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AURORA RISING




The

history of humanity is the history of conflict. This proved no less true in the

24th century than in ancient times.




By

2322, humanity inhabited over 100 worlds spread across a third of the galaxy.

Two decades earlier, a group of colonies had rebelled and set off the First

Crux War. Once the dust cleared, three factions emerged: the Earth Alliance,

consisting of the unified Earth government and most of the colonies; the

Senecan Federation, which had won its independence in the war; and a handful of

scattered non-aligned worlds, home to criminal cartels, corporate interests and

people who made their living outside the system.




Alexis

Solovy was a space explorer. Her father gave his life in the war against the

Federation, leading her to reject a government or military career. Estranged

from her mother, an Alliance military leader, Alex instead sought the freedom

of space and made a fortune chasing the hidden wonders of the stars.




A

chance meeting between Alex and a Federation intelligence agent, Caleb Marano,

led them to discover an armada of alien warships emerging from a mysterious

portal in the Metis Nebula. 




The Metigens had been watching humanity

via the portal for millennia; in an effort to forestall their detection, they

used traitors among civilization’s elite to divert focus from Metis. When their

plans failed, they invaded in order to protect their secrets.




The

wars that ensued were brutal—first an engineered war between the Alliance and

the Federation, then once it was revealed to be built on false pretenses,

devastating clashes against the Metigen invaders as they advanced across

settled space, destroying every colony in their path and killing tens of

millions.




Alex

and Caleb breached the aliens’ portal in an effort to find a way to stop the

slaughter. There they encountered Mnemosyne, the Metigen watcher of the Aurora

universe—our universe. Though enigmatic and evasive, the alien revealed the

invading ships were driven by AIs and hinted the answer to defeating them lay

in the merger of individuals with the powerful but dangerous quantum computers

known as Artificials.




Before

leaving the portal space, Alex and Caleb discovered a colossal master gateway.

It generated 51 unique signals, each one leading to a new portal and a new

universe. But with humanity facing extinction, they returned home armed with a

daring plan to win the war. 




In a

desperate gambit to vanquish the enemy invaders before they reached the heart

of civilization, four Prevos (human-synthetic meldings) were created and given

command of the combined might of the Alliance and Federation militaries. Alex

and her Artificial, Valkyrie, led the other Prevos and the military forces

against the alien AI warships in climactic battles above Seneca and Romane. The

invaders were defeated and ordered to withdraw through their portal, cease

their observation of Aurora and not return.




Alex

reconciled with her mother during the final hours of the war, and following the

victory Alex and Caleb married and attempted to resume a normal life.




But

new mysteries waited through the Metis portal. Determined to learn the secrets

of the portal network and the multiverses it held, six months later Caleb, Alex

and Valkyrie traversed it once more, leaving humanity behind to struggle with a

new world of powerful quantum synthetics, posthumans, and an uneasy, fragile

peace.















 




AURORA RENEGADES




Following

the victory over the Metigens, Alex, Caleb and Valkyrie set off to unlock the

secrets of the Metigens’ portal network. Discovering worlds of infinite wonder,

they made both enemies and friends. Planets of sentient plant life which left a

lasting mark on Alex and Caleb both. Silica-based beings attempting to grow

organic life. A race of cat-like warriors locked in conflict with their

brethren.




Behind

them all, the whispered machinations of the Metigen puppet masters pervaded

everything. In some universes, the Metigens tested weapons. In some, they set

aliens against each other in new forms of combat. In others, they harvested

food and materials to send through the massive portal at the heart of the maze.






But

Alex and Caleb found yet another layer to the puzzle. In one universe, they

discovered a gentle race of underground beings with a strange history. Their

species was smuggled out of the universe beyond the master portal by the

Metigens. They watched as their homeworld was destroyed by a powerful species

known as Anadens; but for the Metigens, they would have perished as well.




Back

home in Aurora, the peace proved difficult to maintain. The Prevos found

themselves targeted by politicians and a restless population desperate for a

place to pin their fears. Under the direction of a new, power-hungry Earth

Alliance PM, the government moved to cage and shackle them. 




In

desperation, the Prevos uploaded the AIs’ consciousnesses into their own minds,

fled from their governments’ grasp and disappeared onto independent colonies.

Devon published the details of the Prevo link to the exanet, unleashing its

capabilities for anyone who wanted to follow in their footsteps.




Meanwhile,

an anti-synthetic terrorist group emerged to oppose them, fueled by the rise of

Olivia Montegreu as a Prevo. While the private face of Prevos was the heroes

who defeated the Metigens, the public face became the image of Olivia killing a

colonial governor and tossing him off of a building in front of the world.




Unaware

of the struggles her fellow Prevos faced, Alex forged her own path forward.

Rather than bringing the AI into herself, she pushed out and through Valkyrie,

into the walls of the Siyane.

Piloting her ship in a way she never dreamed, Alex was able to feel the

photonic brilliance of space itself. Over time, however, that bond began to

capture more of her spirit and mind. 




On

the surface of a destroyed planet, Mesme at last revealed all. The portal

network was, above all else, a refuge for those targeted for eradication by the

Anadens. And the Anadens, rulers of the true universe through the master

portal, were the genetic template upon which humanity was built. Aurora was

nothing more than another experiment of the Metigens, created so they could

study the development and nature of their enemy and the enemy of all life.




Alex

and Caleb returned to Aurora to find a galaxy rocked by chaos. After the

execution of Olivia Montegreu by Alliance and Prevo forces, Miriam had gone

rogue. Her resistance force, bolstered by help from inside the Senecan and

Alliance militaries, moved against the despotic Alliance PM. 




As

Alex struggled with her growing addiction to an ethereal realm, she felt

herself being pulled away from reality. Away from her husband, her mother, her

friends. She watched as those she loved fought, but increasingly found herself

losing her own battle.




When

terrorists staged a massive riot on Romane, Dr. Canivon, the mother of the

Prevos, was murdered in front of Devon and Alex. Overcome by her own and

Valkyrie’s grief, Alex unleashed the explosive power of the ethereal realm to

destroy the terrorists’ safehouse. Standing in the rubble of her destruction,

Alex made a decision to sever the quantum connection between herself and the Siyane, choosing a tangible, human life.

Choosing Caleb.




Miriam

wrested control of the EA government away from the PM, bringing an end to the

Prevo persecution. In the wake of victory, a shadowy Anaden hunter emerged from

the darkness to attack Alex and Caleb. Caleb was gravely injured when the

Anaden’s power leapt to him, healing his wounds and helping him kill the alien.




Mesme

revealed the ominous consequences of the attack. Soon, the Anaden leadership

would discover Aurora. When they did, they would destroy it unless humanity

could stand against them. Mesme told Miriam and the others to prepare, but

knowing the end game was upon them, asked Alex and Caleb to come to Amaranthe.

The master universe. The home and dominion of the Anadens.















 




RELATIVITY


(Aurora Resonant Book One)




Aurora




Miriam

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

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

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

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

with integrated Artificials and Prevos sharing command with their captains.




A

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

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

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

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

substance and falls unconscious.




Doctors

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

originated from the deceased Anaden scientists are studying. Richard identifies

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

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

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

comatose.




During

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

she leaves under the pretense of work.




At

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

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

from an unknown individual who sounds eerily like Olivia Montegreu.




Later

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

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

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

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

shatter their Prevo connections, killing them and shattering multiple walls

nearby.




At

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

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

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

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

events of the last year and a half.




Harper

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

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

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

Stanley’s consciousness in Morgan’s mind.




Late

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

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

Amaranthe. The AEGIS Council begins developing strategies to counter their

future opponent. 




Mia

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

the young woman recovers.




Richard

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

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

left behind on her death.




Devon

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

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

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

the Zelones headquarters on New Babel.




Before

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

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

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

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

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

they are going to change this.




On

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

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

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

Presidio.




Noah

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

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

married, she suggests they just take a honeymoon instead. 




Morgan

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

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

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

war to go fight.
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Amaranthe




The

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

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

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

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

Caleb.




Two

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

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

they decide to blow up the lab.




Eren

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

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

detained, a mysterious man appears and uses diati, the mysterious power wielded by Praesidis Inquisitors,

to attack the security officers, and a woman approaches Eren and tells him to

come with them. Lacking other options, he flees with the strangers to their

ship.




The

ship is the Siyane, Eren’s

rescuers Caleb and Alex. They introduce themselves, Valkyrie and Mesme, and ask

him to help them obtain details on the Directorate’s military arm, run by the

Machim Dynasty. Eren is reluctant to trust a synthetic, a Kat (as the Metigens

are called in Amaranthe), or strangers who look Anaden but are not, but he

reluctantly agrees to look into the matter.




After

he leaves the Siyane, Eren is

approached by Miaon, a fellow anarch. Miaon reveals that it is Mesme’s contact

and urges Eren to help these strangers. Eren visits an anarch friend, Thelkt,

for information on how to obtain the intel Alex and Caleb seek.




Mesme

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

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

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

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

of itself for Alex.




Caleb

dreams of the distant history of the Anadens, as relayed by the diati. When they are invaded by a

powerful enemy, the Anadens face annihilation. The ethereal diati joins with the Anaden’s greatest

warrior, Corradeo Praesidis, to defeat the enemy. The Anadens thrive, then face

an uprising by people seeking to join with synthetics. The conflict ends in a

purge of AIs and AI-sympathizers and the formation of the Dynasties. The diati propagates into Corradeo’s

descendants, losing its coherence. The Anadens grow more oppressive as they

abandon the ethos Corradeo espoused, but the diati cannot prevent it. 




Nyx

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

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

two Kats in stasis chambers to interrogate.




In

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

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

to witness the exodus.




While

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

monitors locations around Amaranthe, watching for Directorate aggression. Alex

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

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

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

evacuation to the Mosaic. 




Alex

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

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

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

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

time it’s on board.




After

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

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

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

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

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

with the anarchs.




When

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

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

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

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

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

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




Valkyrie

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

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

to accompany her to Amaranthe.




Eren

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

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

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

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

resources for a rescue mission.




Caleb

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

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

answer. Caleb’s diati absorbs

the jolts, keeping him from injury; Alex is not so lucky.




Nyx

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

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

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

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

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

providing crucial provisions to Amaranthe.




Eren

rejoins Valkyrie and Mesme on the Siyane

with a rescue plan. Mesme reveals to Eren that the species he encountered at

the Idoni party, leading to his rebellion, were not all eradicated. Called

Faneros, many were smuggled out to safety in the Mosaic. 




Nyx

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

he refuses to answer. In frustration she draws closer, and he steals her diati until he’s strong enough to break

out of the restraints. He then drains her of diati, incapacitates her and goes in search of Alex.




When

he reaches her cell, his diati

allows him to pass through the force field easily. But he’s unable to

deactivate the force field, and he has to trust the diati to protect her as he carries her through it. 




Security

is closing in when Eren and Mesme appear. Mesme transports Alex to the Siyane as an assault mech attacks. Caleb

destroys the mech, then Eren insists Mesme transport Caleb next. Once they’re

gone, Eren detonates explosives he brought, destroying the facility.




Informed

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

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

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




The

Machim fleet acquires special Igni antimatter missiles and a doomsday device

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

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

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

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

bombs the Kat homeworld.




The Siyane joins the AEGIS fleet in the

Mosaic. Alex reunites with her mother then briefs Miriam on their plan.




The

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

negative energy missiles from the Siyane

and stealthed fighters nearby. The explosion takes out a large chunk of the

Machim fleet; while it’s still recovering, the AEGIS fleet materializes behind

it.




The

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

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

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




Paratyr

appears in the cabin of the Siyane

in ethereal form. The Kat warns them about the Tartarus Trigger on the Machim

command ship Imperium. If detonated, it will annihilate every molecule for

parsecs, then possibly the entire universe.




Malcolm

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

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

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

ship and transport the device away.




Alex

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

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

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

AEGIS.




The

AEGIS Council, now including Alex and Caleb, convenes on the Stalwart II to determine the next steps.

They are interrupted, however, by a message from Sator Nisi requesting a

meeting.




Alex,

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

Caleb realizes the man controls diati

as well. Miriam and Nisi spar, and the lack of trust on both sides is evident.

Alex challenges Nisi, and he admits the anarchs are not powerful enough to

defeat the Directorate. Rather, they are a force designed to be of maximum

strategic value when the fulcrum that will change the cosmos arrives. 




He believes that

fulcrum is not the AEGIS fleet, but rather Caleb.















 




RUBICON


(Aurora Resonant Book Two)




AEGIS

wastes no time pressing the advantage gained at the Gateway victory, attacking

and destroying a major Machim warship construction facility. Caleb trains with

Sator Nisi, learning greater control over and abilities with the diati, including teleportation.




After

the mission, the AEGIS Council debates the goals of the war, eventually

concluding that they will have to kill the Primors, and prevent them from

undergoing regenesis, if they want to be victorious. But first, they need to

win the anarchs’ trust.




The

Directorate, perturbed by the Kats’ ability to infiltrate secure locations

their use of it to help the anarchs and the Humans, decides they must uncover

the location of a hidden portal into the Kats’ multiverse network in order to

destroy the Humans’ home universe.




Malcolm

returns to Aurora and reunites with Mia. He confesses his love for her, and she

reciprocates. He asks her to return to Amaranthe with him to serve as AEGIS’

ambassador to the anarchs. After some hesitation, she agrees. Kennedy is also

asked to come to Amaranthe to study weaknesses in the Machim Imperiums. She

convinces Noah to go with her, leaving the Artificial, Vii, in charge of

Connova Interstellar.




The

anarchs learn that Directorate security has begun a massive dragnet sweep

designed to root out anarch spies. They plan missions to extract what agents

they can, and Eren enlists Caleb, Alex and Mesme to help him and Cosime rescue

Thelkt and Felzeor from Plousia Chateau. 




Meanwhile,

the Inquisitor, Nyx, interrogates the owner of Plousia, Avdei elasson-Idoni.

She has uncovered evidence of Eren’s presence there recently and shows him

images captured by security cams. He recalls seeing Eren with Thelkt.




When

they reach Plousia, Mesme transports Eren and Cosime into the building where

everyone is being held, just as Nyx arrives to question Thelkt. Eren distracts

Nyx long enough for Mesme to transport Thelkt and Cosime away, then suicides.

Meanwhile, Caleb and Alex retrieve Felzeor from Thelkt’s residence, but Nyx

interrupts them, and a battle between Caleb and Nyx ensues. Caleb claims a

portion of her diati, but she

teleports away before he can take it all.




While

the events at Plousia unfold, AEGIS forces move against another Machim warship

facility. However, Machim fleets are now stationed at every transit point. When

the AEGIS ships emerge through a gateway, Machim vessels ambush them. The

Machim commander fires Igni antimatter missiles at the gateway’s adjacent space

station. Admiral Rychen intervenes in an attempt to save the station, but the

station and Rychen’s dreadnought are destroyed, killing everyone on board both.




Malcolm,

Mia, Kennedy and Noah arrives from Aurora to find the AEGIS forces in a state

of shock. While Mia and Malcolm digest the events they missed, Kennedy meets

with Alex. She reveals that with Vii’s blessing, she brought David Solovy’s

quantum construct with her for Alex.




Alex

accesses a virtual space where she can see, touch and talk to her father. They

hug, cry, and bond anew. They talk about his journey to this point, and what to

do next. He asks her not to tell Miriam about his existence, fearing he would

distract her from her mission, and insists he’ll be fine in his current state

for now. Alex agrees but, now convinced of his realness and authenticity, she

secretly begins to hatch a plan.




In

her first act as AEGIS Ambassador, Mia meets with Nisi and his advisors. A

delicate negotiation ensues, but she persuades Nisi that humans can be trusted,

and that they need each other if they want to defeat the Directorate. The

anarchs grant AEGIS access to one of their posts, intelligence files and

promise future joint missions.




Alex

and Mia tour the anarch post. Alex quizzes the director of the post’s regenesis

lab on the regenesis procedure and how it might be adapted for humans. Alex and

Mia talk about how the Prevos can help AEGIS. The fleet can’t use the wormhole

gateways any longer, so they need a way to cross galaxies in a reasonable

amount of time—they need their own wormholes. Valkyrie analogizes sidespace to

wormholes, and Mia reveals that Devon has figured out how to affect the real

world from sidespace. Alex begins to see how it all might work together.




In

Aurora, Miriam reports Admiral Rychen’s death to the Earth Alliance Prime

Minister. He challenges her on the state and necessity of the mission in

Amaranthe, but she stands her ground. Miriam then visits Richard at the

Presidio. She unloads her concerns and fears on him, then asks him to come to

Amaranthe with her. He declines, saying he won’t be of much help there, but he

is doing good at home. 




Mia

convinces Devon to return with her to Amaranthe to help her and Alex create

wormholes out of sidespace.




Caleb

and Nisi talk about Caleb’s encounter with Nyx. They speculate that the Primor

must have gifted her with some of his own diati

after Caleb stripped hers at the Helix Retention facility. Abruptly, Caleb is

overwhelmed by a strange sensation and excuses himself. On Post Epsilon, Alex

begins to experience the same strange sensation. She and Caleb meet back at the

Siyane and decide it must be

Akeso calling to them, as that’s the one foreign entity they share. 




They

head for the Mosaic, and arrive at Akeso to find it under active attack by an

orbiting moon. The method of attack suggest the moon originated from Ekos-3,

another planet in the system. The attacker is trying to take over Akeso like a

virus. In a display of impressive power, Caleb uses his diati to destroy the moon. When the diati leaves his body to attack the

moon, he passes out, but is invigorated when it returns.




Caleb

communicates with the planet intelligence to ensure it’s safe and well. Akeso

asks them to stay for a while. They reluctantly decline but promise they will

return when they can. 




Eren

wakes up at the Post Alpha regenesis lab following his suicide at Plousia, and

is just getting his bearings when Mesme appears. The Kat takes Eren to see the

Faneros, the species Eren encountered that spurred him to become an anarch, in

the Mosaic. At first, Eren is fascinated, but observing them triggers vivid

memories from his troubling first encounter with them, and he recoils—from

himself and from the Faneros—and demands to be returned to Post Alpha.




There,

he begs Xanne to bring him back as another dynasty on his next regenesis, and

if she can’t do that, not to bring him back at all. When she refuses, he

returns to his room and tries to overdose on hypnols. Cosime finds him, throws away

all his remaining hypnols, then begs him to tell her what brought this on;

desperate for salvation, he begins confessing his darkest secrets. The next

morning, reinvigorated, he devises a plan to rescue alien prisoners from the

Erevna exobiology lab he was once going to blow up.




Malcolm

discovers a discrepancy in the number of Reverb devices in stock. He asks

Harper about it, pushing her on it until she’s forced to admit the discrepancy

is a result of her loaning out a Reverb to Caleb back on Romane. She refuses to

reveal what Caleb used it for, but Malcolm puts the pieces together and

realizes he used it to kill Jude Winslow while the OTS terrorist leader was in

custody.




Alex,

Mia and Devon meet on the Siyane.

Together with Valkyrie and the other Prevo Artificials, they strategize how to

use sidespace to open wormholes. Alex realizes the answer lies in the

Dimensional Rifter. By controlling the rifts in the spatial dimensions, they

can move people and objects from one rift—wormhole—out another, and a slight

change in the structure of a Dimensional Rifter will generate the power

required to tear open such rifts.




After

the meeting, Mia meets Malcolm back at her accommodations on Post Epsilon. He

shares what he learned about Caleb and Winslow, and she confesses she already

knew. They argue, with her insisting Winslow deserved to die and Malcolm

insisting that was the justice system’s decision to make, not Caleb’s. She

recalls the times in her life when there was no justice system to protect her

and she had to kill to survive. Convinced he doesn’t want to understand, she

tells him to leave.




Alex

goes to see the Post Epsilon regenesis lab director. She asks him to use the

regenesis technology to help her transfer a quantum consciousness into a

physical human body. He concedes it might be possible, but insists Nisi must

give his approval first. Alex gets Caleb to ask Nisi for that approval, which

he gives. Caleb, however, has some concerns, so Alex takes him into the virtual

space to meet her father for himself. Afterwards, they instruct the regenesis

lab director to proceed.




Mesme

and two other Kats watch Directorate agents place a tracking device on a Kat

vessel while it delivers supplies from the Mosaic. They hatch a plan to trick

the Directorate into thinking they’ve located a portal.




Later,

Casmir elasson-Machin is tasked with investigating the potential location of a

portal into the Mosaic. He takes his fleet to the location indicated by the

tracking device and is able to open a portal. His fleet traverses it, then

abruptly is thrown across space into the center of a star and killed.




Alex

and Kennedy dismantle a Dimensional Rifter and build it back up again in such a

way as to capture the power needed to open a wormhole, then head to space to

test it out. They’re able to successfully traverse a wormhole in the Siyane, and they dub the new device a

Caeles Prism. 




Malcolm

confronts Caleb about what happened with Jude Winslow. They argue, nearing

blows, and are left with seemingly unbridgeable differences on ethics,

morality, and the role of law and order.




When

Alex finds out about the argument, she sends Noah to find Caleb until she and

Kennedy can return. Noah takes Caleb to get a drink at the bar on Epsilon.

While there, they are provoked by two aliens into a bar fight. They escape as

chaos descends on the bar, then hide from their assailants in the icy waters

surrounding the post. Alex and Kennedy arrive to find them soaked, freezing and

drunk, and take them back to the Siyane.




The

next morning, Eren pitches Alex and Caleb on the idea of infiltrating the

exobiology lab and rescuing the aliens held captive there. Caleb tells Alex to

take him to Malcolm, as he’ll need the help of the Marines to pull it off. As

soon as Alex sees Malcolm, they argue about his dispute with Caleb. Some

unpleasant barbs are exchanged, but they ultimately call a truce for the good

of the mission.




Malcolm,

Harper and several Marine squads accompany Eren and Cosime to infiltrate the

exobiology lab. They rescue dozens of prisoners, are forced to kill several

violent ones, and Malcolm blows up the lab. Unbeknownst to the Marines, Nyx was

at the lab when the attack began. She allowed the raid to succeed, then

secretly placed a tracking device on the Marine transport.




The

Marines take the refugees from the lab to Post Alpha, where Eren talks to Nisi

about the need to stop playing by the Directorate’s rules. He asserts its time

for the anarchs to come out of the shadows and publicly stand up for those

oppressed. He proposes a plan for Nisi to address everyone in the empire, to

make their case to the public.




At

an AEGIS Council meeting, Mesme reveals the destruction of a Machim fleet

through the false portal. Miriam authorizes the use of the Caeles Prism in

combat missions. Alex comes up with an idea for the first mission to use it,

one targeting the Dyson rings powering Machimis.




Alex

and Caleb test the Caeles Prism for intergalactic traversal by traversing a

wormhole to the Maffei I galaxy. While the wormhole is open, Alex sees

luminescent strings running in all directions, but all running through the Reor

slab she’s holding in her hand. Valkyrie’s analysis of the luminescent strings

reveals that they are waves carrying data stored on other Reor slabs. Alex

believes the Reor possess a universal decryption key so that they can read the

data. Caleb suggests the key might be embedded in the slab the Reor gifted to

her.




They

visit the Galenai’s homeworld, and Alex is able to show Caleb and Valkyrie the

Galenai’s underwater city. Shortly thereafter, Alex, Caleb and Eren return to

Maffei I armed with antimatter explosives. They mine the newly constructed

gateway and destroy it to protect the Galenai from discovery by Directorate.




The

AEGIS fleet uses the Caeles Prism to travel directly to the sun in the Machimis

stellar system, where they destroy the Dyson rings collecting power for

Machimis. Power transmission to Machimis ceases, and the lights begin to go out

on the Machim homeworld.




At

the same time as the Machimis mission, Eren leads an anarch mission to take

over communications systems around the empire. Mesme transports Eren to a

secret resistance hideout, Chalmun Station, where he makes a grand speech about

the anarchs and their intentions to take the Directorate down, then introduces

Nisi.




Nisi

gives an impassioned, emotional speech about the right of everyone to be free

of the Directorate’s oppressive hand, the arrival of the humans and their

ability to defeat the Directorate, and his intentions to pursue regenesis for

all species if the anarchs win.




The

Praesidis Primor watches Nisi’s broadcast in horror, for though the man’s face

has changed, he recognizes Nisi as his father. A flashback follows of the

distant past. Renato Praesidis argues with his father, Corradeo (original

wielder of the diati and head

of the Praesidis Dynasty). He attacks Corradeo, stealing his diati then throwing his father out a

window into an icy crevasse. Then Renato takes on his father’s identity and

claims the Praesidis throne.




The diati the Primor gifted Nyx with shows

her the same memory while she sleeps. When she sees Nisi’s broadcast, though

she doesn’t recognize Nisi, she feels drawn to him. On the Siyane, the diati shows Caleb the same memory as well. He realizes Nisi is

Corradeo from the memory.




Caleb

goes to see Nisi, confronting him with his newfound knowledge about the man’s

past. Nisi reveals that the little diati

remaining within him spirited him away and nursed him back to health. In the

centuries that followed, he wandered the stars, then eventually joined those rebelling

against the Directorate.




Malcolm

returns to Post Epsilon and seeks Mia out. He bares his soul, apologizing for

devaluing her and all she’s done to survive and professing his love for her

again. She yells at him, then kisses him.




On

the Stalwart II, Alex readies a

surprise for her mother. Caleb clears the bridge for privacy, and Alex asks her

mother to trust her. Then David Solovy walks in, flesh and blood and alive.















CONTENTS




 






Part I




As You (Never) Were




 




Part II




Angels & Monsters




 




Part III




The Harsh Light of Night






 




Part IV




Swords & Shields






 




Part V




Souls Afire




 




Part VI




Weight of the Worlds




 




Part VII




Stardust




 




Coda




Ever On & On













 




REQUIEM















  




AMARANTHE




 






Year

6143




12th

Epoch Proper















 




PART I:




 




AS YOU

(NEVER) WERE




 




 




“We have it in our power to begin the world over again.”




 




— Thomas Paine













1




AFS

STALWART II




Milky

Way Sector 17


Amaranthe









“The

universe may be looking out for you and your cause, but if you truly expect to

win you really ought to pitch in and give it a boost.” 




Miriam

stopped mid-motion, leaving two of the four planned report screens unopened. “You’re

questioning my war strategy?”




“No.

The destruction of the Machimis Dyson rings was ballsy, and it was only the

latest in a series of savvy moves. But if you want to take full advantage of

the gains it bought you by keeping the Machim off-balance and reeling, you need

to be using every tool at your disposal right now, often and simultaneously. The

most brilliant strategy is worthless without tactical maneuvers implementing it

at all times, and you can’t win a war when half your fleet sits idling in the

void.”




Calmly,

as if this were a regular and ordinary conversation, Miriam took a sip of her

tea and considered her response. 




First

thing this morning, he—David—had

asked her to brief him on the current state of the war. He’d said he wanted to

better understand what she faced. The events of the day before—the military

events—made it an appropriate time to review where the venture stood in any

case, so she’d agreed, which was how the two of them found themselves in the main

conference room on the Stalwart II.

Alone, which was about to be a good thing.




 




Miriam rested her forehead on the mirror of the lavatory

in her quarters, her jaw clenched tight to render her sobs all but silent. Her

shoulders racked nonetheless, thudding against the mirror in sync with her ragged

breaths.




Were they sobs of rapturous joy—a bubbling up of elation

at lost love impossibly found again? 




Or were they sobs of long-suppressed sorrow forcing their

way into the world only now, once their cause had been erased—a defiant

proclamation that the sorrow could not be erased from her soul? 




Or of terror at what the next minutes and hours may hold—a

herald for emotions over which she feared she would not be able to keep

control?




 




After

setting the cup of tea down on the table beside her, she resumed opening the

remainder of the briefing materials. “The greatest advantage the Machim enjoy,

and it is a significant one, is numbers. We are vastly outnumbered in every

engagement. If I send even smaller formations to engage the enemy, they will

begin to lose.”




David

moved along the length of the table with the intensity of a man who’d been at

rest for too long. “But you’ve forced them to spread their ships thin as well,

yes? They’re now having to guard hundreds, possibly thousands of gateways and

fabrication facilities, stations and planets. You’ve made it difficult if not

impossible for them to send their full strength against you in any one clash.

It’s an excellent strategy, but now you’ve got to exploit it.”




“I

assure you, I intend to push our enemy until it breaks. But I won’t act blindly

or recklessly.”




 




She forced the sobs to a premature halt with a deep,

portentous breath. She must pull herself together. Then she must walk out of

the lavatory and face a future she’d never expected. She must face this man and

all he represented.




Didn’t she want to face him? To touch him, feel him? Wasn’t

this the realization of the one dream she’d never allowed herself to dream?




Of course it was. She dared to hope it was. But as she

hadn’t allowed herself to dream it, so she hadn’t allowed herself to prepare

for it. 




Now she stood here on the precipice of she knew not what

with no plan, no war map, no strategy, no safety net, no contingencies to fall

back on. No idea what might happen next.




 




“Certainly

not, when you never have. But you’re micromanaging, and it’s in danger of

harming your cause.”




The

muscles in her jaw twitched. “Excuse me?”






“You’ve

got talented people serving under you. How many admirals are here in Amaranthe?

I promise you, they’re capable of leading their own missions. The brigadiers,

too.” He smirked. “I’ve even heard tale of the odd commander being trusted to

lead missions from time to time. Tiny missions.”




“And

getting themselves killed doing so?”




His

energetic movements halted, and an odd look came over his features. Always so

expressive, then and now. “I didn’t start out leading that mission—I was merely

the last man standing. Until I wasn’t.” 




His

chin dropped to his chest. “The Alliance screwed itself over in the 1st

Crux War by sending the minimum required forces to any encounter while leaving

a million ships to guard Earth. They played it too safe, and it became the most

dangerous strategy they could follow. But this isn’t that war and you shouldn’t

fear making their mistakes. You’re pushing the enemy hard, getting in their

personal space, taking them by surprise and knocking them off-kilter. All I’m

saying is, don’t pull up a fraction short of the goal line. If you want to win,

you’ve got to see it all the way through.”




“I

fully intend to see it through. But I am outnumbered ten to one. I’m sorry if

you don’t grasp the import of those numbers, but I have to recognize reality

and exercise the discretion it demands.”




 




She drew back from the mirror to stand up straight, then

quickly splashed water on her face and wiped it dry. When she lowered the towel

and dropped it on the counter, the mirror revealed a hard, closed visage in its

reflection. 




Was this truly how she wanted to meet the moments to come?

Her emotional armor had long served as her ally, but now she had to let it go.

Armor had no role to play tonight. So she closed her eyes, exhaled and willed

her countenance to soften.




She scrutinized the mirror’s contents again. Better, but

the Commandant still reflected back at her. Her hands paused half-raised in the

air—then she brought them the rest of the way up and undid the knot holding her

hair primly in place. 




Burgundy locks tumbled free to her shoulders. She ran

fingers through them until they formed gentle waves to frame her face and fall

across her collarbone. Next, she removed her uniform jacket and hung it on the

hook by the door. The plain navy shirt she wore underneath bore wrinkles from

the day’s activities, but it would have to suffice.




She swallowed hard, notched her chin up and opened the

door.




 




“Okay.

You don’t have enough ships. Reality accepted. What about the Kats? Have you

used their armada since the initial battle at their Provision Network Gateway?”




She

pretended to study the information displayed on one of the screens; it had

updated overnight and should now hold new insights. “Circumstances haven’t

presented themselves where it was appropriate for me to do so.”




“What

does that mean?”




“It

means the Kats make everyone uncomfortable. Eighty-three percent of the servicepeople

here saw action in the Metigen War. They watched identical vessels cut down

civilians in the streets on their way to destroying entire colonies, and they continue

to have nightmares from it.”




“But

the Kats are our allies now and—”




She

whirled on him as frustration finally boiled over. “You weren’t there.”




He

countered her frustration with vexation. “I’ve seen the horrors of war.”




“Not

these horrors. I’m telling you, it’s a problem.”




He

rubbed at his jaw. “All right…do you believe the Kats will betray you?”




“No.

This was their fight long before it was ours.”




“Then

send them on missions alone. They nearly wiped out the entire military strength

of humanity, so I suspect they can hold their own in an engagement against a

smattering of Machim forces. Send them off to do righteous work in service of

the cause out of sight of your crews.”




“The

Kats are the fastidious sort, which complements their staggering arrogance.

Would you care to explain their role to them and issue them their orders?”




 




He sat perched on the foot of the bed, directly across

from the lavatory door and from her. He’d been fidgeting when she walked out,

though he’d hurriedly squelched it. Still, his wasn’t a relaxed pose; could he

be as nervous as she?




“By the heavens, you are a beautiful woman.” 




Her heart trembled unbidden. “Flattery is not the critical

path forward.”




“I know. But I can’t help it if you take my breath away.”




“That’s—”




“More flattery, yes. Deflect all you like. It doesn’t

alter what I see. Feel. Believe.”




In a few short seconds, with a scant few words, he had

utterly disarmed her then swept aside her defenses. Only one person had ever

been capable of stripping her naked in such an adroit manner.




 




He

held up his hands in an exaggerated gesture of surrender. “You win. I apologize—I’m

overstepping, badly. I was good in a firefight, but I’ve never had to command over

60,000 ships or direct an entire war. I know the big-picture view looks a lot

different from the one in the trenches, and you’ve done a magnificent job here.

You have.” 




He

gave her a wry grimace. “I want so badly to help you—with everything. I want to

do…everything. Right now. To

prove my worth, to make up for lost time, to satisfy a long list of reasons

that are so obvious they’re cliché.”




She

stared at him until his brow furrowed in puzzlement. 




“What

is it? Is my face melting? Because I know where to get a refund….”




“I

think I’d forgotten this about you. How impatient you could be, how driven to

action. How you’d always be rushing off headlong toward a goal while everyone

else was struggling to clear the starting gate.”




“Well,

not always.” 




She allowed

herself to laugh. “Of course not. You’re correct, however. The view from the

top is different, and there are factors you haven’t taken into account. But,

since you bring it up, it so happens that I have already tasked the Kats with

their own missions. As of four hours ago, their superdreadnoughts are guarding

several civilian facilities we believe the Directorate is likely to target and

the anarchs have a vested interest in seeing protected. In addition, segments

of our fleet will embark on concurrent missions as soon as additional Caeles

Prisms are assembled, which is happening today.”




His

expression flickered, exposing a hint of unease. “You let me rant—you let me

challenge your decisions—when you could have told me your plans as soon as the

topic arose. Why?” His posture wilted. “It was a test. And I failed it, didn’t

I?”




“No…I

don’t know. It wasn’t that kind of test. I’m just trying to figure out….”




“What

to do with me?”




“I

suspect you’ll do with yourself whatever you damn well please. I guess I’m

trying to figure out how much trouble that’s going to cause for me.”




He

gazed at her without a trace of acrimony. “I do remember this about you.

Honesty. Brutal, stark honesty, unvarnished by niceties. I acknowledge your

concerns, but I don’t want to cause you trouble. I want to help you.”




“I believe

you do. So…I’ll simply ask you to pause periodically and give thought to

whether our opinions as to the type of help I need coincide.” She flashed him a

quick smile. “You’ve raised several worthwhile points deserving of serious

consideration. It’s possible I’ve gotten spooked by some of the losses we’ve

taken, and I can’t let caution morph into paralysis. I don’t act unilaterally

unless urgency demands it, but I’ll bring up your ideas at the AEGIS Council

meeting later this morning.”




His

eyes widened. “Gavno. There are

other people involved in fighting this war—I positively forgot about them. What

are we going to tell everyone?”




Was

he teasing her? His delivery was as flawless as it had ever been. She studied

him, noting how the playful glint in his eyes contrasted with the earnest set

of his brow, and decided he was

being flippant, but it hid genuine trepidation. If only his irreverent humor

could see them through the Council meeting unscathed.




She

reached out and covered his hand with hers, touching him for the first time

since they’d entered the conference room. Warmth rushed from his skin straight

to her chest, and she wondered when she might stop being surprised he was real.

“The only thing we can tell them and the one thing they deserve: the truth.”




 




She crossed the remaining space between them in three

rapid steps and knelt in front of him. His hands were draped atop his knees,

and her left hand moved to hesitate uncertainly above his right. She willed it

lower until it covered his hand, and the feel of his bare skin beneath hers

shook her to the core.




His mouth opened to speak more flattery and shatter her

last threads of composure, but she held up her other hand to cut him off. “I

need to tell you something.” 




Yet her lips pursed in a panicked last-ditch attempt to

keep the words unspoken; she forced them apart. “One of the last things you

ever said to me was that I was the strong one in our relationship—and you were

right. So when you died, I did what you had asked me to do—I bucked up,

stiffened my spine and soldiered on alone. For twenty-five years I was strong. I have been so damn strong for so

damn long. 




“Now, tonight, I don’t want to be strong any longer.

Tonight, you’re here, and I think I…I think I don’t really care if you’re truly

David or merely a very, very good copy. Because you’re here, and tonight I am not strong enough to question

the rightness of it.”




He exhaled and brought both hands up to the sides of her

face then wound them into her hair, drawing her closer until his lips hovered

scant centimeters from hers. “You know what? In this moment, being here, seeing

you, touching you…I don’t care either.”




 













2




PALAEMON




Anarch

Post Epsilon


Milky Way Sector 17









Odd

sensation, the weight of tangibility.




The

molecules comprising the air fought her existence among them; the resistance

was trivial, but she felt its pressure all the same. It made her feel real. It

was exquisite.




Valkyrie

took a step forward. Technically, she needn’t step to move—but apparitions

glided, and she had not invested such great effort in learning this skill to be

a mere apparition. 




The

absence of the cushioned tile pushing against her presence displeased her, and

she hurriedly returned the collection of agitated particles that created a

representation of a ‘foot’ to the walkway. The resumption of the walkway’s

texture in her perception was…interesting.




She

lifted an arm and stretched it out in front of her. Golden-bronze points of

light shimmered and pulsed, flowing in calm ripples while maintaining a

cohesive whole…mostly. The arm was hollow, and the particles formed a porous,

translucent shell around nothing. But it nevertheless acted as an extension of

her identity. So very interesting.




Her

gaze—itself a collection of particles honed into perception filters—drifted beyond her arm to the

expanse of scenery ahead. In the distance, past the ring of landing pads,

Kennedy and Noah sat at one of the patio tables eating breakfast. Perfect!




This

not being a physical, human body constrained by muscular ranges of motion or

skeletal interlocking, her presence cascaded forward in a blur of steps, and the next second she stood

beside the patio table. “Good morning.”




Kennedy

jumped in surprise, sending her fork clattering to her plate as she jerked

back, eyes wide. Noah simply regarded Valkyrie with interest.




Kennedy

cleared her throat, belatedly adopting a semblance of composure. “I’m sorry, we’re

not familiar with your species…?”




“Of

course you are. I’m Valkyrie.”




“Alex’s

Valkyrie?”




“Among

other attributes, yes.”




Noah

tilted his head, nodded to himself, and settled back in his chair. “Sure. Makes

sense.”




Kennedy

frowned. “Dare I ask how? And what? And…never mind, I can guess why.”




“Certainly

you may ask. Mesme has been instructing me on the process required to instantiate

one’s consciousness in the physical world. This is my first venture outside of

the Siyane.”




“Oh.

How fascinating.” With the initial misunderstanding resolved, Kennedy began to

study her curiously. Valkyrie made a note to plan such introductory encounters

better in the future. “This is impressive.”




“Thank

you. How do I look?”




“Um,

great, I think. The sun rising behind you is kind of washing you out, so the

details are a bit indistinct.”




Unacceptable.

She focused inward and drew more power to the space within the boundaries of

her presence.




“Much

better.” Kennedy seemed to remain confused, however. “Are you wearing a helmet?”




Noah

rolled his eyes. “It’s a Norse winged helmet with a bronze finish. She’s a valkyrie.”




“And

you will fill me in later on how it is you randomly know what a valkyrie’s

helmet looks like.”




“If

you make it worth my while. Valkyrie, you said Mesme was teaching you how to

project yourself, but the Kats don’t speak audibly. Did you figure that part

out on your own?”




“Ah,

yes. I extrapolated the method to do so from the scientific principles

underlying the projection mechanics. The Kats suffer no limitations that would

render them unable to vocalize, so why they choose not to do so, I cannot say.”




Kennedy

scowled. “I can. Forcing their words into your head makes them seem mysterious

and enigmatic. It’s a power play.”




“Likely

so. I did not want to be rude and presume as much to others.” Valkyrie moved

forward several centimeters. “Pardon me, but do you mind if I touch the table?”




Kennedy

grinned. “Not at all. You can do that?”




“I

believe…” she extended an arm until her ‘fingertips’ hovered just above the table

“…I can.” She lowered the appendage digits until the first particles made

contact with the synthetic polymer of the table surface.




Resistance.

Tactile pressure. Tangibility. Physicality.




She

smiled, though without consciously directing the composition of her face to

alter in such a manner. “Yes, I affirmatively can. May I hold your fork?”




Kennedy

picked it up and held it out toward her. “Of course.”




‘Holding’

was a more advanced act than ‘touching,’ and she was forced to concentrate

quite hard on maintaining sufficient coherence in her hand and fingers to

ensure the fork did not slip through. Kennedy kept two fingers on the fork

until her outstretched appendage solidified. When she withdrew them, the fork

remained suspended in midair, encased in Valkyrie’s hand.




Joy.

This sensation was joy.




Or

possibly delight.




“Do

you want to—I guess you probably can’t eat, can you?”




“No.”

She carefully placed the fork down on Kennedy’s plate, pleased when it only lightly

clanged. “Aside from the obvious fact that I do not require organic

nourishment, I lack any taste mechanisms. I would experience the food as an

object, but it would not convey any characteristics beyond density and weight.

Nevertheless, what is it you are eating?”




Kennedy

made a face of mild disgust. “Noah talked me into trying some of their food—the

Anadens’ food, not the more-alien aliens’ food. It’s a popular breakfast dish

of…” she poked at the spongy, yellowish blob with a tine of her fork “…I honestly

don’t know.”




Valkyrie

directed her perception filter particles to the item of food. “It is a berry

fruit of tropical origin, with a thin skin covering and ample flesh of a soft

but meaty texture—” She stopped and began again. “It’s similar to a sweet

eggplant.”




Noah

lifted his hands. “See? That doesn’t sound too awful now, does it?”




“Enh.”

Kennedy set her fork on the plate and looked up at Valkyrie. “Is Alex still on

the Siyane?”




“Yes.

Little of me remains there while I am occupying this persona, so she is

monitoring the ship’s vital functions.” Valkyrie shifted her focus toward the

landing pads and the Siyane. “Not

much is happening at present, and nothing apt to tax the ship’s systems, so

everything should be fine. I ought not to stay gone for too long, however. She

is anxious enough already without me adding to her concerns.”




“Anxious

about her dad? Did something bad happen with the transfer or the…awakening? Did

he come back wrong?”




Noah

burst out laughing. His chin hurriedly dropped to his chest as he tried to

subdue the laughter. “I’m sorry. I know this is a serious matter. But he’s not

a zombie…” his lighthearted

expression began to darken “…is he?”




“No.

All of our—Alex, Caleb and my own—interactions with him yesterday suggested the

transfer was a complete success. I’m afraid she is rather more anxious about

her mother. I normally would not share such a confidence, but I sense she would

not keep her concerns from you. Irrespective of the tenor of her mother’s

response to David’s appearance, she is concerned about her mother’s response to

her own role in his appearance.”




Kennedy

indicated understanding. “She’s afraid Miriam will be pissed Alex kept all this

from her for months. It’s a valid concern…but I never thought I’d see the day

when Alex was actively worried about whether her mother was angry at her.”




“Indeed.

Much has changed for Alex in my time with her, and now those changes will be

disrupted in ways I cannot foresee or predict.” She cast her perception filters

toward the Siyane once more.

Kennedy’s remarks had reminded her of her own anxiety on Alex’s behalf.




She

forced herself to experience this present and this place for another moment. “Before

I go, may I ask what you have planned for the day?”




“We’re

going to build a second Caeles Prism today. If the convoy from home gets here

with all the right parts, possibly a third one. We need to be able to split the

fleet up and run simultaneous missions at disparate locations.”




“A

wise strategic decision. Until later, then.” Valkyrie released control of the

particles holding her presence together, and the manifestation that had been her dispersed into the air until nothing

remained.
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Siyane




Alex

slouched in the pilot’s chair, one foot thrown up on the dash. The Palaemon

sunrise shimmered off calm waters and painted the cockpit in diffuse amber

light. A quiet, peaceful morning extended from horizon to horizon—the kind of

morning that brought smiles to even irascible faces and vigor to even weary

bones. One full of hope, promise and possibilities. 




Ostensibly,

she monitored various ship systems to make sure nothing failed or went wacky in

the absence of Valkyrie’s active control. But all the systems were fine. They’d

functioned superbly before Valkyrie had arrived, and in the months since the

disastrous incident at the master portal the first time they’d tried to come to

Amaranthe, every system had been modified to function—if not superbly, at least

adequately—without Valkyrie’s guiding hand.




It

was good that the systems were fine, since Alex could hardly string two

coherent thoughts together for worrying about how last night had gone for her

parents, then worrying about what the answer meant for today and all its

tomorrows. The urge to slip into sidespace and peek—a fast and fleeting peek—had

tormented her sleepless hours. But she hadn’t done it, because she respected

her parents’ privacy, dammit. And because she’d been as afraid of what she

might see as she was hopeful.




‘Alex?’




She

jerked and yanked her foot down off the dash to sit up straight. “Valkyrie, you’re

back? Obviously you’re back, seeing as you’re talking through the ship. How did

it go?”




‘Well,

I think. I touched a table and held a fork.’




Alex

laughed, but she kept it kind in tone. For a noncorporeal life form, those must

be extraordinary actions indeed. “That’s fantastic.”




‘Did

you experience any anomalies here during my absence?’




“Only

your absence.”




‘What…oh.

I see. Thank you.’




“I

mean it. You were truly gone,

and I could feel it. The walls were empty, the HUD lacked character. It was both

surreal and disconcerting.”




‘You

are teasing me.’




“Maybe

a little. But no anomalies to report. Everything functioned normally and as

programmed.”




‘I

am relieved. I spoke to Kennedy and Noah while I was walking. They are having

breakfast on a nearby pavilion.’




“Oh?

I should go say good morning.” Caleb was showering, but if she made it a quick

visit she’d be back before he came upstairs.




‘A

fine idea, as they inquired about you. I will run diagnostics and review

performance reports on our systems. I wish to identify any latent variances

capable of growing into problems if the systems are stressed during any future

absence on my part.’




“I

thought you probably would.” Alex gathered her hair up and wound a band around

it before opening the airlock and starting down the Siyane’s ramp—where she almost ran smack into her mother

coming up. 




Her

eyes widened in surprise and a spike of fear. “Mom! What are—is something

wrong? Did something happen—”




Miriam

held up a hand to cut her off. “Everything is…to be honest, I have no firm

grasp on how everything is, but I can say with reasonable confidence that

nothing is burning or exploding and, so far as I know, no one is bleeding. I

simply decided, rather than wait for possibly a long time for you to come to

me, I would short-circuit the drama and come to you.”




This

all sounded normal and reasonable, if surprisingly colorful coming from her

mother. It had to be a positive sign.




“I

just wanted to give you some space to….” A memory flashed in her mind of a

conversation with Caleb on Portal Prime.




 




“If you want the relationship to change, one of you is

going to need to let down those barriers.”




“I’m afraid to.”




He brought his other hand under her chin and lifted it so

she met his gaze. “You’re not afraid of anything.”




“Well, I’m afraid of this.”




 




She

abandoned her attempt to fake a lackadaisical demeanor; old habits and older

defenses aside, she really shouldn’t screw this one up. “I was afraid to come

see you. Afraid to face your wrath—” no, that was no good “—not your wrath. I’m

sorry. I was…afraid.”




“Yes,

David said you were concerned I was going to be angry at you for not telling me

about his existence at any point in the last sixteen months.”




“Which

you are.” It stung, but she nodded resolutely. “Okay. Understandable. But you

called him David, so be as angry at me as you need to be. It’s worth it.”




Miriam

turned away to motion toward the winding paths of the floating outpost. “Walk

with me?”




Alex

had been preparing to weather the litany of displeasure soon to come her way,

and it took a second for what her mother had said to register. “Um, of course.”




Without

another word, her mother strode to the bottom of the ramp and headed off to the

left. Alex hurried to catch up and fall in beside her. “I wanted to tell you so

many times.”




“I

believe you. You don’t need to explain yourself. I understand why you felt you

had to keep your secrets.” 




“You

do?”




“Oh,

yes. If you had told me, I would have tried to stop your efforts to…” a dubious

look flitted across her mother’s face “…transform a consciousness existing in

quantum form into something more. And I very well might have succeeded.”




“I

worried you would, yes. I worried you would call it a pointless, destructive

fantasy on my part and insist I was merely imagining any resemblance of random

algorithms to my father. I worried you wouldn’t believe it was him.”




“Perhaps

I would have said all those things. But they are not why I would have tried to

stop you.”




It

was early, and Alex hadn’t slept a minute the night before, and her mother was

running circles around her. “They’re not?”




“No.

I would have tried to stop you because I would have been…” Miriam’s gaze

drifted off to survey the placid morning waters beyond the path “…afraid. Like

you, though my fears wear different guises. Fear of hope. Fear of believing in

the impossible. Fear that if it failed, it would destroy me. I would have

claimed I was stopping you out of practicality and because reason and logic

demanded it, but in truth it would have been out of fear. And that…would have

been wrong of me.”




Optimism

blossomed in Alex’s chest. “You’re glad I brought him back? You believe it’s

genuinely him?”




Her

mother’s eyes were troubled enough to stall the burgeoning optimism. “A part of

me still insists it can’t be.

Impossible things are impossible, and all the hopes and wishes in the universe

won’t change this reality. Nevertheless, if people can’t return from the dead,

but the copy is indistinguishable from the real thing, does it really matter?”




“Mom,

it’s him.”




“How?

How can it be?”




“I

don’t…I can’t tell you how it is, only that I know it in my heart and my mind.” She fisted her hands at

her chin. “All right, science. While the Anadens have refined their genetic

makeup to the point where the genes determine the person, it’s not true for us.

DNA creates probabilities and predispositions, but anyone who has ever met

twins or a vanity baby can tell you that having the same DNA doesn’t make two

individuals the same person. Yet he is

the same person. Some aspects of a personality can’t be replicated by

algorithms, either. There are things about him that can only exist in him. They manifest in ways that can only

be him.”




A

tiny smile grew on her mother’s face.




It

was an encouraging development. “What are you thinking?”




“You

may have a point. He does retain certain quirks I did not expect DNA or memory

to be capable of passing on.”




“I

was talking about facial tics and mannerisms and such, but what are you talking

about?”




Her

mother’s tone now grew positively mischievous. “I believe that is between me

and…well, me.”




She

cackled in unexpected delight. “Mom!”




“Enough

about that. You make a compelling argument, but I still

submit it ultimately doesn’t matter.”




Mirth

gave way to a tentative sigh. “So I did the right thing?”




“I

hope so.” Miriam grimaced. “See, now you’ve managed to make me embrace hope

nonetheless. May neither of us regret it.”




“We

won’t. But you’re not angry at me for keeping this from you?”




“Oh,

I am angry at you, but the anger shares equal space with anger at myself. I

would have stopped you, and it would’ve been wrong of me. I put you in an incredibly

difficult position. You reacted by doing what you believed was best to protect

me—from myself—and you shouldn’t have had to do it.”




Wow.

It couldn’t have been easy for her mother to make such an admission. Walls

down, defenses disarmed. One soul-baring confession deserved another.




“Mom,

I want you to know something. When I realized it actually might be possible to

bring him back, real and living and in the flesh? A part of me wanted to stop

then and pretend like it wasn’t

possible, because I thought you would never forgive me for keeping you in the

dark. I thought no matter the outcome for him, the fact I didn’t tell you

beforehand was sure to ruin our relationship, and I desperately didn’t want

that to happen. Being close to you has meant so much to me of late, and I didn’t

want to give it up. Not even for him. But I didn’t have the right to deny him

the chance for renewed life—or the right to deny you the chance to again have

him in yours.”




Her

mother paused for half a step, and she met Alex’s hopeful gaze wearing a

non-wrathful expression. Possibly an affectionate one. “Thank you. That means a

great deal, as has having you in my life again. You haven’t ruined our

relationship, nor, presumably, have I. But going forward, perhaps fewer

secrets?”




Alex

beamed, flush with relief and a new lightness of being. “You got it. In fact, I

should get some secrets out in the open, just to start fresh. Let’s see…Mesme

is teaching Valkyrie how to project her consciousness into the spatial

dimensions, so if you see a golden specter of a Norse woman, don’t freak out.

Caleb and Noah started the bar fight here the other night—well, they didn’t start it, some Dankath did, but they

were why it happened. Before the Machimis mission, Caleb, Eren and I used

antimatter explosives to destroy a gateway leading to the Maffei I galaxy in

order to protect an indigenous species of aquatic life.”




“What?”




“When

I was fourteen, I deliberately broke your Yixing teapot, then chickened out and

blamed it on the cat. When I was seventeen I stole—”




Miriam

lifted both hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, enough. Please. I said going forward.” She shook her head. “Who

am I kidding? You will always do what you believe is right, and I can’t ask you

to change. I wouldn’t want you to change. I suppose if I’m saying anything, it’s

that I am trying to change a

little, here and there at the margins, and you might want to keep this in mind

when you evaluate these kinds of decisions in the future.”
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Alex

returned to the Siyane in a

sort of daze. Once inside she sank against the cockpit half-wall and stared at

nothing, eyes unfocused.




Caleb

must have heard her arrive, for he vaulted up the stairs from below while still

pulling on a shirt. “Valkyrie said your mom was outside. Is everything all

right?”




She

regarded him a moment, started to answer—and covered her mouth with her hand as

a sob welled up in her chest and forced its way past her lips.




He

was touching her the next instant. “What happened?”




She

wiped at her cheeks even as tears kept falling. “She forgave me.”




Caleb’s

brow furrowed as he took over the futile task, his thumb gently catching a few

tears as they fell but mostly caressing her cheek. “Then what’s wrong?”




“Nothing!

I have my father back, and my mother forgave me.” She laughed and sobbed at the

same time, making a mess of herself and his clean shirt. “I feel like my life

has…started over, like I’ve been given a second chance to write the story of my

life.”




He

smiled so wonderfully and drew her closer to kiss her forehead. “Because you

have—but it wasn’t given to you. You made it happen.”




She

breathed in through her nose and worked to impose a measure of control. What

had gotten into her, bawling like some hyperemotional teenager? “I love you. I

could never have become a person worthy of her forgiveness without you. Thank

you for believing in me.”




Her

lips found his, grazing across them and back again. “So what do you say? Will

you help me write the second story of my life?”




“Oh,

baby, it would be my genuine pleasure.”
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