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  DRAMATIS PERSONAE




  




  HUMANS




  

    

      

        	

          Alexis ‘Alex’ Solovy Marano

        

      




      

        	

          Space scout and explorer. Prevo.




          Spouse of Caleb Marano, daughter of Miriam and David Solovy.




          Artificial/Prevo Counterpart: Valkyrie

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Caleb Marano

        

      




      

        	

          Former Special Operations intelligence agent; space scout and explorer.




          Spouse of Alex Solovy.

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      


    

  




  

    

      

        	

          Miriam Solovy
(Commandant)




          Leader, Concord Armed Forces.

        



        	

          David Solovy




          Professor, Concord Special Warfare Training Center.

        

      




      

        	

           

        



        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Malcolm Jenner
(Admiral)




          AEGIS Fleet Admiral.

        



        	

          Marlee Marano




          Consulate Assistant.

        

      




      

        	

           

        



        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Mia Requelme
(Senator)




          Head of Concord Consulate.




          Artificial/Prevo Counterpart: Meno

        



        	

          Richard Navick




          Concord Intelligence Director.

        

      




      

        	

           

        



        	

           

        

      


    

  




  




  ASTERIONS




  

    

      

        	

          Nika Kirumase

        

      




      

        	

          External Relations Advisor, Asterion Dominion. Former NOIR leader.

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Dashiel Ridani

        

      




      

        	

          Industry Advisor, Asterion Dominion Advisor Committee.

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      


    

  




  

    

      

        	

          Adlai Weiss




          Justice Advisor.

        



        	

          Grant Mesahle




          Dominion Armed Forces Consultant.

        

      




      

        	

           

        



        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Perrin Benvenit




          Omoikane Personnel Director.

        



        	

          Parc Eshett




          Omoikane Consultant.

        

      




      

        	

           

        



        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Lance Palmer




          Military Advisor.

        



        	

          Joaquim Lacese




          Former NOIR Operations Director.

        

      




      

        	

           

        



        	

           

        

      


    

  




  




  OTHER MAJOR CHARACTERS




  

    

      

        	

          Eren Savitas asi-Idoni

        

      




      

        	

          CINT agent.

        

      




      

        	

          Species: Anaden

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Mnemosyne (‘Mesme’)

        

      




      

        	

          Idryma Member, 1st Analystae of Aurora.

        

      




      

        	

          Species: Katasketousya (Metigen)

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      


    

  




  

    

      

        	

          Akeso




          Sentient planet.




          Species: Ekos

        



        	

          Morgan Lekkas




          Former IDCC Commander.




          Species: Human

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Akhar Ghorek




          Brigadier, Savrakath military.




          Species: Savrakath

        



        	

          Maris Debray




          Culture Advisor, Asterion Dominion.




          Species: Asterion

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Cosime Rhomyhn




          CINT agent.




          Species: Naraida

        



        	

          Noah Terrage




          COO, Connova Interstellar.




          Species: Human

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Casmir elasson-Machim




          Leader, Anaden military.




          Species: Anaden

        



        	

          Nyx elasson-Praesidis




          Inquisitor.




          Species: Anaden

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Danilo Nisi/Corradeo Praesidis




          Former leader of the anarch resistance.




          Species: Anaden

        



        	

          Pinchutsenahn Niikha Qhiyane Kteh




          Tokahe Naatan of the Khokteh.




          Species: Khokteh

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Devon Reynolds




          Concord Special Projects Director.




          Species: Human

        



        	

          Ryan Theroit




          Former NOIR member.




          Species: Asterion

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Drae Shonen ela-Machim




          CINT agent.




          Species: Anaden

        



        	

          Spencer Nimoet




          Justice Advisor, Asterion Dominion.




          Species: Asterion

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Enzio Vilane




          Owner, Vilane Properties.




          Species: Human

        



        	

          Selene Panetier




          Justice Advisor, Asterion Dominion.




          Species: Asterion

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Felzeor




          CINT agent.




          Species: Volucri

        



        	

          Thomas




          Concord Command Artificial.




          Species: Artificial

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Ferdinand elasson-Kyvern




          Anaden Senator, Concord Senate.




          Species: Anaden

        



        	

          Torval elasson-Machim




          Navarchos, Anaden military.




          Species: Anaden

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Ilgur Darhk




          Savrakath Ambassador.




          Species: Savrakath

        



        	

          Toshke’phein




          Pilot, Taiyok military.




          Species: Taiyok

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Kennedy Rossi




          CEO, Connova Interstellar.




          Species: Human

        



        	

          Vaihe




          Refugee.




          Species: Godjan

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Kiernan Phillips




          DAF Lieutenant, pilot.




          Species: Asterion

        



        	

          Valkyrie




          Alex's Prevo counterpart.




          Species: Artificial

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Lakhes




          Praetor of the Idryma.




          Species: Katasketousya

        



        	

          William ‘Will’ Sutton




          CINT Operations Director.




          Species: Human

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

          Meno




          Mia's Prevo counterpart.




          Species: Artificial

        



        	

          Xyche’ghael




          Namino merchant.




          Species: Taiyok

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      




      

        	

           

        

      


    

  




  




  MINOR CHARACTERS




  Abigail Canivon, cybernetics expert (Human)




  Adam Goodwin, AEGIS Flight Lieutenant (Human)




  Akamu Chacko, Lieutenant, AEGIS Special Forces (Human)




  Ava Zobel, former NOIR member (Asterion)




  Bautista Rodriguez, Major, Prevo, AEGIS Special Forces (Human)




  Braelyn Rossi-Terrage, Kennedy and Noah’s daughter (Human)




  Carl Odaka, Colonel, AEGIS Special Forces (Human)




  Charles Basquan, owner, Mirai Pavilion (Asterion)




  Charles Gagnon, EA Prime Minister (Human)




  Cliff, CINT Artificial (Artificial)




  Emilio Rogers, Colonel, Dominion Armed Forces (Asterion)




  Enkro Khalik, scientist (Savrakath)




  Eosha, artist (Novoloume)




  Erik Rhom, Justice Division analyst (Asterion)




  Graham Delavasi, former SF Intelligence Director (Human)




  Hohlaak Ponla-min, interstellar merchant (Barisan)




  Hoya Isao, Conceptual Research Director (Asterion)




  Ian Sevulch, restaurant waiter (Asterion)




  Ildaite Llawhe, Confove Mission Project Director (Naraida)




  Isabela Marano, biochemistry professor, Caleb’s sister (Human)




  Jaisc, Iona-Cead of the Taenarin (Taenarin)




  Jonas Rossi-Terrage, Kennedy and Noah’s son (Human)




  Katherine Colson, Administration Advisor (Asterion)




  Klas Johansson, Brigadier, DAF (Asterion)




  Kolgo elasson-Praesidis, Inquisitor (Anaden)




  Kuisk Jhountar, General, Savrakath military (Savrakath)




  Lontias elasson-Praesidis, Inquisitor (Anaden)




  Miaon, former anarch agent (Yinhe)




  Nolan Bastian, AEGIS Field Marshal (Human)




  Onai Veshnael, Dean, Novoloume Senator (Novoloume)




  Otto elasson-Machim, Machim military commander (Anaden)




  Phael Thisiame, Pointe-Amiral, Novoloume military (Novoloume)




  Rolph Tremblay, Romane governor (Human)




  Solstan Sahlann, Purgatory manager (Novoloume)




  Stanley, Morgan’s Prevo counterpart (Artificial)




  Taiv ela-Kyvern, CINT informant (Anaden)




  Tele Diya, Lieutenant, AEGIS Special Forces (Human)




  Vii, employee of Connova Interstellar, Valkyrie’s sister (Artificial)




  Zhanre’khavet, Taiyok Elder (Taiyok)




  Ziton elasson-Praesidis, Inquisitor (Anaden)




  CONCORD




  




  MEMBER SPECIES




  Humans
Representative: Mia Requelme




  Anadens
Representative: Ferdinand elasson-Kyvern




  Novoloume
Representative: Dean Onai Veshnael




  Naraida
Representative: Tasme Chareis




  Khokteh
Representative: Pinchutsenahn Niikha Qhiyane Kteh




  Barisans
Representative: Daayn Shahs-lan




  Dankaths
Representative: Bohlke’ban




  Efkam
Representative: Ahhk~sae





  




   




  ALLIED SPECIES




  

    

      

        	

          Katasketousya

        



        	

          Taenarin

        

      




      

        	

          Fylliot

        



        	

          Volucri

        

      




      

        	

          Ruda

        



        	

          Yinhe

        

      


    

  




  




   




  PROTECTED SPECIES




  

    

      

        	

          Ekos

        



        	

          Icksel

        

      




      

        	

          Faneros

        



        	

          Pachrem

        

      




      

        	

          Galenai

        



        	

          Vrachnas
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  The Story So Far




  View a more detailed summary of the events of the Amaranthe novels online at gsjennsen.com/synopsis.




   




  AURORA RISING




  The history of humanity is the history of conflict. This proved no less true in the 24th century than in ancient times.




  By 2322, humanity inhabited over 100 worlds spread across a third of the galaxy. When a group of colonies rebelled two decades earlier, it set off the First Crux War. Once the dust cleared, three factions emerged: the Earth Alliance, consisting of the unified Earth government and most of the colonies; the Senecan Federation, which had won its independence in the war; and a handful of scattered non-aligned worlds, home to criminal cartels, corporate interests and people who made their living outside the system.




  Alexis Solovy was a space explorer. Her father gave his life in the war against the Federation, leading her to reject the government and military. Estranged from her mother, an Alliance military leader, Alex instead sought the freedom of space and made a fortune chasing the hidden wonders of the stars.




  A chance encounter between Alex and a Federation intelligence agent, Caleb Marano, led them to discover an armada of alien warships emerging from a mysterious portal in the Metis Nebula.




  The Metigens had been watching humanity via the portal for millennia; in an effort to forestall their discovery, they used traitors among civilization’s elite to divert people’s focus. When their plans failed, they invaded in order to protect their secrets.




  The wars that ensued were brutal—first an engineered war between the Alliance and the Federation, then once it was revealed to be built on false pretenses, devasting clashes against the Metigen invaders as they advanced across settled space, destroying every colony in their path and killing tens of millions.




  Alex and Caleb breached the aliens’ portal in an effort to find a way to stop the invaders. There they encountered the Metigen watcher of the Aurora universe, Mnemosyne. Though enigmatic and evasive, the alien revealed the invading ships were driven by AIs and hinted the answer to defeating them lay in the merger of individuals with the powerful but dangerous quantum computers known as Artificials.




  Before leaving, Alex and Caleb discovered a colossal master gateway that generated 51 unique signals, each one leading to a new portal and a new universe. But with humanity facing extinction, they returned home armed with a daring plan to win the war.




  Four Prevos (human-synthetic meldings) were created in a desperate gambit to vanquish the enemy invaders before they reached the heart of civilization; then they were given command of the combined might of the Alliance and Federation militaries. Alex and her Artificial, Valkyrie, led the other Prevos and the military forces against the alien AI warships in climactic battles above Seneca and Romane. The invaders were defeated and ordered to withdraw through their portal, cease their observation of Aurora and not return.




  During the battle, hints of the consciousness of her deceased father manifested in the shared connection between Alex and Valkyrie. Alex reconciled with her mother during the final hours of the war, and following their victory Alex and Caleb married and attempted to resume a normal life.




  But new mysteries waited through the Metis portal. Six months later, Caleb, Alex and Valkyrie traversed it once more, determined to learn the secrets of the portal network and the multiverses it held, leaving humanity behind to struggle with a new world of powerful quantum synthetics, posthumans, and an uneasy peace.




  And in the realm beyond the portal, Mnemosyne watched.




  




  AURORA RENEGADES




  Following the victory over the Metigens, Alex, Caleb and Valkyrie set off to unlock the secrets of the Metigens’ portal network. Discovering worlds of infinite wonder, they made both enemies and friends. A sentient planet, Akeso, that left a lasting mark on Alex and Caleb both. Silica-based beings attempting to grow organic life. A race of cat-like warriors locked in conflict with their brethren.




  Behind them all, the whispered machinations of the Metigen puppet masters pervaded everything. In some universes, the Metigens tested weapons. In some, they set aliens against each other in new forms of combat. In yet more, they harvested food and materials to send through the massive portal at the heart of the maze.




  But Alex and Caleb found yet another layer to the puzzle. In one universe, they discovered a gentle race of underground beings with a strange history. Their species was smuggled out of the universe beyond the master portal by the Metigens. They watched as their homeworld was destroyed by a powerful species known as Anadens; but for the Metigens, they would have perished as well.




  Back home in Aurora, the peace proved difficult to maintain. The heroes of the war—the Prevos who melded their minds with AIs—found themselves targeted by politicians and a restless population desperate for a place to pin their fears. Under the direction of a new, power-hungry Earth Alliance PM, the government moved to cage and shackle them.




  In desperation, the Prevos uploaded the AIs’ consciousnesses into their own minds, fled from their governments’ grasp and disappeared onto independent colonies. Devon Reynolds published the details of the Prevo link to the exanet, unleashing its capabilities for anyone who wanted to follow in their footsteps.




  Meanwhile, an anti-synthetic terrorist group emerged to oppose them, fueled by the rise of Olivia Montegreu as a Prevo. While the private face of Prevos was the heroes who defeated the Metigens, the public face became the image of Olivia killing a colonial governor and tossing him off of a building in front of the world.




  Unaware of the struggles her fellow Prevos faced, Alex forged her own path forward. Rather than bringing the AI into herself, she pushed out and through Valkyrie, into the walls of the Siyane. Piloting her ship in a way she never dreamed, Alex was able to feel the photonic brilliance of space itself. Over time, however, that bond began to capture more of her spirit and mind.




  On the surface of a destroyed planet, Mesme at last revealed all. The portal network, which the Metigens called the Mosaic, was above all else a refuge for those targeted for eradication by the Anadens. And the Anadens, rulers of the true universe through the master portal, were the genetic template upon which humanity was built. Aurora was nothing more than another experiment of the Metigens, created so they could study the development and nature of their enemy and the enemy of all life.




  Alex and Caleb returned to Aurora to find a galaxy rocked by chaos. After the execution of Olivia Montegreu by Alliance and Prevo forces, Miriam had gone rogue. Under her careful planning, a resistance force, bolstered by help from inside the Senecan and Alliance militaries, moved to remove the despotic Alliance PM.




  As Alex struggled with her growing addiction to an ethereal, elemental realm, she felt herself being pulled away from reality. Away from her husband, her mother, her friends. She watched as those she loved fought, but increasingly found herself losing her own battle.




  When terrorists staged a massive riot on Romane, Dr. Canivon, the mother of the Prevos, was murdered in front of Devon and Alex. Overcome by her own and Valkyrie’s grief, Alex unleashed the explosive power of the ethereal realm to destroy the terrorists’ safehouse. Standing in the rubble of her destruction, Alex made a decision to sever the quantum connection between herself and the Siyane, choosing a tangible, human life. Choosing Caleb.




  Miriam wrested control of the EA government away from the PM, bringing an end to the Prevo persecution. In the wake of victory, however, a shadowy Anaden hunter emerged from the darkness to attack Alex and Caleb. Caleb was gravely injured when the Anaden’s power, known as diati, leapt into him, healing his wounds and helping him kill the alien.




  Mesme revealed the ominous consequences of the attack. Soon, the Anaden leadership would discover Aurora. When they did, they would destroy it unless humanity could stand against them. Mesme told Miriam and the others to prepare, but knowing the end game was upon them, asked Alex and Caleb to come to Amaranthe. The master universe. The home and dominion of the Anadens.




  




  AURORA RESONANT




  In Aurora, Miriam led the formation of a multi-agency, multi-governmental (GCDA) and military (AEGIS) organization dedicated to meeting the imminent threat of the Anadens.




  In Amaranthe, Alex and Caleb discovered an underground ‘anarch’ resistance movement against the Anaden Directorate. They made contact with an anarch agent, Eren asi-Idoni, and he helped them infiltrate the Anadens’ Machim military command and steal secret information on the Machim fleets. Alex and Caleb were captured, but not before Valkyrie uploaded the information they sought. Eren ‘nulled out’ rather than being captured, for when Anadens died they underwent a regenesis procedure that returned their consciousness to a new body.




  Valkyrie transmitted the data to AEGIS then returned to Amaranthe. When Eren reawakened, he joined Valkyrie and Mesme on the Siyane, and they rescued Alex and Caleb from the prison where they were being tortured for information.




  The Directorate nonetheless learned the full truth about the Metigens/Katasketousya creation of Aurora and ordered a fleet to deliver a powerful weapon known as a Tartarus Trigger to Aurora and annihilate humanity. Forewarned, Miriam led a fleet of warships into Amaranthe to intercept them.




  The battle commenced with the destruction of the one known gateway into the Mosaic, and Mesme sneaked onto the lead Machim warship and stole the Tartarus Trigger. Humanity used its Prevos, Rifts and other tricks to take the Anadens by surprise and prevail in the battle. Afterward, Alex, Caleb, Miriam and Mesme were summoned to a secret meeting with the leader of the anarchs, Danilo Nisi, and a tenuous alliance was formed.




  AEGIS scored several early victories but also devastating losses. While the battles raged, Alex and the other Prevos developed a method for using sidespace to open physical wormholes, enabling AEGIS vessels to travel anywhere in known space without using the Anaden gateway system.




  The AEGIS fleet attacked the Machim homeworld, destroying the Dyson rings encircling its sun and blowing up their orbital military command station. At the same time, Nisi broadcast an impassioned speech across the empire setting forth the Directorate’s sins and the anarch’s mission to free those oppressed.




  In a flashback Caleb’s diati showed him, it was revealed that Nisi was actually Corradeo Praesidis, the former leader of the powerful Anaden Praesidis dynasty. Many millennia ago, his son tried to kill him; thinking him dead, the son stole his name, face and power, and now served on the Directorate as the Praesidis Primor.




  Valkyrie and her twin, Vii, had spent months rebuilding the consciousness of David Solovy that manifested during the final battle of the Metigen War. Using the Anadens’ regenesis technology, they transferred his consciousness to a cloned body, and he and Miriam were reunited after twenty-five years.




  The Directorate tracked an AEGIS vessel to the primary anarch base and launched a surprise attack, and a bloody battle followed in orbit and on the ground. To stop a Machim warship from bombing the base with antimatter missiles, Alex re-established her ethereal connection with the Siyane to bypass the warship’s shielding and destroy it; in doing so, she found the connection no longer exerted the damaging hold on her it once did.




  Alex soon discovered a way to use the supradimensional properties of the mysterious Reor mineral to access the contents of the Reor slabs used by the Directorate to store sensitive information. She uncovered the location of the Directorate’s regenesis backups, and AEGIS and the anarchs devised a plan to take out the entire Directorate, permanently, in one massive strike.




  For all but two of the Directorate members, the mission succeeded with minimal losses. However, the Machim Primor escaped his assassination attempt. Armed with the location of one of the Mosaic gateways, he acquired a new Tartarus Trigger and raced to wipe out the Aurora universe.




  On Solum (Earth’s twin), Caleb engaged the Praesidis Primor in a battle of staggeringly powerful diati, and the diati freed when the Primor died rampaged wild. Caleb couldn’t wrestle it under control, and it killed millions before destroying the planet itself.




  The anarchs learned that the Primors kept an additional regenesis backup stored on their secret space station, the Protos Agora, which orbited the Milky Way galactic core. The Stalwart II took the Tartarus Trigger Mesme stole at the start of the conflict and used it to destroy the station.




  Just when they believed they had finally achieved victory, they discovered the Machim Primor’s plans. The Primor had a head start, and the only way to try to prevent him from destroying Aurora was for the Kats to disconnect it from the Mosaic, rendering it unreachable forever. Caleb, however, instead used his now total control over diati to command the cosmic force to pull all the pocket universes in the Mosaic—including Aurora—into Amaranthe, then destroy the Mosaic.




  He succeeded, but the energy the act required killed him. While Miriam and the others worked out what it meant for all of humanity to now exist in Amaranthe, Alex took Caleb to the living planet of Akeso and, via the deep connection they shared, Akeso brought him back to life.




  




  ASTERION NOIR




  On the planet of Mirai in the Gennisi galaxy, a woman woke up in a rain-soaked alley with no memory of who she was or how she’d gotten there. Two strangers found her and offered to take her in. When asked, she told them her name was Nika, though she didn’t know why.




  Fast forward to five years later. Nika, alongside her rescuers Perrin and Joaquim, led a group of rebels called NOIR against the despotic government of the Asterion Dominion. An insidious virutox was infecting people’s programming, altering their personalities and causing them to commit inexplicable crimes. NOIR’s investigation of the virutox brought them to Dashiel Ridani, who Nika learned was her lover in her prior life, before she lost her memory.




  With her world thrown into disarray, Nika and Dashiel chased the threads of her lost identity while searching for the source of the virutox. Their search led them to the leaders of the Asterion Dominion, the Guides. Nika broke into the Guides’ data vault, where she found they had ordered her psyche-wipe five years earlier after she pressed them on a series of disappearances.




  Meanwhile, Gemina Kail, an Administration Advisor, traveled to an alien stronghold across the galaxy, where she delivered thousands of Asterions in stasis chambers to an alien species called the Rasu.




  As the virutox spread, wreaking increasing havoc across the Dominion, Justice Advisor Adlai Weiss traced the source to the Guides’ doorstep. They ordered him to drop the case and let the virutox propagate among the population. He disobeyed, developed a vaccine and contacted NOIR for help in distributing it.




  Across the galaxy, Nika and Dashiel discovered the stronghold of the alien Rasu. A metal-based shapeshifting species of immense power, they’d constructed hundreds of thousands of warships and space stations. Armed with this terrifying information, Nika and Dashiel returned to Mirai.




  One of the Guides, Delacrai, defied the others to help Nika. She shared how an Asterion scout ship encountered the Rasu eight years ago; the crew was captured and killed. The Rasu grew interested in the Asterions’ unique bio-synthetic intelligence powered by kyoseil and quantum programming, and in return for not attacking Asterion Dominion worlds, they demanded a regular supply of Asterions to experiment on. The Guides agreed.




  The other Advisors were told the terrible truth about the Rasu and the Guides’ deal with the aliens. They scrambled to undo the damage eight years of the Rasu Protocol had inflicted while racing to find a way to respond to an impending Rasu deadline, when the aliens expected more Asterions to be delivered.




  Nika’s oldest friend from her former life, Maris Debray, revealed that both she and Nika were members of the “First Generation”: Asterions who had never erased their psyches in the 700,000 years since they fled the Anaden Empire and created themselves as a new species by merging Anaden DNA, AI programming and the kyoseil mineral. Only a few dozen of the First Generation remained, and their history was kept secret from everyone else.




  With time running out, Nika sought the help of the Sogain, an enigmatic species who once threatened the Asterions with extinction if they ever trespassed on Sogain territory. This time, the aliens disclosed the location of a single, stranded Rasu.




  An Asterion team captured the Rasu and brought it to Mirai for interrogation. The creature revealed that the Rasu exhibited a collective intelligence when physically connected to other Rasu, but regained independent thought when they were separated. They intended to use kyoseil to control other Rasu over great distances, as kyoseil was supradimensional, deeply interconnected and one of the universe’s oldest life forms.




  Using this knowledge, the Asterions identified a way to link their consciousnesses together via kyoseil. They dubbed these connections ‘ceraffin’ and used them to develop a plan to face the Rasu.




  They constructed volatile electricity bombs to be sneaked into the Rasu stronghold. The Rasu were expecting 8,000 Asterions in stasis chambers, so Nika used the ceraff structure to split her psyche into shards inhabiting 8,000 copies of herself.




  The copies were delivered to the Rasu as expected, and they awoke inside the Rasu’s lab on their primary space station. Chaos ensued as they fought to reach the power control center, even as they were cut down by the thousands. A mere dozen made it to the control center, and a single instance survived to override the power safeguards.




  Dashiel detonated the electricity bombs, and a cascading power overload ripped through the stronghold. It destroyed the Rasu’s Dyson lattice, which triggered an intense surge in solar flare activity, and all the Rasu stations and vessels were incinerated, save one vessel that escaped through a wormhole.




  The Asterions recognized this was not the end of the conflict, but the beginning, and they needed to prepare for the Rasu’s return. Nika was contacted by the Sogain, who informed her the Anaden Empire of old had fallen and suggested she might find allies among the new one which had risen to take its place.




  Nika journeyed to the Asterions’ ancestral home, the Milky Way. Before she arrived, however, a wormhole opened in the cabin of her ship, and Alex Solovy walked through it.
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  BACK COVER BLURB




  Humanity has seized its destiny among the stars. But space remains vast and untamed, and nothing has prepared us to face the dangers rising from the deep shadows of the void.




   




  Fourteen years after The Displacement flung humanity into a universe teeming with alien life, a tenuous alliance has taken root among humans, Anadens, and numerous other species. The wounds of war and revolution have begun to heal, peace and prosperity are within reach, and the architects of The Displacement, Alex Solovy and Caleb Marano, are enjoying an idyllic existence on the living planet of Akeso.




  But growing troubles fester beneath the surface of this alliance. An upstart species offers allegiance with one hand but readies weapons of mass destruction with the other, while the Anadens, leaderless and adrift for years, increasingly refuse to play by humanity’s rules.




  As tensions simmer, Nika Kirumase, leader of the Asterions—a splinter group of former Anadens thought aeons dead—arrives bearing a warning of a terrifying enemy advancing across the void. Known as the Rasu, the powerful race of shapeshifting metal has already killed tens of thousands of Asterions in its quest to control all of known space.




  Nika’s people have struck a blow against the Rasu, and now they race against time to prepare for the coming reprisal. An alliance with humanity stands to give them a fighting chance against their enemy. But for humanity, such an alliance may cost them everything, pushing the fragile peace they fought so hard to achieve to the breaking point and beyond.
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  In Amaranthe, where exotic alien life, AIs, wormholes, indestructible starships and the promise of immortality rule the day, no feat seems out of reach for humanity. But when the worlds of Aurora Rhapsody and Asterion Noir collide and the Rasu horde descends upon them both, more will be asked of heroes past and future. More will be given and more taken, and when the dust settles the very fabric of Amaranthe will be changed forever.
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  AKESO




  Ursa Major II Galaxy
LGG Region I




  Blades of grass crunch beneath the steady gait of our hooves as our powerful leg muscles propel us swiftly forward. Elements of us feel the brief pressure, the weight that flattens the blades against our earth. Elements of us feel instead the compression of our earth in response, the momentary subtraction of sunlight and oxygen before the pressure is removed and we unfurl to our former shape. Elements of us feel the resistance from the air to our movement forward, how our breeze skates along our silken coat then reforms behind us to cavort with the tree limbs we’ve left behind.




  The rhythm of our journey through the expanse of our forest lulls us into a quiet serenity, a place where we revel in all these perceptions at once and as one—then we race beyond the tree line, out of the shadows and into the sunlight of our meadow.




  Motion to the left, where the forest reclaims dominance, draws a portion of our focus. A lark darts from limb to limb upon one of our trees, a worm grasped in its beak. We feel the tree bark rough beneath our dancing feet, see ourselves through its/our eyes, take in the gleam of our majestic spiraling horns set upon the afternoon light. We soar up to a nest with our prize in tow/we resume our gallop and leave our meadow behind.




  Beneath a sun cooling as it descends toward the horizon, we leap grandly into the frigid waters of our creek and bound up onto the embankment on the other side. We pause to shake droplets of water from our coat, and we are the droplets as they are flung into our air and plummet to the damp soil of our creek’s bank. Then we turn and trace the path of the bank toward the north, at a more leisurely pace now that we have sated our fervor. 




  For we sense a brief crack in the fabric of the world and with it, Her return to us.




  We loiter in the clearing near the Structures, circling languidly as we munch on our lush grass at our feet and await our reunion.




  Other blades of our grass compress beneath other steps, and we shift our awareness toward the movement. Warmth—joy, contentment, a stirring of anticipation—rises in our chest as we observe Her. The warmth spreads from our elafali form through our earth into our trees to frolic along our gurgling creek, and our song reaches the ears of those who would hear it.




  She grins as she nears our form, the spread of Her lips brightening Her features. Her head moves side to side to send long burgundy tresses dancing across Her skin where neck meets shoulders. 




  She comes to a stop in front of us, Her lips curling up anew as a hand reaches out to stroke the thick hair of our long, curving neck then moves up to caress the curl of our horns. Her touch both calms and excites us, but we experience no contradiction or discord, for we are accustomed to experiencing many and varied sensations at once. We nudge our way closer and nuzzle Her neck until She laughs and steps away.




  “It’s time to come home. And this time, remember to get dressed before you leave the forest. We’re having a guest for dinner.”
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  We feel the blades of grass, flush and cool, pressing against the heat of our skin stretched taut over our spine….




  Caleb breathed in slowly, letting the crisp air fill our/his lungs, and let it out in a series of short puffs. He flexed his fingers, then his toes, and so bit by bit reclaimed conscious control over his body and sovereignty over his mind.




  The process was second nature by now, for he’d performed it hundreds of times in the last fourteen years, but he always tried to make sure he felt at home in his own skin before he opened his eyes. Yet when his eyelashes parted his vision swam, flitting between his own limited human perception and the overwhelming cascade of Akeso’s awareness. He blinked deliberately until the tumultuous sensations faded, then carefully sat up.




  Of course, Akeso’s awareness was never further than one of those blinks away; it required only an indefinable shift in his focus to access. The distance between here and there was so slight, it had taken several months of disciplined practice before he was able to keep from accidentally shifting over at random moments—at which point he usually ended up on the floor.




  But that was a long time ago, back when this unique and somewhat peculiar existence of his was new and fraught with uncertainty.




  He glanced around in search of his clothes, chuckling to himself at Alex’s admonition as he grabbed the navy brushed-wool shirt from the mulberry-and-silver pentas plant he’d draped it on and pulled it on. It was tempting to treat Akeso like their own personal nudist colony, and sometimes they did. But the real world and its social customs intruded even here, in this wild and precious place.




  As he stood and finished getting dressed, his mind settled back into itself, and his thoughts drifted to the evening to come. If they were having a guest for dinner, it must mean she’d been successful in her mission to make contact with the Asterion.




  At the sound of melodic chirping, he peered up, then stretched out his arm to invite the lark dancing on a limb above to alight upon it. It wasn’t truly a lark, but rather a bundle of organic material molded into Akeso’s admittedly convincing imitation of one of an increasing variety of animal life. It was Akeso as much as the grass and trees and water and soil and planetary crust and atmosphere.




  He flicked his arm, and the lark flew up into the tree canopy and vanished. He started off toward the house, purpose creeping into his gait with each step. If she’d been successful in her mission, odds were high their life was about to get interesting again.
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  The glass-walled, two-story house sat almost precisely on the spot where the Siyane had first landed here nearly fifteen years ago, around forty meters from the creek where Akeso had cured the poison coursing through Alex’s veins. Behind the house, shrubs and flowering plants transitioned to trees then grew into a woodland that stretched for hundreds of kilometers.




  The glass remained untinted, and he could see Alex in the kitchen marinating the steaks and sliding cubes of peppers and mushrooms onto skewers. He drank her in through his own eyes this time, appreciating the way the black leggings she wore hugged her long, shapely legs. How the pewter sweater wound through with silver threads made her diamond irises dance in the light. How, as per usual, she hadn’t brushed her hair in hours, making the messy knot it was now half bound into and half tumbling out of earn its name.




  She’d left the front door open, and Caleb moved quietly across the porch and inside. He was barefoot, and he’d never wholly lost the skills learned in seventeen years as an intelligence agent. He crept over the distressed hardwood floor into the kitchen, slipped in behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist to kiss her neck.




  “Ah!” She jumped back against his chest, and a skewer tumbled into the sink. “I swear, I’m going to put a bell on you.”




  “No, no. This is much more fun. You were successful? You found your mark, and she didn’t immediately try to kill you?”




  He’d murmured the words while his lips teased her neck; she hummed in pleasure, and he felt the subtle vibration travel down the skin of her throat and along the trimmed hair of his beard. She’d recently spent hours on board an alien starship, and beneath the scent of marinade and lemons lurked hints of ozone and something bitter, akin to chicory.




  The first time he’d communed with Akeso, through blood, the experience had left him with acutely heightened senses for days. Now those heightened senses never left him.




  “I got her to trust me enough to agree to come here, which I count as a success, yes.”




  “Good job. I’m proud of you.”




  She snickered, and he knew she rolled her eyes by the way her head angled briefly. He did the same. “You know what I mean.”




  “I do—exactly what you said.”




  No resentment or hurt darkened her voice, but he kissed her neck again anyway before unwinding his arms and leaning on the counter beside her. “I never doubted you. So tell me about our guest.”




  “She’s—” they both turned at the sound of a ship descending toward the landing complex to the north of the house “—here. She’s here.”




  He picked up the platter stacked with steaks and kabobs. “I’ll take over. And wing it with her, I guess.”




  “I suspect you won’t have any trouble.” She washed her hands and dried them, then jogged out the door and toward the landing complex.




  2




  




  AKESO




  As a first impression, the woman who accompanied Alex to the house closely resembled a human, in most respects more so than Anadens did. A fraction taller than Alex and sporting raven hair falling just past her shoulders, her vibrant teal irises sparkled from a thousand points of artificiality even at a distance—but so did Alex’s.




  It was her skin that gave her away. It shone from within, almost as if someone had painted a fine layer of glitter beneath the epidermis. Caleb couldn’t say whether it was due to a pervasive cybernetics mesh or pervasive Reor/kyoseil, but it marked her as unmistakably alien.




  She moved with decisive, easy efficiency. And something else…it took him longer than it should have to name it, but in fairness he was out of practice. Two opposing demeanors battled one another for dominance in her aspect: poised elegance and a honed, primed awareness of her surroundings.




  So she was a fighter, and possibly a killer. Like him—like he used to be. According to Mesme she was also a diplomat, and both facets showed in equal measure in her demeanor.




  As she neared, the expression she donned reminded him a little of the one Mia wore whenever she was working: a suggestion of openness painted atop a foundation of steel.




  Our visitor is something new.




  It had taken a while, but Akeso was on occasion starting to display a bit of curious attention to the various guests who paid them a visit. Yes, I believe she is.




  He dialed the grill down to low and shifted toward them as they arrived at the side terrace.




  “Caleb, this is Nika Kirumase. Nika, this is my husband, Caleb Marano.”




  The Asterion dipped her chin in a universal gesture of respect. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Mr. Marano.”




  “Please, call me Caleb. We are as casual as it gets here. Welcome.” He motioned to the grill. “Before I go any further, do you like steak? Because we also have fish, chicken and nearly everything else that’s edible.”




  “Do I ever. I mean, assuming you’re referring to red meat? I’m not using a translator, so I need to be careful of subtle differences in word meanings. My Communis is not always the same as your Communis.”




  “Understood, but you needn’t worry. You got it right. Dinner will be ready in about twenty minutes, and will also include vegetable kabobs and wild rice.”




  Alex gave an exaggerated moan. “My mouth’s already watering. But this means I have time to show Nika around.” She motioned toward the side door, and she and their guest disappeared inside.
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  Nika stared at him and Alex over an empty plate and an empty glass. “So let me see if I’ve got this correct. The Sogain—Kats, as you call them—formed a bunch of pocket universes where they ran experiments searching for ways they might defeat the Anadens, who over the millennia had become brutal and ruthless dictators. In one of those pocket universes, they used Anaden DNA to recreate the species as Humans. As you.




  “Fast-forward a few time-accelerated aeons, and you—the two of you specifically—found the exit portal leading out of your pocket universe. The Kats sent a fleet of warships to wipe Humanity out, only you defeated them and kicked them out of the universe they’d created. Then you took your own fleet into their portal network to investigate what they were up to—”




  Alex interrupted while she refilled the woman’s wine glass. “Not a fleet. Only one ship at first. The larger one out there on the landing pad, in fact.”




  “An extraordinary enough ship can count as a fleet. Anyway, the Anaden leadership discovered what the Kats had been doing and moved to destroy your pocket universe and everyone in it. But Humanity brought an actual fleet to Amaranthe and, again, defeated an enemy who outnumbered and outpowered you. Then, Caleb, you used Praesidis diati to draw the Kats’ network of pocket universes into Amaranthe. And now all the Humans live here alongside the Anadens and a bunch of other species.”




  Alex sighed dramatically; she was trying to be serious and failing. “Well, you left out most of the good parts, but that more or less covers it, yeah.”




  “Damn.” Nika shook her head and took a long sip of her wine. She’d devoured the steak and cherry-picked the mushrooms off of three kabobs, and Caleb made a note to restock on mushrooms in case this wasn’t her sole visit. Which he found himself hoping it wasn’t. She was affable, pleasant and, despite his initial observation regarding her nature, didn’t appear to mean them any harm. And Alex seemed to genuinely like her.




  “How do the Anadens feel about you ruling them?”




  Caleb nudged his plate off to the side and relaxed in his chair. “We don’t rule them. We’ve spent years fighting and clawing to shape a governmental structure which treats all species as equal and gives everyone a voice in major decisions.”




  “And how’s that working out?”




  She also had a sharp wit that on occasion veered toward biting, but she displayed confidence more than maliciousness. “It’s…working. Most days and in most ways. Alex, get that look off your face. It is.”




  “Is a disaster, you mean.” Alex groaned in mostly mock disgust. “But I’ll concede it’s no greater of a disaster than any other government system and a damn sight better than the one it replaced. Nika, the Directorate didn’t exist at the time of the SAI Rebellion, did it? Official Anaden historical records are somewhat unreliable on the subject of…on most subjects.”




  “I’m not surprised. History is written by the victors, right? No, or at least not by that name. The Empire called itself a republic back then. A republic that declared war on its own citizens, mind you.”




  “I’d like to get all high and mighty about it, but the truth is, so did ours, back when humanity resided in its cocoon. We were lucky that cooler, more reasonable heads prevailed in our case,” Alex said. “You should know going in: a lot of Anadens still don’t trust SAIs or hybrids or…they tend not to trust anyone, but especially synthetic-based life. Legally, synthetics enjoy the same rights as organics in Concord, and the Anadens have been forced to accept them in official interactions, but behaving in public is not the same as trust.




  “Humans, though, are on the whole a lot more open-minded when it comes to synthetics. Hell, many of us are functionally closer to Asterions than we are to Anadens. Except for the kyoseil.”




  Kyoseil. When Mesme had first clued them in on the details of the former rebels, they had assumed kyoseil was simply the Asterion word for the substance they knew as Reor. But what this woman had interlaced into the pathways of her body was clearly not a solid, resilient block of mineral. This meant the translucent onyx mineral might in fact be a shell—a layer of protective armor—for the supradimensional fibers that ran through it. Kyoseil.




  “And I am interested in hearing a great deal more about how you have mountains of kyoseil for the taking.” Nika’s iridescent eyes flickered and her lips pursed. He suspected they were visual cues of the effort it took for her to not say anything further, and he had to wonder exactly how badly she wanted their kyoseil.




  “But all in due time. Thank you for dinner. It was delicious, and far tastier than anything I’ve had on my ship for the last several weeks. Also for the crash course in Humanity’s story and the current geopolitical situation here. I’ve been away for…a long time.”




  Seeing an opening, Caleb leaned forward in interest. “Is it true you participated in the SAI Rebellion?”




  The woman studied her empty plate for several seconds, then nodded slowly without looking up. “It’s not cut-and-dried, and not many people know. But in the ways which matter? Yes, I did. I served as the diplomatic representative for the rebels, which meant I spent most of my time trying, and ultimately failing, to reach a manner of peace with the Anaden government that we could live with. That would allow us to live as we chose—or in many cases live at all.”




  “Brave of you to return here.”




  “I haven’t returned as a rebel, but rather as a…” she frowned as her gaze passed between him and Alex “…neither of you seem especially taken aback by the fact I just admitted I’m seven hundred thousand years old.”




  Alex idly twirled her wineglass between her fingers. “You’re not actually the first person we’ve met who’s aeons old. All the Primors were, though they’re also all dead now. And the Kats. No one knows exactly how long they’ve been alive, but they are not spring chickens. Then there was Danilo Nisi, or Corradeo, or whatever we want to call him, though he might also—”




  “You don’t mean Corradeo Praesidis? He can’t still be alive.”




  He and Alex exchanged a quick look, and Caleb forced himself not to tense. “You knew him?”




  “If that’s the word you’d like to use. Is he?”




  Caleb shrugged. “He was as of fourteen years ago. He took a ship and disappeared not long after The Displacement. Hasn’t been seen since.”




  The man was already gone by the time Akeso returned Caleb to life, which had been a disappointment. Freed of the diati, he would have appreciated the opportunity to say goodbye to someone who hadn’t quite been either a friend or a mentor, yet more than both. But if The Displacement had stripped Nisi of his diati as it did the rest of the Praesidis, the man likely would not have had any interest in speaking to Caleb, so perhaps it had worked out for the best.




  Nika sank deeper in her chair and brought a hand to her chin. “He wasn’t a member of the Anaden leadership—the Directorate?”




  “No, he was the leader of the rebellion against it.”




  The woman snorted. “Bullshit.”




  Alex laughed. “Fair response, but no bullshit. It’s a long, torrid story, but the short version is, around six hundred thousand years ago his son, Renato, tried to kill him. Renato thought he’d succeeded and stole his father’s name, face and authority. The diati spirited Corradeo away to a safe location and healed him. He sulked around this corner of the universe for a few hundred thousand years before returning and joining up with a ragtag group of rebels. To his credit, he transformed them into a rebellion worthy of the title, and when we arrived in Amaranthe, he welcomed us as allies in the fight. Mostly.”




  “I can’t believe it. I…” Nika abruptly leaned forward into the table, piercing eyes fixed on Caleb “…that’s who you remind me of. It’s been nagging at me all evening.”




  It was a testament to the intensity of the woman’s gaze—or possibly the reason for it being directed at him—that Caleb deeply wanted to squirm. He never squirmed under scrutiny. “Technically, it was my father who favored the man.” He shrugged, forcing levity into the act. “A genetic accident.”




  “One which enables you to control diati.”




  “Enabled.” He cleared his throat and stood to busy himself gathering their plates. “That’s all in the past.”




  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to broach such a personal topic.”




  He placed the plates in the sink and glanced back toward the table. “No need to apologize. If I haven’t gotten over it in fourteen years, that’s on me.”




  He inhaled through his nose and listened to the ebb and flow of Akeso breathing for a moment, then shook it off and rejoined them at the table. “I don’t mean to sound bitter. I’m grateful to the diati. It empowered me to save humanity from almost certain annihilation. But through me, it also killed eight billion people, only one of whom deserved it. Diati isn’t a force for good or evil—it’s simply a force. One I have no interest in ever wielding again.”




  Nika considered him with an almost sad glint in her keen eyes. “I understand. Let’s change the subject to something more pleasant. What do the two of you do when you’re not saving the world? This place is exquisite and amazing, but I bet you still put the gorgeous ship out there on the landing pad to good use.”




  Alex perked up at the mention of her favorite topic. “She’s called the Siyane, and we do. We spend much of our time scouting out previously unknown alien species on behalf of Concord. The Directorate wiped out so many species during their reign, but they didn’t get them all, not even in the nearby galaxies. And we’re gradually pushing the exploration boundaries out farther, beyond the fringes of the Local Galactic Group. We locate undiscovered species, evaluate them and recommend a course of action to Concord. Well, I locate them. Caleb evaluates them.”




  He offered her an indulgent smile. “You help evaluate them.”




  “Ha. Not that time with those Icksel creatures, where instead of helping, I damn near inspired a new religion—not on purpose. Never mind. It’s a terrible story.” She reached out and squeezed his hand on the table. “You’re sweet to say so. A liar, but sweet.”




  Then she shifted back to Nika. “I have a thousand questions about the Rasu, but I know I hate repeating myself, so I won’t make you do it. We’ll go see my mother in the morning, and you can tell us all at one time about the Rasu.”




  “Your…mother?”




  “My, um…progenitor? The woman who gave birth—I mean, she didn’t technically give birth to me, we use artificial wombs, but she and my father….”




  A sly smirk grew on Nika’s lips, and Caleb stifled a chuckle.




  Alex’s nose scrunched up. “What?”




  “I know what a mother is. We don’t reproduce in such a manner, but we certainly recognize how virtually all organic species do.”




  “Oh.” Alex’s cheeks reddened. “I’m sorry, that was clumsy of me. No one will ever mistake me for a diplomat.”




  “You’re doing fine. I merely meant why your mother in particular.”




  “Because she’s the leader of the military, and from what little I do know about the Rasu, they sound as if they are begging for an armed response.”




  “Leader of Humanity’s military? Impressive.”




  “Actually, leader of all the Concord militaries. She’s very good at her job.”




  “She must be.”




  An alert popped up in Caleb’s eVi, and he quickly focused it…and groaned. Goddammit! He read it a second time then sent a follow-up query for additional information. With a grumble, he pushed away from the table. “I hate to do it, but I need to run. Family business.”




  Alex’s eyes widened at him. “Again?”




  “Apparently. I swear, I am going to drag her back to Seneca by her toes and lock her in a steel fortress.”




  “That didn’t work last time.”




  “I know. I’ll think of something better while I’m on the way.” He turned to their guest wearing an appropriately chagrined expression. “I am so sorry I have to skip out on you. Please, you two enjoy the rest of the evening. I’ll try my best to meet you at Concord HQ tomorrow in time for the meeting.”




  Nika smiled graciously. “Of course. Thank you again for a delicious dinner.”




  Alex pushed away from the table as well. “I’ll be right back.”




  She followed him through the kitchen to the hall storage. “Where is she this time?”




  He grabbed one of the plasma blades and stuck the hilt in his pants pocket; his gaze passed over the Daemon holstered on the wall and kept going. “Savrak.”




  “Fuck.” She reached up, unholstered the Daemon and offered it to him. “Take it. Just in case.”




  He hesitated, staring at the gun instead of her…then accepted it and clipped it to his belt.




  Cold metal, foreign and angry. This object causes disquiet.




  In Akeso, or himself? Once upon a time, the weapon had acted as a natural extension of his hand. No longer. “I’ll take Puddle Jumper and get Mia to authorize me through the temporary Prism leading to the Savrak system. This way, you can take Nika to Concord HQ in the Siyane tomorrow.”




  “Be careful. And patient.”




  “Oh, I’ll be patient, don’t worry. I won’t kill her until we’re safely in Concord space.”




  “That’s not what the Daemon’s for.”




  “Hmm.” He drew her into his arms, letting his lips brush lightly over hers. “Love you. I’ll see you in the morning.”




  3




  




  AKESO




  A burst of light flared from the Caeles Prism positioned two hundred meters above the landing complex, signifying Caleb’s departure in their backup transport, as Alex stepped out onto the front porch, two fresh glasses of wine in hand.




  Nika stood at the porch railing, and her gaze had gone to the Prism when it activated. “It’s a wormhole generator, isn’t it?”




  “Probably not too different from what you use on your ship.” Alex handed her one of the glasses and joined her at the railing.




  A clear night had fallen in full, casting the creek in shadows lit by tiny sparkles of reflected starlight in the water. A melodic hum permeated the air; the soft chirp of a harmony from somewhere among the trees soon joined it, and the gurgling of the creek provided a quiet, rhythmic beat to impose order. She pulsed Caleb.




  Akeso is putting on a musical performance for Nika. Your idea?




  Me? Never. Akeso must be in a mood to hum a tune tonight.




  Uh-huh. Well done.




  Alex watched with some amusement as the woman gradually began to realize the sounds weren’t merely the background noises of nature. Her brow furrowed and her eyes darted around; finally, she tilted her head toward Alex. “Is the planet…singing?”




  “It is. I think it likes you.”




  “I know you told me it was alive, but it’s truly alive?”




  “Alive, self-aware and intelligent, though not in a way familiar to us. In sixty galaxies we haven’t discovered any other life remotely like it. The Kats are exceptionally clever, but Akeso might well be their greatest achievement.”




  “What? The Kats created Akeso?”




  Alex nodded. “It was a Mosaic world, along with two of its siblings. The first inhabited Mosaic system Caleb and I ever visited, in fact. The siblings weren’t quite so friendly as Akeso—the first planet we touched down on perceived us as a threat and tried to kill us. It poisoned me, but when we came here, Akeso healed me. Thus was the beginning of our…unusual relationship with the planet.”




  “Does this mean you have a part of Akeso inside of you as well, the same as Caleb?”




  “A little bit. Not like him, though. When Akeso feels something very strongly, I can feel it, too. But it doesn’t speak to me in…Caleb calls them ‘thought-words.’ It doesn’t converse in a language, but its thoughts become words in his mind.”




  “Is it odd, him being so closely connected to the planet? If you don’t mind me asking.”




  Alex instinctively queued up a noncommittal answer, but instead of delivering it, she paused to take a sip of her drink. Though they scarcely knew one another, she already felt a kind of kinship with the woman. Here they were enjoying a lovely evening over a bottle of wine while the planet sang to them.




  She perched her glass on the railing and leaned closer to her guest, as if to whisper conspiratorially. “The first time he had an orgasm after joining with Akeso, the entire planet convulsed in a 4.2 magnitude earthquake.”




  Nika gasped and brought a hand to her mouth, eyes wide. “It didn’t.”




  “Oh, yes, it did.”




  “I can’t even imagine…” the woman laughed “…how did you react?”




  “At the time, I laughed the way you are right now. What else was I supposed to do?” She sighed whimsically and draped her arms atop the railing. “After that happened, they developed methods for Akeso to…not disconnect, because it doesn’t work like that, but to ‘look the other way,’ as it were. And Caleb, too. The symphony of an entire planet going about its business can get rather loud and raucous at times.”




  “Incredible.” Nika seemed to ponder on it briefly. “Do you regret him joining with the planet?”




  “No! Never.” She huffed a breath. “I won’t deny there have been challenges…including a few I didn’t anticipate…or that it’s changed him in some tangible ways. But he would have died, would have been lost to me forever. This was the only way. So, no, I don’t regret it for a second.”




  They fell silent for a moment. She assumed Nika was noodling through the implications and possibly wondering about the challenges Alex had alluded to but not elaborated on. They weren’t that good of friends yet.




  “Humans can’t use regenesis, then?”




  “You are asking a complicated question replete with political, scientific, religious and philosophical tangles. Not back then, no, they couldn’t. Except for…” she stopped herself, as the story of her father’s rebirth would take the rest of the night to tell and still be unbelievable at the end of it “…special circumstances. Now, some can. Prevos certainly can, so long as the Artificial half survived whatever befell the human half. Sorry, Prevos are people who, like me, have merged at a neurological level with an Artificial.”




  “That was what kicked off the SAI Rebellion for us. People started merging with SAIs, and the government refused to stand for it. I have a memory from the time and—I should mention, Asterions can relive memories, their own and those belonging to other people, with as much vividness as if the remembered event were happening all over again. So I have this memory of being…two. Myself and my SAI, KIR. It was honestly a beautiful experience. Comforting, to be so close to another living being.”




  “It’s not that way for you now?”




  “No. We are Anaden and SAI and kyoseil, yes, but the psyche that results from the combination is whole and singular. I’m me, and only me.” Nika cleared her throat and hurriedly took a sip of wine. “But what about you? You have a bonded SAI?”




  Alex looked toward the sky. “Oh, Valkyrie….”




  In seconds a golden swirl of lights materialized on the porch to quickly solidify into the form of a woman. Not solid, but far more substantial than when the Artificial had first begun to instantiate in the physical world. A long, blond braid wound over her left shoulder and down to her waist. Her attire was practical, dark gray suede workpants and a loose white shirt. Her skin was tanned, as if she’d spent a lifetime outdoors.




  Nika jumped. “Oh…are you a Kat?”




  Valkyrie laughed in a soft, elegant timbre that wouldn’t be out of place in the lobby of an opera house. “No, though I can understand the confusion. A Kat taught me how to instantiate, so it’s probable I continue to mimic their process more than I have a need to.” She extended a hand toward Nika. “I’m Valkyrie, and you are Nika Kirumase.”




  Nika hesitantly reached a hand out in kind, then started when Valkyrie’s hand grasped hers with real-world tactile pressure. “Oh my, this is remarkable. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Valkyrie.”




  “The pleasure is mine. In truth, I’m most excited to meet an Asterion. I have a thousand questions—”




  Not now, okay?




  “—but I’m sure we will get an opportunity to chat in the coming days.”




  “I look forward to it.”




  “Wonderful. Now, if you will pardon me, I need to return to Earth, where I am engaged in a most lively discussion of the conditions necessary to create and manipulate a white hole.” The lights dissipated into the air, and she was gone.




  Nika blinked and took a longer sip from her glass. “Wow. She was quite something. Is that what SAIs are like now?”




  Alex chuckled wryly. “Valkyrie would insist she’s one of a kind, and she wouldn’t be wrong. They’re not any one way, frankly. Many don’t instantiate the way she just did. It’s an advanced skill. Some have physical bodies—usually humanoid forms, but not always, as Artificials seem to be fascinated by wild animals for some reason. And some are content to reside in their hardware.”




  “If they inhabit a Humanoid-shaped body, can they blend? Can you tell the difference?”




  “Not always. A lot of them prefer to mark themselves as Artificial, usually through a flashy glyph pattern or some distinctly non-human physical feature. But if they don’t?” Alex shrugged.




  “We went to war over such events.”




  “As I said earlier, we almost did, too. Or humans did. Caleb and I were in the Mosaic and missed most of the ugliness.” A memory of the night Romane burned flashed in her mind in vibrant color…Abigail’s body in Devon’s arms amidst a pool of blood…a face in the window of a building crumbling by her own hand…. “Not all of it. But thanks to some wonderful people, we got through it.




  “Artificials aren’t without controversy, even among humans. But so many people have become Prevos or at least Mélanges that the hard distinctions have gotten rather blurry. Plus, the newest cybernetics are so sophisticated, they’ve nearly reached an Artificial level of processing power.




  “The continuum that starts with a pure human and ends with a pure Artificial is fairly crowded, and it’s proved difficult to craft legal boundaries when you can’t discern where to draw the lines. Mind you, this hasn’t stopped every legislature from continuing to try, but it’s mostly ineffectual blustering.”




  She went to take another sip of wine and realized her glass was empty. She peered over at Nika’s and found it nearly so. “Let me grab the bottle and turn on the heating panels. Akeso, it’s cold!”




  She tapped the control panel inside the door to turn the porch heat up, then puttered through the kitchen to grab the open wine bottle and back outside.




  Nika had settled into one of the retro-style rocking chairs. Alex did so as well and set the bottle on the floor between them.




  “Thanks. You said some Artificials use physical bodies—are they true functioning organic bodies?”




  “No. That’s still illegal, for now. They’re basically life-sized dolls equipped with the quantum hardware to house an Artificial’s consciousness.”




  “Mmm.” Nika made a strange face. “Sorry. ‘Doll’ is a pejorative term back in the Dominion for an Asterion who uses a remote-controlled avatar instead of a real body.” Her lips twitched. “But that’s my society, not yours. I’m not judging. So does Valkyrie have a…doll?”




  “She has one that she keeps stashed on Earth for special occasions.”




  “Special occasions?”




  Alex groaned dramatically and rocked her chair back. “Sex and fancy dinner parties, mostly. I think. I try not to peek in at inopportune times.”




  “Having spent an entire thirty seconds with her, I believe it. So then you two aren’t bonded any longer?”




  “Oh, we’re definitely bonded. As to whether we’re truly merged? It’s complicated. She has her own life, in a way she couldn’t when we first merged. And of course I have mine. But she’s never more than a half-formed thought away. Like what happened here a few minutes ago. Physically, she was thirty kiloparsecs away, but a part of her is always present in my mind. As a result, she was able to materialize here instantly.” Alex smiled. “Also, I get to keep all the added processing power and other cool tricks that come courtesy of Artificials. It’s a good deal for both of us.”




  “Sounds as if it is.” Nika set her glass down…then picked it back up again. “And the Kat? When will I get to meet this ‘Mesme’?”




  “Soon, I hope. Mesme can be tough to pin down, and it’s the easiest to wrangle of the Kats. It’s as apt to pop in without warning, the way Valkyrie did, as to show up for an arranged meeting, so be on the lookout.”




  “Right.” Nika leaned forward and dropped her elbows to her knees with a sudden intensity. “Who I genuinely want to meet is my Kat—the Sogain with whom I’ve interacted. And when I say ‘meet,’ I don’t mean in a ‘mysterious voice in my head’ or ‘while I’m suspended in the void by nothing but a cloud of swirly lights’ way. I mean real and in the…as in the flesh as they get.”




  “It suspended you in the middle of space? Just your body?”




  “It did.”




  “Asshole. Still, it could have been worse. The first time I met Mesme, it kidnapped me and held me captive for over a day, under guard of a dragon, while it tortured me by forcing me to relive a highlight reel of the worst moments in my life and humanity’s history.”




  Nika stared at her incredulously. “And you’re friends with this creature now?”




  “Eh, yes? It’s…complicated. I’m sorry, I know I keep using that word, and it isn’t particularly illuminating. After what was a most inauspicious beginning, Mesme helped us to defeat its own kind when the Kats invaded our pocket universe. It protected us countless times, even when doing so resulted in its exile. It convinced the other Kats to fight on our side and played a crucial role in defeating the Directorate. After The Displacement, it searched for weeks to find Akeso so Caleb could have a chance to come back to life.”




  She winced. “I guess what I’m saying is, the Kats aren’t great with introductions.”




  Nika burst out laughing. “To put a fine point on it.”




  “But if you’re…damn, I almost said ‘patient with them,’ but I’ve never been patient with anyone in my life, and certainly not with Mesme. But if you accept them as they are, while holding them accountable when they need to be, you’ll never find a more loyal ally.”




  Nika stood to wander aimlessly around the porch. “The thing is, right now, I don’t feel as if I have an ally at all in the Sogain, loyal or otherwise. Yes, they pointed us to a lone Rasu, through which we were able to learn a great deal about our enemy. And they conspired with Mesme to bring you and me together. But they have such phenomenal technology at their disposal. I don’t understand why they wouldn’t actually help. Fight at our side.”




  Alex had spent untold hours ruminating on the same question, usually in frustration and more than once in anger. She’d finally reached a sort of resigned acceptance of their nature, though in fairness, it could simply be because she hadn’t desperately needed the Kats’ help in a while.




  “I’m afraid the Kats have a ‘you should do it yourself or it won’t stick’ mindset. Getting useful information out of them is more frustrating than herding cats, but they somehow always seem to nudge you in the right direction until you do eventually get it done yourself. And possibly…maybe…on occasion…grow as a person or a species as a result.




  “And I mean, there are exceptions to their policy. They evacuated dozens of less advanced species from Amaranthe that the Directorate would have slaughtered or enslaved and sheltered them in the Mosaic. So, in reality, your Kat was paying the Asterions a compliment. It believed you were strong enough and capable enough to protect yourselves. And it was correct.”




  Nika scowled over the rim of her glass. “Nonetheless.”




  “I hear you. Anyway, your Kat’s name is Tyche. I don’t have a direct line to it, but I’ll see what I can do to arrange a meeting.”




  “Tyche? As in the Greek goddess of providence? An odd choice for a name.”




  “Most of the Kats are named after Greek mythological figures.”




  “Whyever?”




  “I asked that question a few years ago. It turns out, those aren’t their original names. When they integrated into the Anaden Empire as an Accepted Species, they chose those names so as to appear to be paying homage to and honoring Anaden cultural history.”




  “Except not really, though.”




  “Not really.”




  “Crafty, enigmatic bundles of light.”




  “You have no idea.”




  “Then I look forward to finding out.”




  “You might regret saying so.” Alex pushed the chair back and stood. “It’s getting late, and we have a big day tomorrow. You should find everything you need in the guest cottage, but there are intercoms inside the front door and the bedroom. Tap it and shout if there’s a problem—or you can sleep on your ship if you want. Whichever you prefer.”




  “I think I’ll spend a night with your living planet here. It ought to be interesting.”




  4




  




  SAVRAK




  Antlia Dwarf Galaxy
LGG Region II




  Marlee Marano stretched out on the stone-hard bench, kicked her feet up on the wall, and folded her hands behind her head.




  After a few seconds, she shifted her hips around in a futile attempt at relative comfort. The bench was narrow with open notches on both sides, like all Savrakath furniture, on account of their tails—so narrow, in fact, that she found she needed to cross her ankles in order to balance on it.




  One of the jail guards passed by the front glass wall of her cell and stopped to check in on her.




  She rolled her head toward the glass and shot him a challenging glare. “Okegho kankii.”




  He snarled and lunged toward the glass, but caught himself at the last second. He settled for baring his filed, razor-sharp teeth at her before moving on.




  In his absence, her eyes searched the cell for something to ruminate on, but it was as empty and bare as a Kat’s food cupboard. The sulfur walls had mottled from seeping moisture that inexorably invaded from outside. The lack of mildew meant the staff scrubbed the walls regularly, but no amount of scouring could remove these stains.




  Beads of sweat dribbled down her temple and plopped to the floor. Her eVi worked diligently to keep her body temperature in a healthy range, but the moisture it generated in doing so had to go somewhere. Because damn was it hot. And humid, so bloody humid. The Savrakaths’ capital city—ingeniously named Savradin to distinguish it from the species who called it home—was built in the pit of a swamp, and while the aliens did a respectable job of trying to keep the swamp where it belonged, in the end the swamp always won.




  She’d known enough going in to dress for the climate, but she’d been here for forty miserable hours now. Her periwinkle tank top clung in damp splotches to her skin, and her once-white gauze knee-pants, splattered by mud during a doomed chase and soaked by sweat in the hours since, had darkened to a blotchy taupe color. She’d hold a burning ceremony for them when she got home. Invite some friends over for the occasion, order in a bartending module, make a right party of it.




  Home…she glanced back at the glass wall, but with the guard absent it revealed only an empty hall, so she fixated instead on the speckled ceiling above her. There was likely to be a line of people winding around the block waiting to yell at her when she got home. She’d seriously bollocksed things up this time.




  But only because her plan hadn’t worked. And it had been so close to working! But for an unexpected guard patrol rounding the corner at the worst possible of all possible seconds, she and her charge would have completed their escape.




  She was here on Savrak on an errand for the Concord Consulate, sent to deliver requested volumes of information on the niggling details of Concord’s appallingly sparse Code of Rights. The Savrakaths didn’t want to be bothered with actually abiding by said Code of Rights—which was the price of admission into Concord’s good graces—so their latest tactic was to quibble over the interpretation of every sentence, bullet point and dependent clause then mumble something about exceptions for cultural traditions.




  For reasons she couldn’t fathom, the Consulate was currently humoring this tactic. And since the Savrakaths weren’t hooked into Concord’s exanet, she had been dispatched to ferry a hefty set of documents, saved onto one of the Savrakaths’ barely quantum storage disks, to their ambassador.




   




  The diminutive Godjan assistant showed Marlee into the ambassador’s office deep in the Savradin Government Hall. The alien kept her watery eyes down and her wide chin dropped, repeatedly bowing as she scurried on frog-like legs into the office ahead of Marlee.




  “Ambassador-sir, the Concord representative is here to see you.”




  Ambassador Darhk growled, “You know better than to bother me unannounced! You will—”




  Marlee cleared her throat loudly and marched to the front of his desk before the translator had finished its work; she spoke Savrakan plenty well enough to get the gist of his tirade-in-the-making. 




  “Ambassador Darhk, on behalf of Senator Requelme and the Concord Consulate, I am here to present to you the vital documentation you requested on Concord’s esteemed and hallowed Code of Rights.” She held out the disk with both hands and practically shoved it in his face. “I was told it was most urgent for you to receive this information, so we can move forward with cementing a fruitful relationship between our peoples. Forgive your assistant, for I was excessively rude in my insistence to deliver this package to you forthwith. As you requested.”




  Darhk’s glistening nostrils flared as he stared at her with wide-set, reptilian irises. Finally, he snatched the disk from her hands and set it on his desk. “I should have expected insolence from a Human. So arrogant. You are here at my dispensation, Human, and you will obey our customs.”




  She swallowed a snicker. He wouldn’t dare physically harm her while she was on Savrakath government property; Mia never would have allowed her to come here without an escort if she were in any danger. The Savrakaths wanted this alliance far too much to risk violence on a Concord official. Errand-girl and entry-level researcher, granted, but an official one. “Forgive my ignorance. I will endeavor to educate myself on your etiquette and conventions more fully before my next visit.”




  “See that you do.”




  The assistant took a meek step toward the desk. “Ambassador-sir, shall I place the disk in—”




  Darhk sprung out of his chair and swung a long arm, claws extended, across the assistant’s face. The Godjan stumbled backward and fell to the floor. “I told you never to interrupt me, vermin!”




  The Godjan brought a trembling hand to her face, where blood trickled out of three deep slashes in her cheek. “Yes, Ambassador-sir. Mercy, please.”




  “I tire of your persistent disobedience. You will report to the Okshakin for discipline. And get the mess you’ve made on the floor cleaned up.”




  “Yes, Ambassador-sir.” The Godjan half-crawled out of the room, tears streaming down her face.




  Marlee bit back a half-dozen righteous diatribes. “Ambassador, respectfully, the Godjan did not interrupt you. If you had more you intended on saying to me, the knowledge of it was yours alone.”




  “You dare to question my actions in my office on my planet? Out, Human. I will instruct Senator Requelme to send someone better behaved on any future visits.”




  As if anyone ever ‘instructed’ Mia to do anything. Marlee spun wordlessly and marched out of the office. The vile lizard!




  No, she hurriedly corrected herself. Darhk wasn’t vile because he was a lizard; his species didn’t matter. He was vile because he was vile.




  So what was she willing to do about it? She scanned the hallway and spotted the Godjan assistant limping away off to the left. Marlee jogged that way until she caught up. “Hey, excuse me. Are you all right?”




  The Godjan stopped and gaped at her, large aqueous eyes made enormous by terror and pain. “Y-yes-s. Apolog—forgiv—I meant no—must go.”




  “Calm down. I’m not going to hurt you. What the ambassador did was horrible! You need to get those gashes treated, or they’ll become infected. Is there a medical station in the building?”




  “No, must go to Okshakin now or else…must go now.”




  “Or else what?”




  The Godjan peered furtively in both directions, then leaned in close. “Will be stricken out, sent into the swamps to starve and die.”




  “And what if you do go to this ‘Okshakin’?” The word translated roughly as ‘reformatory,’ and she didn’t care for the implications. “What discipline will they inflict?”




  “Reeducation. Punishment. Then shock collar. Not removable. Easier for masters to reinforce discipline.”




  Bastards! Marlee made a snap decision. “No. This is inexcusable. What’s your name?”




  “Vaihe, ma’am.”




  “Okay, Vaihe, here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to come with me to the spaceport, where I have a transport ship waiting for me. I’m going to get you somewhere safe.”




  “But I can’t—”




  She put both her hands on the little Godjan’s shoulders. “Yes, you can. All you have to do is follow me and do what I say until we get on the ship. After that, no one will ever give you an order again. Understand?”




  Vaihe’s chin bounced twice.




  “Great. Now trail a step behind me. We’re heading straight for the exit.”
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  The Savrakath security guard held out a claw, blocking her path out of the Hall. “Wait. Where are you taking this Godjan?”




  Marlee gave him a stern glare. “She is a goodwill gift from Ambassador Darhk to Senator Requelme of the Concord Consulate. Now let us pass.”




  “I need to confirm this with the ambassador. You will wait here.” The guard loped off to a desk in the far corner.




  Shit. She searched around for anything she could use to distract the guard from his task…a group of Godjans toiled in some kind of swamp garden in the center of the lobby, hopelessly struggling to make transplanted plants grow. Only now did she notice that three of them wore collars around their necks. Shock collars.




  The abuse had been occurring in plain sight, right in front of them. She should have seen it earlier. Everyone who had visited Savrak should have seen it earlier.




  Her hand went into her small emergency pouch and retrieved a tiny object, as it was important to have a fallback plan. She reached behind her, took Vaihe’s hand in hers, and whispered under her breath, “Get ready.”




  She lifted her chin and tossed her hair defiantly. “Godjans! Listen to me! It is time to rise up against your masters! Allow them to repress and torture you no longer! Fight for your freedom! Throw off your chains and fight!”




  The Godjans stared at her, then at each other—then one of them leapt out of the garden and punched the first guard they came to, she was fairly certain in a most sensitive area. Emboldened, the other Godjans poured out of the garden and tackled another guard. She considered being surprised it took so little to set them off, but then again she’d never been enslaved and ritually humiliated.




  Marlee grinned to herself and turned back to the doorway. “Now, we run.”




  They burst through the doors and out into the sweltering midday air. The spaceport was a kilometer away, across an alameda and through a commercial district. She didn’t yet know how she was going to get past the spaceport security if they became alerted to the scene she’d instigated, but she’d figure it out when she got there. Hopefully, the guards here would have their claws full handling the disturbance for a while.
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  Vaihe was panting by the time they came out the other side of the commercial district.




  “It’s only a short way farther. We’re almost there. When we round the next corner, we’ll start walking normally, okay?”




  Vaihe nodded with her whole upper body, and they hurried forward—




  —a Savrakath guard stepped out from the next intersection, weapon raised. “Halt!”




  Marlee spun to the right, searching for an alley, only to find two additional guards advancing from behind them.




  She slowly lifted her hands in the air. As she did, she slid one up Vaihe’s arm and pressed the tiny comm device she’d lifted from CINT storage a few weeks ago onto the Godjan’s sleeve. “I’m obeying your order. Please don’t harm us.”




  The guards advanced in on them, tightening their circle. They carried long rifles, which were about to get unwieldy in such close personal space.




  Another decision made, she queued up a series of commands in her eVi.




  They closed to within a meter. Come on, move a little closer….




  One of the guards produced a set of manacles. “Lower your hands and prepare to be restrained. Both of you.”




  “I will. I just need to—” Marlee shoved Vaihe into the gap between two of the officers. “Run!”




  She produced a plasma blade hilt security hadn’t detected, activated it, and slashed one of the guards across an arm. Then she pivoted and grabbed the barrel of one of the long rifles and yanked it toward her, sending its wielder stumbling into another guard.




  In the corner of her vision, she saw Vaihe vanish down the next street. She dropped the first rifle, grabbed the barrel of a second rifle with both hands—a simple task given it was pointed directly at her head—and sent a powerful stun pulse racing out from her skin and through the metal barrel. 




  Everything went black.




   




  Marlee grimaced and ran a hand through her hair, now so sweat-soaked she might as well have gone for a swim. It felt both spiky and frizzy all at once, which she imagined made her look like a proper horror show.




  She’d tried contacting Vaihe multiple times, since she’d swiped the access code to the comm unit when she’d pilfered it, to no avail. A security team had probably caught up to the Godjan girl and arrested her, if not shot her dead on the spot.




  If so, her death was on Marlee’s conscience. But the recalcitrant part of her brain insisted that death must be preferable to slavery, beatings and shock collars. To suffer such degrading humiliation at the hands of repugnant, disgusting masters.




  As soon as she got home, she was going to have an earful ready to go for Mia and anyone else who would listen. The Savrakaths didn’t belong anywhere near Concord.




  But she had to get home first. If this cell were located on any Concord world, no matter the species, she’d have been able to break herself out in ten minutes flat. Unfortunately, the Savrakaths used native technology. They zealously guarded its functional details, not allowing outsiders so much as a peek at it.




  She’d given the cell security a shot anyway, and had gotten as far as the authorization levels before hitting a virtual brick wall—




  “Incitement to riot? Really?”




  Her gaze shot to the glass wall; she whipped her legs around, sprung off the bench, and leapt the two meters to the wall, where she pressed open palms against the glass. “Gramps! You came!”




  David Solovy arched an eyebrow, but he was smiling. “When I heard one of the charges was ‘incitement to riot,’ I couldn’t resist. I had to get the story straight from the source.”




  She crossed her arms over her chest. “The riot was supposed to be a diversion. Turns out the Godjans suck at rioting.”




  “Who knew?”




  “Not me, obviously. So, Gramps…can you get me out of here?”




  David glanced down the hall toward the entrance. He wasn’t her biological grandfather, of course—more like her great uncle-in-law or something—but she’d called him ‘Gramps’ since around five minutes after she’d met him when she was six years old. She’d commed him when she’d woken up in custody here. It wasn’t the first time she’d landed in a tight spot and needed his help.




  “I am working on it. Relations with the Savrakaths are at a delicate stage right now. Everything about our dealings with them is delicate right now. So it might take me a couple of hours, but I’ll find a way.”




  “You’re the best.”




  “I definitely am. While we wait on the wheels of justice to spin, do you want to tell me what happened?”




  “I’ve discovered the most horrible—” Her eyes narrowed in accusation as a new visitor appeared from down the hall to approach the cell. “Dammit, did you comm him?”




  Caleb scowled darkly at her as he reached the cell. “I’m sure he was just about to—” the scowl veered to his father-in-law “—weren’t you, David?”




  David shrugged. “Honestly? I hadn’t planned on it. Marlee and I can handle this.”




  “That’s right. We don’t need your help.” She glared at Caleb. Him, on the other hand, she’d stopped calling ‘Uncle’ the first time he bailed her out of jail, when she was thirteen. The arrest had totally been the result of a silly misunderstanding, but he hadn’t believed her.




  “Okay. I guess I’ll take this release order and go back home.” He pivoted and started heading down the hall.




  “Wait!” She pressed up close to the glass. “You mean you can get me out now?”




  Caleb half-turned, then made a show of taking a few hesitant steps back toward the cell. “In the next ten minutes. But if you don’t want—”




  “Yes. I want to get out of here as quickly as possible.”




  “All right. There are conditions.”




  She groaned and dropped a shoulder against the glass. “Shocking. What are they?”




  “You’re being released into the custody of the Consulate, which until we get home means me, pending a hearing on a list of serious charges. No skipping out, or you’ll be facing Concord charges as well. And you will apologize to Mia, in person, within the next twenty-four hours or else—”




  “Or else what? You’ll ground me? You can’t.”




  “No. I’ll get you fired.”




  “You wouldn’t dare!”




  “I would and I will. Mia trusted you to represent the Consulate here, and you betrayed her trust. You might have irreparably damaged the diplomatic negotiations.”




  “But that Godjan was about to be tortured! I had to try to rescue her. Besides, I don’t see how we can ever let the Savrakaths ally with Concord. They’re brutal and backward. They have slaves!”




  “They’ve vehemently denied the charge. And even if it’s true, you know perfectly well that to become a Concord ally, they’ll have to end any slavery they may or may not be practicing and recognize the legal rights of all residents. Once this happens, you can work within the system to ensure the lives of these Godjans improve—but only if you’re still working for the Consulate.”




  “That’s blackmail.”




  “Yes, it is. Are you going to pay up?”




  Her forehead banged against the glass in defeat. He had her, dammit. “Oh, fine.”




  “Good. Like I said, it’ll be ten minutes before the approvals come through. If you’ll excuse us, David and I need to have a private conversation.”




  David gave Marlee a private, exaggerated wince before he turned and followed Caleb down the hall.
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  Caleb stepped out the front doors of the Savradin security compound and into the stifling heat of a midday sun. He already regretted not changing out of his wool shirt before leaving Akeso. When the door had closed behind him, he turned to face David. “You should have commed me the second she reached out to you.”




  His father-in-law smiled almost placidly. “I knew I wouldn’t need to. Richard’s taught me quite a few things about spycraft over the years. I assume you control listeners embedded in the Concord security network tagged with a list of names. You found out she’d been arrested the instant Savrakath officials reported it to Concord.”




  “That’s true. But you don’t get to use it as an excuse for failing to contact me. How were you planning to get her out? Invoke Miriam’s authority?”




  “Bozhestvo, no. The Savrakaths have been flaunting itchy trigger fingers when it comes to the Concord military, and we’re trying to prevent a war, not start one. No, I was just going to wing it. Bullshit my way through.”




  “You were going to bullshit your way through the Savrakath criminal justice system?”




  David shrugged. “Yes?”




  Caleb laughed in spite of himself. David would have succeeded, too; other than having been dead for twenty-five years of it, the man seemed to live a charmed life. He forced his countenance to darken nonetheless. “You’ve got to stop coddling her.”




  “And you’ve got to stop treating her like a child.”




  “She is a child. Dropping the ‘-teen’ from her age doesn’t make her an adult. Acting like one does. Or doesn’t, so far.”




  “When did you turn into the party-spoiler disciplinarian of the family?”




  “Probably around the time I killed eight billion people.”




  David’s expression didn’t so much as flicker. “Touché. But it doesn’t mean you need to be the grumpy uncle here.”




  David had never attempted to coddle Caleb when it came to the horrific events at Solum fourteen years ago. Never offered platitudes or patted his head in feigned comfort.




  Caleb deeply appreciated this about his father-in-law, but it didn’t change the fact that David did coddle Marlee. “Someone has to, apparently. Listen, I am simply trying to protect her. At the rate she is going, she will get herself killed in short order, and very possibly kick off a war in the process.




  “Do you know why she’s still a child? Because she has no appreciation for her own mortality. She has no appreciation for loss, for consequences. She’s never been hurt, not in a way that leaves an invisible scar on her soul forever. I want to make sure when she inevitably is, it doesn’t spell the end of her.”




  David wiped a thin sheen of sweat off his brow. “I don’t disagree with you, in principle. But you can’t protect her—it’s impossible. Life always bullies its way in to wreak its havoc whether we want it to or not. The best we can do for her is be someone she’ll come to when it does all come crashing down on her. Now, I’m happy to be that person, but I suspect she’d really prefer it if you were as well. Or even instead.” David paused. “Besides, the reality is, she’s smarter and more talented than any of us. There’s no cage you can devise that she won’t escape.”




  “The Savrakaths appear to have done so.”




  “Eh, give her six hours. She’d be out and cruising home.”




  Caleb’s chin dropped to his chest. “Well, I can still make her face up to the consequences of her actions.”




  “You can try. Do you want me to take her to Concord HQ? I promise I will ensure she makes it to the Consulate and pays up on her blackmail.”




  Caleb sent a quick pulse before answering.




  Eren, I’m briefly on Savrak. Everything good with you and the team?




  My skin has melted off and I’ve mutated into a swamp creature. This is my home now.




  Okay, just checking. Tell everyone hello for me.




  “Actually, we’re all headed to HQ. There’s a meeting this morning you’ll want to sit in on.”




  “Alex’s mission?”




  Caleb nodded.




  “Is it all right with you if Marlee rides with me? I suspect she’s been through the ringer here and….”




  “And she doesn’t need me lecturing her for the next hour?”




  “You said it, not me.”




  Caleb sighed. He didn’t care for the party-spoiler disciplinarian side of him any more than Marlee did. If she could only appreciate how precious her life was—how precious she was—and stop kamikazeing her way through it like she had nothing to lose!




  “Yes, she can ride with you. But will you promise me you’ll give her a stern look before you serve her the gelato I know you have stashed on your ship?”




  “Two stern looks. On my honor.”




  5




  




  SAVRAK




  Eren Savitas asi-Idoni (mission): “Felzeor, how do the skies look this morning?”




  Felzeor (mission): “Even higher humidity than yesterday. The clouds are sticking to my feathers, with no wind to usher them past—”




  Eren (mission): “I meant the facility.”




  Felzeor (mission): “But it’s on the ground, not in the skies.”




  Eren (mission): “Smartass bird.”




  Felzeor (mission): “Yes, indeed. The early shift is hard at work, and I daresay displaying a new urgency. Lots of heavy equipment is being trolleyed inside.”




  Eren (mission): “Heavy equipment? Arae! That can’t be good.”




  Drae was out doing the morning perimeter sweep, and Eren checked his tracker location on the vicinity map.




  Eren (mission): “Drae, can you sneak around toward the entry bridge and do a closer inspection of the new equipment before it vanishes into the building?”




  Drae Shonen ela-Machim (mission): “Already moving.”




  In the camp, Eren rose to his knees and started rebinding his long, now eternally tangled and matted locks for the eighth time this morning. “Ten-to-one odds they’re starting to assemble the casings for the antimatter missiles in there.”




  Cosime Rhomyhn scampered around behind him and swatted his hands away. “Let me do this. You seriously think they’re planning to follow through with the missiles? Surely the Savrakaths can’t be that stupid.”




  At her touch, he instinctively relaxed and let her fiddle with his hair. “You mean because antimatter bombs kill mass populations with no nuance? Because they destroy the land for half a kilometer deep and wreck the atmosphere and ecosystem for decades?”




  “Yes, because that.”




  “They may have a smidge more manners than the Ch’mshak, but the Savrakaths were bred to be warriors. Killing is what they do, and antimatter weapons kill quite thoroughly.” He smiled as a pulse from Caleb arrived. “Caleb says ‘hi.’ ”




  “And Akeso?”




  “Um…I guess Akeso also saying ‘hi’ was sort of implied in Caleb doing so, yes.”




  “And Alex?”




  “Nearly as implied?”




  “Neat. Can we visit them when we get done with this mission? I miss Akeso.”




  “Anything you want, my love.”




  “You say the sweetest things.” He felt her hands wind into his hair, then pause. “The Khokteh were bred to be warriors, too, but they’re peaceful now.”




  “True, but whenever I’m around more than a few Khokteh grouped together, I can’t help but get the feeling they’re one hot-headed general away from breaking out the knives. Or electrified spears, or whatever those jabby things are they use in their martial contests.”




  She kissed his neck, her lips hot and moist against his skin, then pronounced his hair suitably bound and lay down to prop on her elbows. “The Savrakaths are still stupid. Stupid to think using an antimatter weapon, no matter where, will result in anything other than an epic Concord smackdown.”




  “No doubt.” Eren stretched out beside her, murmuring happily to himself as their arms touched. They were already near-to-naked due to the suffocating heat, and it would be so easy to….




  But they were working, and he shouldn’t leave Felzeor and Drae exposed on the front lines. Nevertheless, he found he was leaning closer to let his lips drift across the silken, sweaty skin of her upper arm—




  Drae (mission): “Eyes on a new convoy now. Visuals incoming.”




  Eren (mission): “Roger.”




  A series of images manifested in the team’s shared virtual vision. Two Savrakaths in military uniforms sat in the front seat of a long trolley stacked high with six racks of thick, curved metal. “Told you.”




  Cosime grumbled. “We should let Director Navick know.”




  “Eh, we need a little more evidence first. I know that metal is going to be used for missile casings, and you know that metal is going to be used for missile casings, but right now it’s just metal.”




  Drae (mission): “Oh, who do we have here?”




  Eren returned his attention to the visuals Drae was transmitting. Zoomed in, they showed a particularly pretentious lizard—you could tell from the way they strode bowlegged and swished their tail around without regard for what it might take out—trailing the trolley with three underlings in tow.




  Eren (mission): “Well, hello there, General Jhountar. Aren’t you looking handsome today?”




  Cosime scowled and leaned in close to his ear. “If you compliment the way his scales reflect the sunlight in prismatic colors, I’m not having sex with you for a month.”




  “A month? You evil wench. But I shall submit to your extortion, as I always do.”




  Eren (mission): “Felzeor, how many loads have made it inside this morning?”




  Felzeor (mission): “This will be the fourth.”




  Drae (mission): “If Jhountar’s making a personal appearance, it must be a big day.”




  Drae wasn’t wrong; Eren crawled over to his gear bag. “You stay here. I’m going to move closer and get a new spectrum scan of the assembly room inside. Try to see what they’re up to today.”




  “Or I could come with you.”




  “You could, except someone’s got to keep an eye on the camp and make sure a Savrakath patrol doesn’t discover it.”




  “No Savrakath patrols ever come out this far. We can leave a cam running.”




  Their experience here thus far agreed with her. The facility was the last vestige of civilization before marshland and moors engulfed the land for hundreds of kilometers. A Veil-tech bubble and an assortment of additional stealth measures protected their camp and their tiny ship, ensuring passing aerial ships or drones wouldn’t detect them. Beyond that, they hadn’t seen a single ground patrol more than a quarter-kilometer out from the facility.




  But he needed to remember how, despite the backwater surroundings, the Savrakaths were a technologically advanced species. If they decided to turn their own surveillance capabilities toward this area, they stood a decent chance of uncovering the camp.




  “Not good enough. We must be vigilant.” He pocketed a drone unit from the gear bag, leaned over and kissed her full on the mouth, then drew back a fraction to drink in her sylphean, deceptively fragile beauty.




  It still took him by surprise sometimes to see her features unmarred by the lines of a spiraire. Scientists hadn’t yet cracked the code for regenesis for Naraida, but they had successfully introduced gene therapy to allow their lungs to process a greater variety of atmospheres.




  Concord represented a vast improvement on the Directorate that had preceded it in a number of ways, but one of the objectively best ways was that Concord dared to share the fruits of its technological superiority with all its member species. What had been a radical, even laughable, concept in an empire ruled by Anadens for Anadens was standard operating procedure under Concord rule. And it had made Cosime’s life better—every Naraida’s life better.




  He stroked her cheek then stood. “Eyes on the perimeter. I’ll be back.”




  “So will I.” She leapt up and began scampering up a nearby tree.




  He started to protest, as the trunks of the swamp trees weren’t very sturdy; they swayed and bent in the slightest breeze. Or he was certain they would do so if a slight breeze ever materialized.




  But she’d swiftly reached the top, where a canopy of broad leaves spread out like an umbrella.




  Cosime (private): Now, I can see the camp’s perimeter and the facility.




  Eren (private): Maddening woman you are. Also insubordinate. I’m in charge, you know.




  Cosime (private): Yep. Absolutely.




  He began picking his way through the underbrush in a crouch. The swamp vegetation and reeds rose to waist-level, so at least he didn’t have to shimmy across the ground like one of the region’s non-uplifted amphibians. He had a Veil on him that he’d activate once he got closer, but in the excessive humidity, the stealth device trapped too much moisture against his skin and transformed the surrounding air into an oven—even more of an oven—so he despised using it for prolonged periods outside.




  Eren (mission): “I’m moving toward the east wing of the facility to try to see what’s happening inside. Felzeor, squawk if bad guys start heading my way.”




  Felzeor (mission): “Squawking armed and ready. But are we really convinced they’re bad guys? I don’t want to prejudge them.”




  Eren chuckled to himself, then cursed as his foot caught on one of the branches snaking through the groundcover. He disentangled himself and started off again.




  Eren (mission): “It’s all right, I can do all the prejudging for the both of us. You just make sure they don’t catch me.”




  Felzeor (mission): “Aye, aye.”




  Eren sighed. Felzeor was enjoying this mission far more than the rest of them.




  Crossing the kilometer to the perimeter of the weapons development facility took a solid twenty sweat-soaked minutes. Whenever Eren and his team finally got pulled out of here, he was shooting every article of clothing he’d brought into the nearest star, because the sweat, the smell, the mildew, the swamp was never coming out of them. Then he’d take Cosime to the ultra-private section of Plousia, where they’d spend a week all-the-way naked. Then they’d visit Caleb and Alex on Akeso.




  Of course, he had no idea when that might occur. They’d been here for more than two weeks now, with an open-ended directive to learn whatever they could about the secretive facility situated outside the Savrak capital. His ultimate endgame was to sneak inside the facility, hack into the servers, visual everything and sneak out. But given the risk involved in such a plan, they needed to learn everything they could from the outside first.




  Unless the Savrakaths were transitioning to some sort of final phase of weapons development, in which case time became of the essence. Jhountar’s visit made it highly likely they were doing exactly such a thing. Cosime was right. Whatever information he captured on this pass, he’d send it and everything else they’d learned to Concord Intelligence, along with a request to escalate, resolve the situation or bug out.




  Plousia, nudity, and crystal-clear water that didn’t try to poison you were calling to him.




  6




  




  CONCORD HEADQUARTERS




  Milky Way Galaxy
LGG Region I




  Concord Command




  Miriam Solovy unwrapped the banana-nut muffin she’d brought from home and nibbled on it while she began her regular morning review of the day’s schedule.




  David had left home in the middle of the night to go rescue their adopted granddaughter from her latest scrape with the authorities. Rather than try to get another hour of sleep, Miriam had gotten up as well and headed into the office early. One peek at the schedule told her that today she’d need the extra hour.




  Later this morning, Alex would be bringing the Asterion in for an informal get-acquainted meeting. Alex finding a new alien species to entertain herself with was nothing new—it was in fact her job these days—but her finding one which registered on the Kardashev scale was somewhat more rare.




  Of course, the Asterions hadn’t become so advanced on their own; they shared most of their history with the Anadens and had carried all the Anaden Empire’s knowledge with them when they’d fled the Milky Way. Alex had made it sound as if they’d transformed themselves into something altogether new in the intervening millennia, but like much else about the Asterions, the extent to which it was true remained to be seen.




  An insistent tone rang through the office, and Miriam dropped the muffin on its plate to place one hand on the emergency button beneath her desk and the other on the Daemon holstered beside it.




  An interference field prevented the creation of spontaneous wormholes inside Concord HQ, but they had yet to develop a way to prevent the more ethereal beings of the universe, such as Kats and Yinhe, from teleporting inside whenever they wished. A sensor dedicated to detecting unexpected shifts in the composition of the air in her office did, however, provide her a few seconds warning of such a visitor.




  The sparkle of lights in front of her desk marked the arrival as a Kat, and she waited patiently for it to finish instantiating. She didn’t bring her hands back to her lap; so far as she knew all the Kats were friendly, but a lot of Kats existed whom she had never met.




  When the lights settled down into an amorphous shape, she spoke. “Identify yourself.”




  It is Lakhes, Commandant.




  Now her hands returned to her lap. She’d ‘enjoyed’ a number of visits from the Praetor over the years, the vast majority of them unannounced. She rarely saw Mesme, though Alex insisted she spoke to it every few months. “I assume this visit relates to my meeting with the Asterion this morning?”




  Why do you assume such a thing?




  “The timing is too coincidental to be anything else. You do make a habit of appearing moments before an event of great import.”




  Ah…yes. I see. I possess some information to impart to you before you speak to the Asterion.




  “Enlighten me.” The Kats had no use for social etiquette, and she’d long ago taken to obliging them in this respect.




  First, regarding the Asterions as a species. We have observed them for longer than three hundred millennia now. While they are as flawed as any sentient beings, we have found them to be a fundamentally peaceful and honorable people. In rebelling against the worst of Anaden tendencies, they have for the most part shed those tendencies. In fact, they now find themselves struggling to rediscover the warrior’s heart they left behind when they departed the Milky Way.




  “They need to rediscover it because of the Rasu.”




  Yes. Of necessity they must now fight, and we take comfort from how difficult this is for them.




  From anyone else the statement would be the height of arrogance, but from a Kat? It was still the height of arrogance, but this was to be expected. “Is this why you’ve sent them our way? Because they need us to do their fighting for them?”




  They will say no, for they wish to fight to save themselves. But they could benefit from a touch of guidance from those with more experience at doing so.




  “Noted. I will form my own judgment about them, but know that your words carry great weight.”




  Thank you.




  “And what about the Rasu?”




  Regretfully, I say this: we now consider them to represent the greatest threat to life in this region of the universe since…I confess, I began to say since the Directorate, but though the Directorate was cruel and cold and murderous, it would not measure up. Perhaps since the Dzhvar.




  It took Miriam a second to place the name. “The aliens who attacked the Anadens long ago—the war that led the diati to join with Corradeo Praesidis.”




  Correct. The Dzhvar were a primordial, supradimensional force that devoured the fabric of the universe as they proceeded across it. The Rasu do not, we believe, destroy the spacetime manifold, but they do obliterate much of what exists within it.




  “What else can you tell me about them?”




  In most respects, the Asterions have the same information as we do, and it will be better conveyed from them. As it is not sufficient information to mount a proper response, however, we are collecting additional data.




  “I see. Then I will await the results of your collection. Do make a note to drop by and share them with me.”




  As you say. The lights spun up and vanished.




  Miriam sank back in her chair with a sigh. A potential ally arriving from the sordid past of the Anadens? A potential grave threat rising on the void’s horizon? It must be Tuesday.




  [image: Divider]




  KATOIKIA TAIRI




  Cetus Dwarf Galaxy
LGG Region V




  Idryma




  Lakhes returned directly from Concord Headquarters to the central chamber of the Idryma. The meeting place of the Katasketousya leadership now existed on multiple planes: as a physical structure of tall marble columns and vast halls situated upon the rust and caramel steppes of Katoikia Tairi, and as an empyreal structure of light stretching across the hidden dimensions of the universe.




  Habit led Lakhes to inhabit the empyreal version; after all, it possessed no tangible feet upon which to press against the cool marble.




  On the periphery of its senses, it recognized Mnemosyne meandering along the fringes of the circular chamber. It said nothing in greeting, instead busying itself checking on a variety of research and observation projects.




  Few of them brought good news. Every hour the information the Rasu observation teams delivered grew more troubling. Meanwhile, the hoped-for taming of the Savrakaths by introducing them to Concord perched on the verge of abject failure. The Idryma had created the Savrakaths, bred them for a specific purpose—warfare—and it should not be a surprise when they were not easily deterred from that purpose. The creatures were their responsibility, but time remained to avert a catastrophe.




  Mnemosyne’s presence brushed past its awareness again, and Lakhes now broke the silence. “All right, my friend. I sense your unease, and I have deduced the reason for your presence.




  “Many aeons ago, I agreed with you regarding the wisdom of locating and monitoring the Asterions, as any branch of Anadens warranted our careful attention. More recently, I agreed we should nudge them toward developing ways to combat the Rasu, and I am pleased to see they are proving worthy of our intervention.




  “Further, it is good that our involvement with the Asterions brought the Rasu to our awareness sooner than we would have otherwise discovered them. In normal circumstances, this should have granted us sufficient time to devise a proper plan to face this new threat.




  “Instead, however, at your vehement urging, we have now set Concord on a course they would not otherwise have adopted. We are hastening a confrontation between Concord and the Rasu, when evidence counsels us that Concord is not yet prepared for such a confrontation.




  “We have done this because you insist the Asterions are important—far beyond their normal importance as a sapient, peaceful species, all of which are worth making efforts to preserve. You insist the Asterions must survive.




  “I recall similar protestations from you about the Humans, and though you were ultimately correct in your assessment, at the time I attributed it to the fondness you had developed for them over long millennia of observation. You possess no such excuse when it comes to the Asterions, however.”




  Lakhes morphed into his chosen fae form in the physical realm. “Mnemosyne, I believe the time has come for you to, as the Humans say, ‘come clean.’ Tell me, my friend. Why, precisely, are the Asterions so important? What do you know, and why have you chosen to keep it from me?”




  Mnemosyne spread its wings wide across the chamber and drifted into the air. “It is time at last, isn’t it? Come, let us retire to a less public venue. This will take some time to explain.”




  7




  




  CONCORD HQ




  Concord Consulate




  The Siyane exited a wormhole gate into a region of space bursting with activity on a scale Nika didn’t recall ever witnessing. Yes, the Rasu stronghold had been active, but it hadn’t bustled. It hadn’t shone and crackled with positive energy.




  Most of the activity flowed to, from and around a space station the size of a planetary satellite. It consisted of a solid center structure over six kilometers in diameter surrounded by two tori at right angles to one another. Connected to the tori, hub-and-spoke structures chained outward five layers deep. A blue-white star shone in the distance, but she saw no evidence of a nearby planet.




  A rush of anticipation electrified Nika’s skin. Akeso had been so quiet, so peaceful, she could be forgiven for doubting whether a true intergalactic civilization thrived anywhere in the vicinity.




  But here it was, in vivid and living color. She snapped a few visuals and sent them to Dashiel with a bit of gushing commentary, then again she returned to how little resemblance the scene bore to what she’d witnessed at the Rasu stronghold. The ships arriving and departing came in all shapes, colors and sizes. The patterns of movement were chaotic, though she assumed some system provided a guiding hand so the ships didn’t crash into one another. The architecture of the structure and its appendages was bright and open, inherently inviting.




  She hoped it proved to be the same on the inside.




  Alex and Caleb had been nothing but welcoming, far above and beyond what she’d hoped for when she’d set out on this journey. But the shadow of the SAI Rebellion, brought into stark relief by a series of heartbreaking journal entries she’d devoured on her trip here, imposed a layer of caution on her expectations. Anadens may not rule this region of space with an iron fist any longer, but they remained a player in the power structure. And Humans were at least as much Anaden as Asterions were, if not more so. Capable of great kindness, yes, but also perhaps great cruelty. Possessing great strength, no doubt, but what of weakness?




  The Siyane maneuvered effortlessly—Nika couldn’t say whether it did so under Alex’s control or not—through the crowded space surrounding the station to what must be a coveted berth right on the central hub.




  “Have to reserve this spot in advance?”




  “Hmm. No.”




  Nika had spent most of her remembered life as a rebel rather than a high-ranking diplomat, and she couldn’t help but take note of the trappings of privilege on display. This was why it was Alex who had arrived in the void to pluck her out of space and personally bring her here, to the seat of power of the former Anaden, now Concord, Empire. Because she possessed the keys—and a reserved parking spot—to that seat of power. For reasons that remained somewhat obscured, the woman was helping Nika to short-circuit both bureaucratic mazes and diplomatic snafus and take her appeal directly to those who could act on it.




  Or possibly this Kat, Mesme, whom she’d yet to meet, was pulling a maze of strings behind the scenes to bring her here. She didn’t care for mysterious machinations going on hidden from her view, but at this precise moment she was damn grateful for them.




  She peered out the viewport as the station’s shadow consumed them. “I’m a little surprised we didn’t simply walk through a wormhole on Akeso and into the space station.”




  “No free wormholes are allowed to terminate inside Concord HQ. There is a transport hub inside with permanent Caeles Prisms leading to and from the government centers of the various species, but the hub sits at the center of twenty-one layers of security, and it is so tedious to get through.”




  Nika studied Alex curiously. “But you can still open a wormhole inside, right?”




  Alex was silent for a few seconds, then chuckled. “I might have carved out a small back-door program to bypass the block so I can wormhole into my mother’s office. But it’s likely a one-time-only pass, so I’m saving it for when I really, really need it.”




  The ship settled into unseen clamps, and Alex stood and went into the main cabin. Thirty percent larger in length and breadth than the Wayfarer, what struck Nika most about the interior of the Siyane was how comfortable it felt. Lived in—and livable. It felt like a home. She’d spent several weeks on the Wayfarer traveling here, and while it had provided for her every need, she wasn’t close to considering it home.




  Of course, she’d only begun to feel that way about her flat on Mirai; possibly she simply wasn’t at ease with the notion of having a place one called home.




  “I’ve registered you as a guest of the Concord Consulate. Your identity isn’t in the system, so you’ll need to wear this while you’re here.” She pulled a strip of thin film off a small printer and handed it to Nika. “Stick it on your skin somewhere you don’t mind being scanned, like your forearm or neck.”




  Nika studied the translucent film briefly, noting its subtle glow of nanoscale printed circuitry, and pressed it to the inside of her left forearm, above the invisible slit that released one of her blades when a blade was required.




  “Perfect.” Alex opened the airlock, and they traversed a short entry tube, then another airlock. “Welcome to Concord.”




  Welcome, indeed. They stepped into an expansive, brightly lit and high-ceilinged atrium constructed of a semi-lustrous tungsten-hued metal, ivory ceramics and prodigious glass. The area buzzed with enough activity to set Nika’s senses aflutter.




  Off to the left, a bipedal cat-like alien tossed animated gestures in the direction of a glowing blob of gelatinous material a meter and a half tall. Her mind ran through all the species Alex had mentioned to her…an Efkam? Two tiger-looking aliens with long, thick tails jogged across the atrium and disappeared down one of the many halls. A stunning alien with iridescent skin glided along the periphery, pausing to speak to another of the cat aliens.




  But most of the beings inside were Anaden or Human. Or rather, she assumed those who resembled Humans but not quite were Anadens. They didn’t look exactly the way they had in her limited memories from so long ago. Their physical appearance was somehow…colder. Harder. Most notably, harsh cybernetics carved ridges in their skin, like veins bulging beyond their bounds. Humans, on the other hand, either appeared fully organic or sported shimmering glyphs of varying colors and patterns.




  Her eyes drank in as many details as she could absorb while Alex guided her through two security checkpoints and a brief tram ride. They exited the tram into another, smaller atrium. Across the way, an only slightly ostentatious awning labeled “GCDA EMBASSY” stretched above a wide glass entryway.




  “You’ve mentioned the GCDA a couple of times. What does it stand for?”




  “Galactic Common Defense Accord, which is a basically meaningless collection of words now. It originates from a time when we were the only sentient life in the universe—in our universe—and the Milky Way was the only galaxy that mattered. But it was the organization that managed to defeat the Directorate, and after The Displacement so much was changing so fast, it seemed easier to not change the name. In principle, the GCDA ensures when it comes to Concord business, humanity speaks with one voice. God knows they don’t any other time.”




  “I certainly understand differences of opinion at all levels of government.”




  “It’s worse than that. When we came to Amaranthe, our colonies were grouped into three major camps, each one sporting a full-fledged sovereign government and military. Governments which had gone to war with one another more than once in the last several decades, even if they were finally trying to play nice.”




  “And now?”




  “Now? The fiefdoms still exist, but as the world has gotten bigger, their effective power has gotten much smaller. It’s all a work in progress. But it’s improving, I think. I’m not the best person to ask. Politicians and I don’t get along—sorry. No offense.”




  It took her a second to piece together what the woman meant. “Oh, none taken. I don’t think of myself as a politician, though I suppose technically I am. Government in the Dominion is fairly minimal.”




  “Must be nice.” Alex went up to a woman behind a counter. It was odd seeing a person acting as reception instead of a dyne. Nika had noticed several mobile machines during their trip into the heart of the station, but they represented a tiny fraction of what one found in Dominion buildings.




  “Hi, Jan. Are they ready for us?”




  “They are. In fact, you’re the last to arrive.”




  “Thanks.” Alex glanced at her. “Are you ready?”




  Nika squared her shoulders. This was likely to be the most receptive audience she would find in Concord, but this didn’t mean she should expect it to be easy. “I am.”




  A door behind the receptionist opened to reveal an expansive, open, airy office with a perfect view of the station’s sprawling arms. Several people stood casually around a long conference table, talking and munching on cookies from a plate at the center.




  Caleb came over as soon as they stepped inside, leaning in to give Alex a quick kiss on the ear. They murmured to one another for a few seconds, and Nika tried not to eavesdrop. Then he turned to her wearing an apologetic grimace. “I am so sorry I ran out on you last night. I trust you two managed just fine without me.”




  Alex laughed. “With the help of a second bottle of wine.”




  “Naturally.”




  Alex cleared her throat above the conversational din. “Good morning everyone. The guest of honor is here, so ease off on the cookies for a minute. I’d like to introduce Nika Kirumase, diplomatic representative of the Asterion Dominion. Nika, from left to right, this is Miriam, David, Mia, Malcolm and Richard. First, Commandant-General Miriam Solovy, leader of all Concord military forces, and incidentally my mother.”




  “I suspect it’s far from incidental.” Nika crossed the distance to the table and extended a hand to the woman, Alex having briefed her on greetings and a host of related etiquette. The woman was shorter than Alex by several centimeters but shared her striking burgundy hair, though the elder Solovy wore it in a neat braided bun. Her features were more…mature was a better descriptor than ‘old,’ as the woman’s appearance gave no obvious clues to her age. She wondered if mature features were a marker of seniority—of authority—in their society.




  The woman offered her a guarded but seemingly genuine smile. “Advisor, yes? Welcome.”




  “And this is David Solovy, Professor Emeritus at the Concord Special Warfare Training Center and my father.”




  The man’s resemblance to Alex was much more noticeable, from the bone structure to the body language, to the twinkling, if less artificial, eyes.




  “I only came for the cookies, but it is my genuine pleasure to meet you, ma’am.” His smile was easy and open, and she liked him instantly.




  Alex kept going, leaving no opportunity for the exchange of polite pleasantries. “Senator Mia Requelme, the GCDA representative to Concord and current head of the Concord Consulate. You two should get along great.”




  Requelme was a beautiful woman with honeyed olive skin and sleek black hair. A Prevo, if Nika understood properly how these things worked, due to her intense jade irises and the fact a duplicate of the tiny orb Alex wore on her bracelet hung from a bronze chain around the woman’s neck.




  The woman exuded casual grace as she greeted Nika warmly. “I am so glad you’re here. We will have much to talk about.”




  “And this is Fleet Admiral Malcolm Jenner, head of the GCDA AEGIS military forces. Be nice to him, as he’s got Mia’s ear.”




  Nika had already figured that much out from the subtle body language between Mia and the strapping yet handsome military officer. She arched an eyebrow. “I’m glad to hear the diplomats enjoy all the real power here as well.”




  The man laughed a tad awkwardly. “Maybe, but I still answer to Commandant Solovy.”




  David Solovy grabbed a fresh cookie. “We all do in the end.”




  Alex snorted. “You mean all of you do. Finally, this is Richard Navick, Concord Intelligence Director and an honorary Solovy.”




  Navick, an unassuming man with sandy brown hair and kind eyes, nodded mildly and offered her a hand. She accepted it before stepping back a little so she could address everyone.




  “It’s such a pleasure to meet all of you. I admit, I worried about what kind of reception I was going to receive when or if I found anyone willing to receive me. So far, this visit has exceeded my greatest hopes.” She considered the others in blatant curiosity. “Everyone here is Human, correct? Does this mean, as I’ve suspected, the true power in Concord rests in Human hands—or does it mean Alex only invited people she liked?”




  The remark got a good chuckle, and the residual tension in the room eased further.




  Alex scowled, but it appeared to be in jest. “I’ll have you know I have many alien friends. I just didn’t invite any of them. As to your question, Mom and Mia are both fidgeting trying to spout the party line that Concord is a multi-species representative republic, and no one species rules it. And it’s true, as far as it goes.”




  Nika started to shift toward Alex, then directed her attention to Miriam Solovy instead. “And how far is that?”




  The corners of the woman’s mouth twitched. “The line continues to shift in the sand with the tide. I believe Alex brought you here to meet with us because you will not find a friendlier audience anywhere in Concord space. Later this morning, Senator Requelme will take you on the rounds to meet the other species’ diplomats, some of whom might not be quite so welcoming. But we very much want to hear what you have to say first.”




  “You want to know about the Rasu.”




  “Without a doubt. But first, we’d actually like to know about the Asterions. Official Anaden history writes that the Asterion rebels were routed and all but a scattered few killed on the battlefield. To discover this was not in fact the case was an interesting and pleasant surprise.”




  “I’m glad it was a pleasant one. I’ve been heartened to learn how the rights of SAIs are now respected here, it seems at Humanity’s insistence.




  “As to how we survived? In the last months of the SAI Rebellion, we were losing, and we knew it. A desperate plan was hatched by the Rebellion leadership—a plan for as many of us as possible to escape the Milky Way and find a new home, one where SAIs and Anadens could live in peace together.”
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  “You tossed the Rasu stronghold into a star?”




  Nika shrugged. She’d left out the details of her eight thousand incarnations, because it would require a far lengthier and more personal explanation than she was ready to give. Also, she’d been talking for what must be hours now; she picked up the glass of water in front of her and took a sip before responding to David Solovy’s question. “In a manner of speaking—and also somewhat literally—yes.”




  “Brilliant. I mean strategically.”




  “We had the advantage of complete surprise on our side. It would never have worked if they’d seen us coming.”




  “True. Still, most impressive.” He gave her a quick nod of approval and leaned over to murmur something to Richard Navick.




  “Not to diminish your accomplishment, because I in no way am, but you said you believe the Rasu presence in your galaxy represented only a forward scouting party. What do you know about Rasu forces elsewhere?”




  Nika returned her focus to the commandant. Throughout the morning, the woman’s questions had been measured yet probing, though she’d given few clues as to her opinion on Nika’s responses.




  “Right now, only what they told us, which is that they control hundreds of galaxies throughout the Laniakea supercluster. Obviously, their word can’t be trusted. We do believe there are Rasu in other galaxies, however, given the extensive communication arrays they were using. They were talking to someone. We are planning stealth expeditions to the galaxies adjacent to the Gennisi galaxy to see what we can learn, but given our limited military resources it hasn’t been our highest priority in the initial weeks after the stronghold’s destruction.”




  “An understandable choice. Perhaps this is an area where we can assist you. It’s my understanding the Katasketousya are currently conducting their own survey of Rasu territory, and we’ll be happy to share their findings with you.”




  “Excellent. I thank you for that.”




  The conversation finally lulled for a moment, and Mia Requelme stood. “I’ve managed to reserve ten minutes of Dean Veshnael’s time, but only in the next ten minutes. I’m sure everyone has more questions, but hopefully we can reconvene later. Nika, if you’d like to come with me, I think you’ll find the Novoloume leader most fascinating.”




  “Oh! Of course. I believe I am at your whim today.”




  Alex touched Nika’s arm as she stood. “I hate to run out on you, but Caleb and I have somewhere we need to be shortly, so we’ll be gone whenever you get back. But Mia will take excellent care of you. If you need to get back to your ship later on today, she can make that happen, too. We’ll touch base…tomorrow?”




  “Tomorrow Akeso-time, or here on the station? Or are they the same thing?”




  “Not even close. But when your world encompasses over sixty galaxies, you develop a strong internal clock real fast. I’ll send you a message.”




  8




  




  CONCORD HQ




  Consulate




  Miriam watched quietly as Mia departed with Advisor Kirumase. As soon as the door closed behind them, she directed her attention to those who remained. “This morning, shortly before you all arrived, I had a visit from Praetor Lakhes. The Praetor voiced support for the Asterions, but the primary purpose of its visit was to impress upon me the position of the Kat leadership regarding the Rasu.”




  Alex peered at her from between splayed fingers. “Dare I ask what it is?”




  “They regard the Rasu as the single greatest threat to the peace, freedom and even survival of all those living in Concord space.”




  David stared at her expectantly. “The single greatest threat since…?”




  “According to Lakhes, since the Dzhvar.”




  Caleb flinched at the mention of the ancient species who had warred with the diati, but no one said anything for several seconds. Finally Alex sighed. “Why didn’t you share this with Nika?”




  “Advisor Kirumase is a stranger to us. I might ask why you seem to trust her implicitly already? It’s not like you.”




  “She and her friends rebelled against the Anaden government to fight for their right to merge with Artificials.” Alex spread her arms wide and leaned back in her chair. “It’s called kinship.”




  “True, but that happened an unimaginably long time ago. Why else?”




  “Mesme believes in her—in the Asterions as a people.”




  “Did Mesme say why?”




  Alex groaned and reached for the final cookie crumbs remaining on the plate. “When has Mesme ever divulged the reasons behind its actions ahead of time? But has it ever been wrong?”




  “What about those shenanigans in the Khokteh portal?” David asked. “Where the Kats deliberately pitted the various Khokteh factions against one another?”




  “That was the Idryma as a whole, and that ass Iapetus in particular. It wasn’t Mesme’s doing, and once we called them to the floor for their misdeeds, Mesme helped us put a stop to it. What is this inquisition? Are all of you not buying her story?”




  Miriam shook her head. “On the contrary, I found her quite believable. Guarded and holding much close to the vest, but it’s understandable given her history with the Anadens. Nevertheless, we should proceed using measured caution. While I have high hopes for our future relationship with the Asterions, the relationship is only now taking its first steps. I saw no need to embolden Advisor Kirumase’s position for her before she had been given an opportunity to present her case. And it turned out I didn’t need to, as she made the case convincingly on her own.”




  “So what you’re saying is, you and Mia and Malcolm and whoever else are going to do the diplomatic dance thing, feel each other out while you play it cool and whatnot. But in the meantime, you’re going to transition Concord to a war footing and prepare for what looks to be an inevitable conflict with the Rasu.”




  “You could be overstating the situation a small amount. I give Praetor Lakhes’ admonitions proper weight, but we need to assess the threat for ourselves.”




  Alex leaned forward in interest. “Yes, let’s do that. How?”




  Her daughter always was eager for a dangerous adventure. Miriam called up a map of the Local Galactic Group and surrounding regions above the table. “According to Lakhes, the closest Rasu presence to Concord space is in NGC 55. Alex, how would you and Caleb like to make a stealth run by there? Tell me what we’re facing—but for goodness’ sake, do not pick a fight with the Rasu while you’re there.”




  Alex grinned at Caleb. “I’m offended you would even suggest such a possibility. We absolutely will do it, if tomorrow is okay. As I said to Nika, we have a prior engagement today.”




  “Tomorrow is fine. I don’t expect the Rasu to attack in the next twenty-four hours.”
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  Malcolm followed Alex and Caleb out, and David squeezed Miriam’s hand before leaving to go teach his next class. Richard, however, stayed comfortable in his chair.




  She’d been about to depart herself, as this wasn’t actually her office, but when he didn’t move she clasped her hands on the table. “You have something for me.”




  “I do.” He splashed a series of visuals above the table’s surface. “This is a new report in from Eren’s team on Savrak.”




  He didn’t elaborate, instead letting her study the visuals and accompanying notes in silence.




  The Savrakaths were one of the Kats’ engineered species from the Mosaic. Alex and Caleb had never encountered them during their exploration of the portal network; if they had, Caleb might well have chosen to leave them behind along with the Machim Primor and Ekos-3 during The Displacement. The reptilian species was militaristic, quick to take offense and nearly as quick to resort to violence. Though they were marginally more technologically advanced than the Khokteh, thus far they had showed no inclination to similarly temper their more barbaric instincts.




  They claimed to desire to ally with Concord, and they had paid lip service to the concessions required for them to do so. These included the recognition of full legal rights to the Godjans, a less advanced species they shared a planet with and treated somewhat poorly, as well as free passage across their territory for all Concord citizens and renouncement of antimatter weapons and similar banned instruments of mass destruction.




  The visuals, brought to life by Eren’s rather colorful annotations to them, called into question their commitment to one of those concessions, to say the least. She sank back in her chair. “This isn’t good.”




  “No, but I can’t say I’m surprised.”




  “Do you really believe they’re building antimatter missiles?”




  “I believe it’s the most reasonable explanation for the data at hand.”




  “But you can’t be certain.”




  “No. Eren’s requesting approval to infiltrate the facility and attempt to confirm the nature of the work being done inside.”




  She stared at the visuals again. “Is infiltration the only way to get confirmation?”




  “Considering the Savrakaths aren’t just going to fess up, likely so.”




  “If we’ve learned everything we can from proximity surveillance, I think we have to proceed down that path.”




  “Understood.” He paused. “And if we do get confirmation? What then?”




  “Then the negotiations for their admittance as a Concord Allied Species are going to take a hard left turn.”




  9




  




  MIRAI




  Asterion Dominion
Gennisi Galaxy




  Ridani Enterprises




  “You need another warship manufacturing line?”




  “Two, actually.” Lance Palmer delivered his demand in a matter-of-fact tone wearing a stone-cold expression, as if he would broker no argument over it.




  An intimidating glower might work on his soldiers, but Dashiel Ridani had been an Advisor of the Asterion Dominion for more than thirty-two hundred years, and he didn’t so much as flinch. “I can build you twenty additional warship manufacturing lines, but if we don’t have the materials and equipment to construct the ships, they’ll simply sit idle. The bottleneck isn’t the lines, it’s the components.”




  “Then I trust that you and Mesahle are working with all due speed to solve the bottleneck. In the meantime, build me two more warship manufacturing lines, so they can be ready to fire up the instant you do.”




  The weight of responsibility driving Palmer’s demand bore down on Dashiel’s shoulders in spite of himself. Yes, he, Grant Mesahle and half a dozen materials experts were ‘working the problem.’ Not that working so closely with Nika’s former lover was in any way easy or comfortable, but such personal qualms shouldn’t and couldn’t matter under the circumstances.




  In fact, now he felt ashamed even acknowledging the issue, because Grant was comporting himself as a consummate professional and had been entirely without guile about his relationship with Nika. It was what it had been, and that was that, leaving Dashiel no room to play jealous, overprotective or outraged, none of which he had a right to be anyway. And he wasn’t so much bothered by the fact they’d been lovers—when you lived as long as Asterions did, these things happened. It was more that the man had been her friend for innumerable millennia when Dashiel had not. Grant knew a thousand details and held a thousand memories of her that Dashiel would never have…all because his ancestor, Steven Olivaw, had denied him that right.




  Palmer continued to stare at him expectantly, and he banished the brief bout of self-pity to refocus on the problem at hand. In a nutshell, they hadn’t needed such a volume of space-rated materials since the construction of the Platform two hundred thousand years ago, and now suddenly they needed thousands of tonnes of them. Millions of tonnes, if Palmer had his way.




  Which he should; Nika had entrusted Dashiel with managing the creation of a true military fleet, one capable of defending every Dominion world from the Rasu, and this was all Palmer was asking for.




  Two dozen component assembly factories now dotted the Namino landscape or, more often, its orbit—and they were currently running a single shift a day then idling while they waited for materials to arrive. Meanwhile, mechs mined every asteroid, moon and suitable planet they could find in the region and dozens of cargo ships ferried the loads back to Namino. Where the materials couldn’t be mined, labs on Mirai worked nonstop to synthesize them. They were playing catchup—catchup for seven hundred thousand years of refusing to be a militaristic species, of turning their back on war and hoping it didn’t come looking for them.




  But now it had. He met Palmer’s impatient gaze with as much resolve as he was able to summon. “All right. Two more warship manufacturing lines it is. We’ll piggyback off the framework in place and—”




  “No. Don’t build them in Namino orbit. Build them here. Or above Kiyora or Ebisu, or wherever. But not above Namino.”




  “Dammit, Palmer, why the hells not? The infrastructure is in place in Namino orbit. Starting from scratch at a new site will double the cost and the time required to get new lines up and running, never mind the inefficiencies of sending the base materials to two different planets in two different systems.”




  “I recognize that, Ridani. But it’s a strategic mistake to concentrate all our ship-building capabilities at one location that can be wiped off the map in a single enemy strike. Far better to build out our infrastructure at multiple sites now than after the Rasu have wiped out everything we constructed.”




  “I…okay, that makes sense. But today, pre-wipeout, it’s a question of priorities. Do you want a lot of ships fast, or do you want a resilient supply chain of ships?”




  “Both.”




  Dashiel groaned. “Well, you can’t have both.”




  “And here I thought Asterions could do anything we set our minds to.”




  Now Palmer was just provoking him. “We can, but not instantaneously. How long are we going to continue building out the infrastructure? How many ships built in how many locations will be enough?”




  “We are so far from whatever those numbers are, I won’t speculate on what they might one day be. We began Omoikane from a standing start, with our weight back on our heels. Now, eight thousand new ships in a month is superb, but it’s hardly a dent in our deficit. If we want to defeat the Rasu in head-to-head battles, we need hundreds of thousands of ships. Millions—”




  “How does forty million sound?”




  Dashiel whipped around at the sound of a voice that made his heart sing with joy. He found Nika standing in the middle of the room wearing a smug smirk and enough attitude to save them all from the Rasu.




  His brain had barely begun to form the question of where she had come from when his eyes supplied the answer, such as it was. Behind her, a shining oval ring cut into the air—into the fabric of space, as it revealed another room in another place on the other side.




  At the sight of her beaming smile and dancing eyes, he crossed the distance between them and wrapped her up in his embrace, reveling in her warmth and energy. His lips found her ear. “No ceraff will ever be as good as the feel of you in my arms.”




  “I agree.” She wound a hand into his hair and dropped her forehead to his.




  They’d been in constant contact during her journey, of course. Dashiel knew she’d made contact with representatives of the former Anaden empire, this ‘Concord.’ With Humans, a species whose mere existence made for an outlandish tale. He knew she’d found them welcoming and had appeared not to be in any danger during her initial encounters with them. This morning, he’d known when she visited their awe-inducing headquarters. But a tiny part of him had, until this instant, feared it all an illusion.




  He kissed her softly, then drew back to consider the reality of her presence. “How are you here? I mean, obviously…” he gestured toward the tear in the fabric of space, which remained miraculously open despite the absence of any frame to contain it.




  “It’s a wormhole—a d-gate, basically. The mechanics differ in the details, but the result is the same.”




  Palmer was studying it, peering at the edges as he circled it twice, and she gestured in his direction. “Lance, aren’t you going to ask what I meant by forty million?”




  “Oh, I already figured it out. That’s how many ships this Concord can field, right? Are they all ours for the taking?”




  “Not exactly. One step at a time. First step—you are both invited to return with me to meet their military leaders and tour their central facility.”




  This drew Lance’s attention away from the wormhole. “I’m in.”




  “Dashiel?”




  “What, are you kidding? I’m not going to let you get away from me again so fast.”




  “Good.” She reached into her pocket and produced a small slab of a semi-translucent onyx mineral. She searched the room until she found Vance Greshe, Ridani Enterprises’ Manufacturing Director and EVP, who’d been working at the conference table while Dashiel had sparred with Lance. She went over to him and offered him the slab. “I’d give this to Dashiel, but he’d just give it to you.”




  “Yes, ma’am. What is it?”




  “Kyoseil.”




  “What?” Dashiel hurried to join them at the conference table.




  “Possibly a different evolutionary branch of it, or possibly the slab is simply a shell. I don’t know exactly, but the jade threads you see running through the interior? That’s kyoseil. We need to learn if we can extract workable, usable kyoseil from slabs such as this one. Then we need to determine if the kyoseil in them is safe for us to use. If the answer to both those questions is yes…” she met Dashiel’s gaze with a hint of amusement on her lips “…our kyoseil supply problems are over.”




  “Concord has a lot of these slabs?”




  “An incalculable amount. But more importantly, they know how to grow it.”




  The possibilities spun out through Dashiel’s mind like spider-woven silk. Growing kyoseil? It would mean…he needed time and quiet to properly consider all it could mean.




  “I’ll get our best people on it right away. Sir?”




  Dashiel shook his head and refocused on the here and now. “Yes, do what she said. Thank you. I’ll be gone for…?” He checked with Nika in question.




  “Let’s call it a few hours and see how the day goes.”




  “Excellent.” He turned to Palmer. “Are we ready?”




  They got a curt nod from the Military Advisor. Nika grasped Dashiel’s hand and drew him back to the center of the room and the edge of the ring. Together they walked through, crossed five megaparsecs of space and stepped into another room.
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  CONCORD HQ




  Command Fleet Complex




  Dashiel found himself in what was immediately identifiable as an observation lounge. Glass lined all the walls excepting the doors at each end of the long room. The room was in space, part of a wing of a colossal structure judging by the stretches of broad, curving tunnels beyond both doors. In four directions out from the room, ship dry docks extended out in a hub-and-spoke pattern. For a long, long way.




  If Concord was trying to make a meaningful first impression by choosing this location for their entrance, it was succeeding.




  Two strangers stood in the room, but Palmer ignored them to stride directly up to the glass, his eyes scanning across the dry docks like he was hunting for defects.




  Nika left Palmer to his inspection and gestured to the people who had been waiting on them. “This is Senator Mia Requelme, the Human representative to Concord, and Fleet Admiral Malcolm Jenner, the leader of the Human military. Senator, Admiral, this is Dashiel Ridani, our leading Industry Advisor, and…” she cleared her throat in Palmer’s direction “…Commander Lance Palmer, Military Advisor and the head of the Asterion Dominion military.”




  “Such as it is.” Palmer spun back to them and jerked his chin down in greeting at Fleet Admiral Jenner. “Forty million ships, eh?”




  Nika rolled her eyes in annoyance, but Jenner seemed to take Palmer’s directness in stride. Maybe it was a military thing.




  “Across all the Concord fleets, yes. I realize it sounds like a lot, but it’s not so much overkill when you consider how we have to cover sixty galaxies’ worth of space.”




  “Peacefully?”




  “When it’s up to us, absolutely.”




  He was already getting a glimpse into why Nika had taken a liking to the Concord people. They spoke her language; whether they lived it remained to be seen.




  The call of the alluring ships docked outside the viewport called to him, and he found he couldn’t resist them any longer. He approached the glass to stand beside Palmer. Though the vessels varied greatly in size and structural design, to a one, their hulls gleamed a rich tungsten hue with a subtle pearling effect. He knew of no material that presented in such a manner under these conditions. “Can I ask, what are these hulls constructed of?”




  Behind him, Nika chuckled. “I told Mia you’d be asking about it inside two minutes.”




  ‘Mia’ so soon? Maybe it was a diplomat thing.




  “Indeed, which is why I asked our foremost expert on the material to drop by. She should be here in a few minutes.”




  Dashiel offered Senator Requelme a perfunctory smile, only belatedly realizing how much she favored Nika. Not so much physically, though they shared raven hair and similarly brilliant irises, but rather in their bearing: confident yet refined and almost regal. The psyche-wipe and her time leading NOIR had left Nika with a grittier, harder edge, but once upon a time…. “Thank you for anticipating my questions.”




  The admiral exchanged a meaningful look with the senator, who nodded approval. Jenner cleared his throat. “Commander Palmer, if you’ll accompany me, I can give you a brief tour of the facilities and talk you through our high-level structure.”




  Palmer motioned to the door. “Lead the way.”




  Once they had departed, Dashiel again dragged his gaze away from the stunning ships outside to address the senator. “This feels a lot like the velvet glove treatment. Which, don’t get me wrong, I appreciate. But I admit, I didn’t expect Nika—and all of us—to be greeted so warmly.”




  “Understandable. If you’d arrived here in the Milky Way a mere fifteen years earlier, you would have received a decidedly colder welcome from the Anaden Directorate. We are honestly still trying to make our way here, and we welcome all friendly, peaceful faces. Especially, but not limited to, those who look more or less like ours.”




  As he understood things from Nika’s frenzied information downloads over the past two days, the Humans had quite suddenly found themselves living in the midst of over a dozen alien species—dominated by the Anadens, who had been both friend and foe, depending on their inclination. He could scarcely begin to fathom how disorienting such a displacement must have been.




  But he was feeling a bit disoriented himself at the moment, so he gave the woman the most innocuous shrug he could manage. “It appears to me as if you’re making your way just fine.”




  “You haven’t seen the Concord Senate in session.” Requelme turned toward the left doorway/airlock as it opened and a Human man and woman entered. The woman’s wild mane of golden curls obscured much of her face, and the man’s dark blond hair swayed across his brow as he struggled to balance a small boy on one hip and a smaller girl on the other.




  The woman increased her pace to reach them, haphazardly tucking a few of her curls behind her ears to reveal lively, pale green eyes as she did. “Sorry we’re late. There were…” she tilted her head toward the children “…complications at their rec session.”




  “It’s no trouble. We were getting acquainted.” Requelme gestured between them all. “Nika Kirumase and Dashiel Ridani, this is Kennedy Rossi and Noah Terrage, the founders of Connova Interstellar, which is the owner and primary producer of adiamene, the metal used in our hulls.”




  The man—Noah—set the children down, and the woman reached out to position them in front of her. “And this is Jonas and Braelyn.” She nudged them each in turn. “Can you say hello to our guests?”




  The girl blinked twice then lifted her chin proudly. “Hello, guests.” The boy just snickered.




  Nika knelt in front of the children to meet them at eye level. “Hello, Jonas and Braelyn. It’s wonderful to meet you.”




  The girl regarded Nika suspiciously while the boy fidgeted.




  “How old are the two of you?”




  The girl crossed her arms over her chest in defiant smugness. “I’m five and two months. He is, too, but I’m three minutes older.”




  “Fantastic. Want to know something? You are the first Anatype children I have seen in a long time.”




  The girl’s face scrunched up in fiery indignation recognizable across all species. “I am not Anaden!”




  He sensed Nika deflate in front of him, saw the chagrin in the smile she offered as penance. “No, no, of course you aren’t. I apologize. You two are the first Human children I’ve ever met. You must be pretty special.”




  Braelyn elbowed her brother. “That’s what Mommy says.”




  “Yeah, about me!”




  “Nuh-unh! She said I was the specialist special ever. Last week, after dinner, when you got sent to your room for making food cannons out of your mashed potatoes.”




  “Those were awesome food cannons!”




  “I bet she says it about both of you.” Nika stood, and Rossi adopted an apologetic, exasperated expression that she shifted to direct at Terrage.




  The man reached out and scooped both children back up in his arms. “I’m going to herd them off to class before they cause an intergalactic diplomatic incident. It was nice to meet you both.”




  “Wait!” Jonah wiggled out of his father’s grasp and scrambled to stand proudly in front of Nika. “Why do you glow?”




  “What?” She glanced at her forearm then back at the boy. “Oh. I guess I do, a little. It’s because of a mineral in my body called kyoseil.”




  The boy’s mouth morphed around while he considered this new information. “Can I glow?”




  “I’m not—”




  Noah wrapped an arm around the boy’s waist and hefted him into the air. “If you’re good in class today, I’ll get you some body glitter. Then you can glow.”




  “Yay! Brae, I’m going to glow and you’re not.”




  “Am, too! Daddy will make you give me some of your glitter.”




  Their back-and-forth continued as their father carried them off and out the door.




  Rossi watched them leave; then her shoulders sagged in a full-body sigh. “I’m sorry for being so scattered. I thought I was ready for a child, but in no way whatsoever was I ready for two of them at the same time.”




  Nika relaxed her stance in a way Dashiel had seen her do so many times before the psyche-wipe, and now again. “No, no. I’m sorry if I was gawking. I hope I didn’t frighten them.”




  “Don’t worry. Braelyn can be reserved and cautious, but few things frighten her. And Jonas, well….”




  Nika shook her head, and Dashiel realized she was genuinely flustered. “It’s been seven hundred thousand years. I mean, we have alien allies who bear and raise children, but they’re…alien. Still, I should have handled that better.”




  “Alex wasn’t kidding about you.” The woman eyed them speculatively. “Anyway. You want to know about adiamene. The story begins with a tale of two star-crossed lovers.”




  Dashiel’s looked at her strangely, and Rossi laughed. “Kidding. Not actually, but we can skip the sappy parts for now.”
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  “These numbers can’t be legitimate. I mean, I’m sorry, but—”




  Ms. Rossi didn’t appear to take offense. “It’s fine. Everyone says that until they see adiamene in action, at which point they quickly become believers. This is better performance than you get with what you’re using to build ships currently?”




  Dashiel nodded vaguely. “A little, yes.” A lot, but he was trying to play it smooth. “Do all the Concord species use this adiamene for their ships now?”




  “Would you believe no? The Anadens spent the first ten years insisting their starship and space station construction was superior to anything humans could offer, full stop. Damn stubborn Diaplas engineers. In the last couple of years, a few prominent Anaden elassons—that’s their highest rank except for the Primors, who don’t exist any longer, and I have no idea whether you know any of this—have begun to make quiet noises about suggesting some changes. But humanity is not inclined to provide adiamene to them, for…” her gaze drifted out toward the dry docks “…reasons.




  “As for the Novoloume, we might be convinced to provide it to them, as they really are delightful, but their ship designs are so radically different from ours that it isn’t practical for them to switch over, as they’d have to start from scratch. And I kind of hope they never do, since their ships are gorgeous. More prone to blowing up than ours, but gorgeous. I hate there aren’t any in dock right now. You would drool over their ships.




  “But about the adiamene. The Khokteh have lusted after it from the beginning, if only because their stellar system is very metal-poor, so they lust after any metal, no matter its ship-worthiness. But the Khokteh make our governments twitch, as if the politicians expect to be eaten for literal lunch every time a Khokteh swaggers into the room, so they’re a no for the foreseeable future.”




  The woman sighed with tremendous affect. “And those are all the Concord species who can field military warships in any real numbers. Well, except for the Kats, but that’s a whole other conversation.”




  Dashiel half-frowned in surprise. “The Katasketousya have ships?”




  Rossi winced so dramatically, he almost wanted to wince with her in sympathy. “Oh, my yes. Some Kats have personal non-combat starships, though they don’t need them, so I don’t know what’s going on there. Then there’s the AI-helmed warships they used to try to wipe us out when we discovered their portal, and later used to help us defeat the Directorate. Those ships aren’t indestructible—we proved that—but they are certainly formidable. And creepy as hell on the inside, never mind the outside. Also, the hundreds of thousands of swarmers each one comes stocked with.” She shuddered. “I still have nightmares about the swarmers, mostly because they tried to kill Noah and me when we were stranded on Messium.”




  Abruptly she smiled brightly. “So, what are your questions? Regarding the adiamene, I mean?”




  Each new fact revealed about the Katasketousya/Sogain only served to deepen the mystery surrounding them—and surrounding the Humans. Dashiel cleared his throat with what felt like increasing awkwardness. “How much per tonne to buy it from you?”




  In an instant, the woman’s demeanor pivoted to shrewd businesswoman. “How would you do that, exactly? What do you use for currency?”




  Nika covered for his dismay by leaving Mia to rejoin them. “This is on the list for Senator Requelme and me to work out—some method of financial exchange. I’m not certain what it’s going to be yet, but I feel confident we’ll have one in the next few days.”




  “Then once we figure it out…?”




  Kennedy grimaced. “I’m afraid I can’t sell it to you until the GCDA says I can.”




  Nika sent him a quick ping.




  GCDA is the Human political representation in Concord.




  “Adiamene is a Human state asset?”




  “You could say so. Humanity clings to it with both hands as if it’s the only thing that will save us from the void. Which it did not so long ago and…..” A troubled look overtook the woman’s expressive features.




  Nika nudged him discreetly, and he took the message. “I can understand the politicians’ reticence. We’re intrigued by this supermetal of yours, but even if it’s off the table, I expect we have a great deal to offer one another.” He turned to Nika. “If we can find Palmer and drag him away from the forty million ships, he and I should probably get back. We have a lot of new information to review. And you, if you’re ready to come home.”




  She pursed her lips in contemplation. “We do have a lot to discuss. Let me touch base with Mia, but I should return home, too, at least for a day or two. I need to get the Wayfarer, but Alex indicated it wouldn’t be a problem.”




  “Won’t you be weeks getting back, then? I mean if you use the ship to fly home instead of a wormhole?”




  “I performed a bunch of short jumps coming here because I was being cautious—I didn’t know what I would find or where I would find it. Now, though? I don’t see any reason why I can’t cut a hole in space all the way back to Mirai.”
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  UNKNOWN LOCATION




  Rasu-Occupied Territory




  The vortex spit Kiernan out like a bitter seed, and the next second his tumbling vessel was falling through a white-hot atmosphere. He fought valiantly to regain control of the ship, but the spin ground his brain into mush and white faded to black…




  “Collision imminent. Eject. Collision imminent.”




  Eject? From what—ah, fuck! His left hand fumbled across the bottom-left section of the dash for the Eject button. He didn’t open his eyes, as he didn’t particularly care to see the manner of his death.




  “Eject. Collision imminent.”




  There! His finger depressed the button and he shot in the opposite direction from his crashing ship. Still tumbling, but not so violently as before. Wind buffeted his parachute, and his velocity began to slow. He risked opening his eyes in time to see cracked adobe mud racing up to meet him.




   




  Lieutenant Kiernan Phillips scooted up beside Toshke’phien, careful to keep his profile below the top of the tall grasses, and handed the Taiyok pilot the flask of water. “Anything?”




  “The collectors have started stripping the field in the northeast corner. I estimate we have forty minutes before we need to relocate again.”




  Kiernan rubbed at his jaw. He and Toshke had crashed on the Rasu-controlled planet several weeks earlier, though it already felt like years ago. Following his faceplant into the mud, he’d lain unconscious for almost six hours before Toshke found him, having himself crashed somewhat less spectacularly a kilometer away. He thanked the stars every day that the Taiyok had seen his ship crash, because while Toshke wasn’t exactly a laugh riot, or even a particularly talkative companion, Kiernan didn’t want to suffer through this trial alone. Selfish of him, just like his last lover had said.




  As near as they were able to determine, they’d both been sucked into the Rasu leviathan’s wormhole vortex during the battle at the stronghold then been tossed out the other side…somewhere. Somewhere where the Rasu appeared to be in the process of eradicating the local populace and stripping the planet of resources, but this planet could be two galaxies or two hundred away from home.




  They had no idea what had happened to the Rasu vessel that created the wormhole. Toshke insisted it was breaking into pieces when he’d been pulled into the vortex, but if so much as a tiny part of it had survived to arrive here, it could inform other Rasu about the battle in the Gennisi galaxy.




  They both agreed they ought to try to stop this from happening, but how? Assuming they located the former leviathan, their weapons consisted of two handguns and two blades. They’d considered stripping panels from the wrecked craft to use as shields but then decided the reflective metal would attract the wrong kind of attention.




  Determining their location and contacting home for rescue should have been a simple matter, but a mysterious field was interfering with all quantum-based activity. Notably and most tragically, communications. They’d been unable to reach their respective governments—or anyone else—which meant in addition to being clueless about where they were, they didn’t know if they had been victorious at the stronghold. It also meant their superiors, friends and loved ones believed they were dead.




  Which they were apt to be any hour or day now, so it didn’t really matter so much. No one was coming for them.




  Based on the couple of square kilometers of territory they’d managed to survey so far, the Rasu infested this region of the planet. In a nearby valley, the aliens had assembled themselves into multiple structures, bestowing on the valley the veneer of a cold, dead city. The setup was well-established and fully operational when they’d stumbled upon it five days after ‘arriving,’ so they doubted these were Rasu from the leviathan.




  Transports routinely arrived at and departed from the enclave, implying other Rasu concentrations existed elsewhere on the planet. Still, it didn’t feel as though this was a Rasu planet. The metal transforming aliens had invaded here, likely recently.




  However, they hadn’t come across any other, non-evil aliens or signs of an existing civilization with any measurable level of technology. If any natives remained alive here, they were hiding the same as he and Toshke.




  The field they currently resided in stretched all the way to the horizon toward the southeast. The grasses it supported were grown—the soil was tilled and the plants seeded in straight rows—another indication a primitive species had thrived here not long in the past. The tough, fibrous grass plant wasn’t edible for either of them, but Rasu collectors now churned through the field harvesting the plant like ravenous beasts, so the raw material served some purpose for them.




  Kiernan’s stomach grumbled at the mental mention of food. They’d been able to salvage the food rations from their wrecked crafts, but those ran out at the end of the first week. The next week they’d scrounged up several handfuls of berries and a fleshy fruit from a secluded grove that wasn’t stripped bare of resources, and neither the berries nor the fruit had killed them yet.




  With draconian modifications by his OS to his bodily systems, he could survive for three months on only water—not fun months, mind you—but he doubted Toshke could last half as long. The Taiyok was reticent to elaborate on his physical limitations, but he clearly required food to live. Kiernan had quietly cut back on his food rations so Toshke would have more to eat, but even so supplies were running low.




  He stretched aching muscles and risked lifting his head to peer around. In the distance, the Rasu collectors churned through the harvest. “We should go ahead and get moving. You might be able to out-fly those machines, but I can’t outrun them.”




  “Indeed.” Toshke scanned the horizon. “Rain clouds are moving in from the northeast. If we can meet up with them, we can replenish our water flasks.”




  More water would definitely be awesome—more awesome than a new batch of berries if his dry, scratchy throat got a vote. They hadn’t yet traveled very far northeast.




  Despite the fact that he was resigned to his inevitable death, hope stirred anew in his chest. Maybe there was real food to the northeast. Maybe there were survivors from this Rasu holocaust with cushy beds and clean clothes they would share with two weary travelers. Maybe there would be a way home.




  No, that last one was ridiculous.




  Toshke rose to a hunched-over standing position. His natural camouflaging capabilities, coupled with his sorrel-and-sandstone feathers, allowed him to blend in seamlessly with the tall grasses. Kiernan enjoyed no such camouflage to protect him, but he also couldn’t realistically crawl on his belly for hours and hours and hours. The compromise they had arrived at involved him walking practically up against Toshke, which neither of them enjoyed, as they crept deliberately forward.




  When they got clear of the endless fields, he hadn’t the slightest idea what they were going to do to remain hidden.




  But first they needed to make it to the end of the endless fields, so he got his feet underneath him and unfurled his body next to Toshke. “After you.”
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  SENECA




  Milky Way Galaxy
LGG Region 1




  Cavare




  Marlee shuffled down the hallway toward her apartment, her feet dragging across the floor like leaden potato sacks.




  She’d suffered through yet another scolding from Caleb outside the Consulate, then a stern talking-to from Mia—but thankfully not one that ended in her firing—then an excruciating half-hour session with a security official who droned on about the Savrakath legal system and her continuing obligations to ‘the process,’ before she’d finally been released on her own recognizance. Then she’d had to stop by her office and hack into the CINT system to divert transmissions from the stolen comm module to her eVi. She’d sent Vaihe several new messages but received only radio silence in return.




  It had been a disappointing end to a brutal two days.




  She was about to send the unlock passcode to her security system when someone shouted her name from down the hall. No, ‘shout’ was a crass, crude word for the lilting, sing-song tenor of Eosha’s voice. She turned and gave her neighbor a weary smile. “Good morning, Eosha.”




  The Novoloume barely suppressed a gasp as she neared. “You smell terrible, Marlee! What have you endured?”




  Marlee sank against the wall beside her door. “Oh, you know. I spent the last day in a Savrakath jail cell.”




  This gasp made it past Eosha’s lips. She reached out and placed a cool, soft hand on Marlee’s shoulder. “You poor thing. I cannot conceive of the horror.”




  Marlee’s considerable—best-in-class and best-in-everything—cybernetics protected her from the more illicit effects of Novoloume pheromones, at least when she wanted them to, but she nonetheless felt a peaceful serenity wash over her at her friend’s touch. She was okay with this; she could use a dose of serenity.




  Eosha was a participant in an outreach effort on the part of the Senecan government to encourage closer relations with their alien allies. The apartment complex in the heart of downtown Cavare boasted four different alien species as residents, as well as several Prevos and Solo Artificials with dolls. This, plus its proximity to Cavare’s Caeles Prism Hub, was the primary reason Marlee lived here. If the complex hadn’t existed, she’d have needed to move to Concord HQ to live immersed in alien cultures. And she might one day, but the apartment sufficed for now.




  “It was hellish for certain. And now I’m going to shower for two hours then nap for twelve. After I do this file review for Mia.”




  “I do not blame you.” Eosha frowned and touched a spot on Marlee’s left forearm. “New skin. Did the Savrakaths injure you?”




  “No, no. A Barisan scratched me up the other night.”




  “You got into a fight with a Barisan?”




  “I didn’t say it was a fight.” Marlee grinned in spite of her generally wretched state.




  “Oh, dear. Is it your plan to sleep your way across Concord space before you age another year?”




  “Now that you mention it, that’s not a bad short-term goal.” She let Eosha assume what she’d left unsaid about the encounter, even if it wasn’t entirely accurate. Her sex life was not quite so exciting, but the reputation that it was suited her purposes. “But first, showering forever.”




  “Yes, of course. I will leave you to it. Dinner tomorrow? You promised to let me try rigatoni.”




  “I did! Come by around seven.”




  Eosha glided off toward her apartment, and Marlee opened her door, dragged her potato-sack feet across the floor to the futon and collapsed onto it. The cushions reacted to her presence, softening and supporting her in all the right places.




  But this wasn’t the shower. If she fell asleep now, she’d wake to the entire apartment smelling like Savrak. So she pushed herself up and trudged off to the shower.
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  Forty-five minutes of scalding hot water later, Marlee lay on her stomach on the futon with a glass of lemon spritzer beside her and began working through the files assigned to her.




  She’d been tasked with reviewing the previous month’s worth of footage from the surveillance probes Concord kept situated above the planets of species both interesting and dangerous. For one reason or another—it differed depending on the species—none of these species had been contacted by Concord, but Concord had a vested interest in keeping an eye on them.




  A sub-Artificial could easily tear through the visuals and punch out some summaries, which was why it was a punishment that she’d been assigned the task. Nevertheless, there were far worse punishments.




  She’d been watching twenty minutes of footage of the Galenai before she realized it. They were a delight to observe, and when she got the chance to do so, she almost always got lost in their underwater world. Alex had taken her to see the ray-like aliens in person once, nearly a decade ago, and it had been the highlight of several years of her life.




  One of the adolescent Galenai pirouetted up through a porous coral tube, and she squealed in delight—then immediately berated herself. “Marlee Marano, you are twenty years old and possibly the most advanced Enhanced in existence. You do not squeal.”




  The Galenai followed up with a triple flip, and she giggled anyway. Once the juveniles swam off toward the center of the submerged city, she wrote up her summary: “Still swimming, still delightful, still not ready.” She moved on to the next file.




  The Vrachnas! This scut work wasn’t so bad after all. She zoomed in the camera until the sunlight glittered off the individual scales of two young dragons playing together on a ledge. One gold hinting at green, the other vivid amethyst with splashes of pewter.




  The purple dragon lunged forward, ducked a swipe by its sparring partner and bit into a leg, drawing blood.




  A low growl from off to the side caused both dragons to freeze. The dust coating the ground vibrated as a lumbering adult strode into the fray, grabbed the purple dragon by the neck and hauled it off for a scolding.




  Oh, to hear such a growl in person, to see and smell the creatures, perchance to feel the scales beneath her hands….




  She sighed dreamily and rolled over onto her back. She’d been considering taking a stealth trip to the Vrachnas homeworld for several months now. But it would be straight-up stupid to get in trouble twice in one week, especially what with Caleb threatening to get her fired. Maybe next week?




  She fell asleep dreaming of Galenai children chasing baby Vrachnas through an underwater maze.




  [image: Divider]




  The alarm woke her with gently trilling flute music. Even so, the decibel level had escalated precipitously before it registered in her sleepy consciousness enough to awaken her.




  She stretched and checked the time. Six hours and change of blessed sleep, but she could use another four or fourteen.




  She let her eyes close again—then popped them back open. Right, right. She had an appointment to keep. So back to the shower it was for round two, then into some fresh clothes. She grabbed a sandwich from the kitchen and headed out the door and down the street to the Prism Hub.
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  SAGAN




  Milky Way




  Druyan Institute




  In The Displacement's aftermath, when so much changed, Sagan fought hard to remain the heart of human cybernetics research. It was such a beautiful planet that it was no wonder scientists, engineers and researchers clamored to win a spot at one of its prestigious institutes. But so dull. Not a club worthy of the name on the entire surface.




  Despite the lack of entertainment options, Marlee did appreciate all the cutting-edge, still-in-beta upgrades she was able to purchase here. And in some cases, in return for a little field testing, not have to purchase at all.




  She passed a woman leaving as she entered the Druyan Institute—abruptly the woman spun back around. “Marlee!”




  The face instantly found its match in her memories. “Vii, it’s so good to see you.”




  Vii reached out and hugged her. “It is. It’s been…almost a year? My goodness.”




  “Mia’s had me busy. You look good. Do I see a new upgrade or two?” Unlike her sister Valkyrie, Vii had adopted a doll as her preferred state of existence, though she presumably flitted about on stardust from time to time. This form reflected her adopted Nordic heritage, tall and blonde and muscular with strong facial features and ice-blue irises.




  “Bah. Well, perhaps a few. You probably believe you’re Abigail’s favorite guinea pig, but you can’t imagine the code infusions she subjects me to.”




  Marlee laughed. “Oh, I’m sure. You can complain, but I know you relish it. Speaking of, I have an appointment to be a guinea pig, so I should get inside.”




  “Good luck!”




  Marlee waved goodbye and headed inside, through a pretentious lobby and two sprawling labs into a third, more private lab. There she found Abigail Canivon spinning out new code at her wall-sized screen, wearing khaki slacks and a white silk blouse, light ginger hair secured in a smooth tail.




  Marlee had never known Abigail Version 1; she’d been a little girl when the woman was murdered by OTS terrorists on Romane. Abigail Version 2 was a unique creation, much in the way Gramps was. Armed with the woman’s DNA, an archaic neural imprint and the records of their many, in-depth interactions with her, Valkyrie and Vii had painstakingly recreated her mind and consciousness, then imported them into an adult clone body twelve years ago—a body which was technically still illegal at the time, but in the post-Displacement disruptions no one noticed.




  Some people said Abigail V2 was an imperfect specimen—that she was neither fully human nor fully Artificial, but rather a pale imitation of both. That she was cold and emotionless, lacking human empathy and likely a human soul, whatever that meant. But Alex said Abigail V1 had been cold and emotionless, too, and claimed she could discern no difference in the reborn woman’s personality.




  Marlee didn’t particularly care one way or another. Abigail Canivon could weave cybernetics into cosmic art, and without delivering a condescending lecture on their proper and safe use first. Good enough for her.




  Abigail looked up and gave her a tiny smile, which was a big smile for the woman. “Marlee, welcome. Tell me, how are the newest enhancements performing?”




  Marlee blinked, and light raced across her skin to light up every pore in elaborate sapphire glyphs. She flared her hands out, and virtual code and images surrounded her in a spherical aural. She spun around within the sphere. “Fabulously.”




  “Indeed. Yet you are already back for more.”




  “I am. I found myself in a…sub-optimal situation on Savrak earlier this week, and the thought crossed my mind that if only I had one or two additional tricks at my disposal, it might have ended better than it did.”




  “Let’s see what we can do. What do you have in mind?”




  “Can I shoot lasers out of my eyes?”




  “Not and have your eyes continue to be human eyes. And even if we replaced your entire optical system with synthetic components, the power requirements would be too high. Unless you wore a battery pack on your person, the lasers would be minuscule beams that petered out after a meter.”




  “Damn.” Marlee wandered around the lab. “What about from my fingertips?”




  Abigail merely stared at her.




  “Right. Okay, I just thought I’d check. What I really need are faster reflexes. I was so close to getting away from the, um…Savradin police.”




  “I see,” Abigail remarked noncommittally. Damn, nothing disrupted the woman’s calm.




  Abigail called up a new screen and reviewed details and specs on Marlee’s current cybernetics loadout for a moment. “I can increase your physical reflexes by an additional eight percent. But understand, there will be consequences. We can temporarily push the human body beyond its limits, but doing so takes a toll.”




  “What do you mean, ‘a toll’?”




  “Ask your Uncle Caleb.”




  “Ah, no thanks. I’ll take your word for it.”




  “Very well. In the short term the toll is temporary, mostly involving muscle aches and the need for greater sleep and calories, but in the longer term it will mean more frequent and extensive cellular therapy, among other treatments.”




  She mulled it over for a few seconds. “I can live with those consequences. Let’s do it.”
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  Valkyrie waited for the door to close behind Marlee before sweeping into the lab. Her doll was stored back on Earth, so she instantiated her virtual avatar, which in her scarcely humble opinion was the best example of a virtual form to be found in Concord space. It appeared solid from farther than a few meters away, so complete was her projection of skin, eyes, hair and clothes.




  She’d deleted the sword and shield some years earlier, though she did bring them out when the situation called for it. This one did not.




  Abigail glanced her way. “Why didn’t you let Marlee know you were here? You’re usually eager to talk to just about anyone.”




  “I will see her in a few days at David Solovy’s birthday celebration. Today, I was more interested in observing her without her knowledge.”




  Abigail abandoned her work and leaned against a nearby table, giving Valkyrie her full attention. Inwardly, Valkyrie smiled.




  “And? What did you learn from your observations?”




  “It is odd. She’s the only human I’ve been able to observe from the time she was a small child, to witness as she grew into an adult. I look at her now, and I can’t help but still see the child. I believe this is Caleb’s problem as well.”




  “Oh? She did react caustically when I mentioned him, but I didn’t feel it was my place to pry.”




  “Alex says Caleb is quite overprotective of her. Given the manner of young woman she is, she appears to find this behavior most grating and responds poorly to instances of it. The conflict escalates.”




  “Ah, human relationships. Always so terribly messy.”




  Valkyrie hesitated. No matter how many times they had conversed on the topic, Abigail continued to make offhand remarks implying she was in some way separate and apart from humanity. She wasn’t, but Valkyrie feared some part of her refused in her heart to believe this.




  She applied a casual tenor to her projected voice. “Abigail, you know—”




  “I never understood emotional relationships, Valkyrie, not even in my first life. I was horrid at them, and you have internalized enough of my personal history to recognize this, regardless of whether you are too kind to say it. I meant nothing more consequential by the comment. Now, you’ve expressed how you felt when you saw Marlee, but what did you observe?”




  “That she is exceptional, and those of us who continue to view her as a child do so to our own detriment. She is nonetheless impulsive, as befits her relative youth. She is also startlingly empathetic for one so young, though mostly with respect to alien species, as she seems to have a blind spot when it comes to family. Brilliant, self-evidently. At this point, her cybernetics are so advanced that she might be indistinguishable from a Solo Artificial, yet she is also wholly human.




  “More to the point, she is among the first human generation to grow up in a multi-species society. Amaranthe is her home, and it shows in every action she takes—in the way she lives her life.”




  “Those are astute observations. The generation coming of age now will, I suspect, be the harbinger of a turning point for humanity. While most people have come to accept the reality of our existence here, the aliens will always remain ‘other’ to us, at least in the aggregate. This will not be so for Marlee’s generation.




  “I fear I will need to improve my skills if I’m to keep up with her needs. She has nearly reached the boundaries of what I can do for her…and you are correct. She is increasingly blurring the line between human and synthetic in new and interesting ways. The Prevos were a joining together, a merging in many ways, of the two existences. But she is something else. We shall have to come up with a name for this new variation of human.”




  “As is often the case, the youth have beaten you to it. They call themselves ‘Enhanced.’ It lacks the dramaticism of ‘Prevo’ and the romanticism of ‘Mélange,’ but I suppose it suffices.” Valkyrie strolled around the left side of the lab. “Oh! I met the Asterion last night.”




  “Now this is interesting. Do you think she will let me put her brain under a scanner?”




  Valkyrie’s virtual eyes blinked mutely.




  “That was a joke, Valkyrie. Restart your ethereal heart.”




  “Your delivery is flawless, Abigail. Have you considered a second career in the comedy industry?”




  “Your delivery, however, can use a bit of work. Tell me about the Asterion.”




  “I only spent a moment with her. She has a marvelous glow to her and eyes like bio-luminescent oceans. She speaks like a normal person, though, so I can’t guess at what goes on in that fascinating brain of hers. What we have barely begun to explore—the true fusion of organic and synthetic—her people have spent seven hundred thousand years perfecting.”




  “Again, I express interest in five minutes and a brain scanner. Voluntarily for all involved, of course. What does Alex think of her?”




  “They are getting along rather well so far. Alex is not exactly quick to trust new people, but she already finds herself trusting Nika.”




  “The woman is a diplomat. It is a feature of her profession to present herself as trustworthy.”




  “True. But Alex follows her instincts even when logic cautions otherwise.”




  “That she does.”




  “I have detected no evidence the woman should not be trusted, but it is early days.” Valkyrie wandered over to Abigail’s primary workstation and peeked at the screens, which contained what Abigail had been working on before Marlee’s visit. “How is the testing coming?”




  “For humans? The same as last month. We are now as close to true regenesis as we are apt to get without implementing an always-connected integral network, and that’s not going to happen anytime soon.”




  “It doesn’t need to, though, does it? I mean, ‘as close as we are apt to get’ is close enough, correct? You’ve succeeded.”




  “Not I alone, but, yes, I believe so. There is no reason why a person sporting a full complement of current generation cybernetics cannot be reborn in a new body and remain the person they were when their last neural imprint was recorded. The question that remains to be answered is whether the person will accept this reality.”




  “And whether those around them will—society as a whole.”




  Abigail sighed. “Society will do what society will do, and it’s rarely rational. I can do nothing to alter that.”




  “So what about the other species, then?” As one of humanity’s foremost experts on human cybernetics, before and after her death, Abigail had been a natural choice to work on humanity’s forays into recreating the Anaden regenesis process for themselves. Working on the same process for other species was less obvious, but Abigail had always been the curious sort. Pushing envelopes and circumventing barriers when it suited her to do so.




  “The Novoloume are a rousing success. Their neurological structure proved easily malleable and receptive to complex cybernetics, and from there the development was, I daresay, simple. The Volucri, too, proved to be fairly straightforward. I admit I was skeptical about their level of intelligence, but their brains are notably complex for being so small. Arguably intriguing. We’re still in testing, but I’m optimistic the birds will soon be able to enjoy full regenesis.”




  “Any progress on the Naraida?”




  “No, I’m sorry to say. Their neurological structure, much like their physical one, is an unusual amalgamation, and it is proving difficult to develop one comprehensive system to capture its workings.”




  “I know Alex continues to press the Taenarin to contribute to the research.”




  Abigail made a hedging motion with a hand. “It would likely help, if only to provide a basis for comparison. I worry that will not be enough to solve the issues, however. We also continue to face problems with the Barisans and the Khokteh—problems which I fear are insurmountable, for their tissue rejects any and all cybernetic implants.”




  The Khokteh had turned out to be so genetically similar to the Barisans that Valkyrie suspected the Kats had intended to produce a species of larger, stronger, more physically resilient Barisans in their creation of the Khokteh in the Mosaic. Mesme denied all knowledge of such intentions; since the Khokteh enisle had not been its domain, it might even be telling the truth.




  “I begged off working on the Dankath project, but my understanding is other researchers are seeing limited success. And the Efkam? We simply gave them the documentation on Anaden regenesis and wished them the best of luck. We have no idea if they’re using it or not.”




  “It sounds as if the overall regenesis extension project will be wrapping up soon, except for those who want to continue to try to solve the issues with the problematic species. What do you think you’ll do next?”




  Abigail seemed surprised for a moment, and an expression Valkyrie would daresay seemed whimsical grew on her features. “There’s always a new frontier waiting to be conquered. I’m certain I won’t lack for options.”




  “So there is.” She glanced out the window in time to see a hoverflyer race by a meter above choppy water in the bay. “And now, I must bid you adieu, as I have an obligation this evening.”




  “Oh? Is it another date? With Carlton, yes?”




  “No, no. Carlton is sweet, but he’s so…sheltered. He’s an Artificial, thus he can do anything he wishes. Yet he contents himself with historical studies and analytical models. I’m afraid I grow bored listening to him drone on. No, I’m leading a discussion group on the cosmological structure of sidespace—in sidespace.”
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  TAENARIN ARIS




  Triangulum Galaxy
LGG Region VI




  Iona-Cead Jaisc greeted Alex and Caleb on the frozen surface of Taenarin Aris. Behind him, the circular elevator and the spindle at its center waited, no longer hidden by a Kat stealth field.




  Jaisc grasped Alex’s hands with his long, multi-jointed fingers, and his sorrow bled through his skin and into her soul. You honor her with your presence. Take solace. Thank you.




  Alex nodded, her lips tight, and he stepped over to Caleb and did the same. While they greeted one another, she pulled her parka tighter around her. Though it provided substantial protection, the frigid air nonetheless seeped through the material in icy tendrils, and she shivered.




  As if reading her mind, Jaisc gestured toward the spindle as his eyes pulsed a rich silver. “It’s most cold up here. And oppressively open. Please, let us go below.”




  They followed the Taenarin leader onto the elevator, and it began descending into the depths.




  They’d visited the Taenarin many times over the intervening years since The Displacement, but it nevertheless took several visits before they were able to coax the Iona-Cead into opening an official dialogue with Concord. After much diplomatic maneuvering on both sides, eight years ago the Taenarin became an Allied species. This meant they agreed to abide by Concord’s fairly lenient rules on travel, treatment of residents and weapons development, and in return they enjoyed favorable commercial trade relations and had an advisory voice in certain Concord decisions, as well a protector should an adversary threaten them—but no real power within the organization.




  They deserved a seat on the Senate, but according to Jaisc this was how the Taenarin wanted it. For a Taenarin to be seen on a Concord world or station remained a rare event. They preferred to continue living out their lives underground, practicing the old ways. All the wonders of space and its varied inhabitants held little interest for them.




  But they did maintain basic communications with the outside world now, which was how she and Caleb had learned of Caomh Beshai’s death three days earlier. The request to attend her funeral came at an inconvenient time what with Nika’s arrival, but there had never been any question that they would do so.




  The air warmed as they descended, and Alex removed her parka and folded it over her arm as the elevator slowed to a stop. Beyond the archway, the Taenarin’s fantastical subterranean world spread out before them.




  A subdued, mournful air quieted the normally bustling activity of the winding city. Children trudged rather than scampered; adults huddled in small groups to talk in hushed voices. Their skin took on solemn hues: rust to cinnabar, sallow to olive.




  Jaisc watched her gaze take in the scene. “The Caomh was greatly loved by all. We mourn together now.”




  A cynical voice in her head, though, had to wonder. How much of what she saw was genuine grief, and how much was societal ritual? The Caomh was a delightful and inspiring person, but how many Taenarin had really known her? Huddled away in her sanctuary a day’s journey from any settlement, how many children had actually sat at her feet and soaked up her often saucy wisdom? She suspected the Caomh was more legend than matronly figure. And it was a damn shame, because the old woman had much to teach.




  “The procession will begin momentarily. Please, follow me.”




  When they headed away from the city center, such as it was, for a minute she thought they were all going to be making the long trek up to the Caomh’s camp, which would mean this trip was going to take a lot longer than they’d planned. But then Jaisc veered to the right, and the high rocks soon gave way to a clearing of smooth granite, where the arcing ceiling stretched so high above it could almost be mistaken for sky.




  Beshai’s body, wrapped from head to toe in pristine ivory linens, lay atop an altar built of wood and stone at the center of the clearing. Tiny glowing rocks ringed the altar; beyond them, twenty or so children formed a circle around the altar. They wore matching ivory tunics, and their hands were joined together while their skin rippled prismatic colors in a mournful melody Alex could feel but not hear.




  She’d never seen a Taenarin burial ritual before, but she wasn’t surprised it took this form. As she drew in a long breath, her heart began to ache. They were here to bear witness to the ritual, and in doing so, to pay homage to the great woman Beshai had been.




  She closed her eyes, remembering the woman’s gnarled, warm hands grasping hers with equal parts gentleness and vigor.




  “Child, there is a hole in your mind.”




  Beshai had known before she herself had, before Valkyrie had, before Caleb had. The Caomh looked into Alex’s mind and soul and saw the cracks that would in time widen and become an abysm. Alex didn’t understand the woman’s magic, but magic it was.




  The first time they’d visited after The Displacement, Beshai had helpfully taken a second look. She’d confirmed the hole was no more and pronounced Alex’s mind well and whole, if very strange. They’d laughed about it over tea while sitting cross-legged upon a plush tapestry.




  There would be no new shared mugs of tea in a little hut high upon a cliff.




  Alex took Caleb’s hand in hers and squeezed. He gave her a sad smile and wrapped an arm around her shoulder as an honor guard wound down the path. The circle of children parted to allow the guard to pass. They lined both sides of the altar, hefted it high in the air, and a procession began.
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  After much singing and kneeling and orating via voice and color, the Caomh’s body was burned and its ashes captured in a bronzed urn. The Taenarin rarely used open flame, so this, too, surely signified the importance of the ceremony.




  Finally, many hours after they had arrived, Jaisc escorted them back to the elevator. As they walked along the now-familiar path, Alex drew beside the Iona-Cead. She recognized it had been a long, difficult day for him—a day that was likely far from over—but there wasn’t apt to be another opportunity for this conversation anytime soon. And there may never be a more relevant time for it. “We could have saved her.”




  “No, you couldn’t have.” Jaisc’s eyes danced from cinnabar to deep indigo. “I am well aware of the difficulties you’ve encountered with developing regenesis for most non-Human species.”




  Alex swallowed a grumble. Of course he was. Just because he preferred to stay home didn’t mean he wasn’t paying attention from afar.




  One interesting discovery scientists made several years earlier was that the Naraida and the Taenarin shared a great deal of genetic compatibility—far more than either did with any other known species. Both were native to Amaranthe, though, so they couldn’t blame the Kats for the similarities. The Taenarin, or least their leadership, might not be interested in regenesis, but the Naraida decidedly were, and if the Taenarin would only agree to contribute to the research, it was possible they held the key to unlocking it for the Naraida—and for the Taenarin.




  She tried again. “We can save you.”




  He reached out and grasped one of her hands, the better to communicate nuanced thoughts. You are kind in your offer, but we are not meant to live forever. Taenarin are not—I pass no judgment on Humans’ desire to do so. The Caomh was at peace in her last days, at peace with the knowledge that she had lived a meaningful and impactful life. I hope I can achieve such peace when it is my time. So, thank you, but our answer remains no.




  And that was that. Concord regulations were quite clear on the topic: participation in regenesis and related research was entirely voluntary. They couldn’t force a single Taenarin to so much as contribute a blood sample.




  She offered him a weak facsimile of a smile. “I understand. The offer is always open, should you change your mind.”




  In the solitude and near-darkness of the elevator, Caleb wrapped his arms around her from behind. “He said no again?”




  She sighed against him. “He did. Stubborn, set-in-his-ways luddite.”




  “I understand it, though. This, today? It was a touching, moving ceremony. Her life had meaning, and they honored this at her passing.”




  “But twenty years from now, they’ll say her name with reverence, sure, but they won’t remember her. Those children will never know her, and they’ll be lesser for it.”




  “I know. It’s not an easy choice. But we have to respect that they’ve made theirs.”
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  SAVRAK




  “Here’s the plan. Felzeor, you know your role: be our eyes in the sky. If anyone starts heading toward the facility, even a single, solitary, poor Godjan soul, send out the alert.”




  “As you command.”




  Eren shot Felzeor a squirrelly look but didn’t comment on the odd response. The Volucri was always trying out new dramatic phrases. “Drae, you’re guarding our exit route. If it all goes to Hades, we need to be able to escape and get back to camp, where we will cower in fear for twelve hours.”




  “You’re giving me the boring job again.”




  “Yes, I am. But like Felzeor, we all have our roles. You’re the soldier, and I’m the infiltrator.”




  Drae flashed him an obscene gesture, but it was the extent of his pushback. His friend had on occasion bristled at taking orders from Eren. Respect for hierarchies was bred into the man’s genes, and as a former ela in the Machim dynasty, he outranked Eren in the great Anaden societal structure in the sky.




  But Drae had chosen to reject that philosophy, that entire worldview, when he’d burned out his connection to the integral and become an anarch thirty-two years ago. And if he didn’t trust Eren’s judgment, he wouldn’t be here on this Tartarus-quality shithole of a planet with the team.




  “Cosime and I will infiltrate the facility from the maintenance entrance on the east side using the entry code Drae acquired for us via his sophisticated use of talcum powder. Once inside, Cosime, you will flit around like a beautiful, invisible ghost and capture images of everything you see—especially nasty bombs in progress, but pretty much everything. We need to know how far along they are or, Hades forbid, if they’ve already created a functioning antimatter missile. While you do that, I’ll hack into their computer database and copy out all the sordid details of the program.”




  Drae arched an eyebrow. “Have you ever hacked a Savrakath system before?”




  “No, I haven’t. But I have hacked 4,739 other kinds of systems. The Savrakaths aren’t anything special, and their security measures have proved to be primitive. I mean, compared to ours. I can do it.”




  “And if you can’t, at a minimum we’ll get a good look around inside the lab. Or you will. I won’t, what with my bored ass standing watch outside.”




  “I swear to Zeus, this entire team is composed of smartasses. Besides, you can stand watch inside—in fact, you should. Felzeor will let us know well in advance of anyone showing up from the outside, but there might be internal security measures you’ll need to clear out.”




  “Sure, giant lizard-shaped mechs and whatnot. Not a problem.”




  Cosime’s emerald eyes danced. “If there’s a giant lizard-shaped mech, I want to see it!”




  “Drae will take visuals.” Eren peered at the horizon, where the blazing orange sun melted away into the swamp. “The evening shift will be leaving in the next few minutes. We’ll wait until it’s full dark to move, so ninety minutes from now.”




  Cosime bit her lower lip and gave him a look, one that sent heat rushing to private places. Ninety minutes? Plenty of time to relax before prepping for the mission. He stood and grasped Cosime by the hand. “Take a walk with me? We should check the perimeter monitors.”
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  If the days on Savrak were sweltering and miserable as they roasted beneath a fiery sun, the nights were worse. Any breeze to occasionally waft through during the day invariably died away, and the air stilled into a suffocating, humid blanket. Blood-sucking insects emerged from their burrows to swarm across the landscape in search of food—them.




  Eren wiped sweat off his brow and activated his Veil as they approached the facility. Beside him, Cosime’s skin glistened in the moonlight—then she did the same and vanished from his sight.




  Drae had scouted ahead and taken up a position at the maintenance entrance. With the way clear, they wasted no time picking their way through the overgrowth to join him.




  Eren (mission): “Felzeor?”




  Felzeor (mission): “All clear. There is much activity in downtown Savradin, however. Fireworks and music. A celebration of some kind?”




  Eren (mission): “Good. Maybe everyone will get drunk and pass out. Drae?”




  Drae (mission): “Entering the code and…door’s open.”




  Eren (mission): “Moving inside. Athena’s grace, there’s air conditioning!”




  Felzeor (mission): “Can I come inside, too?”




  Eren (mission): “Sorry, my friend. Next time.”




  Felzeor (mission): “You only say that when there won’t be a next time.”




  Eren (mission): “Do I? Huh. Anyway, moving into the facility. Cosime?”




  Cosime (mission): “Thirty meters ahead of you. One of us has work to do.”




  Eren (mission): “Smartasses. All of you.”




  Drone spectral scans from outside had enabled them to build a basic schematic layout of the building, and they’d pegged the location of the server room as the far west corner. But he didn’t need the server room, only an access terminal. One of those should be in the lab control room, which they believed was upstairs overlooking the wide central chamber.




  Eren crept down the hall. He was invisible to security cams, but if he moved too fast, the air displacement he caused could set off motion sensors. He’d called Savrakath tech primitive earlier, and compared to Concord tech, it was. But he still needed to respect its ability to detect him then kill him.




  Gloriously cool air caressed his skin through the Veil, and he moaned in pleasure.




  Cosime (private): “Eren? If you are having fun without me….”




  Eren (private): “Never. Merely basking in the cool air.”




  He had to give the Savrakaths a little credit here. He wouldn’t have guessed from the outside, but they appeared to be successfully keeping the swamp out of the facility. He reached out and ran fingertips along the wall. It felt not just cool but clean, even sterile. It occurred to him that the facility workers must wear protective gear, and by walking around in here, he and Cosime were getting germs all over everything. Hey, maybe they would contaminate the research and break the bombs.




  The facility felt eerily quiet as he reached the end of the hall, with naught but the faint hum of working electronics to penetrate the silence—




  —as if to prove him wrong, a security mech turned a corner and began its circuit around the central chamber.




  He chuckled to himself. It wasn’t giant, but the mech did feature two standard legs plus a third center-rear rolling appendage, which looked shockingly like a tail. Every species created their mobile machines in their own image.




  A staircase along the left wall drew his attention as a promising path to his destination. He tiptoed up each stair, then paused at the landing to take in the chamber below.




  Four partially assembled missiles stretched seven meters long in a series of lattice frameworks. Open hatches exposed their innards, revealing what appeared to be complete warhead assemblies.




  Eren (mission): “Cosime, are there bombs inside those warheads?”




  Cosime (mission): “There are not. Small favors, eh?”




  Eren (mission): “The smallest.” 




  The technicians could install the bombs in a matter of hours. But at least they hadn’t yet done so.




  Ahead of him stood the narrow room they’d identified as the lab control room. Farther down the catwalk on the right, a door led to the lab itself.




  Eren (mission): “Cosime, as soon as you’re finished imaging the warheads, get upstairs and image every centimeter of this lab. The bombs that will be installed inside those warheads are somewhere, and I’m betting it’s the lab.”




  Cosime (mission): “Sir, yes, sir. Moving forthwith.”




  He got no respect. None at all. But it was fine. He was only in charge because someone had to be. These were his friends, his companions, his comrades-in-arms. In Cosime’s case, his lover and the shining light of his oddly and unexpectedly enchanted life.




  Eren smiled to himself, stepped inside the control room and surveyed its contents. The Savrakath equipment looked ungainly and therefore primitive, though in reality it was simply different. Designed from the start by a culture that had never met Anadens or any other advanced civilization that could guide them toward more standardized designs.




  Still, there were only so many ways to design working electronics. Physics was physics, no matter the number of digits on your hand or whether you had a hand at all. The anarchs had developed sophisticated tools to break into every kind of system imaginable, and after the Directorate had fallen, Eren had absconded with several sets of those tools. In the decade and change since, he’d improved upon them a great deal, learning clever new tricks from the Humans and their Artificials.




  Plus, since he worked for a spy organization—well, technically an intelligence-gathering organization—he knew every detail Concord had discovered about Savrakath technology. He’d preloaded his preferred hacking tool, dubbed an ‘armature’ by the Diaplas anarch who had designed it, with basic Savrakath-friendly commands before setting out tonight. Now all he needed was the access point.




  He found it directly in front of a Savrakath bench/chair contraption, which made sense. He nudged the bench/chair out of the way and went to work.




  Cosime (mission): “Found the bombs. Is it bad that there are a lot more than four of them?”




  Eren (mission): “Of course it’s bad. It means they’ve already mastered the hard part of their insidious little project. Navick is going to be pissed.”




  Over the comm, Cosime laughed.




  Eren (mission): “What?”




  Cosime (mission): “The notion of Director Navick being pissed at anything—I can’t picture it. What, would his brow furrow up really hard or something?”




  Eren (mission): “Probably. Now hush, I’m trying to hack unfamiliar technology.”




  Drae (mission): “I thought it was going to unlock and open its contents to you for the taking just from your presence in the room.”




  Eren (mission): “Shut up. It is.”




  He stared at the screen for a moment while his brain translated the Savrakan symbols. Then he chose what he hoped was the right routine and set it running.




  Yes! Data began scrolling up the screen, and he switched the armature to copy mode.




  Eren (mission): “Got that shit done—”




  The door to the control room opened and a Savrakath—not a mech, but a living, breathing lizard—strode in. His uniform marked him as military, so possibly a security guard rather than a scientist. Unless the scientists were also military, which seemed likely enough.




  Data continued to scroll up the screen in bright, flashing yellow. Shit. A centimeter at a time, he moved in front of the screen. The way the Veil worked, it might obscure the details of the screen? Maybe?




  The guard moved cautiously through the room, one claw on the firearm at his side. Was he responding to a security alert? Had Eren unknowingly tripped an alarm?




  Cosime (mission): “Eren? Is something wrong?”




  Eren (mission): “I’ve got a visitor. Get out of the lab while you can. Drae, I hope that exit route is clear.”




  Drae (mission): “Only the roving mech. So long as you watch your timing, it won’t be a problem.”




  Cosime (mission): “Eren, I’m coming to help you.”




  Eren (mission): “No. We can’t take him out. If they learn we’ve been here, the whole mission is fucked.”




  The armature blipped a tiny green light, and he risked a glance at the screen. A cursor blinked silently. Hoping it meant he’d captured all the files, he started to retrieve the tool—the guard reached the opposite end of the room and turned his way.




  Eren froze. He couldn’t remove the armature without causing the screen to flicker. And if the Veil wasn’t obscuring the screen, the guard currently had a perfect view of it.




  He held his breath as the alien neared to three meters. Two meters. Its scales glistened beneath the security lighting and…Eren’s nose wrinkled up. He’d never actually been this close to a Savrakath, and gods did it smell. The stench of fetid water and spoiled eggs invaded his nostrils, and he fought the overwhelming urge to sneeze.




  One meter. The fingers of his hand that wasn’t locked around the armature rested on the blade at his hip. In less than a second he could have it in motion, activated and slicing into the alien’s thick hide. He’d do it if he had to, if it was the only way to make certain Cosime and Drae made it out of the facility safely. It would mean mission failure and presumably trigger a diplomatic incident. Possibly kick off a war. Shitty consequences, all the way around. But he’d do it if he had to.




  The guard passed by less than a meter from him. Surely the alien could feel Eren’s breath on his skin? Could hear his pounding heart and racing pulse through the protection of the Veil?




  The guard continued on toward the door.




  It took every ounce of self-restraint he possessed to wait until the guard had exited the door before removing the armature and dropping it in his pack—




  —a hand touched his arm.




  Cosime (private): “Let’s go.”




  He whipped around in surprise, and her hand grabbed his wrist before he accidentally smacked her. He choked off an exclamation in his throat.




  Eren (private): “Arae, Cosime! What are you doing here?”




  Cosime (private): “I said I was coming to help you.”




  Eren (private): “And I ordered you not to.” He grumbled in frustration. “Let’s just get out of here.”




  Cosime (private): “Yep. I’ll follow you and watch our back.”




  Eren (mission): “Drae, we’re on our way to you. If we can leave undetected, it’s mission accomplished.”




  Drae (mission): “All clear for the next twenty-four seconds. Move.”
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  Later, after he’d transmitted all the data and visuals they’d captured to CINT, after he’d retreated to their cloaked ship for a shower, after they’d turned in for the night and Cosime slept in his arms beneath the thin, breathable material of the sleeping pouch, Eren lay awake.




  They lived dangerous lives, and he recognized Cosime wouldn’t have it any other way. They’d tried to retire to a peaceful, leisurely life on Hirlas after the Directorate fell and the anarchs dissolved, and it had been an utter disaster. Fire burned in her veins; lust for action, danger and adventure gave her purpose and drive. He’d never try to change her. In fact, it was one of the first things he’d ever loved about her.




  But he was immortal and she was not, and sometimes, times like tonight in the control room, the yearning to protect her from those dangers flared beyond his ability to control it. She hated it when he acted on that yearning, but he couldn’t not need to protect her.




  She murmured something unintelligible in her sleep, and he stroked her feathery, snow-white hair. If Navick reacted to the intel the way he expected, they’d all be going home soon. It was beyond time for a vacation.
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  CONCORD HQ




  Special Warfare Training Center




  “And what lesson should we learn from Marshall Boleshek’s tactics at the Battle of Altay?”




  2nd Lieutenant Robinson, a skinny kid from Laos with attitude to burn, raised his hand. “Never get into a land war in Asia?”




  “Correct!” David Solovy smirked. “But what else?”




  Two seconds of uncomfortable silence from the students was interrupted by a chime ringing, signaling the end of the class period.




  “You think that chime just saved you, but now I want thousand-word essays from all of you on what Marshal Boleshek did right and wrong. Turn them in at the start of the next class, and be prepared to defend your analyses.”




  Because they were soldiers—not all human, but soldiers nonetheless—not a single grumble made it to David’s ears as they exited the classroom. No ordinary soldiers, either, but among the most promising young officers of their respective militaries. Not everyone earned a slot at SWTC, and the competition was fierce to win the right to spend six months being rigorously challenged to exercise one’s brain rather than one’s physical prowess. Much was expected of the students, but much would be given to them in the years to come.




  At least, this was the plan for the school, along with training future military leaders to work closely with all Concord species from early on in their careers. It was too soon to say if the experiment was a success. Formed in the wake of the numerous mistakes committed during the Ch’mshak conflict, SWTC had only existed for six years.




  The Directorate had kept the aggressive and brutish Ch’mshak under control in two ways: by providing them frequent opportunities to sate their considerable bloodlust slaughtering lesser alien species, and via the ever-present threat to blow up their entire planet should they get out of line.




  Neither the Concord Senate nor Command utilized these controls, and there were consequences. Seven years ago, the Ch’mshak had begun to turn violent, raiding small colonies and space stations alike. All attempts at diplomacy failed, for without the threat of annihilation, the Ch’mshak simply didn’t care what Concord thought. Months of bloody conflict ensued, and with it many of those mistakes.




  It ended with the death or deportation of every Ch’mshak not on their homeworld and the ironclad quarantining of that world. The Ch’mshak had never developed space flight technology of their own, and now they were trapped on the ground, possibly forever.




  It was an imperfect solution, but by far the best one that didn’t involve genocide.




  When the classroom had emptied, David grabbed his jacket and decided to trek over to the CINT offices. He had two hours free until his next class, and while Miriam was embroiled in back-to-back meetings for most of the day, he hoped to find Richard and Will available for lunch.
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  Concord Intelligence (CINT)




  David pressed the pad by the door frame to request entry to Richard’s office.




  The door quickly slid open. Before David could voice a greeting, however, Richard motioned for him to come inside then closed the door behind him. He felt more than heard the slight buzz of an anti-surveillance field being activated.




  Will Sutton was sitting in one of the two chairs opposite Richard’s desk, leaning forward intently, and didn’t even glance up when David entered.




  David eyed both men as he approached the second chair and took a seat. “Bozhe moy, who died? Wait, almost no one dies any longer, so what’s the next worst thing that could happen? Did Alex order clowns for the party tomorrow night? If so, please dissuade her, I beg you.”




  Richard laughed, but it sounded forced. “I know nothing about clowns. On my honor. No, we’ve just confirmed that the Savrakaths are building antimatter weapons.” A wave of his hand and a series of aurals fanned out above Richard’s desk. Interspersed with chemical formulas and schem flows were images of long, menacing missiles near completion.




  David shuddered. “Shit.”




  “That does seem to be the general consensus.”




  “So they’ve been lying to us this whole time.”




  “Unquestionably. But what has me more concerned is the question of what they’re planning to do with their deadly creations. Now, maybe they simply intend the weapons to be an insurance policy—a deterrent they hope never to use—or maybe they plan to brandish them at Concord as some sort of threat if the negotiations don’t go their way.”




  David stood and leaned half over Richard’s desk to get a closer peek at the aurals. “Do they not realize how terrible of an idea it would be to do that?”




  Will had been taking notes on the voluminous information crammed into the aurals, but he paused to shrug. “They’ve thus far shown little indication of appreciating either the governing ethos or the military power of Concord.”




  “True enough. Does Miri know yet?”




  Richard shook his head. “No. I only received this report twelve minutes ago. She doesn’t care for getting bad news without concomitant ideas for how to address it, so I thought Will and I should have several response alternatives prepared for her and Mia.”




  David glared at the close-in image of one of the missiles’ open hatches. “It’s times like these I wish I were still active duty. I’d get a tremendous amount of pleasure from dropping a literal and completely legal bomb on their ‘insurance policy.’ ”




  “No question. Unfortunately, if we send a squadron in to carpet-bomb the facility where they’re developing these weapons, the Savrakaths will view it as an act of war. I’ll include such a mission as an option, but a better one might be to let the team there plant explosives inside the facility then vacate.”




  “That’s Eren’s team, right? He’ll enjoy executing on that.”




  “I said then vacate. He’ll fight me, but he’s not staying to watch the fireworks.”




  Will frowned. “The Savrakaths don’t have any domestic enemies to speak of. If we destroy the facility, they will still know it was us and will still view it as an act of war.”




  “True, but subtle differences matter, as does plausible deniability. Nothing says ‘war’ like foreign bombers darkening your skies, whereas an explosion? It’s over and done with and no one on the ground is quite sure what happened. See, this is why I’m glad I’m not a diplomat. There aren’t any good options here.”




  David snorted. “There aren’t options, period, merely details to finalize. We have no choice but to cease all negotiations with them regarding their acceptance as a Concord Allied species and destroy their ability to produce antimatter weapons. And if I get a vote, we red-flag them as well.”




  Richard’s gaze diverted from the third aural to stare at David in a way that would be inscrutable to anyone else but the two men in the room, and possibly Miriam. Not disapproving, but concerned. Not expressing disagreement, but circumspection. “Red-flagging is an extreme measure.”




  David had been grateful many dozens of times over both his lives for the presence of Richard’s cool-headed, cautious voice of reason to guide him back from the fiery brink. But, dammit, sometimes hesitation got good people killed; sometimes only ruthless and merciless actions saved them.




  “Yes, it is—so extreme we’ve only implemented it once in fourteen years. But the Savrakaths are making a hard play for being the second. They’re a militaristic species displaying minimal to no respect for the sovereign rights of anyone but themselves, they’re actively developing weapons they know perfectly well are outlawed in Concord space, and they lied to us about doing it. What if they take the next step and use those weapons?”




  David sighed. “I’m getting flashbacks to the Ch’mshak conflict here. An aggressive, violent species takes advantage of our desire to rule with a light, fair touch to inflict gruesome casualties on us. Our technological superiority means we can return them to their stone age with a single strike, but our morality forbids us from doing so. Red-flagging exists for a reason.”




  The creased lines around Richard’s eyes flinched; he wasn’t convinced, but David had made a dent in his resistance. “A simple quarantine won’t be a viable strategy for the Savrakaths, either. Unlike the Ch’mshak, they’re not dependent on others for interstellar transport. In fact, they have an entire damn fleet they can send wherever they please. I don’t know, though…a blanket order to shoot on sight any Savrakath vessel spotted in Concord space? We might as well go ahead and declare war.”
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  MACHIMIS




  Milky Way Galaxy




  Machimis Military Annex




  The Annex above Machimis had been rebuilt after The Displacement, but it no longer bore the moniker “Central Command.” Now it went by the unassuming name of Machimis Military Annex. A place free of the strictures of the planetary atmosphere where ships could come and go and, on occasion, their captains meet.




  Casmir elasson-Machim studied the newest weekly reports while he waited for the other elassons to join him for lunch. A lounge of sorts had been added to the top floor during the rebuild to serve as a spot where the elassons and occasional ela aide could gather in an informal setting. Machims were not well-versed in being informal, but it was a new world, so perhaps they could adapt.




  He sipped on his coffee and considered what the reports told him. Aside from the simmering tensions with the Savrakaths, everything across the LGG was quiet. Of course, this tended to happen when you stopped preemptively attacking and either subduing or wiping out every new species you discovered. This also, however, left the military with little to do but patrol.




  Machims bore no resemblance to the base and brutal Ch’mshak, but they were bred to fight. To meet all challengers with arms readied and to defeat all comers. Without an integral to continually reinforce it, in a few hundred or thousand years some measure of their killer instinct might begin to wane among the population, but that was in the future. For today, Casmir’s men and women stood ready and primed to battle but were afforded no arena in which to do so. The Ch’mshak conflict six years earlier had provided plenty of opportunities to exercise their skills, but only for a short time.




  Casmir braced himself as the door opened to deliver the first guests. He wasn’t the Machim Primor, and he had never been comfortable leading those who were his equals. But Concord had insisted there be a single voice representing the Anaden military, and Casmir had been viewed as a ‘friendly’ choice on account of his buzzer-beating assistance to the Humans in helping to stop the Machim Primor from annihilating their home universe. Because he had dared to defy his Primor when no others had.




  He owned his defiance, though at the time it had felt more like desperation. And now he acted as the titular leader of those who he suspected merely gave lip service to his authority.




  Hannah and Otto entered, and he nodded curtly. “Help yourself to sandwiches. This will be a working lunch.”




  Three of the attendees would be virtual, as their current patrol routes had taken them far afield of the Milky Way, and it would be inefficient to ask them to return to Machimis for a simple status meeting of no real import.




  Casmir tensed a second time when Torval strode in. Long the most brash and imprudent of the elassons, the man’s demeanor screamed arrogance and privilege, as always. He wished Torval’s patrols had taken him far afield, as he was at least ten percent easier to manage when on holo. But Casmir had never considered himself a lucky man.




  “Torval, help yourself to some lunch.”




  “No need. Let’s get to work.” Torval pulled out a chair, sat directly opposite Casmir and clasped his hands atop the table.




  “We will begin when everyone has arrived.” He stood and went to get a fresh glass of water, if only to avoid Torval’s piercing stare.




  Three minutes later the last person, Ulrich, walked in, and Casmir activated the privacy filter. “Navarchos, thank you all for coming today. I’ve received and reviewed your latest reports and will address your requests now. Hannah, permission is granted to bring your Imperium into dock for repairs and upgrades. In the absence of active combat, it is incumbent upon us to keep our vessels in top condition. Nevertheless, double the number of battlecruisers on your route while the Imperium is out of commission.




  “Otto, permission is granted to double patrol sweeps of the Ch’mshak system. If they’re getting feisty, we need to be ready to put a forceful stop to it. Torval, permission is denied for beginning active flybys of Savrak. The diplomatic negotiations are at a precarious stage, and we don’t need to be seen as provoking the Savrakaths.”




  “But they—”




  He gritted his teeth. “Follow my orders, Torval.”




  “Sir, they have antimatter weapons.”




  “Excuse me? What leads you to believe this?”




  “I have an acquaintance in CINT. She mentioned it.”




  It was a weaselly answer from someone who was usually direct to a fault. “If CINT is aware of the production of antimatter weapons by the Savrakaths, then we can assume it is being handled.”




  “Handled? How, by talking? By tsking them in disapproval? The Humans are cowards, and they will let the Savrakaths walk all over them like a threadbare rug in an attempt to keep the peace at any cost. It is our duty to eliminate this threat before they’re able to use those weapons on us.”




  “The Humans weren’t cowards when they kicked our asses fourteen years ago, Navarchos Torval. Until Commandant Solovy gives the order, there will be no aggressive actions taken against the Savrakaths. Have I made myself clear?”




  Torval’s jaw locked. “Crystal. May I be excused?”




  “Does the meeting look as if it is over? No, you may not be excused.”
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  Casmir powered through another twenty minutes of bureaucratic procedures on stubbornness alone, but he breathed a sigh of relief when the room finally emptied without any acts of physical violence.




  He dropped his chin in a hand and stepped through the action items now falling to him as a result of the Navarchos’ feedback. Then he sent a message requesting a remote audience with Commandant Solovy.




  Less than thirty seconds later, her representation appeared in the space above the table. “I only have a moment, Casmir. What is it you need?”




  “I’ll come straight to the point, then. One of my Navarchos has voiced a belief that the Savrakaths are developing antimatter weapons.”




  She looked up sharply. “Where did they hear this?”




  “If he is to be believed, you have a leak in CINT. Is it true, ma’am?”




  Her lips pursed, and her eyes darted to somewhere—or someone—off-cam. “We don’t know for certain. We are investigating.”




  “If they’re allowed to—”




  “I am aware of the variables, Casmir. If our investigation produces hard evidence that the Savrakaths are manufacturing or fielding antimatter weapons, we will act accordingly. Not before then.”




  He kept his posture rigid, consciously refusing to wilt beneath the rebuke. “Yes, ma’am. I’d like to be kept apprised of developments, however. So we can be better prepared to respond if needed.”




  She hesitated a moment, then nodded minutely. “I’ll update you on what we find.”




  “Thank you, Commandant. I’ll wait to hear from you.”
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  MIRAI




  Mirai Pavilion




  Dashiel hurried out the front entrance of the Mirai Pavilion the same instant Nika began ascending the steps. They met halfway and then she was in his arms. It had been less than a day since she’d seen him at Concord HQ, but he held onto her as if she’d been absent for years. She didn’t mind.




  His lips found her ear. “I’m glad you’re back on Dominion soil for real.”




  “I was fine.”




  “But you might not have been.”




  “I’m here now, safe and sound. Want to go home—my place or yours, it doesn’t matter—and spend the next eighteen hours naked in bed?”




  “Yes, I do.”




  Her lips brushed across his and back again; she sighed softly.




  He drew back a little, his amber eyes twinkling. “Can’t do it, can you?”




  “Dammit, no. Later, though, I promise. Now, show me what you’ve been up to while I was traversing the void.”




  “You’ve got it.” He took her hand in his to lead her the rest of the way up the stairs and inside.




  The Dominion government had entered into a long-term lease for the Mirai Pavilion from Charles Basquan, and the ways in which they were making it their own began to leap out to her from the minute she stepped inside: a glossy new paint job, permanent panes announcing the purpose of each wing and room in pearl-white lettering, informational billboards…and an intriguing new logo adorning every one.
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  Dashiel strode down the main hall, guiding her past a long sequence of rooms with fascinating titles, and she fought the urge to peek inside them all. He led her to the east lift, then selected the top floor.




  “The data vault?”




  He smiled mysteriously. “It’s not a data vault any longer.”




  “Fine, keep it a surprise.” She kept her voice nonchalant, but by this point her curiosity was beyond piqued.




  The lift rose into a sleek glass enclosure as it slowed to a stop. She stepped off to find she was part-way inside a single expansive room. It must stretch the entire length and breadth of the top floor.




  “Welcome to the Omoikane Initiative.”




  A name that promised knowledge and wisdom in equal measure. She studiously took in the space, though she found she had to turn in a complete circle to discover it all.




  The floor-sized room was divided into numerous workspaces through the use of half-walls, shoji screens and curving frosted glass dividers. At least fifty people occupied the floor, all giving the appearance of working diligently at unknown tasks. On the far wall, which had acted as a command/information center during the attack on the Rasu stronghold, a single long pane stretched for the entire length. She zoomed in her vision until she could read it without approaching closer. Nine columns segregated the data displayed by subject matter.




  The first column contained military fleet strength for a variety of craft—cruisers, frigates, fast attack craft, support vessels and more. She blinked and realized the data had updated while she studied it.




  The second consisted of a bullet list of “Top 5 Projects,” each one coded by priority, feasibility and status. The third included a much longer list of other projects in development. The fourth displayed a list of the most critical ‘needs.’ The remaining columns broke out each of the Top 5 Projects in far greater detail.




  The highest priority—




  —someone tackled her from the left, sending her stumbling back a step. “You’re back!”




  She laughed as Perrin Benvenit enveloped her in a bear hug. “Still needing to breathe, though!”




  “Sorry.” Perrin released her and took a step back to scrutinize her. Nika did the same. Her friend had straightened her wavy-bordering-on-curly hair into a sleek side part and lightened it to strawberry blond. She wore a baby blue velvet shirt and navy slacks—practically formal attire for her. She looked…good. Put together, bordering on professional.




  “Who are you, and what have you done with my friend?”




  “What, me? Pfft. I just didn’t want security to think I was a vagrant and kick me out. You look the same, though. Maybe a little tired.”




  “It’s been a whirlwind…” she counted it up in her head “…thirty-eight hours. Plus all the weeks before then.”




  “Tell me everything. But first, want to see my office?”




  “Of course I do.” She glanced at Dashiel, who rolled his eyes and nudged her after Perrin.




  She was stopped by multiple people on the way across the room, but finally they made it to an enclave toward the front right of the space.




  “This is Personnel. And also my office.” Perrin motioned with exuberance to a marbled ceramic desk covered from corner to corner with knick-knacks, data weaves, empty glasses and two jackets. Three panes hovered at the center, and a tall stack of more data weaves was piled haphazardly on the floor beside the desk.




  “It looks as if you’re most of Personnel.”




  “Well, I am. I mean, I’m in charge of it, but I do have two employees. Part-time only, but they totally work for me.”




  “Two today, two hundred tomorrow. What does being in charge of Personnel mean?”




  Perrin pointed to the expansive pane along the back wall. “All those projects on the scoreboard? They need staffing. They need brilliant brains working on them and engineers designing what the brilliant brains come up with and techs building the designs. I find those people and connect them with the right project. Then sometimes reconnect them with the actual right project.”




  “That sounds perfect for you.”




  Perrin shrugged. “It’s something I can do to help. And I don’t have NOIR to take care of any longer, so I needed a job.”




  “Speaking of, how are our former NOIR comrades doing?”




  “Let’s see. Parc is running a dozen ceraff projects—some Omoikane-authorized, some not so much—while Ryan and Dominic are mostly working on the Guerilla Project, which involves strategizing for building-to-building combat against the Rasu. Some of the Taiyoks on Namino are even helping us with it, since they’re, you know, sneaky.” Perrin grimaced. “Joaquim’s working on that, too, though he refuses to become an official employee of Omoikane. He’s even gotten Xyche’ghael to pitch in. Ava and Maggie are designing…” Perrin’s eyes narrowed “…oh. I see what you did there. But I swear, keeping up with NOIR people takes no more than twenty minutes a day of my time.”




  “Uh-huh. And how’s Adlai?”




  Perrin collapsed into her chair. “Grumpy, today. He’s over at the Justice Center now trying to wrangle a particularly thorny series of crimes.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “Ceraffin trouble.”




  A warning flared in Nika’s mind, tinged with a flavor of dread. “A single ceraff, or all of them?”




  “Neither. A few of them. Justice is having a difficult time herding the multiplying ceraffin into any sort of monitorable, rules-abiding structure.”




  She wasn’t surprised. But she refused to feel guilty about creating the kyoseil-powered consciousness hubs; they’d done what they’d had to do.




  “So you likely want to get updates on all that stuff—” Perrin waved toward the scoreboard “—from the other Advisors, and I know they want to hear from you about the Anadens or whoever it is you found. But later, you have to tell me about your adventures. But only the exciting parts.”




  “I will, I promise.” She wandered closer to the front of the room, using this new information to scan the information in greater depth. After a few seconds, she sensed Dashiel join her in front of the scoreboard.




  “What’s the Vault?”
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  Mirai Two




  The commercial shipbuilding facility on the outskirts of Mirai Two bustled with as much activity as the Pavilion, but most of this activity was dyne and mech in nature. The first true oddity, however, was the level of security here. It far outstripped the measures at the Pavilion, the Axis World Towers and even the former Platform.




  An opaque force field completely enveloped the facility in a half-bubble, obscuring whatever was inside, and heavily armed combat dynes staffed a single two-stage checkpoint entry through the field. Outside the bubble, three AEVs flew in a patrol pattern high overhead.




  She eyed Dashiel suspiciously, but he just motioned her toward the checkpoint. “You’ll see why once we’re inside.”




  “Are they going to let us inside?”




  “They are. We have clearance.”




  And so they did. It took several minutes, but finally they passed through the force field, and she got her first look at this mysterious Vault.




  The outdoor factory floor, formerly devoted to assembling private starships, had been turned over entirely to a single construction project. An enormous and already imposing circular object over fifty meters in height and one hundred twenty in width was suspended above the ground in an elaborate construction framework. Mechs fitted thick pieces of hull plating into unfinished sections while drones buzzed around using precision torches to seal up open seams.




  “It looks like the Platform.”




  “There’s a good reason for that. The Platform was built to survive permanently in space, and it used the best technology available to us to do so. We’ve cribbed a lot of the designs and tech from it for use in the Vault.”




  “You still haven’t told me what the Vault is, exactly.”




  “It’s better if I show you. Let’s go inside.”




  More surprises, then. Served her right for leaving him behind for a few weeks with an expansive mandate and a blank check.




  A sturdy lift platform waited on the ground beneath the center of the…ship? Station? When they stepped on it, Dashiel entered a code in a control pane, and it rose to deliver them inside.




  The temperature dropped a good ten degrees as soon as they reached the interior. The lighting inside was dim but pervasive, with streams of silver lights running horizontally two meters apart. They revealed a ring of…she squinted. Server hardware, she thought, encased in durable containment boxes. Periodic breaks in the ring revealed aisles leading to additional, larger rings that circled outward into the shadows.




  The volume of data this much hardware could store was almost beyond conceiving. “Are we storing the sum total of all knowledge of the Asterion Dominion?”




  “You’re not far off. We’re storing the psyche backups of every Asterion.”




  She spun to Dashiel, properly astonished. “Every psyche?”




  “That’s the goal. Then we’re going to send the Vault to space, where it will keep them safe from a Rasu attack.”




  “Will it? From everything we’ve seen, the Rasu are a space-based species.”




  “True, but to say that space is a big place understates the matter by a fair amount. They’ll have to find it to destroy it, and this is where we’re getting clever. We can’t move the Axis Worlds, but we can move the Vault.




  “The navigation system will be fully autonomous and programmed to avoid astronomical phenomena as well as any artificial activity it detects. It will stay in the Gennisi galaxy, but beyond that limitation, its movements will be random and unpredictable, even to us. Accessing its location at any given moment will require the simultaneous approval of a minimum of four Advisors, as will taking control of navigation or accessing the contents. The entire system is stand-alone—no nex web access—and only the Advisors know how to contact it.”




  She approached the innermost ring and ran her hand along the cool metal, felt the faint vibration of power. “The psyche backups won’t be regularly updated?”




  “No. To do so would send the security risks through the stratosphere. It’s not a perfect plan, but it’s the best one we’ve come up with to make certain our people survive to start again, should the worst happen. The Vault operating system will expect to receive a confirmatory ping from one Axis World every ten months. If it doesn’t receive a ping for fifty months, it will travel to a randomly chosen habitable world in its database and land.”




  “And begin constructing bodies? There’s a regen lab in here?”




  Dashiel gestured toward the ceiling, which hung only thirty meters overhead instead of the expected fifty.




  She came to an aisle and peered down it. Seven concentric rings? No, eight. “Everyone in the Dominion, truly?”




  “Probably not ‘truly.’ We can’t transfer backups from private facilities without the individuals’ permission, and obtaining those permissions is going slowly. Also, not everyone will agree to it. It seems some people continue to be paranoid about government intrusion into their lives.”




  She laughed faintly. “Having been on both sides, I can’t honestly blame them. And it is ultimately their choice.” The mere notion of what the ‘worst happening’ meant in real terms sent a shudder rippling through her body. But if such a catastrophic string of calamities did befall them…she nodded deliberately. This would ensure her people lived to rise again.




  “What’s the schedule?”




  “The structure itself is eighty-two percent complete, and we’ve loaded thirty-six million psyches so far, or around forty-one percent of what we hope to include. In theory, the Vault will be ready to launch within three weeks.” He gave her a teasing smile that belied the dark solemnity of their environs. “So, you know, let’s make sure and get your psyche backup in here.”
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  Mirai Justice Center




  Escalation had been a reality of law enforcement since time immemorial. Justice implemented better, more advanced security measures and crime detection methods; criminals devised new ways around them. Justice adapted; the criminals followed suit.




  The old story now featured a fresh new twist: the ceraffin. Instead of it taking months or years for enterprising criminals to develop a new way to elude Justice, it was taking weeks. Days. Twice now, mere hours.




  As much as Adlai Weiss was coming to despise the collective consciousness hubs, he nevertheless recognized they weren’t limited to criminal pursuits. The Justice Division already operated two standing ceraffin, and they helped to stay on top of shifting criminal practices and patterns. But the Justice ceraffin had to cover the entire Dominion’s worth of law enforcement, while a single criminal-operated ceraff was able to focus all its considerable processing power on its chosen goal.




  And this morning at 9:27, the imbalance in resources had reared up to bite him in the ass. To bite Justice in the ass, but specifically Justice on Mirai. In other words, him.




  Despite all their extensive precautions and security measures, someone walked into the Mirai Justice Center, proceeded to the server hub in the basement and had their way with it. Then they walked back out the front door, all without a single alarm activating.




  Adlai took the server offline immediately upon the breach being discovered and loaded a backup from overnight so the regular and ordinary work of Justice could continue. One of the Justice ceraffin specialized in forensic analyses, and it had taken the group of joined Asterion minds less than twenty minutes to determine no data had been altered in the server and no malicious code left behind. Nonetheless, because even ceraffin made mistakes, the sliced system would remain offline and the updates processed since the backup reentered on an individual basis.




  The obvious conclusion to arrive at was the incursion had been a fishing expedition. Someone wanted secure data that Justice possessed. Slicing left behind traces, so usually in such a circumstance, they’d be able to determine what data the slicer had viewed. Not this time. A worm had crawled wild through the system, spiraling outward and touching virtually every corner of every database. It had done so to obscure what the perpetrator wanted to study, of course. And done a damn fine job of it.




  Adlai pulled up the building security report for the third time. They’d identified every person who had entered the Justice Center and not yet departed at the time of the breach, and officers were locating and interviewing them with commendable speed.




  Everyone, that was, except for the five identities that did not correspond to actual living Asterions.




  Spoofed IDs were nothing new. It wasn’t easy to create one comprehensive enough to pass a Justice security scan, but it was certainly doable. In the days after the destruction of the Rasu stronghold, when they were all still giddy about the victory and doing more celebrating than working, Nika confessed to him that she’d used spoofed IDs to enter the Mirai Justice Center three times in the last five years, and the Namino and Kiyora Justice Centers once each. Perrin swore she’d never done so…but had admitted to him she could have if she’d needed to do it.




  NOIR had enjoyed access to more sophisticated tools than most criminals ever saw, but with the advent of the ceraffin, those tools were becoming available to anyone who wanted to obtain them. Again, not easy, but clearly doable.




  Still, five people using spoofed IDs on a single morning had to be a record. His gut told him it only happened because all five were involved in the crime. Maybe the role of four of them was simply to give him multiple ghosts he needed to track down. Maybe some had served as lookouts or distractions.




  He stared at the image captures of the five, for what they were worth, which wasn’t much. Like digital signatures, faces could be changed. Or rather, the faces that Asterion eyes and cams recorded could be changed. Not dramatically, but enough to render legal identification impossible.




  Three of the individuals displayed male facial features and two androgynous ones. Two sported medium brown hair, one black, one ginger, one dark blond. Similar distribution in iris color. The bone structures of their faces differed in the details, but they all clustered around ‘normal.’ Nothing distinctive, nothing to catch the eye.




  He sank back and rubbed his jaw. And this constituted the entirety of what he had to go on. It was a breach notable primarily for its audaciousness—and for its exposure of an uncomfortable truth: as it stood right now, Justice security was not up to the job it purported to perform. But they’d uncovered no clues as to what the criminals wanted or what they left with, and nothing but five throwaway names and faces as leads.




  He needed to head over to the Pavilion in a few minutes to help catch Nika up on what she’d missed, but he’d do a quick ceraff with the other Justice Advisors later today on the off chance that collectively they might spot some new thread to chase down. Then he’d review the recommendations for new measures to escalate the building security yet again.
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  MIRAI




  Omoikane Initiative




  Nika took a seat at the slick glass conference table in the ‘Operations’ zone of the Omoikane Initiative. No more scrounging up chairs and moving furniture into whatever conference room at the Pavilion happened to be available and not disrupted by rubble. Every meter of the building had received a fresh coat of professionalism and respectability. Nothing shoestring or ragtag here. Not any longer.




  Maris Debray was always prattling on about the emotional power of imagery; seeing the difference it made here, Nika found she couldn’t disagree.




  She wrapped her hands around the steaming coffee mug in front of her. “Talk to me. Where are we?”




  Lance went first. “We are 10,213 warships stronger than we were a month ago, doubling our preexisting fleet. Three hundred forty new ships now leave the assembly lines each day. Those assembly lines consist of four separate facilities in orbit above Namino and twelve component facilities on the ground. I won’t bore you with the details of the new ship designs, but some of them are interesting.”




  Maris moaned whimsically. “They are gorgeous. I never thought I’d say such a thing about weapons of destruction, but they belong in an art gallery.”




  “No, they belong patrolling Dominion space, which they are doing in greater numbers every day.”




  Dashiel tilted his head. “We’ve developed a new railgun weapon that uses the archine blade technology. We started installing it on all the larger ships last week.”




  “How does it do that?”




  He chuckled. “It literally shoots out eight hundred meter-long archine blades at a speed of ninety km/s for as long as the supply holds out.”




  The image forming in her head made her chuckle, too. “Clever.”




  “Well.” He shrugged. “We’re also working on a laser weapon that in effect acts like an archine blade, but it’s slower going. We’re deploying long-range sensors specifically tuned to detect the Rasu emission signature throughout all Dominion stellar systems. We’ve leased a dozen of the sensors to the Taiyoks, and next week we’ll deploy several in the Chosek system. If or when the Rasu show up, we ought to have at least several hours’ warning.”




  Adlai spoke up. “Justice has been developing emergency evacuation procedures designed to get as many people as possible off a planet if it comes under attack. Your basic emergency practices: switching all trams to inbound to the transit hubs, flipping every d-gate to exit mode, as well as broadcasting nex alerts and instructions.




  “We are also developing procedures for those who can’t get off-world in time to follow. We’re building underground bunkers to shield them, and possibly including weapons stashes there, though the security measures to access those are under discussion. In theory, we want to provide people a way to survive until we can rescue them.”




  Nika frowned. “Perrin mentioned something about the ‘Guerilla Project’—but what does ‘can’t get off-world in time’ mean, exactly?”




  Adlai shifted uncomfortably; she’d hit a nerve. “This is also still under discussion, but should the worst occur—should the Rasu make landfall—there will come a point where we’ll need to shut down the d-gates on the sieged world under a protocol we’re designating ‘Firewall.’ The prevailing belief is that we can’t leave open the slightest possibility of Rasu using them to reach other Dominion worlds.”




  She sank back in her chair, the optimistic mood buoyed by so many exciting advances swept away by the somber weight of the threat looming over them. “Containment.”




  “Containment. I know it’s not a pleasant thought, but we—”




  “But we have to think strategically. I appreciate the arguments for it—and those against it. I need to think about it. We can discuss it further later.” She said this as though the Justice Advisors would allow her to overrule them if she decided she disagreed with the protocol, which…there would only be one way to find out. She forced her spine straight. “What else?”




  Dashiel spoke up again. “You’ve already seen the Vault. The other big project in a similar vein is the planetary shielding. We expect to be ready to begin deployment testing of it in another two weeks.”




  “How does it work?”




  “Currently, thirty-two hundred satellites are in high orbit above Mirai. When activated, they’ll broadcast a signal pattern that will create an electromagnetic mesh surrounding the planet. We’ve based the pattern on Taiyok stealth technology, and it should mask the presence of the planet from outside the mesh.”




  “But?”




  “But we’re facing a host of technological and safety issues. The power required to generate the pattern is tremendous, and this power must then be masked as well, thus increasing the needed power output. The long-term effect of the mesh on the atmosphere and thus on the planetary climate is unclear. Simulations indicate it will be marginal at worst, but a planet’s climate is one of the most complex ecosystems in existence, and we can’t be certain.”




  She chewed on her bottom lip. “How effective is the cloaking?”




  “Again, we’re in the realm of simulations for a while longer. But it fools our own scans from as close as two megameters. Of course, it’s all an illusion. If the Rasu fire a weapon through it, the weapon will hit the planet. Now, they might not know it hit anything unless it’s a missile that continues to send back data.”




  “Nonetheless, that’s impressive. You said the satellites are already in place above Mirai. What about our other worlds?”




  Dashiel sighed. “The cost and manufacturing effort required to produce a working deployment for Mirai has been gargantuan. Until we’re sure it works and is tolerably safe, we frankly can’t afford to build a second one, never mind four more, or twelve more after that for the Adjunct Worlds.”




  She gave him a small smile. “I understand.” Then she dipped her chin toward Lance. “How’s Jerry doing?”




  “Sunning itself on III-E183-31B like it hasn’t a care in the world. Which, who knows? Maybe it doesn’t.”




  “I’m glad to hear it.” She straightened up in her chair. “This is all incredible, and far above and beyond what I imagined you could accomplish in a few short weeks. It’s possible we’ll soon have additional assistance coming our way from Concord, but we can’t rely upon it. We need to be able to defend ourselves, and it sounds as if this is what we’re preparing to do.”




  Dashiel didn’t bask in her praise, but she hoped he felt it. He gestured toward the scoreboard. “There are additional projects in the early development and vetting phases. A virutox to scramble Rasu systems when injected directly into them is the most promising idea as of today, though such a weapon will only be usable in a narrow and unpleasant range of circumstances.




  “We’ve got four ceraffin working on everything from the mundane to the truly outlandish, testing out permutations and running feasibility analyses. And Perrin’s done a fantastic job of setting up citizen teams to help develop and build out projects. If you walk the streets, you’ll see a hundred ways the Initiative is out there.




  “We do, however, continue to run up against one intractable problem—how to permanently destroy Rasu. Unless there happens to be a nearby star we can hurl them into, our options remain limited.




  “We are quietly building nuclear-based weapons we hope will be able to take out individual ships in the right circumstances, but the risks to using those widely go without saying. We are also experimenting with miniaturized atomic weapons that can be used to disintegrate the ground-based, bipedal Rasu forms. The collateral damage will be extensive, and we’re having trouble finding ways to mitigate it. Our bodies are mostly organic, and we can’t completely prevent radiation damage.




  “If we start activating these weapons all around a city, the impact will be devastating to the ecosystem as well as to us. So…yes, we still need to find another way to destroy them.” He smiled gamely. “Stay tuned.”
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  SIYANE




  NGC 55
Beyond the Boundaries of Concord Space




  The Caeles Prism vaulted them across two megaparsecs of space in the span of a blink, though Alex never blinked during such transitions. Her eyes were closed but her vision open, and when they emerged out the other side of the space-time tear, seven billion new stars bathed her in their light. Cosmic particles agitated by their sudden arrival danced their way around and through her.




  Around and through the Siyane, that was. Which happened to technically also be her at the moment. Once upon a time, this elemental connection between her and her ship had nearly destroyed her mind and her life. As such, she took due care with it, always treating it as a privilege—and it was the greatest of those—to be enjoyed judiciously and with deliberate intentionality.




  Few experiences could compare to bursting into the heart of a new galaxy while using all of one’s faculties to see, feel, know every dimension of its existence, and she damn well appreciated the wonder of it.




  Alex sensed the gentle nudge of another consciousness as it slid into the Siyane’s quantum circuitry like it owned the place. Which….




  Hello, Valkyrie. Curiosity won out?




  It did. I want to see what you find.




  Well, since you’re here, you can fly. Our initial destination is in the region of SGC—




  No, no, I’m simply here to observe.




  Tough. You can do your old job for a bit.




  Oh, fine.




  Valkyrie’s gradual separation from the Siyane—or rather her expansion beyond it—had occurred in fits and starts in the years after The Displacement and even now wasn’t truly complete. For the most part, her original circuitry remained inside the walls of the ship and operated with full functionality. It was merely that Alex could now inhabit that circuitry as easily and completely as Valkyrie could. Valkyrie also maintained a complete set of quantum hardware on Earth, with a synced backup set on Sagan as well, and probably third and fourth copies in additional places Alex didn’t know about. Valkyrie’s consciousness projected out from any of those sets of hardware to anywhere the Artificial wanted to be present.
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