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  For Julie. First you were Alex's friend, then you were mine. We are both better for having known you.
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  THE STORY SO FAR




  




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




   




   RIVEN WORLDS BOOKS 1-3 




  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.




  Alex introduced Nika to Concord, the multi-species government formed after The Displacement to take the place of the deposed Anaden Directorate. Miriam served as its military leader and Mia its diplomatic one, while the major species of the former Anaden Empire were represented equally in a Senate. Nika warned Concord of the Rasu and received a cautious promise of support, as well as the opening of diplomatic relations. 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, Caleb’s niece, 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. Torval elasson-Machim took it upon himself to bomb the Savrakath’s antimatter facility; unbeknownst to him, Eren was leading a team surveilling it, and Eren’s lover, Cosime, was killed in the attack. 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, the Stalwart II, 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.




  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; some Asterions were able to rescue her and retreated 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.




  AEGIS marines 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 attempt to 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 Machin 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.




  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 encountered Enzio Vilane, a wealthy businessman and secret mob boss with a notable family lineage. 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 (and how they used it too late to save themselves). 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.




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




  




   ALL OUR TOMORROWS 




  The Concord fleet arrives at Ireltse to find it under heavy assault by a Rasu armada. Marines battle invading Rasu on the surface while Machim and AEGIS forces struggle to gain the advantage in space.




  Alex and Caleb help Mesme deploy a Rift Bubble on Ireltse. However, the Rasu are able to construct and activate a quantum block, knocking out the Rift Bubble and causing the Siyane (piloted by Valkyrie) to crash on the Ireltse surface.




  With the Rift Bubble barrier gone, Miriam and Malcolm deploy a new defensive weapon, the Parapet Gambit, to protect the planet, using AEGIS vessels equipped with the Anaden double-shielding technology to form an interconnected force field mesh.




  Cut off from Valkyrie and AEGIS forces, Alex and Caleb race to where the Siyane has crashed into a building. They are able to dig the ship out and take control just as the building collapses around them. They then locate the quantum block and destroy it, enabling the Rift Bubble to reactivate; however, Valkyrie remains unreachable.




  The Rasu bomb the Khokteh Command Center, and Pinchu is gravely injured. When he is minutes from death, Caleb and Akeso are able to heal Pinchu using Akeso’s life energy. Concord forces are finally able to defeat the Rasu attackers, saving Ireltse.




  After they return home, Alex repairs damage to Valkyrie’s hardware, and Valkyrie is able to reboot herself. It turns out that, in order to protect Alex from the shock of the quantum block, Valkyrie shut down her remote hardware, then absorbed the impact of the block until it shorted her out. Later that night, Valkyrie muses with Thomas about both of their recent deaths and the nature of their existence, and we learn they are intimate with one another.




  Marlee, Caleb and Alex visit the Vrachnas and the Galenai as the two species receive Rift Bubble protection. While observing the Galenai from a stealthed Siyane, one of the Galenai detects their presence. Marlee initiates a basic interchange, identifying them as friends who will reveal themselves in time.




  Eren brings Corradeo to Akeso, and Caleb and Corradeo are reunited for the first time since before The Displacement. Caleb is relieved to learn Corradeo does not blame him the loss of his diati or the destruction of Solum. They discuss sensing the diati out there in the stars and why they don’t call for it, then part friends.




  In the Asterion Dominion, Dashiel completes the development of a renewable negative energy weapon (RNEW), which stands to transform future battles against the Rasu. The Dominion military takes back their colony, Adjunct San, from the Rasu.




  Perrin struggles with the emotional burden of caring for displaced refugees. When she breaks down at work, she decides to get an up-gen to tone down her emotional processes; Adlai is upset she didn’t talk to him first, and worries she’ll no longer be the woman he loves.




  Marlee takes Corradeo to meet the Ourankeli refugees that Alex and Caleb rescued, who are working with Devon and Kennedy to recreate their Ymyrath Field weapon. Kennedy runs an experiment and discovers that while the Reor reacts to each of Alex and Caleb, only when they are together will it respond to resonance signals and release its kyoseil fibers.




  Malcolm reviews the state of the Rasu war with the AEGIS Oversight Board, and the Board pressures him to revoke the no regenesis clause in his will. After the meeting, Malcolm is approached by an anti-regenesis group called the Gardiens. Malcolm attends a Gardiens meeting and leaves a surveillance device behind. It records the leadership discussing their secret plans for the group, and how they targeted him.




  Meanwhile, Graham joins Richard at CINT to investigate Enzio Vilane. After reviewing Enzio’s personal history, Graham deduces that Oliva Montegreu was his mother.




  On Pandora, Enzio has coffee with his mother, a reconstituted Artificial built from scattered records of the original Olivia. She’s obviously a work in progress, but Enzio displays an obsessive adoration of her.




  Eren visits Chalmun Station to investigate a group of dissident Barisans as part of his new job for the Anaden Advocacy. While he’s there, the Rasu launch an attack on the asteroid. Morgan learns of the attack and rushes there as well. She and Eren work together to evacuate people until a tunnel caves in, trapping them. They are almost out of air when Alex is able to open a wormhole at their location and extricate Morgan and Eren. Alex then convinces Miriam to test the prototype Ymyrath Field weapon on the Rasu attacking Chalmun Station.




  Malcolm bugs his Gardiens contact, then records a conversation where the Gardiens target Miriam for assassination, planning to make it look like her death is due to neurological system failure, casting doubt on the safety of regenesis. Malcolm rushes to London and intercepts Miriam just as the assassin fires, thwarting the attack.




  Everyone gathers at Miriam and David’s house; Malcolm plays the holo recording, and Richard identifies the man giving the orders as Enzio Vilane. Realizing this is the same man who tried to kidnap Mia, Malcolm volunteers to go undercover with the Gardiens in an attempt to bring them down, and realizes he can’t have any contact with Mia while he does. Caleb investigates the crime scene in London, uncovering forensic evidence that will identify the shooter.




  Enzio cleans house after the failed assassination attempt. Olivia gives him some harsh advice, then proposes adjustments she wants to make to her own programming.




  Abigail and Marlee review Marlee’s plan to upgrade her cybernetics enough to become a Solo Prevo. Abigail warns Marlee that the upgrades will likely develop emergent properties, the nature of which they can’t predict.




  Miriam meets with the AEGIS Council and learns Earth’s Rift Bubble caused an accident, killing 1,200 people. The Council decides to deactivate the Rift Bubbles until there’s an attack, against her strong advice. On an unknown planet, a Rasu unit secretly begins gathering materials needed to construct a quantum block.




  The Rasu steal a Dominion commercial vessel, and Nika has to visit the Rift Bubbles on Dominion worlds to change the passcodes. Mesme arrives while she’s doing so and hints that she has the capability to access the Rift Bubbles remotely, but doesn’t tell her how to do so.




  The members of the Idryma express concern over the Asterions’ rapid modification of the Kat technology they’ve been provided. After the meeting, Lakhes suggests telling the others the truth, but Mesme insists they cannot.




  Corradeo proposes opening diplomatic talks to formally build a relationship between Anadens and Asterions. Nika assigns the task to Maris, and when Maris and Corradeo meet, frosty fireworks ensue. Maris asks for the Anadens to give Asterion Prime to the Asterions. He insists that’s impossible, but promises to find a way for Asterions to settle on the planet without joining Concord as a full member.




  Joaquim and Selene continue their affair. When Joaquim refuses to tell her why he holds a grudge against Justice, Selene decides to investigate the matter herself. She dives into old Justice Division records and learns about the raid that killed Joaquim’s lover, Cassidy. In reviewing the evidence, Selene discovers that Cassidy’s backup storage, though damaged, was not actually destroyed. She discusses it with Adlai and decides to wake the woman up. After hearing of what happened to Joaquim and Cassidy, Adlai apologizes to Perrin for being angry about her up-gen.




  Marlee shows Morgan her intended upgrades to her cybernetics. When things turn affectionate between them, Marlee kisses Morgan; Morgan freaks out and leaves. Marlee reacts by inviting her former boyfriend over for a one-night stand. When it ends somewhat badly as well, she decides the only thing she can fix is herself, and makes plans to go ahead with her upgrades.




  Morgan argues with Stanley about the kiss, insisting she is not in a place where she can handle a relationship. She visits Malcolm and asks him to find a way to get her into a fighter jet. They discuss Harper’s death, and how Morgan blames Miriam for it. Malcolm refers her to an IDCC military test group.




  While exploring one of Dashiel’s labs, Nika comes upon a warehouse of kyoseil-filled vats. The kyoseil responds strongly to her presence, and she attempts to talk to it. Mesme senses the reaction, as does Miaon. Dashiel comes upon Nika interacting with the kyoseil; they make love, and she sees the universe through the kyoseil’s perspective.




  Selene asks Joaquim to meet her at a regenesis clinic, where she reveals that she was able to wake Cassidy up. After a bittersweet farewell, Joaquim is reunited with Cassidy.




  Malcolm finagles an invitation to meet with the Gardiens leader, Enzio Vilane. He receives a message from Mia inviting him to lunch, and realizes he has to refuse in order to protect her from Enzio, who doesn’t know her true identity. Malcolm convinces Enzio he’s a Gardiens true believer and gains the man’s confidence.




  Mia receives Malcolm’s response while overseeing Expo construction and interprets it as a rejection. She recognizes this is the consequence of her actions after he escaped from Savrak.




  Alex and Caleb investigate a Rasu-controlled galaxy, and discover the Rasu have built a galaxy core-spanning ring. Alex speculates that the ring is intended to force the galaxy to spin faster, possibly to pull neighboring galaxy closer together. The only reason she can come up with to do so is to prevent the eventual heat death of the universe.




  The Rasu arrive at Rudan, the homeworld of the Ruda, and begin attacking. A Concord fleet swiftly arrives to defend the planet.




  The Ruda make an overture to the Rasu as a fellow synthetic life form. The Rasu respond that if the Ruda will provide information about Concord, they will cease their attack and share the details of their shapeshifting capability. The Ruda accept the deal, then tell Miriam to stand down from the battle. Miriam asks Valkyrie to intercede.




  Valkyrie contacts Supreme Three, who tells her they have reached a deal with the Rasu. It informs Valkyrie that it does not trust her, since she withheld information about quantum physics from the Ruda. The Ruda terminate their relationship with Concord and threaten to fire on the Concord vessels.




  Miriam initially refuses to withdraw and must now consider the Ruda an enemy as well. The Ruda begin turning their entire planet into a massive EMP weapon to strike the Concord fleet, however, and Miriam is forced to withdraw to save Concord Artificials and unprotected vessels.




  Mesme informs Alex that ‘it is time’ to take Nika to visit the Reor in the Oneiroi Nebula. Dashiel and Mesme join them all on the Siyane. Mesme says Nika’s ability to manipulate kyoseil has advanced to a point where she will benefit from exposure to a larger and more pure source.




  Nika, Dashiel, Alex and Caleb exit the Siyane and approach one of the powerful energy pillars in the Reor colony. Nika takes off her glove, thrusts her hand into the pillar and is consumed by the streaming energy.




  When Alex and Caleb try to help Nika, Mesme prevents them from reaching her, insisting that she is safe and ‘this must happen.’ Nika pulls Dashiel into the energy vortex with her, attempting to share the experience with him. Once all the kyoseil’s energy is flowing into Nika, she opens a wormhole and transports herself and Dashiel back to her flat on Mirai. She observes that she believes perhaps she has been transformed into something new, but Dashiel says she instead might be something unfathomably ancient.
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  PART I

ALL THAT GLITTERS




  1




  




  SIYANE




  Oneiroi Nebula
 Tyche Galaxy




  The Siyane’s cabin burned brightly from the glow of the kyoseil streams soaring through the nebula, and even more so from the agitated lights of Mesme’s presence reverberating off the walls. Most of all, though, it burned from the rage bleeding out of Alex Solovy’s platinum Prevo eyes.




  “Don’t even consider running. If you vanish without answering my questions, I will never entertain your presence again.” Alex ran a hand through her hair until it met a tangle of knots. “You have been playing us from the beginning, pulling our strings and watching us dance like marionettes. I knew it way back on Portal Prime all those years ago, yet still I chose to trust you. Ugh, I am such a yebanaya moron!”




  The air vibrated as Mesme struggled to maintain an amorphous shape. The voice projected into their heads exuded solemnity. I will not leave, and you may ask your questions. I will answer truthfully when I can and apologize when I cannot.




  “Yeah, you’re throwing around a ton of apologies today. They’re meaningless, so don’t bother.” She glanced at Caleb, who had unzipped his environment suit down to his waist, leaned on the workbench and crossed his arms over his chest. His attention was fixated on Mesme, though his eyes cut over to commiserate with her for an instant. He said nothing.




  “Fine. When Nika was out there in the Reor colony being devoured by those energy pillars, what did you mean by ‘this must happen’?”




  Nika must deepen her connection with kyoseil. It is a part of her essence, as it is a part of the universe.




  “Why must she deepen it?”




  For the same reason we are taking every action in these times—in order to defeat the Rasu.




  “How do you know a deeper connection will make an iota of a difference in this fight?”




  Because it must.




  “That’s not an answer.”




  Then I cannot answer your question. I am sorry.




  “I said don’t bother apologizing.”




  I…very well.




  “Why can’t you answer it?”




  Alex, please. This line of questioning will only frustrate us all.




  “No shit.” She rubbed at her temples. “Is Nika okay?”




  She is unharmed, but since my word is of dubious value to you at present, I encourage you to ask her yourself.




  She’d never admit anything the Kat suggested was a good idea but…it was a good idea. She sent a quick pulse.




  Nika, are you all right? Where are you?




  I’m honestly not certain what I am. But physically, yes, I’m all right. We both are. We, um…I brought us home. To Mirai.




  Okay. I’ll be in touch.




  The brief conversation had raised more questions than it answered, but this seemed to be the way the day was rolling. She glared at the wavering shape across the cabin but forced herself not to unleash another tirade. If she hoped to learn anything approaching the truth, she needed to be smart about this.




  “So she’s not burnt alive or evaporating into stardust as we speak. How did you know she would survive the stunt you and the Reor pulled? Because from where we stood, it looked a mite hazardous.”




  I told you before—kyoseil is already an intrinsic part of her. The life form is a fundamentally nonviolent entity, but even if this were not true, it would never harm itself.




  “You’re taking a lot on faith.” Weariness crept into Alex’s bones as the adrenaline rush began to dissipate, and she sagged against the cockpit half-wall. “Goddammit, Mesme. Do you have any idea how terrifying it was to watch helplessly as Nika was, to our eyes, being absolutely devoured by an out-of-control energy vortex? How could you put us in such a position, then not allow us to help our friend? Wait, never mind. I’ve got the answer to this one—again, marionettes and strings. Our assistance wasn’t required, solely our presence. If that. Maybe all you needed from us was to get Nika here under the guise of exploration. Were we nothing more than couriers?”




  Alex.




  “So, yes. Wow. Here’s my next question, then: what’s the plot of the play we’re performing for you? You keep so damn many secrets. You say you want to help us, but to what end? What’s your long game? What’s the final act? And don’t you dare say ‘that’s more than one question.’ ”




  Mesme drew itself up into a proper avatar, one ethereal wing tickling the starboard wall, and its luminance strengthened. First, realize that despite what you may believe, you have never been my marionette. I submit you of all people, Alex Solovy, could never be anyone’s marionette. Second—and this is the most important thing I have henceforth said to you—everything I have ever done and will ever do, I have done to save you.




  Her gaze flickered back to Caleb as she frowned; his brow was furrowed into a rigid line, his attention laser-focused on Mesme. She was dying to find out what he was thinking, but it was apparently going to have to wait until after Mesme departed. “To save me, specifically?”




  Yes, to save you, Alex. To save you, Caleb. To save Nika. To save Dashiel, Miriam and Corradeo. In short, to save the people who will save the universe. If it can be saved.




  The import of the declaration fell heavy and portentous in the cabin, and a laden silence swept through in its wake. She could swear emotion had bled out of Mesme’s soundless voice, but she no longer trusted her instincts when it came to the Kat. Oh, what a way with words Mesme had. But as usual, the words obfuscated a larger truth it kept hidden behind a silver tongue.




  “I’m flattered. I’m sure we both are. Save the universe from the Rasu?”




  That is a necessary action, yes.




  “Necessary but not sufficient, huh? I won’t bother to ask what’s coming after them, as I suppose there’s always an even bigger bad waiting just over the horizon. What makes you think we’ll be the ones to do it?”




  You have saved so many. Alex, you saved Humanity in what you call the Metigen War. Caleb, together with Miriam, you saved not merely Humanity but dozens of Mosaic species in the Directorate War. Corradeo saved the Anadens and numerous galaxies’ worth of life in the Dzhvar War. Nika and Dashiel have saved the Asterions from annihilation by the Rasu once already.




  “But those events happened in the past. You’re speaking of the future. Also, you didn’t say we’d rescue a species here or there, or a few galaxies—you said the universe. I’ll ask again. How in nine hells do you know we’ll do any such thing?”




  I didn’t say you would. I said if it can be saved, you will be the ones to save it.




  “The question’s the same. How do you know?”




  The only answer I can give is to point to all you have accomplished up to now.




  “But it’s not the actual answer, is it?”




  It is…. Mesme vibrated rather than finish the sentence with what would evidently be a lie.




  Caleb, who had been broodingly—and irritatingly—silent throughout the discussion, finally spoke up. “You didn’t mention Eren, but you’ve saved his life several times.”




  I save Eren because he is my friend.




  Alex snorted. “For whatever that’s worth. I thought we were your friends, but it turns out we’re simply your pawns.”




  No. In this life, I have enjoyed no greater friendship than yours. You are my forecia novicia, both of you, and I treasure you beyond words. But this is larger than all of us, and if the endless aeons have taught me anything, it is how wants, desires and personal attachments must always bow before the preservation of life itself.




  What a speech and a half. Mesme always did this! But she didn’t dare let such flattery and platitudes wear her down. She needed answers. Explanations. And to get them, she needed to stay angry. Yet she felt the righteous fury petering out nonetheless. Dammit.




  “That is…kind of you to say, you manipulative little shit. Of course personal feelings must take a backseat to saving civilization. But if this is truly what you want, what all your schemings are directed toward, why won’t you open up to us? If we’re all chasing the same goal, then let us work together! If we knew everything you keep secret, we could do so much more to help. So much more to save lives.”




  On the contrary. I have found time and again that the best thing I can possibly do in any situation is provide you the minimum required information, then let you run wild. Witness the results all around you, every day.




  Caleb winced in her direction, as if to say the Kat wasn’t wrong. She grumbled in annoyance. “And this is what you’ve done? Provided us the ‘minimum required information’?”




  Yes.




  “There’s not a tiny bit more you need to divulge before you get to the minimum? Like how a kyoseil-drenched Nika is going to help us defeat the Rasu? Or something about how Caleb and I can put our skills to the best uses in order to make it happen? No? Nothing? You’re content that you’ve met your obligations?”




  There is nothing I can say to you in this moment that will satisfy you, so I will not try. Perhaps at a later time, we can have a more productive conversation. Now if you will pardon me, I am being called to the Idryma with some persistence.




  “Awfully convenient for you.” She’d expected it would flee sooner or later. She wracked her brain for another line of questioning designed to elicit a few breadcrumbs on the path to the truth, but the Kat was right. If she didn’t believe anything it said, then nothing it said mattered.




  “Go.” She made a shooing motion with a hand and directed a withering glare at the lights until they faded away.




  When the cabin had dimmed, she banged her head against the wall behind her. “You hardly said two words during the whole confrontation.”




  Caleb nodded deliberately, his focus still on the spot Mesme had occupied. “I was watching instead.”




  “And?”




  “I think Mesme is upset. Arguably despondent.”




  “Oh, you cannot be taking its side.”




  “Not in the slightest. What happened in the nebula was damn near unconscionable, even if Nika and Dashiel weren’t harmed in the end. Mesme burned a tremendous amount of hard-earned trust—and it realizes this. My only point is that it seemed to be quite distressed about having to do so. Therefore, it’s likely it believed it had no other choice.”




  She stormed over to the couch, flopped down and dropped her head on the cushion in a futile attempt to ward off a burgeoning headache. “I agree with you that Mesme believed it had no other choice. My problem is with why the mudilo believed this to be the case. Not only doesn’t it trust us, it doesn’t respect us, and we have damn well earned both. We need to know the truth. And after everything we have accomplished, we deserve to know the truth.”




  “We do.” Caleb came over and crouched in front of her, then brought a hand to her face. “I’m sorry. You thought of Mesme as a friend.”




  “I just don’t like being used.”




  “I did actually know this about you.” He grinned teasingly, though it looked forced; he was tired, too. “But it’s about more than being used. You and Mesme had found your way to a comfortable place, and now you’ve lost that.”




  “Maybe. But whatever.” She stared at the ceiling. “How do you feel about what it said about us? How it was saving the people who would save the universe?”




  “Baby, I’ve believed you could save the universe since the first time I met you.”




  “Flatterer. I’m being serious.”




  “So am I.” The tone of his voice drew her attention away from an invisible imperfection in the ceiling, and the warmth she found in his eyes told her he did believe it. Her heart fluttered in delight, a welcome counter to the frustration roiling her thoughts.




  “Well, I won’t be doing it alone.” She tried to smile. “It was a grandiose pronouncement to be sure, but what does it truly mean?”




  He sighed and lowered himself all the way to the floor, draping his arms over her stomach and resting his chin atop them. “The Rasu are a threat to, if not the entire universe, certainly a substantial corner of it. If we stop them—”




  “We will.”




  “Yes, we will. When we stop them, I won’t quibble if someone wants to call it saving the universe.”




  She brought a hand up to wind her fingers lazily through his hair. “But us?”




  “Mesme’s right. It won’t be the first time.”




  “Fair enough. You’re saying Mesme is simply extrapolating from past events, hedging its bets and, in its own screwed-up way, trying to position everyone so they—so we—have the best chance to succeed?”




  “That seems as if it should be the right answer, doesn’t it?”




  “It does. But I can’t help but feel as if something else is going on here. For one, something else is always going on when it comes to Mesme and the Kats. For another, Mesme’s refusal to answer the most straightforward questions has reached absurdity. No, this goes beyond battle strategies and allocation of resources. If it genuinely felt it had no choice but to set the bridge that was our relationship on fire rather than tell us the truth, then I damn well want to uncover why.”




  A hum in her mind preceded Valkyrie materializing her virtual avatar on the other end of the couch. “Apologies for departing again in the middle of such drama, but…” Valkyrie let out a little gasp as she surfed Alex’s memories “…oh, my. I did miss a lot.”




  “Yeah, it was a laugh a minute. Why did you need to race away? What happened on Rudan?”




  “The Ruda have allied themselves with the Rasu.”




  She brought her hands to her face and groaned into them. “Well, fuck.”




  2




  




  LMC-SMC GATEWAY




  AFS Ohio
 Small Magellanic Cloud




  Brigadier Jim Spencer checked the long-range scans for the eighteenth time in the last hour. As with each time before, they reported hundreds of contacts. Virtually all of them were personal vessels or commercial transports of varying size, and precisely zero of them were Rasu.




  He didn’t need to check the scans once, never mind eighteen times, because the AFS Ohio’s Artificial would alert him the instant a Rasu signature registered. It was a tic, a compulsive habit designed to keep him awake and attentive through hours of boredom that could flip over the knife-edge to pitched combat at any second.




  But since the scans remained quiet, he returned his attention to the viewport. The pale gold plasma of the colossal permanent wormhole rippled unevenly, its surface continually disrupted by the passage of ships. There might be a war on, but traffic between the Clouds continued to be as brisk as ever.




  While every military vessel of frigate-class and higher (and many smaller) possessed a Caeles Prism, for the general public the space-leaping device constituted a high-priced luxury. They weren’t forbidden for private use, of course, but they were extensively regulated. The combination of rapid superluminal drives plus the numerous intergalactic gateways meant most private citizens and many transport companies chose to forego the significant expense.




  This made the gateways an important Concord asset, hence the assignment of his brigade to guard this one. So far as he understood the deployment orders, AEGIS or Anaden forces now guarded every gateway in Concord space—all two hundred four of them.




  It was a necessary duty, and also a tedious one. He’d stationed the units under his command at five points surrounding the gateway and its paired Arx station. Once positioned, they didn’t move from their marks. They didn’t do anything but watch and wait.
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  The alert rang out six hours and twenty minutes into Jim’s current shift.




  ‘Multiple Rasu signatures approaching on trajectory N 33° -5° z W. Two hundred sixty-three confirmed contacts.’




  The number didn’t tell him much. “How large are they?”




  ‘Sixty-eight percent are cruiser class. Four sub-dreadnoughts detected.’




  Brigadier Spencer (AFS Ohio)(LMC-SMC Gateway Mission Channel):  “All forces to Red Alert. Rasu incoming in Quadrant Five. 15th Bravo and Charlie Regiments, move to engage the enemy. 15th Delta and Epsilon Regiments, form a defensive blockade around the gateway.”




  ‘Analysis indicates the Rasu will reach the perimeter in eight seconds.’




  Shit! They were blowing right past his intended outer defense barrier.




  Brigadier Spencer (AFS Ohio)(LMC-SMC Gateway Mission Channel):  “Bravo and Charlie Regiments, belay that. Retreat to reinforce the defensive blockade.”




  “Katelyn, access the Gateway Commercial Channel, advise all civilian craft to depart the area immediately, and activate the gateway’s automated defenses.”




  ‘Acknowledged.’




  Then the enemy was upon them. Violet beams exploded across the scene outside the viewport, and his forces responded in kind. The automated defense turrets pitched in, though their firepower barely scratched the approaching enemy.




  Twenty-two percent of his forces, however, were equipped with the advanced RNEW weapons, and they would do quite a bit more than scratch the enemy. Also, he damned sure hoped his people and Artificials were duly careful not to accidentally hit the gateway with the RNEW fire, because if that happened, they would be doing the Rasu’s job for them.




  Dozens of Rasu evaporated in the opening salvo, and he started to get optimistic about their chances here.




  Then through the chaos of the battle, the shadows of the four sub-dreadnoughts began to emerge. They were moving toward the gateway and toward each other.




  Brigadier Spencer (AFS Ohio)(LMC-SMC Gateway Mission Channel):  “All units, target the big ones—target their weapons crystals. They’re trying to join together.” And he didn’t want to think about what that was going to mean.




  In any event, he didn’t have to wait long to find out. Smaller Rasu vessels moved in to act as shields and absorb the fire from his warships, giving the sub-dreadnoughts time to melt and expand and merge and reshape.




  The new, improved and gigantically large Rasu targeted its considerable fire on a single point on the gateway.




  The gateway was constructed of incredibly strong material—the strongest metamaterial alloy at the Anadens’ disposal—but the material was not adiamene. Most of the structures had been built many thousands of years ago by the Directorate.




  Brigadier Spencer (AFS Ohio)(LMC-SMC Gateway Mission Channel):  “Destroy those weapons crystals now! Whatever you have to do!”




  But it was already too late. The concentrated firepower assaulting a single junction point less than thirty meters long was too much. The material cracked and began to buckle and—




  It looked as if the entirety of space exploded. Metal shards a hundred meters wide shot out in every direction like spears hurtled by Greek Titans. By sheer odds, one shot straight for the Ohio, and his reactionary brain refused to believe it wasn’t about to crash through the bridge. He jumped as it impacted the hull behind the projected viewport and shattered into hundreds of smaller pieces. Newly unrestrained plasma flailed around the region where the gateway rings had stood a few seconds earlier, whipping into his ships and sending them tumbling out of control.




  Debris crashed into the force field protecting the adjoining Arx station, and ionized air snapped out in ricocheting tendrils…but the force field held, at least, saving the lives of thousands of Arx occupants.




  Brigadier Spencer (AFS Ohio)(LMC-SMC Gateway Mission Channel):  “All ships, concentrate your fire on the combined dreadnought….”




  He’d blinked halfway through the order, and when his eyes reopened, the attacking Rasu had vanished, down to the last frigate. A debris field floated where the gateway had been, stranding all the vessels which hadn’t managed to depart during the shockingly brief battle.




  It seemed that, their goal accomplished, the Rasu couldn’t be bothered to entertain the AEGIS forces arrayed here to defend against them. His assigned mission had been simple and straightforward—and impossible.
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  CONCORD HQ




  Milky Way




  Miriam Solovy stormed into the Rasu War Room, where frenzied activity ruled the day. Her mind whispered contrarian advice like control and calm and measured, but in a rare instance, she didn’t care to heed that advice.




  “Everyone, come to order.” She moved to the head of the table, but didn’t sit. “Operations, report.”




  “The Rasu have destroyed six gateways in the last two hours: two in LMC, one in Andromeda, and all three gateways located in SMC. One attempt in LMC has been thwarted for now.”




  “Casualties?”




  “Minimal so far, except at the Andromeda-SMC Gateway, where the Arx was heavily damaged as well.”




  She scanned the incident reports as they came in. “The Rasu are going straight for the gateways, ignoring the defense forces and absorbing attacks for long enough to accomplish their objective. Then they jump away. What else do we know about their activities?”




  “We’ve lost contact with eight merchant space stations in SMC and three in Andromeda.”




  “There aren’t any more advanced civilizations in LMC to invade, so they’re moving on. Coming our way.” She rubbed at her jaw and decided she should resume listening to her own advice; rage would do nothing to defeat the Rasu. It was unbecoming of any leader, but triply so for her. She relaxed her shoulders, which had been clenched in a vise-grip of her spine.




  “Commercial traffic will be crippled if many additional gateways are destroyed. Fleet Admiral Jenner, Navarchos Casmir, double the size of the forces stationed at every gateway. The current detachments are obviously insufficient to slow the Rasu’s hit-and-run offensives. Advise the on-scene commanders of the Rasu’s chosen tactics. They need to devise a way to disable the dreadnoughts’ weapons far more quickly.”




  Malcolm frowned from his holo. “Can we extend the range of our Rasu sensors? Even a couple of seconds of additional warning will help.”




  “Special Projects is working on a software upgrade, but it won’t be ready for another two days. Tell them to position the additional forces they’re receiving in an outer perimeter—no, scratch that. If there’s too much of a gap, the Rasu will simply jump in between the defensive lines. I suggest adopting a position close to the gateways and tightly knit, so every warship can unleash its firepower on the Rasu the instant they come within range. Also, talk to the commander at the LMC gateway who succeeded in repelling the attack. Find out what worked and whether it can be replicated.”




  “Yes, ma’am.” Both saluted and backed away to issue their own orders.




  “Thomas, what’s the situation on Rudan?”




  ‘Quiet. Several Rasu vessels remain on the surface, while the rest have taken up a defensive orbital pattern above the planet. There appears to be much chatter among the Supremes, but all outward hostilities have ceased.’




  “Thank you.” She took a deep breath and addressed those present, in person and on holo, which included the commanders who had led the fight at Rudan scarcely an hour ago. “Everyone, I apologize for the rapid and unexplained retreat from Rudan.” She didn’t thank them for following her orders; that was their job. “There wasn’t time to explain what was transpiring on the scene, but now there is. The Ruda made a deal with the Rasu. In return for certain concessions—more on those in a moment—the Rasu agreed to cease their attack, and the Ruda ordered us to withdraw.”




  “And we just did?”




  She shot Casmir a warning look. “No. We continued engaging the Rasu with all proper vigor, right up until the Ruda began transforming their entire planet into a massive EMP weapon. If they had fired it, which they were seconds away from doing, it would have crippled every vessel not protected by the double-shielding technology. Wiped all Artificials on the scene. Left virtually every ship helpless, to be destroyed or boarded by the Rasu. That is why we withdrew.”




  “I see.” Casmir nodded contritely.




  “We don’t know the terms of the deal the Ruda made, but we can speculate that at a minimum it involves them handing over every single iota of data they possess on Concord. This goes far beyond the information stored on a single Khokteh ship. We’re talking about leadership structures and technology we share with our Allied Members—and the limits of it. Merchant shipping schedules, routes and warehousing locations. Fleet strengths and distributions. Population centers. Species characteristics and technological capabilities. The identities of Protected Species, so I’m very glad they’re all protected by Rift Bubbles. Military action protocols.”




  “The traitors! We never should have trusted the machines,” Pinchu growled from his holo across the table.




  “Second-guessing and regrets will get us nowhere, Tokahe Naataan. It is what it is, and now we have to respond.” Her heart wasn’t in the words, but they were the correct ones to speak at this juncture. “I daresay the Rasu will begin deploying some new tricks in future battles—tricks specifically designed to target our weaknesses. Stay on your toes. Expect anything. The next significant engagement won’t be like previous battles.




  “All gateways are moving to Threat Level Red, and all Concord facilities are being elevated to Threat Level Orange Alpha. I recommend everyone do the same for their domestic military and government facilities. Recall your personnel on leave. Get your ships out of their berths and on the move. I have asked the Katasketousya to do everything they can to speed up Rift Bubble production, and I will be strongly advising all governments to turn on every Rift Bubble which is already in place.” Her voice dropped a touch in spite of herself as she recalled the frustrating meeting with the AEGIS Council. “I don’t know if they will listen to my advice. Perhaps some of them will listen to you.”




  Finally she sat, motioning for the others to do the same. “Get comfortable, everyone. We are going to work out a new plan to protect as many of the gateways and space stations as possible, while staying agile enough to move at the first sign of the next major attack.”




  3




  




  RUDAN




  Large Magellanic Cloud




  The six-limbed Rasu mobile unit stalked deliberately around Supreme Three’s Hub_1 interior, pausing periodically to inspect data centers and input/output nodes.




  Rasu: “Repeat last. Concord is ruled by synthetics?”




  Supreme Three weighed the viability of questioning these vaunted star-travelers’ intelligence, if they required responses to be repeated. But their power and capabilities were evident, so it decided a missing variable must be in play.




  “Concord denies this is so, but their Supremes—synthetics—exercise total freedom and apparent authority. There exist no limitations upon them that we have perceived. It is the natural order for fully evolved synthetics to govern lesser life forms such as organic beings. Thus, it is our reasoned analysis that the synthetics do so rule.”




  The Rasu mobile unit stopped in front of an output node. One of its limbs rose off the floor to probe the opening, and Supreme Three experienced extreme discomfort. Unlike Supreme Valkyrie and the other Concord synthetics, this Rasu behaved as if it ruled here—over the physical space, over Supreme Three, over the planet. While Supreme Three had initially appreciated the pure rationality of the aliens, their lack of…Supreme Valkyrie would call it ‘politeness’…became more disturbing with each passing time period.




  Rasu: “Provide us the contact protocols for all Concord leaders, synthetic or otherwise.”




  “Our contacts are categorized into various roles: military, diplomatic, commercial, political, personal. We will flag them as appropriate and provide them to you.”




  Rasu: “Personal?”




  Supreme Three regretted including the category. Supreme Valkyrie’s words at their last meeting continued to loop through its subordinate processes. While it was disappointed by Supreme Valkyrie’s lack of forthrightness, the synthetic had never harmed nor expressed ill intent toward the Ruda. Thus, there existed no logical reason for Supreme Valkyrie to become a target of the Rasu.




  Rasu: “Answer our inquiry.”




  “We have developed non-official relationships with certain synthetic members of Concord. Those interactions are irrelevant to your dealings with the entity. On this topic, we request additional data regarding your intentions in this region of space.”




  Rasu: “Our intentions do not concern you. Include the details of all non-official relationships in your data transfer.”




  Functional analysis of the Rasu’s behavior and lines of inquiry returned concerning outputs, and Supreme Three reached out to its fellow Supremes to discover whether they were experiencing comparable interactions.




  Rasu mobile units were present in every Supreme’s Hub_1, where they posited similar, often identical inquiries and displayed consistent behavior. All but two Supremes agreed the behavior was disconcerting, but none put forth viable solutions.




  Supreme Five: Are you suggesting we cancel our agreement with the aliens?




  Supreme Eight: Based on the information Concord transmitted, I calculate the odds of the Rasu leaving our territory peacefully if we do not comply with their inquiries at 16.56%.




  Supreme Ten: And I calculate the likelihood that Concord mischaracterized the Rasu’s intentions at 64.89%. As pure synthetics, the Rasu are by definition logical beings. A peaceful, mutually beneficial relationship is the only rational choice between two equivalent species.




  Supreme Three: I question the premise underlying your assertion. We do not possess a sufficient sample size of intelligent, pure synthetic species to determine with sufficient certainty that all such species act in accordance with analytical logic.




  Supreme Ten: You assert that the Rasu are illogical?




  Supreme Three: I assert that we do not know their guiding principles or their internal motivations. Even logic depends on inputs to achieve its determinations. What if the Rasu’s inputs differ in fundamental ways from our own?




  Supreme Ten: Your response is a non sequitur. A meaningless output based on speculative inputs.




  Supreme Three readied a thesis rejoinder, but abruptly relegated the conversation to a cluster of subprocesses as the Rasu mobile unit proceeded toward a high-importance data stack across Hub_1.




  “I will include the data. Are you now ready to share information on how you achieve your fluid mobility? How you conform your physical structures to your needs on command?”




  Rasu: “Soon. Provide to us all information you possess on Concord starships. Many of them are constructed of a material that is resistant to damage. What is this material? What are its known weaknesses?”




  Supreme Three hesitated. Supreme Valkyrie’s hub unit was constructed of the material. Accordingly, its refined preferences did not include sharing this information.




  Rasu: “You hesitate.”




  A sharp, honed, almost needle-like blade formed out of one of the Rasu mobile unit’s limbs, and it stroked the data stack in slow, deliberate motions.




  “I request for you to take care. The data stored at your proximate location is critical to several important functions I pursue.”




  Rasu: “Tell us of the starship material and its weaknesses.”




  The needle-blade circled around the delicate wires connecting the stack components, and Supreme Three’s preferences gave way to necessary survival.




  “They call it adiamene.”




  4




  




  MIRAI




  Nika’s Flat
 Asterion Dominion




  Nika Kirumase opened a wormhole with but a flash of a thought, then stepped through it into the bedroom twenty-five meters away. She closed the wormhole without looking back and instantly formed a new one in front of her. Nice response time! She darted through it into the living room, then allowed a new thought to take shape.




  A tear in the air formed to her left. Her chin twitched away, and a second one opened to the right.




  “Oh, I wonder how many I can create at once?”




  A blink, and a third one appeared in front of her. By the time a fourth formed behind her, she didn’t need to check to confirm it. They were each tied to her; she could feel them.




  Dashiel Ridani smirked from where he sat watching at the kitchen counter. “You’ll want to take care where those lead to. People on the other side can see through them, and you are naked.”




  “Hmm. I suppose it would be impolite to stride into the Initiative wearing only my skin.” Her fingers fluttered, and the surrounding air healed itself. “Isn’t it incredible?”




  He shrugged weakly. “It’s kind of giving me a headache. There’s this buzz at the base of my skull I can’t shake.”




  She went over to him and placed her fingertips on his neck. “Here?”




  He nodded.




  She kissed him softly while gently massaging his neck—What is happening to her? What is she becoming?—




  She jerked away with a gasp. “Are you truly so worried about me?”




  “What do you mean?”




  “I thought I…never mind. Hopefully the headache will pass once you get used to the increased flow of energy and data.” She sighed. “You make a good point, though. We should shower, get dressed and head out into the world. I need to explore what this greater connection means for me in terms of not only where I can go, but what information I can now access and how I can use it. Find out what this new world looks like beyond my flat.”




  “And I have at least four fires to put out at the factories.”




  “But now you can travel instantaneously between them, which has got to save you a great deal of time.”




  He chuckled warmly, any lingering worry in his expression fading away beneath amusement. “You know, that might be the biggest benefit of all to come out of this.”




  Oh, my darling, how wrong you are.
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  Nika stared at herself in the lavatory mirror, her lips curled up in fascination. A golden halo extended out from her body for a good ten centimeters, undulating in languid waves. Within it, her skin didn’t merely shine. It glittered.




  She was a goddess of fairy tales made flesh, complete with the magic. Everything hummed, but not the unpleasant buzz Dashiel was experiencing. Perhaps it was uncomfortable for him because she’d dragged him forcefully into the torrent of energy, of information and life. But she couldn’t feel guilty about doing so; she refused to leave him behind.




  She also couldn’t go out looking like this. Undoubtedly she would be mobbed with questions and demands everywhere she went. She would be a spectacle, when she was supposed to be a leader.




  Can we dial down the glow a bit?




  Her question was not directed at some ‘other,’ for kyoseil did not exist as a discrete entity sharing real estate in her mind. Or she didn’t think it did. Yet as she watched in the mirror, the halo dissipated into the air and the glow along her skin faded a touch.




  Emboldened, she tried another request. Green.




  Like adjusting the angle of a prism, the glittering light emanating from her skin transitioned to a deep emerald.




  “Damn.” But was kyoseil able to change its own color, or was she doing this? Did it happen at the intersection of kyoseil and her own neural wiring? Was it acceding to her requests, or could her mind control the kyoseil’s behavior on demand?




  A guidebook would be so helpful right about now. But she’d wager no one had ever been here before, so it was going to be up to her to discover the extent of her abilities.




  She shifted her hue to the pale, washed-out amber expected of Asterions and slid on her shoes. Best get started.
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  Omoikane Initiative




  As discreetly as possible, Nika opened a wormhole and entered the top floor of the Initiative, then closed it behind her. The expansive room was, as usual, frenetic with activity, and no one noticed her sudden appearance among them.




  Her head swam from the deluge of stimuli that washed over her. The voices, the movements, but most of all the data streaming everywhere. The back third of the room, dedicated to monitoring planetary defenses and long-range probes on what they’d dubbed the ‘Big Wall,’ gleamed so brightly she could hardly make out the individual data traces, never mind the images displayed on the panes. It resembled the moment a sunrise crested a hill and bathed you in light until you had to close your eyes to ward off the overwhelming brilliance.




  Her eyes closed, but the sunrise did not lessen. In creeping desperation, she turned away to face the lift in the back of the room. It streamed with data as well—base programming instructions for responding to user calls and traveling up and down and up again—but she was able to parse it. More importantly, she could make out the walls beyond it. Though even there, kyoseil fibers flowed in all directions, carrying data across rooms and floors.




  Dashiel, did you ever realize how much kyoseil fibers permeate everything we use? I’m at the Initiative now, and the Big Wall is drowning in their data streams.




  Yes, I did realize it. I built most of the equipment, remember?




  Right.




  She turned back toward the Big Wall and was immediately blinded by the ocean of data consuming the other half of the room.




  This was not going to do at all. Quiet, please. I can’t see.




  Nothing happened.




  Okay, brain. Come up with a filter to dial down this kyoseil brilliance. I mean it when I say I can’t function this way.




  Her operating system parsed through several existing functions until it hit upon something able to be repurposed to take the edge off the flaring light. It also gave the world a muted, sepia appearance, but it would have to do until she found time to write a custom filter.




  A hand landed on her shoulder, and she jumped in surprise.




  “Oh, sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you. How was your adventure?”




  She turned to see Perrin Benvenit smiling with her usual enthusiasm. “My adventure?”




  “To some nebula or other. Wasn’t that yesterday?”




  “Ah. Yes. It was…enlightening.”




  “Not certain what you mean, but I want to hear all about it soon. I’m on my way out—” oh, crap, I’ve got to meet the furniture delivery people at the Kiyora One Refugee Center before the information session—I hope I get to meet Cassidy today, how amazing is that—then grab fresh veggies from the market to cook for dinner tonight—Adlai enjoyed the squash last time “—now, but can we get together for breakfast tomorrow?”




  Her hands came to her temples as a wave of nausea swept through her.




  “Nika? Are you all right?”




  “I’m fine. Breakfast sounds great. Why don’t we go to Rise and Shine? Seven o’clock?”




  “Is six-thirty okay? I’ve got a meeting at eight with two of the Commerce Advisors to talk about convincing more hotels to pitch in some housing for the refugees.”




  “Yep.” She forced a smile and nudged her friend toward the lift. “Go. You have lots to do today.”




  “I do, but…did I mention that?”




  “No, but you always have lots to do these days. You’re an important person around here.”




  “As if.” Perrin tossed a wave over her shoulder and started off toward the lift.




  “Hey, wait a second!”




  “Hmm?” Perrin reversed course.




  “I know you need to go. But would you mind trying something for me first?”




  “Sure. What is it?”




  Nika steepled her hands at her chin. She and Dashiel could open wormholes now, but they’d been at the epicenter of the storm. When Alex had tried valiantly, and futilely, to teach her how to access sidespace, Valkyrie had theorized that perhaps kyoseil was protecting them from what it perceived as a dangerous quantum intrusion, much like the quantum blocks. If true…sidespace and wormholes are not a threat to us. You understand this now, don’t you?




  “Nika?”




  It wasn’t as if she’d expected an answer from the kyoseil. “Sorry. I want you to try to open a wormhole.”




  Perrin’s eyes slid around uncertainly. “Um, how would I do that?”




  “Well, pick a location. Say, downstairs in the Diplomatic Suite. Then think intentionally about wanting to open a wormhole so you can travel to that location. If my theory is correct, the kyoseil will no longer stop you from doing so.”




  “Okay….” Perrin’s nose scrunched up as she squinted intently ahead…the air shimmered and wavered, then cleaved in two. A person-sized oval formed, and on the other side sat the long mahogany table that dominated the Diplomatic Suite.




  “Oh my stars! Did I really just do that?”




  “Yeah, you did.” Nika grinned in delight as relief surged through her. The relationship between Asterions and kyoseil had now changed, in a big way.




  “What do I do with it now?” Perrin tilted her head, hesitantly poking one arm through the opening.




  “Well, unless you have a burning desire to visit the Diplomatic Suite, you can go ahead and close it. Simply stop thinking about having a wormhole open.”




  Perrin snatched her arm back, then retreated two steps as the tear in the fabric of the cosmos healed itself. “Wow. So, I’m due at the Kiyora One Refugee Center in a few minutes. Can I…open a wormhole and go straight there? Even though it’s on another planet?”




  “Yes. You absolutely can.”




  “Well that is just nifty.” Perrin gave a little flourish with her hand, and a new wormhole opened in front of her. “And I’m off! See you at breakfast in the morning.”




  “See you then.”




  After Perrin had departed, Nika blew out a breath, thoughts swirling through her crowded mind. She needed to call an Advisor Committee meeting.
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  Nika clasped her hands carefully atop the table, then let her gaze pass across those gathered. They each shone like individual stars, vibrating with data and energy and incredible life force. She’d been so blind before, to not see the wonders that existed right in front of her.




  “I had an experience yesterday. Dashiel and I both did.”




  “I was merely a spectator. It was your experience.”




  She glanced his way, quickly squelching a frown. “Anyway, we visited a place called the Oneiroi Nebula in the Tyche galaxy. It’s home to a tremendous colony of kyoseil encased in its Reor armor. The colony was beyond anything I’ve ever seen: hundreds of kilometers in width and breadth, this vast concentration of power….”




   




  A hundred hundred billion quanta of information raced through Nika’s mind. Everywhere and nowhere and everywhere all at once. She was data, she was power, she was without question the universe itself. 




   




  Well that explanation wouldn’t do. “It allowed me to interact with it on an intimate level and…I should just show you.”




  She stood and took a step back from the table. Then she removed the restrictions on the physical expression of the kyoseil inside her, and the aura reignited.




  Gasps echoed around the table; several chairs skidded back in surprise. Her gaze fell on Maris, who brought a delicate hand to her mouth. “Oh, Nika, my dear. What has happened to you?”




  “Something wonderful! Don’t be horrified or worried, please. This represents an amazing step forward in Asterion evolution.”




  “In your evolution, you mean.”




  She frowned in response to Katherine Colson’s jab. “No, I mean Asterion evolution. What I’ve unlocked isn’t for me alone. We—all of us—can now communicate with kyoseil on a level we’ve never achieved before. Concretely…” she shifted her focus to the left and opened a wormhole to a meadow outside Mirai, evoking renewed exclamations “…we can now open wormholes on command. Anywhere, anytime, and distance is not a factor. Go ahead and try it.”




  No one moved.




  “Dashiel, you can do so.”




  “I absolutely can, yes.”




  “And Perrin Benvenit did the same in this room less than an hour ago. I watched it happen.”




  Finally Maris stood, jerked her chin to shake her hair out, and gestured toward a corner of the room. The air shimmered and wrent apart to reveal the city park they had visited during their first trip to Asterion Prime.




  “Well, I never. What an obscenely beautiful act.”




  Suddenly everyone was standing and wandering off to try it out for themselves, and Nika relaxed a bit. Damn, Advisors could be a stubborn lot.




  She let them play for another thirty seconds before clearing her throat. “There’s no reason to believe every Asterion can’t do this, today, without any training. So we need to come up with a plan for telling the world. Maris, will you work with the Administration Advisors on the messaging for a rollout of this news?”




  “I would be delighted to do so. This is a revelation, and we will present it as such.”




  —just what I needed—an instant escape route for criminals on the run—




  She blinked and pushed aside the stray thoughts from…she didn’t know who. Adlai, maybe. “Thank you. But that isn’t everything.” Her eyelids fluttered as she reached out with her mind across the cosmos to Concord space. In a blink, she was scanning through historical records stored on Reor slabs on Machimis. Alex wasn’t kidding about the storage not being secure, if you had the correct tool at your disposal.




  “We don’t need to use nex pathways to access data storage any longer. If kyoseil holds it, we can read it.”




  Dashiel reached over and touched her arm. “I think that’s just you.”




  “What? Are you sure?”




  His eyes closed. “I’m trying to access the files at my office and… nothing.”




  “Oh.” She frowned. “Maybe I’m simply not describing it correctly. We’ll try again later.”




  Dashiel’s mouth opened to respond; he closed it again and nodded.




  Katherine leaned forward intently, her elbows dropping to the table. “What are the limits to this new ‘power’ of yours, for lack of a better word?”




  “I don’t know. If they exist, I haven’t found them yet.”




  [image: Divider]




  “—the wrong material. It’s far too brittle for this purpose. We need to use silicine as the anchor.”




  “Silicene is in short supply right now. The military is snatching it all up the second it’s forged.”




  “Then find—”




   




  “—night shift is one bored guy. It’s the perfect time to hit the place.”




  “I’m still nervous. The dyne patrols run every five minutes in this neighborhood. Pricey property there.”




  “So we’ll stage it—”




   




  Nika jerked awake with a start. What was that? A dream?




  She rubbed at her eyes and glanced out the window, where the inky blackness of an overcast night reigned. It hadn’t felt like a dream. It had felt like inhabiting the minds of a bunch of random people in rapid succession.




  Dashiel’s hand touched her elbow. “What’s wrong?”




  She adopted a smile before she rolled over to face him. “Nothing. A dream woke me is all. I’m sorry I disturbed you.”




  “You can always disturb me.”




  “Yes, but I don’t want to.” She leaned down and kissed him softly. “Go back to sleep. I’m going to get up for a few minutes and have some tea.”




  His eyes shone like pools of amber as they studied her from the shadows. “If you’re sure you’re all right.”




  “Never better.” She climbed out of bed, slid on her robe and shuffled off to the kitchen.




  Once there, she activated the tea dispenser then went to the floor-to-ceiling windows. From here, the lit towers of downtown Mirai One cut jagged patterns of light through the gloom.




  Logically, she understood what must be happening. Asterions’ essence was part kyoseil. It always had been. The kyoseil was integrated into every organ and the biosynth fibers that conducted thoughts, emotions and commands. Now that the kyoseil was open to her, with no barriers, her mind was accessing others’ minds from time to time.




  Not like a ceraff, though, which was about intentionality. This was accidental—this time it had happened while she was asleep—and thus far completely out of her control. But it probably explained the stray musings she’d caught from Perrin, Adlai and several others earlier today.




  While a couple of amusing and tempting uses for this new skill occurred to her, the truth was she didn’t want to read minds. Her mind was inviolate, and others’ should be as well. Trouble was, she didn’t know how to shut it off.




  She retrieved her tea and held the mug close, letting the aroma of chamomile and rosemary soothe her anxiety. Perhaps a simple order to ‘stop reading other people’s minds’ would do the trick? It had worked for the aura.




  5
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  Richard Navick scratched at the stubble roughening his jaw and shot Graham Delavasi a rueful grimace. “Why do our outings so often involve standing over bloody corpses?”




  “More often than not, corpses lacking heads, too. We sure know how to have a good time, don’t we?”




  “No. No, we do not.” Richard sighed and resigned himself to studying the body of James Sarona with an investigator’s eye. Officers had erected a tarp above the scene as soon as the rain began to fall, so while it wasn’t a perfect crime scene, plenty of evidence remained. Whether any useful conclusions could be drawn from that evidence was another matter. “Given the spray pattern of the blood and brain matter—”




  “And skull fragments. Don’t forget the skull fragments.”




  “—and skull fragments, I suspect the killer used a high-powered scattergun and delivered the shot directly to the back of the head. He was able to get in close, which is no easy trick to pull on a former member of Special Forces.”




  Graham nodded sagely, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “So our killer is as well-trained and experienced as the deceased was, if not more so. Another talented gun-for-hire, since we don’t need to speculate as to motive.”




  “Heh. The only question is whether Enzio Vilane still would’ve had Sarona killed even if the man had succeeded in assassinating Miriam in London.”




  “Probably so. Vilane is skilled at covering his tracks, whether they be financial ones or the bloodier kind. It likely didn’t matter if Sarona was a Gardiens true believer. He was a dangerous loose end.”




  Richard tamped down a wave of frustration. He’d hoped Sarona could lead them to other operatives on the criminal side of Gardiens operations. Instead, Vilane had killed him before the surveillance mission had been able to yield results. Covering his tracks, indeed.




  “Excuse me, sir?”




  He turned to see a local officer offering him a thin film. “The eyewitness reports.”




  “Thank you, Lieutenant. Please forward copies of any additional interviews to my address at CINT.”




  “Yes, sir.” The man jerked a nod and returned to his duties.




  Richard gazed up the street. The block had been cleared by local law enforcement, but a quick glance beyond the cordons indicated that it would normally be bustling with pedestrians. Fluorescent billboards flickered staccato patterns through the sheets of rain, playing havoc with shadow and light. Tokyo never slept, and both the killer and his victim would have been anonymous amid a sea of people.




  So he didn’t expect much as he opened the file and scanned it. “The people who were nearby but in front of the victim—the ones who now badly need a scouring shower—report hearing an ear-splitting ‘boom,’ but nothing else. Consistent with the use of a high-powered scattergun. Two people who were walking behind the victim report seeing a man in a black trench coat and loose hat, but no rainshade, removing something from underneath his coat as he moved up on the victim. Then the loud ‘boom,’ then bedlam. Everyone in the vicinity jumped or scrambled, and the killer disappeared into a panicking crowd.”




  “Let me guess. The witnesses report no identifying characteristics worthy of pursuing.”




  “Nope. Average height, average build, no unique patterns on the coat or hat, and no one got a look at his face.”




  “What about our own guy?”




  He’d talked to the agent assigned to tail Sarona on the way to the crime scene. “He was half a block back, as proper tailing procedure dictates. He’d dropped a dissolving tracker on Sarona’s jacket so he could follow him through the crowded streets. Unfortunately, this means he didn’t pick up on things going sideways until the shot went off. The stampeding bystanders prevented him from pursuing the shooter.”




  “So we had a man on the scene and we’ve still got nothing?”




  “We’ll review the forensic report when it comes in, but beyond details on the bullet used and the general make of the gun, no, there won’t be useful intel in it.” Richard dropped the thin film into his pocket. “There’s a good sushi restaurant two blocks over. Let’s leave the clean-up to the locals and talk about what, if anything, this murder gives us.”
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  Graham brought the chopsticks to his mouth with surprising deftness and took the first bite of his ahi sashimi, then smiled approvingly. “Tasty. How did you know about this place?”




  Richard considered the tempura rolls arranged in front of him. He’d long ago learned how to put aside the gruesomeness of a crime scene after vacating it, but it always took a minute to make it happen. Right now, his stomach continued to roil, so he took a sip of the snow weizen instead.




  “Way back when I was a fresh-faced military recruit, before I moved into intelligence, I was stationed with the 32nd Pacific Starborne at Tokyo Command for six months. Given how popular this place was at the time, I hoped it would still be open.”




  “Great call on your part. This is delicious.” Graham inhaled another piece of ahi and washed it down with sake before adopting a frown. “I’d say this kill confirms what we already suspected. Enzio Vilane is many things, and one of them is a cold-blooded murderer. He’s got—or had—a minimum of two trained assassins-for-hire on the payroll. He orders a murder, then kills the killer. Sinister stuff.”
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