything figured out. I mean, except for how to actually destroy the Dzhvar, but I assumed I’d work that part out once they showed their ugly faces and we fixed some sensors on them. But if they’ve never operated how I believed, or worse, if the manifold and dimensions don’t play by the rules I believed they did, or if—”




    “Hey, hey.” He placed a knuckle under her chin and lifted it up until she met his gaze. “This is not all on you. No one is expecting you to singlehandedly save the universe.”




    “But I prom—”




    “I know what you promised Mesme—that we would permanently defeat the Dzhvar and break this bloody time loop. You need to remember what else Mesme said: it saves the people who will save the universe. People, plural. I’m on the list. So are your mother and Corradeo. And, ironically, so is Nika. So share the burden a little, will you?”




    She stared at him, bottomless Prevo irises fractaling with conflict and defiance and the relentless stubbornness he desperately loved her for. But they soon softened into weariness, and she leaned in close to nod against his neck. “Okay. We’re in this together. All of us.”




    “That’s better.”




    Within a few minutes, she’d drifted off to sleep in his arms. Caleb closed his eyes as well, but sleep proved to be elusive, for his own thoughts churned down winding paths to circle back on themselves.




    How was he going to do his part to save the universe? Alex had her dimension-whispering abilities and a deep understanding of the way the cosmos functioned, and those talents were certain to be indispensable in the coming battles. Miriam had a fleet of millions of warships and a keen sense of strategy and logistics working for her, while Corradeo had a million years of experience as well as a history of battling this enemy. And Nika? She had a universe’s worth of kyoseil at her beck and call.




    What did he have? Close-combat fighting skills were not going to turn the tide against pandimensional primordial space entities, and neither was the consciousness of a sentient planet living in his head.




    Maybe it was like he’d said to Deunan when they were on Elakrin, and his role was simply to help Alex as she saved the universe. To be her strength, her cheerleader, her safe place to land and shoulder to cry on when things got hard and ugly. If that was all he was destined to do, he’d be honored to perform such a role. And, if he were honest, after everything he and Akeso had sacrificed to defeat the Rasu, perhaps a little relieved.




    But everyone on Mesme’s list had someone to support them; even Corradeo had recently opened himself up to love. David wasn’t on the list, and neither was Maris. So why was he? Had Mesme been flattering him so he’d stay invested? It would hardly be the first time the Kat had dissembled in order to manipulate him.




    Or was the universe gearing up to ask something consequential of him once again? Something he couldn’t yet see coming?
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    CONCORD HEADQUARTERS




    Milky Way Galaxy




    Caleb extended a hand, turned halfway, and touched it to Arien Colonnei’s palm. “It’s good to see you again.”




    “You as well. But if I’m going to pretend to be a diplomat, you should teach me how your people greet each other.”




    “Ah. You’ll encounter many different greetings here on HQ, but…” he reached out and grasped the man’s hand in his, then shook it firmly “…humans do so like this.”




    Arien frowned, eyes narrowing as he repeated the gesture. “It feels somehow aggressive.”




    “It’s not. Not most of the time, anyway.” Caleb peered toward the customs exit. “No Deunan today?”




    “She and Laurent sprinted off in that direction as soon as we cleared customs.” Arien gestured toward the arched entry to the atrium and food court. “Something about ‘raspberry gelatos.’ I believe this is their third visit in as many weeks to your remarkable space station.”




    “I’m glad they’re making good use of those guest passes.” He indicated the hallway leading to the levtram hub. “Shall we? The Consulate is in this direction.”




    “I am at your mercy.” The man touched the back of his ear. “Deunan gave me something called a translator dot, but it doesn’t appear to work for the signage.”




    “No, I’m afraid you need some slightly more robust hardware to be able to read printed Communis. We do have a tool, though. Mention it at the Consulate, and they’ll set you up.”




    “Implanted hardware?” As an experienced law enforcement detective and interrogator, the man was an expert at concealing his true feelings. But Caleb had the same skills, and Arien was a touch spooked by the idea of Concord’s esoteric technology. It couldn’t be easy, spending your life believing your culture sat at the apex of advancement, only to discover you were relative primitives.




    “Not unless you want it to be.”




    “Hmm. Not just yet.” Arien’s gaze darted around in every direction as they walked; Caleb let him gawk without judgment. In addition to the ubiquitous technology, this was the man’s first time seeing any alien species other than humans. Caleb remembered his and Alex’s first visit to a gateway Arx shortly after traveling to Amaranthe; it had been an overwhelming experience.




    “Feel free to ask anything that strikes you,” he offered.




    “I hardly know where to start. I’m still not certain I’m the right person to represent us in these meetings. I’m not a diplomat at all and a fairly terrible religious leader. Unless you need another detective on the station?”




    “You’re the right person. Far more so than your chancellor, you’ll be the one guiding your people through their introduction to the intergalactic community.”




    “That is the job I signed up for,” Arien muttered somewhat glumly.




    The station was bustling with activity, and Caleb had to work to find them a spot on the tram where his guest wouldn’t be forced to abut shoulders with aliens. He only marginally succeeded, and a teenage Naraida girl with lavender feathered hair gawked up at the tall Elakri the entire trip. When an orange-furred Khokteh wearing combat leathers boarded and grabbed a handhold beside them, Arien’s already enormous eyes widened precipitously, but he maintained his outward composure.




    They exited the levtram at the Consulate stop, and Caleb kept their pace slow so they could appreciate the stunning view the lobby afforded.




    “It’s incredible what you’ve built here,” Arien said. “We have a group digging through the oldest records hidden away in the Scenza archives. There isn’t much from before the Fall, but there is more than we ever knew. Some of the records suggest that at our height, we may have built such magnificent monuments as this.” Arien cleared his throat and forced himself to continue through the lobby. “I hope one day we can prove to be worthy allies, but we have a way to go.”




    “No pressure. We’ll help you where we can, but you’re in the driver’s seat. Or I expect this is what the diplomats will say.” Caleb waved a greeting to the Novoloume receptionist as they approached the desk.




    “Good morning. Ms. Marano says you can come on in whenever you’re ready. She’s in Room C.”




    Ms. Marano. It sounded strange to his ears. “Thank you, Phelain.”




    The door slid open to reveal a smallish meeting room, well appointed but cozy. Marlee stood at one end of the table that occupied much of the space, flicking through screens on an aural. She wore a navy pantsuit so dark it was almost black, and her usually somewhat wild sapphire-streaked ebony hair had been tamed into a low tail clasped by a pearl-adorned ornament.




    His heart panged with wistfulness over how grown up she was now, even if she had gushed like an excited little girl when relaying to him the details of her misadventure on Belarria.




    She vanished the aural and bestowed a warm but refined smile on them as she approached. “You must be Arien Colonnei. I’m Assistant Ambassador Marlee Marano. Welcome to Concord.” She offered her left hand in the Elakri greeting.




    Caleb hadn’t taught it to her, but he supposed it was her job to simply know such things.




    “A pleasure.” Arien returned the gesture, then glanced his way. “Marano?”




    “My niece.”




    “Oh, wonderful. Everyone on my world owes your uncle a debt of gratitude.”




    She smiled again, her gaze drifting to him. “Many people do.” Not a trace of snark in her voice. “Now. I understand most Elakri aren’t yet aware of Concord’s existence, but this doesn’t mean you and I can’t start laying the groundwork for a fruitful relationship. Have a seat, and let me tell you about what we can offer to you.”




    She waved a hand toward the door, shooing Caleb away.




    He touched Arien’s arm in farewell. “Give Deunan and Laurent my best, and please don’t hesitate to reach out if you need anything. But you’re in good hands here.”




    “I’m sure I am. Thank you for everything.”




    He checked the time as he departed the Consulate. Alex had awoken this morning with a renewed fire in her belly, and she was meeting with Miriam, Devon Reynolds and several other people about the status of their expanded sensor network. It would likely be another hour before she was free, so he decided to see if Felzeor was around.




    [image: Divider]




    “So then, Drae had to make a mad dash to grab the storage cube while Lyndall sliced the power to the hardware, leaving me to distract our marks long enough for them to make a stealthy exit.” Felzeor paused his story long enough to peck a few bites from his frittata.




    “How did you accomplish it?” Caleb asked.




    “I started an intellectual argument with the men about whether it’s better to fry or sauté cold water ray-finned fish. The answer is sauté, by the way, but I presented both sides of the argument to buy additional time. You know, most Anadens continue to underestimate Volucri. They believe the lie the Directorate told that we’re barely smarter than birds of prey.”




    “Old prejudices die hard. Though I was under the impression that when the Anadens discovered Hirlas, the Volucri played dumb in order to fly under the Directorate’s radar, as it were.”




    Felzeor’s ice green eyes slid sideways. “It might be true. We are, after all, highly devious, which is why we make excellent spies. But it was so very long ago, who can say?”




    “Who indeed.” Caleb took a bite of his sandwich, then set it down again and leaned back in his chair. He was slow-walking his meal so they could spend more time together. “I’m happy to hear Drae finally assembled a full team. Are the new members working out?”




    “I think so. Lyndall is funny. Not as funny as Eren, of course, but I try to laugh to bolster his confidence.”




    “You’re a wonderful teammate.”




    “Drae says so. Hey, did you know Eren had an entire adventure without us? He met these bony-skinned anatype alien thieves and saved them from some angry, brokenhearted salamander aliens.”




    Leave it to Felzeor to distill even the most complex interactions to their barest truths. “I did hear that. I’m sure Eren would have invited us along if he thought we could help.”




    “He invited Nyx along.” Felzeor snickered and sipped on his straw.




    “Oh? I didn’t realize.”




    “He says he didn’t invite her so much as she just showed up. But I think he’s covering for the fact he didn’t invite us.”




    Caleb buried a grin behind his cup of coffee. Miriam had once said Felzeor could bring sunshine to the seventh level of Hell, and she wasn’t wrong. He was a balm for the deepest wounds of the soul. “Nyx is his boss. Arguably she has a right to check in on him.”




    “I suppose. What a horrible boss she must be! I still wish he would come back to work at CINT. I’m sure Director Navick would approve a larger team, and I think Eren and Lyndall would get along.”




    “I know you do. But Corradeo needs him more than Richard does.”




    “And Sator Nisi was a good boss. So I guess I understand.” Felzeor swallowed the last bite of the frittata and shook his feathers out. “I’m glad our dinner evening is coming up soon. Are we going to train with Marlee again?”




    “I think so, yes. She had her own adventure without us, and she says she needs to sharpen her combat skills.”




    “It’s not true. She’s almost as fast as you are now.” Felzeor dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “But don’t tell her I said so. I enjoy training with you and her, and I would hate for it to end.”




    “It’ll be our little secret.”
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    CONCORD HQ




    Command




    The holographic map stretched for over three gigaparsecs on the long side and almost half as far on the short one. Odds were high that so great a swath of the universe had never before been tamed.




    Well, maybe not tamed. Surveyed and measured, though. And now, monitored.




    A tight tangle of flickering dots clustered in the center, with a bridge connecting it to a second, smaller grouping of dots a little off to the left. From there, the gaps between the dots gradually increased, until the distance between them was counted in kiloparsecs.




    Alex scowled at the map. “Not bad coverage in Concord and Dominion territories. But there is way too much dead space once you get beyond Laniakea. A Dzhvar would have to trip over one of those sensors to set it off.”




    Devon Reynolds fisted a hand at his mouth. “You didn’t read the briefing material.”




    “No. I didn’t have time this morning. Look, Devon, I realize you’re not dumb. So convince me this network is going to succeed in alerting us if the Dzhvar show up anywhere in the admittedly impressive Pisces-Cetus Supercluster Complex.”




    “Not dumb….” He exhaled dramatically. “Commandant Solovy, do I have to convince her?”




    Her mother shrugged mildly. “I would sleep better at night knowing Alex was convinced.”




    “Fine. Fine, fine, fine. So the core network is an upgrade of the system we rolled out to detect Rasu incursions, with the listener algorithm switched to trigger on the Dzhvar signal Advocate Corradeo provided. Nothing new there. Greatly improved, but only in the way we’re constantly improving our systems as a matter of course.




    “But once the distances become too vast to capture near-real-time measurements, we had to get creative. We implemented a triangulation structure to detect minuscule perturbations in the fabric of spacetime. It’ll pick up other things—gravitational waves, supernova shock waves, etc.—but it should definitely pick up Dzhvar.”




    “But—”




    “Those types of waves take time to propagate. This is where Advisor Ridani pitched in.”




    Across the table, Dashiel sat up straighter. “Not me alone. Most of the details were worked out by one of the Conceptual Research ceraffin. The gist is, we added kyoseil to the equation. Each sensor includes two grams of a pre-linked kyoseil set. Testing shows kyoseil waves are able to sense perturbations that cross their paths, so—”




    “Multiple sensors are able to triangulate in on a perturbation,” Alex finished for him.




    “Correct. There is still a bit of lag time, particularly the farther any one sensor is from a disruption, but it’s much smaller than it was with the old hardware alone.”




    “And shrinking.” Devon cleared his throat. “We’re placing more equipment every day, working to shorten the lag time. Satisfied?”




    Alex tilted her chin in concession. It wasn’t as if she didn’t believe Devon and Dashiel were far and away the two smartest people currently on HQ. But she never accepted anything at face value. If she ever had, they wouldn’t be here in Amaranthe at all. “That we’ll be alerted if they pop their heads out anywhere on this map? It seems likely. It’s a good system. But it’s not enough.”




    “What?” Devon sputtered.




    “This is a mind-bogglingly tremendous span of space.” She waved at the map overhead. “It truly is. But it’s less than one percent of the observable universe. The Dzhvar could gobble up half of Amaranthe, and we’d be none the wiser.”




    “Alex?” Her mother shot her a pained look. “We are moving as quickly as we can.”




    Okay, so it was possible she was being a bitch today. She was cranky. Her dreams had been haunted by the damn scar in the Elakrin system, and she’d awoken to second guessing all the decisions she’d made when shutting down the Piega Strai. Not choosing to save the Elakri, but how. What if there had been another way? What the fuck were the Dzhvar doing there?




    She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. I know you are. This is terrific work. You haven’t picked anything up yet?”




    “Not anything Dzhvar, no.” Devon’s tone had softened, and now she felt bad; she shouldn’t have goaded him. No one at HQ, save her mother, worked harder than he did. “We did detect a spatial disruption when the Piega Strai shut down, which was actually a nice test run for the system.”




    He zoomed the map way in to the Marestelle galaxy over in the Shapley Supercluster, and an orange ping flared, followed a few seconds later by a larger ping that propagated out into space.




    “Yeah, there were two shock waves, the second one much more significant than the first. Obviously, they would have drowned out any Dzhvar signature that might have appeared at the same time.”




    “But you did see them at Elakrin?” Devon asked. “Is there something you can tell me to help improve our detection efforts?”




    She shook her head. “I only saw them in sidespace. I don’t think they crossed onto the manifold. Not there.” Then where were they coming from?




    “We already know what they look like in real space, from the first war. I’m frankly more interested in what they look like in sidespace.”




    “I get that. But I didn’t really see them as such. It was akin to…a shadow in the corner of my eye, no matter where I directed my attention. A writhing void carved through a swarm of dimensional energy. Ugh.” Alex groaned into her hands. “I realize it’s nothing to go on. The important takeaway is that Akeso sensed their presence as well. This means kyoseil will sense it. Your sensors will work.”




    Dashiel huffed a breath, but didn’t say anything.




    She watched him while Devon and her mom talked through some technicals of the continuing rollout of the upgraded sensors. She and Dashiel weren’t exceptionally close, but she’d gotten to know the man fairly well over the last few years, and he acted troubled.




    Dashiel, what is it?




    His gaze rose to meet hers.




    I’m just wondering what it’s going to do to Nika when they show up. If the kyoseil can sense the Dzhvar’s presence…you remember how rough the Rasu’s invasive thoughts were on her.




    I do. But The Rasu were actively using the kyoseil. Sending orders to their minions through it. These sensors will merely be registering transient activity in the surrounding space. I don’t think she’ll be able to—or be forced to—listen in on the Dzhvar’s thoughts, assuming they have any.




    You’re probably right.




    A thousand thoughts of her own queued up on her tongue, but she couldn’t share a one of them. He didn’t know the truth. Didn’t know what fate awaited Nika unless they found a way to stop the Dzhvar from causing the end of everything.
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    SCHOLITE




    Milky Way Galaxy




    Eren Savitas accepted an apéranti thálassa from the bartender then wandered over to a decorative pillar, lounged against it, and evaluated the crowd.




    The dance floor sported a healthy supply of cavorters, and the tables scattered on its periphery held a full house of drinkers…and diners, here and there. It was a fairly sophisticated clientele, on the whole. Not to say that hypnols weren’t being bought, sold and consumed, but they were the quality hypnols. Not to say that sexual escapades weren’t on the evening’s menu, but they would take place upstairs, later.




    The patrons were notably varied, too. This marked one of the first times he’d seen so many aliens in an Anaden club on an Anaden world, at least as anything other than bottom-tier staff. Most of the aliens were Novoloume, for no one appreciated refined entertainment so much as they did. He thought he spotted several Humans, too, but in the patchy, often dim light it was somewhat difficult to tell Humans and Anadens apart from a distance. Plenty of Naraida, and even a few cleaned-up Barisans.




    Damn, were two Asterions sitting over near the bar? The glowing skin made them stand out in the shadows. Corradeo was making good on his promise to welcome their genetic siblings home, and it seemed the odd Asterion was beginning to believe him. One way the man was changing the world.




    Eren sipped on his drink and began scanning the patrons with greater care, searching for one person in particular. A Novoloume, though the man would likely be meeting with a couple of Anadens.




    Ihelahn Roshiive was a wealthy businessman on Nopreis; a purveyor of soft core interspecies porn more than anything else. He’d earned millions in his trade these last twenty years, but he’d learned his trade under the whip of the Idoni Primor. Granted, Eren didn’t know for certain whether an actual whip had been involved, but when it came to Savine Idoni, it was a safe bet.




    While most Novoloume were far too mannered to let it show in public spaces, bitterness at their degrading treatment under Directorate rule ran both wide and deep. The species had a typical life span of several hundred years before Concord gifted eternal life to them in the form of regenesis, so many had centuries of experience living through said degradation. And while Corradeo Praesidis was not responsible for Directorate policies or Anaden behavior in carrying them out, vengeance fantasies rarely drew such strict lines. It was enough of a trigger that the Anadens were getting their shite together again, and starting to assert themselves within the intergalactic community in meaningful ways.




    More than one former subjugate wanted to knock Anadens back down a few rungs in a revenge play, and Roshiive was both the wealthiest and the best connected of them. Eren couldn’t truthfully fault the man for the inclination, but he had a duty to prevent him from fulfilling it.




    The unfortunate thing, though, was how Anadens existed who were willing to help people like Roshiive. Men and women who’d preferred life under the Directorate for one reason or another, or bore their own resentments against the still-developing Advocacy. Since the instigator was a Novoloume, though, Eren figured this counted as a ‘Non-Anaden Affair’ and thus fell under his purview.




    But Roshiive appeared to be a no show so far. With a sigh he scanned the crowd again, this time searching for something or someone who’d entertain him for a spell.




    “Aha.” He pushed off the pillar and worked his way through the milling patrons to a table in the far corner.




    One of the occupants of the table got up and left as he arrived, and he slid smoothly into the chair opposite Malesh Prante Idoni. “How are you this fine evening?”




    Malesh shot him a dirty scowl. “Look, I’m simply enjoying a decent meal and a drink. That’s not a crime, is it?”




    “Not so far.” The man was a longtime hypnol dealer based on Brizo. Once upon a time, back during his anarch days, Eren had used him as a personal supplier. The man had climbed a couple of rungs up the ladder since then and now ran several hypnol production factories. Three years ago, Nyx had destroyed his apomono factory after the attempt on Corradeo’s life, though Malesh didn’t know Eren had been involved. The man hadn’t worked with the assassins, and Eren would’ve preferred the factory stay operational where he was able to keep an eye on it, but if there was one thing Nyx didn’t broker, it was apomono.




    Of course, the surprising things she did broker in private had turned out to be absolutely fascinating and—he shut the thought down hard. It was bad enough how lascivious memories of their night together on Nythir haunted him every time he laid down and tried to go to sleep, but the least they could do was restrict themselves to the bedroom. Dammit.




    Eren glanced over his shoulder, where the previous occupant of his chair was disappearing into the shadows. “And he was merely another friend of yours stopping by for a chat?”




    “What if he was?”




    “Then it’ll be the first time I’ve been wrong this month.” He clasped his hands on the table and leaned in eagerly. “What have you been up to lately?”




    “Nothing that concerns you. I hear you’ve got a fancy job these days, so why are you here harassing little old me?” A glint lit Malesh’s eyes. “Unless…I can hook you up, if you’re itching. I’ve got a vial of laevona in my bag. For my own personal use, but I’d be willing to share it due to our history.”




    Eren acknowledged the faint twinge of need flaring in his gut. Addiction never fully departed, especially not when he’d suffered occasional small relapses over the years. But ninety-nine days out of a hundred, he was good, and this was one of the ninety-nine. “Not why I’m here. I simply saw an opportunity to check in and see if there are any juicy developments spicing up your world these days.”




    “I’m not a rat. I have a reputation to uphold. An honorable one, in the circles that matter to me. I can’t burn relationships.”




    “And I’m not asking you to burn anything. I’m just asking if you know any morsels someone such as myself, with my fancy job, would be interested in hearing. The more favorably I view you, the less my gaze will be apt to wander over toward Brizo.”




    Malesh studied his drink for several seconds, a long breath escaping out through tight lips. “There is one thing. It’s not fact, mind you. But I did hear a whisper the other day that apomono might be back on the street, for the right price.”




    “Who’s supplying it?”




    “It’s a new player called Riamere. Popped up in the last two years out of nowhere and is starting to crowd out the other dealers on Domor and Ficenti.”




    “Two years from zero to a major player? That’s unusual. The group must have a wealthy patron.”




    “Maybe, but that’s not the twist.” Malesh bit his lower lip in some kind of perverse glee, caught up in the drama of the reveal.




    Eren stared at him deadpan. “What’s the twist?”




    “The leader of this Riamere? They call her the ‘Pale Viper.’ And rumor is, she’s Human.”




    “Human? What is a Human doing running hypnols on Domor and Ficenti?”




    “No idea. But it’s what they say.”




    “And why do ‘they’ call her the Pale Viper?”




    “Because she’s pale, obviously. Skin like alabaster paper mâché and hair like corn silk. And that’s not all. Her skin kind of glows. Not like those Asterion freaks, though. It’s as if a fine mesh web is overlaid atop it. And her eyes glitter like golden beryls.”




    Eren arched an eyebrow. “You’ve given a rather detailed description, and a poetic one, too. Sure you haven’t met this woman yourself? Sure you aren’t doing business with her?”




    “I’m sure. Don’t get me wrong—if I thought I could use her to get back into the apomono trade, I’d do it. Highest profit margin in the Milky Way. But she doesn’t make deals with other suppliers.”




    “Such a shame for you. Thank you, Malesh. You’ve earned your peace for the rest of the night.” Mostly because Eren had spotted Ihelahn Roshiive striding in through the entrance. “Just make sure I don’t notice you again while I’m here.”




    “I will. Hey, before you go, there’s one more thing about this Pale Viper you need to know if you’re going to go after her. Which you should. Clear the way for ordinary, hardworking Anadens and all.”




    “Oh? What’s that?” he asked as he stood.




    “Where she got the ‘Viper’ part of her name. I know a guy who’s fallen into her orbit. He used to work for Giora elasson-Idoni back in the Directorate days, so he’s seen some sick, depraved shit. And he is terrified out of his wits of this woman.”



OEBPS/Images/AmarantheMap.jpg
AMARANTHE

CONCORD EMPIRE

Vot

scwoute
°

®iueaos
(]

CONCORD HQ AT o
isce @SHECh
oo,
arouini
om0 tanTig e
> ] SCYTHIA
i

MILKY WAY GALAXY
LOCAL GALACTIC GROUP

#GC 47086
£aehis Voo

MILKY WAY
A ivuian, Anaocw)

Magiuane Cuope -

“ Trewne
(Onti Nivous Rton)

. Auorouton
TriAnGULOM Aaicy
[t

<PEGASUS Duinsr
pstid:she)

P Masrei |+
Lvao G






OEBPS/Images/SL_Divider.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
2

SHADOWS & 1IGHT

Book ONE

Q. . JENNSEN






OEBPS/Images/Logo_100.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ANR_Map.jpg
GENNISI GALAXY

(MESSIER 94)

RASU STRONGHOLD
(DESTROYED)

-

ADJUNCT SHI R
-

SOGAIN SYSTEM
H(DESTROYED)

-+
MIRAI

-

NA—mNo

K +
IYORA s

&%

EBisu

Toki'TAKU
(TAryok HOMEWORLD) SYNRA

+ ¥ Cuosek

-+ (CHizERU HOMEWORLD)

PROELE +

4~ AsTERION DomiNION Axis WORLDS
+  ASTERION DOMINION ADJUNCT WORLDS

% ALIEN WORLDS

ASTERION DOMINION
AXIS WORLDS

Miral  NAMINO  SYNRA Esisu Kiyora






OEBPS/Images/Colophon_1000.jpg
HyperNOVA

B o bty





