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A NEW WORLD


  1


  


  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.


  [image: Divider]


  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
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