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THE STORY SO FAR


  


For a summary of the events of RIVEN WORLDS BOOKS 1-4, see the Appendix in the back of the book.


   


 CHAOTICA


In the aftermath of Nika’s
transformative encounter with kyoseil in the Oneiroi Nebula, Alex challenges
Mesme for an explanation. Mesme says that everything it has done, it has done
to save the people—Alex, Caleb, Nika, Dashiel, Miriam, Corradeo—who will save
the universe, if it can be saved. Their argument ends with Alex still angry and
distrustful of Mesme.


The Rasu interrogate the Ruda
Supremes for more details about Concord’s structure, member species and
technology. Under duress, the Ruda tell the Rasu about adiamene and its
weaknesses.


Nika tests out the new powers
kyoseil has gifted her, including the ability to open wormholes, to control
kyoseil’s actions to some extent, and to see every kyoseil interaction
everywhere. She also begins to catch glimpses of other Asterions’ thoughts in
her mind.


Alex and Valkyrie discover that
the Laniakea Supercluster is smaller and more tightly packed than it was in the
Aurora universe; they speculate that the Rasu are using their Core Rings to
pull galaxies closer together. Valkyrie has been watching Rasu movements and detects
how they group themselves into distinct factions that rarely intermingle.


Marlee explores her new abilities
as a Solo Prevo. Her first use of a wormhole is to visit the dragons, where
Cupcake promptly charges through her wormhole and into her apartment. After
much destruction and several injuries, Marlee is able to trick it back through
the wormhole and retreats to her wrecked apartment.


Alex and Caleb host a dinner
party on Akeso with Marlee, Eren, Felzeor and Nika. Nika asks Mesme to join
them, then forces Mesme to reveal that Akeso was created using a ‘seed’ of
kyoseil. This is why Caleb and Akeso stay connected across quantum blocks and
why Reor responds to both Alex and Caleb. Alex deduces that the Kats used diati
to seed the Ekos-1 intelligence and Dzhvar to seed Ekos-3.


The Rasu attack two Anaden worlds
and the dragons’ homeworld. Miriam uses the new Ymyrath Field weapon against
the Rasu at the dragons’ homeworld, successfully destroying the Rasu’s ability
to maneuver, shapeshift or fire their weapons.


Enzio Vilane searches for the
leak in his organization, then reviews his Grand Design, which will eventually
result in non-Prevo humans dying off, and Prevos being the future of humanity.
His mother, Olivia, advises him not to trust anyone but himself—and her.


A Gardiens anti-regenesis protest
at the New Frontiers clinic turns violent, and several bystanders are killed.
The protestors flee and hole up in a nearby school, where Kennedy and Noah’s
kids are in class. The Gardiens take many children hostage, but Jonas and
Braelyn escape into the air vents. Caleb and Noah sneak into the school,
neutralize several Gardiens, and find Jonas and Braelyn in the security room
just as a Gardien is about to reach them. They sneak back out to safety, then
Caleb goes back inside and takes out the remaining Gardiens.


The Rasu begin deploying
antimatter weapons, which will destroy adiamene. Valkyrie receives a message
from the Ruda that says ‘You were correct in your warnings. Forgive us.’ She
finds their entire planet utterly destroyed, the Ruda annihilated.


Marlee is helping Mia prepare for
the Confluence Expo grand opening, when a voice in her head starts talking to
her. Mia gives a speech at the opening, and thinks she sees Malcolm in the
audience.


Malcolm leaves the Expo to meet
with Vilane, where he tears into the man over the New Frontiers/Insights
Academy violence. Malcolm extracts a list of concessions, including greater
access to the Gardiens organization, in return for Malcolm’s continued support.
The Gardiens go on a public relations offensive to repair their tarnished name,
frustrating Richard and Graham’s investigation.


Nika observes that the Rift
Bubbles use kyoseil in their lattice structure and to run the device’s
programming, and that their design is eerily similar to the miniature Rift
Bubble the Asterions are working on. The Rasu capture a Dominion cargo ship;
Nika quickly changes the access code for the Rift Bubble, but unbeknownst to
everyone, several Rasu are able to get through the barrier before she does and
land on Mirai.


Mesme shares details of the
kyoseil’s origins and history with Nika. The kyoseil is the third primordial
species of the ancient universe, along with diati and Dzhvar. During the
Dzhvar War, the kyoseil chose not to take a side, and instead remained passive
until it chose to bond with the Asterions. Mesme says that Asterions are the
physical manifestation of the kyoseil’s will.


Mesme engages in a mysterious
conversation with the Yinhe, Miaon. Mesme admits to feeling weary, as well as
confounded by Alex and Nika’s relentless probing. Miaon tells Mesme to remember
that it is not in control of how this ends—they are.


The kyoseil alerts Nika that the
Rasu are about to activate a quantum block on Mirai, seconds before they do. A
battle begins. The Asterions deploy their new miniature rift devices, called
Kireme Boundaries. Nika is able to control the devices remotely and discovers
she can locate the Rasu quantum block modules through sidespace. She dives into
the arduous task of managing multiple Kireme Boundaries across Mirai.


The Asterions begin to get the
upper hand on the Rasu, and Dashiel checks on Nika. He finds her utterly
engulfed in light and seemingly unconscious on the floor. In reality, she is
lost out in sidespace, bouncing among the sea of kyoseil waves. Dashiel is able
to reach her and help her mind return to her body. He takes her home to get
some rest.


Nika wakes up to a deluge of
Asterion thoughts bombarding her mind. Unable to keep them out, she collapses
in agony. Mesme arrives and envelops her in a protective shroud, then teaches
her how to keep the stray thoughts out of her mind.


Alex and Caleb eavesdrop on the Rasu
as one faction subsumes several star systems of another faction into itself.
The Rasu are not at war with one another, but they are engaged in low-level
skirmishes as each faction seeks greater power.


Alex, Caleb Nika and Dashiel
brainstorm ways they might exploit the fissures between the various factions.
Nika realizes there is one thing that every Rasu in existence wants: kyoseil,
which they believe they can use to control their distant sub-units. She
speculates that she might be able to ask the kyoseil to turn on for the Rasu,
but then rejects the notion. She won’t ask the kyoseil to do the Rasu’s
murderous bidding. Alex and Caleb nonetheless begin to hatch a plan.


The Rasu attack Nopreis, the
Novoloume homeworld, as well as Synra, Kiyora and Ebisu. Nika chases the Rasu
across three worlds as the battles rage, until she realizes they are going to
lose. Out of options, she reaches out to Alex about her plan.


Alex attempts to tell her mother
about it, but Miriam is knee-deep in pitched battles, so instead she wishes her
mother luck and leaves.


Concord and the Dominion are now
fighting the Rasu on 14 worlds at once. With the Rasu using antimatter weapons,
Concord is losing ships and people. Then the Rasu arrive at the human colony of
Sagan—the first human world to be attacked.


Eren and Felzeor are on Hirlas
when the Rasu attack. Caleb learns that the Rasu are attacking the Naraida
homeworld and Eren and Felzeor are trapped there. Alex insists that she and
Nika can handle their mission on their own, and for him to go to Hirlas and
rescue them.


Caleb reaches Hirlas and hooks up
with Eren, Felzeor and a group of Naraida who are trying to thwart the Rasu
attack.


The plan: Dashiel injects 7
captured Rasu with a virutox that embeds information on the nature of kyoseil
and locations of kyoseil deposits, then encloses all seven in cages. They load
the cages into the cargo hold of the Siyane. Nika speaks to the kyoseil,
asking it to turn on its abilities for the Rasu.


Alex and Nika infiltrate several
Rasu systems. In each one, they launch one of the Rasu cages into the midst of
the other Rasu. Once it is in space, the cage dissolves. The released Rasu
joins up with others, thereby passing along the information about kyoseil it
carries.


While traveling, they talk about
Mesme and the secrets it keeps. Alex notes how Mesme knew what was going to
happen at the Oneiroi Nebula, then makes an intuitive leap and wonders if Mesme
might be a time traveler. Nika argues that time travel is impossible, but Alex
posits that with enough energy applied to a point on the spacetime manifold, it
might be possible. She speculates that it is likely incredibly difficult, and
has likely happened only once.


During the delivery of the final
Rasu ‘saboteurs,’ Alex and Nika are knocked out of the Siyane’s hold and
into space amongst the Rasu. Nika is unconscious, but Alex is able to reach
her, and Valkyrie scoops them back into the ship just before a Rasu reaches
them. Nika regains consciousness and releases the last Rasu. Alex realizes that
Caleb’s heartbeat, which she’s been able to sense ever since Namino, is slowing
down. Nika returns to Mirai, and Alex heads straight for Hirlas.


Caleb and the others flee the
Rasu through the jungles of Hirlas. The Rasu closes in on the group until they
are cornered. With a waterfall and cliffs at their back, they have nowhere to
run. Akeso observes that Hirlas is bursting with life and energy, as it noted
when they first visited for Cosime’s funeral. Akeso wonders if they could apply
a spark to awaken the planet’s voice. 


Caleb goes to the riverbank and
opens up his wrists, then bleeds into the dirt and the water. Through his
blood, Akeso sends its life force out into the firmament of Hirlas.


The ground opens up beneath the
attacking Rasu and swallows them whole. The trees come to life to ensnare the
Rasu mechs and tear them apart. Fissures open up to the planet’s outer core,
and Rasu fall into the chasms to be dissolved by the lava. Everywhere, the Rasu
are torn apart or melted until they are only atoms, then the planet tears the
atoms apart.


Caleb wakes up in a medical tent.
Akeso informs him that its consciousness now resides in the planet of Hirlas as
well. Eren fills him in how the planet destroyed the Rasu on the surface, and
how he found Caleb bled out on the shore of the river, nearly dead. Caleb
leaves the tent and finds Alex, who had landed the Siyane right in the
middle of the refugee camp, and they reunite.


Nika rejoins the battle on Mirai,
which continues in earnest. Abruptly she begins to hear Rasu thoughts in her
head, transmitted by the kyoseil they are integrating into themselves. Soon
thereafter, several Rasu factions begin attacking one another in earnest, and
Nika reports that the civil war they’d hoped to trigger has begun.


The Rasu abruptly pull off from
Sagan, then Nopreis, then all the worlds they were attacking. Concord
surveillance soon detects the Rasu engaged in internal battles back in their
territory.


Marlee sees Dr. Canivon for help
about the voice in her head, which has proved to be mean and belittling. After
an examination, Dr. Canivon tells Marlee her upgrades have given a voice to her
subconscious. The voice is her own mind. 


Eren visits Cosime’s grave on
Hirlas and finds the entire cemetery overtaken by a sea of blooming white
flowers that originate from Cosime’s sepulcher. Akeso, now the resident
intelligence of Hirlas, has remembered Cosime, located where she rests, and
created a beautiful memorial for her.


Alex and Nika tell Miriam about
their actions to incite a Rasu civil war. Miriam is furious, believing the
ultimate victor will be an enemy too powerful to ever defeat. Alex argues that
Concord was already on the verge of being defeated, and her actions have bought
them time. Miriam says she will use the time to prepare for the next offensive,
but worries that Alex has signed their death warrant.


Nika and Alex confront Mesme about
their time travel theory. After some pressing, Mesme admits it is true. Mesme
says that eight years from now, it travels back in time 982,000 years. It insists
they are doing better this time than they did in the previous timeline, but
they must be united and of one purpose to emerge victorious. Alex and Mesme
finally make up. Nika asks if it is keeping any more secrets; Mesme says there
is one, but it is personal and does not impact their fight against the Rasu. It
asks to be allowed to keep it, and they agree.
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“Yesterday
is gone. Tomorrow has not yet come. We have only today. Let us begin.”
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PART I



SHELL GAMES
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    EARTH ORBIT


    Milky Way Galaxy




An encroaching swell of sunlight
swept across Earth’s profile to reveal an intricate web of gossamer silk
enveloping the planet, as if a fine-spun shawl had been draped upon Earth’s
shoulders. 


At least, this was what it resembled to Commandant Miriam
Solovy’s eyes as their shuttle banked around and approached the closest control
node on the upgraded Terrestrial Defense Grid. Tiny rods of adiamene, only ten
centimeters in width, were spaced every two hundred kilometers across the upper
atmosphere. Where they intersected, gleaming modules jutted outward into space.
Blocky at first, then cylindrical as they tapered into conical nozzles. 


Three such rings encircled Earth, situated
one-hundred-twenty degrees from each other upon the circumference of the planet,
and each ring supported six hundred modules. This was triple the previous
number of modules per ring, and every one wielded a weapon infinitely more
powerful than all that had come before it.


For now, the modules remained still and silent. Watching and
waiting for the enemy’s arrival. 


“The Zero Drives powering the weapons are stored within the
base modules. It’s a closed system, both physically and from an engineering
perspective.”


“Except for the muzzle,” Miriam replied, a hint of challenge
in her tone.


“True,” Fleet Admiral Malcolm Jenner remarked wryly. “But
the muzzle will be shooting forth a steady stream of negative energy. No Rasu
will hold together long enough to reach it.” 


“Fair point.” As the shuttle passed above the next module on
the ring, she was able to make out several drones welding the final connections
into place. The engineers had declared the Grid ready for service the day
before, but work on smaller upgrades and minor repairs would continue for as
long as time allowed. 


Miriam played out a couple of scenarios in her mind,
imagining how the Grid might operate in a genuine battle. “You called it a
closed system. If a Rasu were to somehow swallow one of these modules, does
this mean the weapon will keep firing—from the inside out, as it were?”


Malcolm nodded firmly. “Any Rasu who tries it will come to
regret downing this particular snack.”


“Good.” The shuttle cruised onward, toward the North Pole,
and Miriam reluctantly turned her attention to Prime Minister Charles Gagnon.
He’d been quiet for the last several minutes, sitting beside her with his hands
folded on his lap. It was a testament to his keen political sense that he
didn’t try to express an opinion on matters he knew nothing about. 


She directed his attention toward the reflective glimmer of
the ring arcing below them. “I take it we constructed the upgrades in such a
way as to not interfere with the atmosphere corridor exits?”


“Yes. I am told it was a nightmarish challenge to overcome
by the design team, but they managed it. There are slight distance variations
in the spacing of the modules where necessary, but the variations don’t weaken
the structural integrity. Again, so I am told.” He adopted a pained
countenance. “The cost required to factor in all possible permutations—”


“Was worth it.” Her glare foreclosed the protest poised on his
lips. She’d heard all the pearl-clutching exclamations a thousand times in the
last two months, and her response remained the same today as it had at the
start. Sixteen years ago, she’d pitched the Earth Alliance headlong into an
ocean of red ink in order to swiftly produce a fleet of adiamene warships
capable of withstanding the assault of a Katasketousya armada, and it had been
worth it. When the alternative was extinction, no cost was too high. 


She offered her companions an officious smile. “Excellent
work, both of you, in buckling down and making this happen with impressive speed.
We don’t know precisely when the Rasu will return, but when they do, they will
find an Earth immeasurably better defended in every respect.”


Gagnon sighed. “And if they don’t return?”


Miriam and Malcolm exchanged a somber glance. “They will.”
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CONCORD HQ


    Rasu War Room
Milky Way Galaxy




The regular meeting of the Rasu War Council convened at 1030
CST sharp, with all members and several guests in attendance. 


If anyone was tiring of the repeated every-other-day
sessions, they didn’t voice it. Knowing the enemy’s strategic moves was
essential if they wanted to survive the coming crisis. Miriam recognized that
if this span of peace stretched on for much longer, the level of discipline and
rigor would start to wane, but her gut told her she wasn’t going to need to
worry about such an eventuality.


She brought the meeting to order with a minimum of fuss. “As
of yesterday, AEGIS has completed principal construction and testing on
RNEW-powered planetary defense grids for Earth, Seneca and Romane. They join
six Anaden worlds now enjoying such protection. Slightly less comprehensive defense
grids are under construction around multiple other…I hesitate to call them
‘important’ colonies, as every inhabited planet is important to us. Let us
instead refer to them as AEGIS colonies hosting significant populations or
holding strategic importance for other reasons. Assembly of similar defense
grids is also well underway at Nopreis, Ireltse, Macskaf, Gnarve, and all the
Asterion Dominion Axis Worlds.”


The Barisans and Khokteh hadn’t been able to afford the
construction—in truth, no one had genuinely been able to afford it—so Concord
had fronted most of their costs. The Naraida had insisted Hirlas no longer
required such protection, but following Caleb’s endorsement, they had been
persuaded to accept a single planetary ring of RNEW weapons. No amount of
persuasion had swayed the Efkams’ insistence that they were prepared to weather
any attack, while the Dankath had metaphorically clawed their way to be first
in line.


She called up one of the many reports she’d reviewed this
morning. “Since yesterday, we have certified three additional planets clear of
any hidden Rasu presence. This brings the number to 1,264. Only 3,684 more to
go.” She moved on before anyone could bemoan the seeming impossibility of such
a task. “Director Reynolds, can you provide us an update on the Detection
Network?”


Devon nodded sharply from across the table. After some
initial antics, he’d lately been comporting himself with a surprising degree of
formality in these meetings. “Yes, ma’am. The upgraded detection mesh is now
operational with a range of up to two parsecs in diameter around sixty-three
percent of active Concord assets: planets, asteroids, stations. We’re
increasing our coverage reach by five percent every week. So in another eight
weeks, we will know the nanosecond a Rasu so much as dips a toe in the galactic
vicinity of somewhere we want to protect.”


“Can we speed up that timeline?”


Devon grimaced for a beat before squelching it; her pushing
him—pushing them all—harder was nothing new. “Give me a ten-percent bump in
personnel and ships to deploy the sensors, and I can get it down to seven
weeks. Twenty percent, six weeks.”


The trouble was, every shipyard in Concord space was already
running beyond capacity churning out new warships, and though military
enlistment was booming, training people to operate them took time. She offered
him a thin smile by way of concession. “I’ll see what I can do.”


Updates on defensive preparations across a variety of
parameters continued for another ten minutes before she was able to turn to
Erik Schimmel, their dedicated Rasu surveillance expert. A lot of people were
watching the Rasu: a host of Kats, Dominion observation teams, Concord Ghosts,
and of course both Alex and Nika. They all (even Alex) reported to Schimmel, a
longtime CINT surveillance wonk, who analyzed the data and distilled it into a
digestible report for the Council.


“Mr. Schimmel, what’s the update for today?”


Schimmel was a scrupulous, arguably fastidious man; he kept
his head shaved, likely so no hair could fall out of place. “Noteworthy
developments, Commandant. As we’ve been predicting, Emerald has delivered a
decisive blow to Violet by taking one-third of its territory in Quadrant Five
in the last six days. Following their victory over Lemon in Quadrant Four last
week, Emerald now controls twenty-eight percent of the map. Their closest
competition, Crimson, is struggling to hold on to twenty-one percent.”


Schimmel activated the color-coded map above the table, and
the visual brought the situation into sharp relief. A vibrant green hue
radiated a growing presence across a map displaying the current state of the
Rasu civil war. Emerald was not the victor, not yet, but the faction was
expanding its territory every day.


Miriam cast her gaze around the table. “In light of
Emerald’s increasing strength, I believe now is the time for another Disruption
maneuver. Does anyone disagree?”


Casmir elasson-Machim ventured a frown. “Technically, their
holdings remain smaller than Crimson’s were when we moved against them.”


“True, but Emerald is displaying worrisome momentum. It has
gained control of a greater number of systems faster than any faction to date.
If we wait, we risk the opportunity to influence the conflict slipping away
from us.”


Casmir held up a hand in concession. “Agreed. No objection.”


“Are there any other concerns?” No one spoke up. “Very well.
Mr. Schimmel, please identify the most effective strike points. You and I can
review them after the meeting, then we’ll move forward with the maneuver.”


“I anticipated this might be your decision and went ahead
and did the analysis. Here are my recommendations.”


He had proved to be notably good at his job. She scanned the
report but found nothing to object to. “All right. I’m activating Disruption
Phase Three. Fleet Admiral Jenner, Navarchos Casmir, make it happen. Buy us
some more time.”
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NGC 3309 GALAXY


60 Megaparsecs From Concord HQ


The CAF Intrepid exited the Caeles Prism wormhole
less than two megameters from the Rasu’s stellar ring.


Enemy warships pivoted in their direction almost instantly,
and thus began a most harrowing, nail-biting three-hundred-ten seconds. The
fact that this was now the sixteenth time Commander Xing and his crew had run
this gauntlet made it no less so.


“Ready, and…fire the Ymyrath Field on the nearest platforms.
Navigation, sweep us around, fast but steady.”


Rasu weapons fire bounced off their hull-hugging shield
without causing any damage. Thus far, the enemy had not fielded their
antimatter weapons in these encounters, presumably because to use them in the
heart of their own strongholds would cause as much damage to themselves as to a
Concord vessel.


So he and the bridge crew gritted their teeth and weathered
the onslaught as their subtle but oh-so-dastardly weapon sabotaged the massive
platforms of the stellar ring, one after another after another, while their
ship raced around the circumference of the star.


When they’d returned to where they began, they pivoted
one-hundred-eighty degrees and rocketed forward, spewing the Field’s radiation
far and wide through the attacking Rasu fleet.


“Navigation, get us out of here.”


“Yes, sir!”


They superluminaled to a dead point in space four parsecs
away, but only long enough to catch their breath and allow their weapon to
recharge. Time was of the essence in these hit-and-run attacks; surprise the
name of their game. So Xing calmly took a sip of water and watched the power
gauge edge upward. 


The Ymyrath Field had come a long way since he’d shepherded
its first test fire at Chalmun Station Asteroid. Two and a half times more
powerful while requiring forty percent less energy (this meant the Intrepid
no longer had to be completely naked while firing it) and capable of firing its
deadly blast of supercharged 4-neutron radiation for five uninterrupted
minutes.


With those kinds of stats, one ship wielding one weapon
could cripple the heart of an entire Rasu stellar system in a single go—which
they had just done. Now, to hit seven more with equal swiftness.
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CONCORD HQ


“And there are eighteen systems neutralized.” Malcolm Jenner
watched the status board update as he spoke. “Twenty-three. The Colorado
and Mugabe have completed their runs and are returning to port.”


Casmir elasson-Machim muttered something and opened a small
screen below the main board. “The Stealth YF Charlie is reporting it
suffered damage to the Field’s output nozzle during its last run.”


“The one place where it’s vulnerable?” Malcolm worried at
his jaw. “Likely just a lucky hit by the Rasu, but we don’t need them realizing
what they accomplished and start spreading the word.”


“Indeed. The vessel departed the system immediately upon
receiving the damage, so it’s doubtful the Rasu were able to determine the
result of their attack. I’m ordering it to the MW Sector 34 Dry Dock. Hopefully
it can be repaired with all due speed.”


“And hopefully we won’t need it again for a few weeks.” Malcolm
eyed the board expectantly, waiting…there. “All sixty-four systems
neutralized. I’ll let the commandant know. Good work, Navarchos.”


“You as well.” Casmir jerked a nod, closed his screens and
departed. The man wasn’t much for small talk, but Malcolm had stopped taking his
brusque demeanor personally some time ago. In truth, they’d forged a close
working relationship in the last two months. 


Malcolm opened a comm channel with Miriam. “Commandant, I’m
pleased to report that all sixty-four systems were successfully disabled. No
losses and only minor damage to one of our vessels.”


In the holo, Miriam’s expression brightened a touch.
“Excellent news. With Emerald’s knees knocked out from underneath them, we’ve
given Crimson and Orange—or perhaps an underdog who has been biding their
time—an opportunity to level the playing field.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


This was the game they’d been engaged in for six weeks now.
Watch until one Rasu faction achieved a significant advantage in their civil
war, then sneak in and weaken that faction enough for its adversaries to swoop
in and gain ground. It had worked twice before, though Emerald was the
strongest faction to emerge from the conflict so far, having garnered its
advantage with astonishing speed. But Concord had also added an additional
Ymyrath Field to their arsenal this round. By the time such a move was required
again, they should have two more ready to join in the mission.


By this point, the Rasu had surely figured out who was
sabotaging them. In theory, this meant when a victor finally emerged, the enemy
would harbor even more of a grudge against Concord. But really, how much
was that going to matter? They would come for Concord with their full strength
regardless of whether they were mildly annoyed or righteously ticked off (in
the unlikely event Rasu experienced such breadth of emotions). So the best
strategy they had was to delay the invasion for as long as possible. The Rasu
War Council had sat in a room two months ago and decided it was their best
course of action. Disrupt, confuse, harass and stymie the enemy.


And in the meantime, they prepared.


Alone in the room, Malcolm rubbed at his eyes. His now
perpetual state of weariness stood as a testament to how far they’d come on
that front.
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AKESO


Ursa Major II Galaxy


Alex spread aioli on toasted slices of bread, her motions conveying
an air of feigned nonchalance. “So how much power does it take to punch a time
hole in the spacetime manifold?”


Mesme meandered around her kitchen, its lights slipping into
and out of a humanoid outline. More power than you or I—than Concord or the
combined capabilities of the Katasketousya—can create.


“That’s what I figured.” She glanced out the window and
spotted Caleb sitting cross-legged on the creek bank, sunlight spilling along
his features. A corner of his lips quirked in seeming amusement, possibly in
response to one of Akeso’s unique observations about what it was like to exist
as two planets. Because there had been many of those since the
incredible events at Hirlas, when Caleb had spilt his blood and Akeso its soul
to awaken the planet and defeat the Rasu invasion there. 


A new Ekos planet had been born out of blood. Yet said
planet was also Akeso—a single intelligence spanning across galaxies, and
across one man.


She blinked and tried to regain her train of thought. “How
does it happen, then?”


If I tell you, I risk changing the future in a manner we
do not want it changed.


She rolled her eyes as she retrieved the deli meat from the
refrigeration unit. “What a lame answer. You sound like a science fiction vid.
‘But the timeline!’ ”


Perhaps these ‘vids’ of yours are onto something.
Mesme stilled directly in front of her and waited until she raised her gaze to
meet its presence. Alex, I must be careful here. I am not trying to hide
things from you, but our mutual goal is to ensure we save—


“The universe. Yeah, I remember. So let’s review where we
are. You can’t tell me what happens to send you back in time, how it happens or
when it happens. That’s…” she cracked a wry smile “…disappointing. A trifle
frustrating, one might say.”


I do not know when it happens.


“But when we first discussed this, you specifically said you
traveled back in time eight years from now.”


I did. But we have already altered the previous timeline
in this cycle. Events are not playing out precisely as they did before, nor
occurring on the same dates.


“So for all ‘this’—” she waved grandly at the air “—we’re
flying completely blind here?”


Not blind. The past—my past—guides the future, hopefully
in meaningful and useful ways. But in some important ways, yes, the future is
now unwritten.


Alex rubbed at her temples. She and Mesme had performed this
dance many times in the two months since she’d discovered the Kat was a time
traveler, and it was wearing her down. But in every conversation, the Kat’s
guard slipped here and there and it divulged a few additional nuggets of actual
information. So she kept pushing. Probing. 


“How did we lose last time? If we’ve already changed things,
there’s no harm in you telling me.”


I’m not certain you’re correct. Allow me to answer
in this way: it was no more and no less than the reality that we were not
strong enough to stop the enemy.


“But we’re stronger this time, aren’t we?”


Without question. But we must continue to push our limits.


“Don’t worry, we are.” Sandwich spread prepared, she grabbed
the juice and three glasses. “You’ve said this is your second time through this
‘cycle,’ to use your term. But if the timeline is mostly the same—except for
our greater strength and a bit of date shifting—this implies you also exist
here in some other incarnation, doesn’t it? An incarnation for whom this is the
first time through these events.” She brought a hand to her chin. “Are there
two Mesmes running around here in Amaranthe right now?”


No.


A straightforward answer? The Kat was probably going to
regret giving one. “Then you’re someone else—you were someone else before you
traveled back in time. Does this mean the Kats aren’t Kats yet?”


Alex.


It was becoming Mesme’s favorite reproachment, but she
remained undeterred. “It’s fine. I don’t need you to answer the question. You
went back in time a million years, but no record exists of the Kats until
250,000 years ago. Three-quarters of a million years is plenty of time for the
Kats to evolve into your current form.”


Anthropologically speaking, this is a reasonable
supposition.


She fisted a hand at her mouth to keep from laughing
aloud—then the laughter died in her throat anyway. By Mesme’s standards, this
was confirmation of her assertion…which only begged further questions. Did
those who would become Kats all exist in a different form here and now?


She tried to recall Mesme’s exact words on that night at
Nika’s flat, because when it spoke, every word was chosen with precision.


 


Are all the Kats time travelers,
or solely you?”


In the ways which matter, it is
only I. None of the other Katasketousya have any memory of a life other than
the ones which have proceeded along time’s arrow since they were awakened.


 


This part still didn’t make any sense. For all Mesme’s
faults, she couldn’t conceive of it being so heartless as to kidnap a bunch of
people, drag them into the past, erase their memories and turn them into Kats.
So there had to be another explanation. Presumably a painful and tragic one,
given the whole ‘annihilation of everything and everyone’ outcome.


But it did suggest that, should history repeat itself and
they lose the coming battles, someone existed here and now who would travel
back in time and become Mesme in order to try again. Someone currently
not-Mesme. Didn’t it? She forced herself to run through the absurd time-travel
logic again; it was enough to make her brain ache.


She dropped her elbows onto the counter. “This is the secret
you asked Nika and me to allow you to keep, isn’t it? Who you were your first
time through—and thus who the person who might become future-past you is right
now?” Bleh, what a tongue-twister.


Mesme had taken the opportunity of her silent mental
gymnastics to wander off toward the living room, but her question stopped it
cold. A sheet of icicles hanging like a curtain across the archway.


“I’ll take that as a yes.”


Alex, you promised.


“And I’m regretting that promise now.” She groaned. “But I
did. All right, let’s back up for a minute. If this is only your second time
through, how do you know details about earlier cycles?”


The fixture of lights relaxed a touch and floated into the
kitchen. The information was relayed to me.


She waited for elaboration, which was foolish of her. Every
single detail was going to have to be forcibly dragged out of Mesme, one
question at a time. Okay. The sole entity who could possess such information
would be…someone who had experienced the events of the previous cycles. How
deep did this time loop go? 


“Relayed to you by yourself?”


In a sense.


Ugh. “And what about the time before then? How many times
have we lost?”


I cannot say with any certainty. The details that get
passed on become somewhat vague after five or six cycles.


“Because it’s like a game of comms?”


I don’t follow.


“Every time a message gets shared, it loses some of—never
mind, it doesn’t matter. So what did you mean by ‘in a sense’? You know how you
received the information. Enlighten me.”


Before Mesme could find its way to even a terse yet vague answer,
though, a pulse arrived from her father.


Hey, who’s ready for lunch? I’m
famished.


One second and I’ll grab you.


She sighed. “Looks as though you’re off the hook on that one
for the time being, as my lunch date is about to arrive. But we’ll pick up
where we left off next time.”


The lights quivered with renewed energy, otherwise known as
relief. I would never expect anything less. I will review the latest Rasu
observational reports and relay to you any noteworthy developments.


“Yep.” 


Mesme’s presence dissipated, and she gestured beside her to
open a wormhole to her parents’ house.


[image: Divider]


David walked through the wormhole from his kitchen into
hers, carrying a plate of zucchini boats in one hand and a blueberry pie in the
other. 


Alex’s eyes widened. “Dad, it’s just the three of us. Maybe
the two of us, if Caleb doesn’t get his ass back in the house.”


He shrugged as he deposited the plates on the counter and
pulled out a stool. “Eh, more leftovers for me. And you, of course.”


“Right.” She finished making her sandwich, then joined him
on one of the stools. “Working from home today?”


He grimaced dramatically. “I do my best thinking among the
trees. And this new Strategic Combat Assessment is requiring some nelepo
deep thinking. I’m holding a conference with our top hundred warship captains
tomorrow, and we’re going to talk about all the new ways they can kill Rasu
while not getting themselves killed by antimatter weapons in the process. Dicey
game, this one is.”


“No doubt. Kennedy’s been sounding pretty optimistic on the
newest shield modifications, though.”


“I’m optimistic, too.” He made a show of considering the
sandwich makings in front of him. “Have you talked to your mother lately?”


That didn’t take long. She made as much of a show of
retrieving a zucchini boat, biting into it and savoring the flavor. “I talk to
Mom all the time.”


“You participate in official discussions of Rasu movements
and activity. Debate the ramifications of the enemy’s actions with her and the members
of the Rasu War Council and pass along pertinent information you’ve received
from Mesme.”


“That’s talking.”


“And also not at all what I meant.”


Alex stuffed her mouth full with zucchini again to avoid
responding. Simply refusing to answer questions that made you uncomfortable
worked for Mesme, after all.


Her father just sat there and watched her, sandwich
uncompleted, patiently waiting. Was this how Mesme felt when under the
onslaught of her dogged inquiries? She hoped it was.


But unlike Mesme, she found herself relenting, sipping on
her juice before shifting around to face him. “Has Mom changed her mind about
her assessment of how Nika and I used kyoseil to provoke the Rasu into a civil
war?”


“She is…grateful for the time your actions have bought us.
Immeasurably grateful.”


“So, no. Ergo, there’s nothing for us to talk about.”


A zucchini boat splatted onto his plate. “Bozhe moy,
I don’t know which one of you is more yebanaya stubborn!”


“I know who’s got my vote.” Caleb breezed into the kitchen
and kissed the top of her head on his way to snatching a pile of sliced turkey
off the counter.


She grumbled in protest, and got a playful wink from Caleb
in response. It seemed even her greatest allies were arrayed against her. Time
to change the subject! “We appear to have knocked Emerald down several notches
today. Reset the board again. I’m glad we’re seeing success using the Ymyrath
Field as an offensive weapon.”


Caleb nodded, belatedly availing himself of some bread and
lettuce. “It has got to be righteously pissing the Rasu off. Every time one
faction sees domination on the horizon, we dart in and wipe out its strongest
fortifications, leaving it susceptible to attack from its rivals.”


“Confounding the enemy is always an effective strategy.
Don’t you agree, Dad?”


Having managed to construct a sandwich and promptly stuff
half of it in his mouth, he could only nod vigorously
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MIRAI


Conceptual Research Lab


A shimmer in the air presaged a wormhole opening in the
lobby of the Conceptual Research Lab. Security measures now prevented wormholes
from forming inside the labs themselves, so Dashiel and Nika waited for their
guests here.


Caleb and Alex walked through the opening, as expected, followed
by a slender man with sepia skin and long, wild copper locks. The large duffel
bag slung over one shoulder didn’t impede a casual swagger in the man’s gait,
and Dashiel instinctively flinched. Anaden. 


Nika stepped forward with a blossoming smile. “Eren! This is
a pleasant surprise.”


The man hefted the bag off his shoulder. “I bring evidence.
Granted, I could have simply passed the evidence off to Caleb and gone
about my day, but I wanted to see a slice of this Dominion of yours. Alex let
me peek outside before we came here. Banger of a planet you have!”


“Thank you. We’re proud of it.” Belatedly, Nika seemed to
realize he was staring at her and their third guest expectantly. “Oh, sorry.
Dashiel, this is Eren…Savitas, yes? He and I met the last time I visited
Akeso.”


The Anaden held out a hand in greeting. “Pleasure to meet
you, sir. From what I hear, you’re the brain trust of this whole Dominion operation.”


“Merely trying to do my small part to keep us alive.”
Dashiel shook off the multiple levels of surprise at the man’s arrival and
general demeanor to take the proffered hand. “A pleasure to meet you as well.”
He nodded to Caleb and Alex. “Shall we go inside?”


Everyone followed him through the security doors into the
main lab, then down a corridor to a specialized testing room. Inside, a
fifteen-centimeter chunk of Rasu hung suspended in a glass enclosure, an array
of sensors attached to its metal body. 


Caleb had delivered it to him for analysis in the wake of
the Rasu’s defeat at Hirlas. It hadn’t been an immediate priority, especially
given the overwhelming destruction the Axis Worlds had suffered in those
terrible battles before Nika and Alex had engineered the current civil war. But
this week he’d been able to turn a modicum of attention to studying
the…prisoner, he supposed…and had found himself faced with yet another mystery.


Dashiel called up a pane to display the battery of test
results, which consisted entirely of a series of flat lines and null values. “We’ve
run every test we’ve ever devised for the Rasu, plus a few new ones. This isn’t
a Rasu. It’s scrap metal.”


Alex leaned in to peer at the display. “No electrical
activity. No chemical activity. No energetic discharge. No discernible
organized circuitry? Really?”


“Really. You see that crack down the left side? We cut the
specimen open to check with our eyes, because we didn’t trust the test results,
either. If you mined a chunk of nickel out of an asteroid, it would look no
different on the inside.”


“Even the Ymyrath Field doesn’t do this level of damage.
Rasu hit by it are well and truly disabled, but they continue to exhibit weak
electrical signals. They retain their core form.”


“They continue to think,” Caleb interjected. “Muddled, slow
thoughts, but some level of intelligence remains.” His brow furrowed. “You’re
telling me there’s no trace of intelligence left?”


“There’s no trace of anything left. Nothing but regular,
ordinary inorganic chemistry at work.”


Caleb tilted his head toward his companion. “Eren?”


“Yep.” The Anaden knelt on the floor and unfastened the clasps
on the duffel bag, then extracted a large package wrapped in some type of
sealant. “I brought more samples from Hirlas. Every piece of Rasu we’ve been
able to find on the surface—and there isn’t much—looks like this one.” He stood
and held out the package. “If you want to run your tests on an additional
sample to confirm your findings?”


“Good idea. Now that we’ve put together the full suite of
tests, it should only take a minute.” Dashiel called in one of the lab techs to
handle setting up the new sample in its own enclosure.


While they waited, Dashiel forced his thoughts not to drift
back to his failure with the Rift Bubble. Compartmentalization was a skill he
had a great deal of practice at. “So, Alex, have you been able to elicit any
more information from Mesme about—?” He cut himself off, his gaze darting to
the Anaden. “If that’s not an appropriate topic….”


Alex gave a little nod. “We’re trying to keep its disclosure
on a need-to-know basis. If word got out to the general public that time travel
is possible, it would…well, we don’t need a wave of societal upheaval in the
middle of a war. But Eren knows, yes.”


“Even though I didn’t need to. Definitely would have wanted
to, seeing as the irascible Kat is a friend of mine, but didn’t need to.”
The Anaden grinned. “Spymaster. I have a way of getting people to open up to
me.”


Alex scoffed. “I’m pretty sure I blurted it out to you the
first time I saw you after I found out.”


“Also true.”


“Anyway, to answer your question, I’ve been able to extract
shockingly little new information from Mesme—or not shockingly, I guess. It’s
talking more, but when put to scrutiny most of its words end up being thin air.
It says we’re doing better this time around, but insists if it divulges too
many details about the prior timeline, that might derail our efforts. Which is
a terribly convenient answer when one doesn’t want to disclose secrets. Nika,
have you had any greater luck?”


“Not particularly. Mostly I get the sense Mesme is relieved
this revelation is finally out in the open. For all the secrets it keeps, I
don’t believe it enjoys doing so.”


“And yet.” Alex rolled her eyes. “Valkyrie has been banging
away on the physics equations, trying to suss out how a schism in the ‘time’
part of the spacetime manifold can occur. Thus far, she hasn’t discovered an
energy output capable of achieving it.”


“Which bolsters our theory that something special—something
unique—happens in the future to cause the schism,” Nika replied. “I wonder. Is
it something we do, or something the enemy does?”


Caleb rested against the nearby wall, looking contemplative.
“It happens because we’re going to lose, correct? It gives us a chance to get
it right the next time. Ergo, I think we create it.”


Alex stared at him curiously. “You think there’s that much
intentionality involved?”


“I think where the Kats are concerned, there’s always
intentionality involved. I also think if I were standing there at the fateful
moment, facing civilizational extinction and out of options, I would do
whatever gave us a single sliver of a chance to survive.”


“Agreed. But how in the d’yavol will we
accomplish it?”


Caleb nudged Alex on the shoulder. “Don’t ask me. That’s for
you and Valkyrie to figure out.”


“Right. Should be a piece of cake.”


The tech signaled the new sample was ready, and Dashiel
returned to the workstation. “Activating the test sequence now. Unless an
anomaly registers, it’ll just take a few seconds.”


They all watched the pane as chart after chart filled with
zeroes. No blips.


Dashiel gestured to the results. “I’d say twice makes a
pattern. It’s nothing but dead metal.”


Eren nudged the duffel bag toward Dashiel. “I brought two
more, if you’d like them.”


“Scientific rigor says we should test them as well, though
at this point I don’t expect different results.”


“We’re not doing anything with them. They’re all yours.”
Eren turned to Alex. “Sorry, but I need to run. Nyx is yelling in my head about
some meeting or other.”


“You poor thing.” Alex acknowledged Dashiel. “Thank you for
doing the work, even if the results are kind of inexplicable. We’ll see you
soon, I’m sure.”


He shook hands with Caleb then led them back to the lobby, where
Alex opened a wormhole, and they all departed.


Nika stared at the spot of air where the wormhole had been,
eyes narrowed.


“What’s on your mind?”


“Wondering what in the hells Caleb and Akeso did to the Rasu
on Hirlas.”


“I’d say they killed them.”


“Evidently, but how? Other than breaking apart their
subatomic structure—which is not what happened here—nothing kills a Rasu.”


“I don’t know.” He studied her, allowing his thoughts to
return to the events at the Rift Bubble and the idea he’d been ruminating on
ever since…and made a snap decision. “Listen, I’m going to have to be on site
this evening to stand up the new manufacturing line on Kiyora. I won’t be back
until late tomorrow.”


“Oh.” A shadow flitted across her expression, and he
generously took it to mean she’d miss him. “I understand.” She leaned in to
kiss him softly. “Good luck. Comm me if you need me to bring you food.
Otherwise, I’ll see you at home tomorrow night.”
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CONCORD HQ


Eren shook Richard Navick’s hand warmly. “It’s good to see
you again, sir.”


Richard waved him off. “You don’t work for me any longer. I
think we can drop the formalities.”


Nyx stared at them, looking genuinely perplexed. “How did
you ever get him to call you ‘sir’?”


Eren leaned in toward Richard’s ear for a conspiratorial
stage whisper. “Let’s keep it our little secret, okay?” Then he stepped back
and gestured between them. “Nyx Praesidis, Richard Navick.”


Richard shook her hand as well. “I’ve been hearing good
things about the work you’re doing to whip the Advocacy infrastructure into
shape.”


“Thank you. Perhaps later, we can discuss some ideas I have
on how CINT and Advocacy Security can work together. Now, though, we need to
move quickly.”


“We already are. Cliff, our Artificial, is delving into the
records of every Barisan currently on the station, but that’s over four hundred
people. Also, unfortunately, identities can be spoofed, so I’m not optimistic
about identifying specific Beszi members in the short term. However, thanks to
Eren’s intel, we were able to detect two apomono vials on the person of
a temporary Barisan employee at Sidere Pastrie. We can arrest her on my
order.”


“Why a random pastry shop? That seems like low odds to
play.”


“Word is, your advocate always visits the shop for a treat
when he’s attending to Senate business here on HQ.”


Eren laughed, simply tickled at the notion of the great
Corradeo Praesidis having a sweet tooth for sugary desserts.


Nyx didn’t appear to notice the humor in it. Alas. “I see.
Let’s go ahead and arrest—”


“No.”


She bestowed her typical glare on Eren. “Excuse me?”


“Imagine this scenario. The woman at the pastry shop plants
the apomono when Corradeo orders his usual cinnamon streusel muffin or
chocolate éclair or whatever his weakness is.” He chuckled briefly again. “She informs
the Beszi unit, and they hit him wherever strikes them as the most optimal
spot. But if instead she alerts them to a problem, or never contacts them at
all, they fade into the shadows and bide their time until they can try again.
We need to draw them out now or risk losing them forever.”


Richard nodded. “I’ve got two plain-clothes CINT agents on
the advocate now. I’ll stage a response team to be ready to sweep in and make
the arrests the instant the Beszi move.”


Nyx frowned. “Not a Vigil squad?”


“No offense, but I trust my own people.”


“Fine. You two are suggesting we allow Grandf—the advocate—to
purchase his poisoned sweets?”


“Yes. We’ll warn him privately not to eat it, but instead pretend
to eat it. I’m sure he can sell it. Then we’ll shadow him, and when the
assassins make their move, we’ll grab them.”


“Eren, I told you before. We can’t let him fall. Not even
for a day.”


How many times had he expressed agreement on this point? “I know.
That’s why you and I will be there to stop them.”


[image: Divider]


Nyx forewarned Corradeo about the threat and advised him to
continue on with his routine as per usual. He offered a half-hearted excuse for
his habitual visits to the pastry shop in question; Eren snickered into his
hand, evoking a confused stare from Nyx. She truly didn’t find it amusing? Had
the woman’s funny bone been surgically removed? 


They watched, Veiled, as Corradeo acquired his confectionary—a
chocolate pistachio cannoli—and made a convincing show of nibbling on it as he
crossed the food court atrium.


The CINT agents—now up to four—worked the crowd around him
as he strolled toward the levtram that would return him to the Senate offices.
When he paused to clutch at his stomach, Nyx almost leapt to his side, but Eren
threw an arm out in front of her. 


He’s acting as if the apomono is
affecting him. He’s good at this.


Damn, he’s going to give me heart
failure.


It’ll be okay. We’ve got this.


On the mission comm, one of the CINT agents identified two
Barisans loitering in the retail strip up ahead and began tracking them.


But Beszi were no slouches at this game. All but one of the
squad would be Veiled or disguised or both. So how to spot them? Or more
relevantly, how to stop them?


Eren was using the plural, because Beszi never operated
alone. There should be a primary assassin, a backup assassin and a
facilitator—the one who wasn’t Veiled—to sow confusion and chaos for a few
crucial seconds.


His eyes went to the intersection up ahead, where a crossway
led to Administration on the left and Merchant Services on the right.


Eren (CINT Mission Channel):  “They’re going to do
it at the intersection. Be ready.”


How do you know?


Because it’s where I would do it.
Stop thinking like an Inquisitor and start thinking like a criminal.


When Corradeo was twelve meters from the intersection, a
Barisan woman cried out above the general din of the crowd. “Help! That man
just robbed me! He’s got my bag!”


The crowd roiled as people jerked out of their purposeful
progress toward their destinations. Pedestrians were jostled—and one young
Naraida girl got jostled by thin air.


Eren sprinted ahead and dove for the gap that shouldn’t
exist. He collided with a solid mass, and his momentum carried them both to the
floor.


Claws sliced into his cheek as he activated his blade and
stabbed upward. Resistance told him he’d hit armor, and the body beneath him
fought like a crazed, well…cat. Clawed hands found his throat and razored nails
dug into his skin.


All the struggling dislodged both of their Veils, and hate-filled
chartreuse irises surrounded by coral fur seared into him.


The pain in Eren’s throat was excruciating, and his vision
was starting to blur from lack of oxygen, but he concentrated on dragging his
blade upward across the Barisan’s ribs.


One hand relinquished his throat to close around his wrist
and try to yank it away. He continued pushing, using his body for leverage,
until the tip found the edge of the flak jacket. He wrestled his adversary’s
kicking legs to shift his weight and press the blade down beneath him.


He felt the squishy give of the blade penetrating skin. Yet
still his adversary fought. Eren struggled to maintain a grip on the blade
handle, his head swimming. Cybernetics routines activated to keep him from
passing out.


Finally the Barisan began spasming wildly, the motions
losing their previous intentionality and skill. The remaining hand dropped away
from Eren’s throat, and the body went limp in Eren’s grasp—


A pop echoed directly behind him, and a
caramel-colored Barisan fell face-first to the floor beside him. 


The odor of burnt fur assaulted his nostrils. Blood leaked
out the side of the body’s head, forming a growing puddle that crept steadily
closer to him.


Eren tried to gasp in much-needed air and looked to his
right, where Nyx straddled a Barisan presently missing most of its face. One of
her arms was outstretched toward him, a handgun in its grip as she gazed at him
in question.


Eren nodded as he struggled up to his knees, and she lowered
her arm and stood, training the gun on the corpse beneath her. Eren made
certain to check the Barisan he’d fought with for signs of life. No breath, no
pulse. 


The attacker had dropped a curved, needle-thin knife in the
struggle, and Eren confiscated it. Then he fell back on his ass and studied the
second body. He thought it was the woman who had roused the crowd into
confusion as the attack began. A Barisan-made gun lay on the other side of the
body, and his oxygen-deprived brain tried to piece together what had happened
here.


A CINT agent arrived to take charge of the presumed corpse
Nyx was guarding, so she relinquished it to come over and crouch beside him after
stopping to pick up the stray gun. “You’re bleeding from…everywhere. I’ll get a
medic.”


“I’ll be all right.” His voice rasped across the needled
sandpaper of his throat. Ow. He gingerly touched his neck, and his hand
came away blood-soaked. “I mean, yeah, I guess a medic. At some point.”


“Some point soon. You look like shit and sound worse.”


And he surely did. A brief, woozy assessment confirmed he
was bleeding from clawed gashes in a half-dozen locations, and he couldn’t feel
the left side of his face. 


“Anything for the job, eh?” Also, he should really stop
trying to talk. It felt as if his throat were bleeding on the inside, which it
might well be.


“So it seems.” She glanced over her shoulder to check on the
other corpse. Vigil officers had joined the fray to move the crowd back, and
all the hallmarks of a crime scene were rapidly being instituted. 


“Did you just save my life?”


Her lips curled up in what could have been an almost-smile. “She
was about to shoot you in the back of the head.”


“Then my head thanks you profusely.”


“You would have done the same for me.” The almost-smile
turned downward. “I think.”


He started to reach out for her, but realized his hands were
dripping with Barisan blood. “Don’t doubt it.”


“Right.” She frowned at each of the corpses in turn. “You
have sharp eyes. It was only after you were moving that I picked up the other
attacker when he spun toward you. I might not have detected him otherwise.”


“We’re a…” he winced from the agony of enunciating words
“…good team.”


Surprise flitted across her comparatively unbloodied
features. “Perhaps we are.”


Downright charitable of him to say so, he thought, but at
least she didn’t snap an insult in response. He rubbed at his throat again;
there was already blood everywhere, so no point in trying to keep any specific
part of him clean. “Go check on your grandfather. I’m fine.”


Her eyes narrowed, scrutinizing the proper mess that he was,
but after a second she climbed to her feet and hurried over to where Corradeo
stood encircled by three CINT agents and two Vigil officers, talking in hushed
tones to Richard.


“Unhhhh….” Eren flopped down on his back, arms sprawled out,
and waited for a medic to wander his way.
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