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    THE STORY SO FAR


    


    A recap of the Riven Worlds and Cosmic Shores novels can be found in the Appendix at the end of the book.



    Shadows & Light


    LIMINAL SPACE


    Alex and Kennedy visited the Piega Strai device at Elakrin in order to study its construction as the first step in building a new version of the device. While there, Alex discovered a scab on the spacetime manifold, a sign the Dzhvar had returned to Amaranthe at this location. While probing the scab, according to Valkyrie, Alex’s consciousness ‘vanished’ for a brief second.


    Miriam and Malcolm attended the grand opening of a city on New Luna, a replica space station constructed to take the place of the moon, which was destroyed in the Rasu War. Caleb and Marlee initiated diplomatic relations with the Elakri, inviting Arien to Concord HQ. Later, Marlee took her Belascocian friends, Galean and Resamane, on a tour of HQ and Romane.


    Eren learned of a new criminal organization operating on Anaden worlds led by a mysterious human woman. The reborn Olivia Montegreu was revealed to be the woman leading the group, called Riamere. She hired a clan of Ch’mshak warriors to serve as her muscle when dealing with rival criminal groups.


    Mesme revealed that in all the previous cycles, the Elakri never reemerged from their hidden pocket universe—Mesme had no idea the Elakri even existed. Alex speculated that perhaps the Piega Strai fails in every cycle, and the Dzhvar are always freed from their prison when it does.


    Eren and Nyx discovered that a massacre on a space station was committed by a group of Ch’mshak—only the Ch’mshak were supposed to be quarantined on their homeworld. Back at the Ares estate, they succumbed to their attraction again and made love for the first time since their time on Nythir.


    Morgan joined Marlee on Vrachnas for a picnic with Cupcake, but departed in a hurry when she learned of the Ch’mshak massacre. Miriam and Malcolm discussed the implications of the Ch’mshak escaping their quarantine.


    Alex, Miriam and others finally saw the Dzhvar in action as a red-gold wave of plasma disintegrated a planet then caused a star to go nova. Corradeo recalled the details of how he and the diati forced the Dzhvar out of Amaranthe a million years prior; guilt consumed him over the fact he hadn’t actually destroyed the Dzhvar back then.


    Olivia purchased a regenesis facility, then murdered one of her criminal competitors, Arnal Nikto, and took over his organization. Eren went undercover to try to infiltrate Olivia’s operation.


    While enjoying a night together, Nyx let slip to Eren the secret that he had fought alongside Corradeo in the first anarch rebellion over two hundred millennia ago, until the Directorate took Eren captive and erased his memory. Eren was furious about Corradeo keeping such an important secret from him. Though initially upset at Nyx as well, he forgave her in order to continue their relationship.


    Marlee brought a Galenai representative to Concord HQ in a specially constructed aquatic habitat. The Galenai was overwhelmed at first, then amazed at the sight of space and stars.


    While strolling with Caleb on Akeso, Alex experienced a vivid vision of Akeso and the Siyane being destroyed by the Dzhvar, killing her and Caleb. She, Caleb and Valkyrie talked about where her visions might be coming from and what they meant. Alex consulted Mesme about the visions, but the Kat insisted she’d never experienced them in earlier cycles.


    Eren landed a meeting with Olivia in his undercover persona. He snapped a picture of her and showed it to Richard, who realized the woman was Olivia Montegreu, believed by everyone to be dead since Malcolm killed her many years earlier.


    During a new Dzhvar incursion, Miriam deployed every weapon in Concord’s arsenal—negative energy, nuclear, conventional, antimatter, and Rift devices; only the Rift device had any effect at all, a very small one. She also confirmed that shields did not block the Dzhvar, and adiamene disintegrated on contact with the enemy.


    Alex enlisted Nika’s help in studying her visions; she deliberately induced one, and Nika observed that a stream of kyoseil originating at the scab near Elakrin had attached itself to Alex. The vision involved Dashiel losing control of diati he was experimenting on; running wild, the diati destroyed Mirai.


    Alex and Kennedy worked on the Piega Strai design, and Alex had a breakthrough on how to use kyoseil to return the planet it encased to Amaranthe’s manifold.


    Miriam, Malcolm and Casmir discussed the increasing Ch’mshak attacks across Concord space. Miriam asked the Kats to construct an Echo Rift device to isolate Mshak.


    Marlee came up with a plan to find out how the Ch’mshak were escaping the quarantine of their homeworld. She took Galean, who could sense quantum fields, to Mshak. When Olivia arrived to retrieve a warrior squad for a mission, Galean sensed it, and Marlee observed Olivia taking a group of Ch’mshak through a wormhole. She followed them, leaving Galean behind for his safety, and alerted Miriam to an impending attack. When Olivia delivered a starship to the Ch’mshak, Marlee rigged it to explode. Galean was upset that Marlee protected him rather than let him help her; they argued, and he departed angry.


    Morgan was upset at Marlee for risking her life by going to Mshak, seeing parallels to Brooklyn Harper’s death there. They argued; Morgan later broke into military files to learn the location of the Ch’mshak settlement Olivia was using.


    Nika worried over how the kyoseil was changing her personality, while Mesme worried that Nika was on the verge of realizing its identity as a prior incarnation of herself.


    Eren was able to get Olivia to disable her personal shield, ostensibly so they could have sex; he slit her throat, but she electrocuted him before dying, killing him as well. CINT forces moved on Olivia’s quantum hardware, but it was booby-trapped and exploded before CINT could seize it.


    Laurent and Deunan visited Alex, Caleb and Marlee on Akeso for a rare relaxing evening. Marlee and Deunan hatched a devious plan to win the Elakri over to Concord’s side using the truva subculture.


    Eren awakened from regenesis, and he and Nyx shared a tender moment. Eren then confronted Corradeo over keeping the secret of his past life; after a contentious discussion, they reconciled, and Corradeo told Eren about the rebellion they fought and lost.


    Valkyrie and the other Noetica Artificials discovered a hidden dimension of spacetime. While searching it, they spotted the Dzhvar as the enemy emerged to attack the Anaden world of Volie. Heartened by his reconciliation with Eren and reminded of his strengths, Corradeo was at last able to summon diati to him. He succeeded in encasing Volie’s system in a bubble of diati and repelling the Dzhvar.


    On Akeso, Caleb sensed the return of the diati to the manifold. It tried to rejoin with him, but, fearful it would overpower Akeso’s soul and crush the planet’s spirit, he refused the diati.


    Morgan went to Mshak with the intent of bombing the Ch’mshak settlement, but had a change of heart. She was departing when the Kats activated the Echo Rift device to isolate the planet. Morgan impacted the barrier in her Banshee, was knocked unconscious, and crashed to the surface.


    Olivia’s surviving incarnation, her doll, was on Mshak as well. When the Echo Rift activated, she was unable to open a wormhole or deliver a promised starship to the Ch’mshak, so she fled into the desert, with the Ch’mshak giving chase.


    Stanley alerted AEGIS that Morgan was trapped on Mshak. Everyone was excited that the diati had returned to Corradeo, as they could now protect planets from the Dzhvar. But Alex warned that the real danger was the Dzhvar’s devouring of the manifold itself.


    Mesme confirmed that the diati eventually returned in the previous cycle as well, so it would not be enough to stop the destruction of the universe. Alex told Nika about her latest vision, which involved Nika meeting with Taiyok leadership. Since Nika didn’t remember the event due to her lost memory, Mesme described the encounter—only when Nika later checked her historical journals, the details didn’t match.


    All the puzzle pieces fell into place, and Nika realized that Mesme was her in the previous cycle. When she broke down in shock and despair, Mesme arrived and spirited her away.


    Over the course of the book, a series of flashbacks told the story of the first four hundred millennia of Mesme’s million-year saga: from crashing on Katoikia as Nika with only Miaon as a companion and the Vault to build Kat society, to the Kats’ transition from physical to ethereal beings and their mastery of cosmic forces. Mesme watched the birth of the SAI Rebellion, then the Asterions’ flight across galaxies after their defeat. We learned that Mesme engineered the Asterions’ discovery of kyoseil, and that Mesme, not the diati, rescued Corradeo when his son nearly killed him.
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    “Oh! I have slipped the surly bonds of Earth


    And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;


    Sunward I’ve climbed, and joined the tumbling mirth


    of sun-split clouds,—and done a hundred things


    You have not dreamed of—wheeled and soared and swung


    High in the sunlit silence. Hov’ring there,


    I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung


    My eager craft through footless halls of air….


     


    Up, up the long, delirious, burning blue


    I’ve topped the wind-swept heights with easy grace


    Where never lark, or even eagle flew—


    And, while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod


    The high untrespassed sanctity of space,


    Put out my hand, and touched the face of God.” 


     


    — John Gillespie Magee Jr.

  


  
    INTERMEZZO V


    256,043 YEARS AGO


    MILKY WAY GALACTIC CORE


    The Protos Agora spun through a tight orbit around the Milky Way galactic core, defiantly resisting cosmic forces powerful enough to shred stars. Such a tiny speck of metal, no more significant than a hydrogen atom in the galactic storm. Yet within its shielded walls, untold oppression, suffering and cold-blooded murder were casually perpetrated, often alongside afternoon tea.


    Thanks to the diati barrier encasing it, I could not penetrate those walls and eavesdrop on today’s machinations of the Primors, but I didn’t need to. Their subjugation of the Novoloume, Naraida and Volucri was fifty thousand years complete; at present, they were likely considering whether the Barisans exhibited enough intelligence and utility to keep alive. In the last twenty years, they’d nonchalantly genocided two bronze age species, along with one civilization on the verge of achieving spaceflight.


    The descent of the Primors into power-driven madness had been a slow journey if measured in decades and centuries, but the millennia had passed swiftly for me. The Katasketousya were now the species I remembered from my first life: masters of the cosmic firmament and the forces that shaped it. Ethereal, enigmatic, ageless and cunning.


    It was the last trait which stood to be crucial now, even more so than our singular skill in crafting universes, though this skill was the mechanism by which we would slip our cunning past the Directorate.


    Erevna front-line explorers had arrived in the Triangulum galaxy, where we called home. We lacked any viable path to avoid a confrontation; it was merely a question of how we planned to respond to the inevitable.


    I’d rallied into service my diplomatic skills of old, rusty though they were, to guide the Idryma’s deliberations. I’d ensured our scouts discovered the terrible depths of the Directorate’s malfeasance and the toll it took on countless species. I’d forced our leadership to wrestle openly with the implications of this discovery.


    We were scientists and explorers, not warriors, and some nonetheless wanted to turn away and hide. But we had a destiny to meet; the fate of the universe depended on us rising to the admittedly daunting challenge.


    The time had come for the Katasketousya to make a choice, and it must be the right one.
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    INTERDIMENSIONAL SPACE


    Idryma


    The mirrored symmetries of light comprising the Idryma wove together to construct the beams, walls and floor of the Conclave meeting chamber. The empyrean space wasn’t high-minded hubris, but instead a sign we had embraced our nature. We had come a long way from a collection of programs stored on servers crashed into the dirt of Katoikia.


    Upon my arrival I found a heated discussion already underway.


    “It is trivial for us to transplant our entire society halfway across the universe,” Querce proclaimed. “We cannot stand against the force these Anadens wield, so let us remove ourselves from the situation. To choose any other course means our extinction.”


    “On the contrary,” Naros replied. “I assert that we can stand against an invading armada, should we choose to do so. We don’t have ships, though we can assemble them easily enough. But why, when we can wield the fundamental forces of the cosmos? Deposit a black hole at the center of a military fleet, and the fleet is gone. Induce a supernova in the stellar system where they build and house the ships of their fleet, same result.”


    “Along with millions dead,” Akton—always ‘Lakhes’ in my mind—countered.


    “The Anadens reincarnate themselves. I am not suggesting we wipe out their species, merely prove we are a worthy adversary, then sue for peace.”


    “Peace?” I asked incredulously as I took center stage. “Peace for us means suffering and death for every new species the Anadens stumble upon in the future. Could you live with yourself, Naros, if we survived, unbothered, while life after life was extinguished in our sight? Because I cannot.”


    “What do you suggest, Mnel? It seems to me our options are war, subjugation, assuming they allow it, or fleeing the scene.”


    “There are other ways to defeat a foe than through battle,” I suggested, working to keep my tone free of desperation.


    “What do you have in mind, Mnel?” Akton asked, caution tempering its voice.


    “Infiltration from within. We make ourselves useful to the Anadens, in time indispensable. Meanwhile, we secretly engineer the means of the Primors’ downfall. We pursue every avenue until we arrive upon one strong enough to end the Directorate’s rule, free its many subjects and protect the species it would otherwise destroy.”


    “Poetic words, but how might we do so?”


    “We are world builders, are we not? Let us build worlds for the Directorate—and in secret, build them for ourselves as well. Where we build our secret worlds, let us build species. Warriors. I propose we create a great laboratory of pocket universes, within which we iterate on ideas for bringing an end to the Directorate.”


    “But the time required!” Querce protested.


    “Is nothing to us,” I replied. “I regret the precious lives certain to be lost while we work, but every day we delay only increases that number, so we begin now. And…there is more.”


    “Your proposal already stretches the limits of our ability and puts us in grave danger,” Querce replied. “What more dare there be?”


    “Our analystae say the Anadens have risen to such power because they are unique among the species we have catalogued. In addition to keen intellect, they display ingenuity, creativity and dogged persistence in pursuit of their ambitions. So let us use their own strengths against them.


    “In one of our pocket universes, I propose we recreate the Anaden species. We will study them as they evolve to better understand them and how they became as they now are. A weakness can be found, and we can then use this weakness to defeat them.”


    “Recreate our greatest enemy? Are you insane, Mnel?” Querce sputtered.


    Quite possibly. After all, keeping an ocean of secrets for three-quarters of a million years would shred the most resilient mind.


    “No. We will retain complete control over our creation. Should this laboratory species grow too dangerous, we’ll simply destroy the pocket universe, as effortlessly as activating a switch. Please. Akton, everyone. We call ourselves protectors of innocent life. It is time to prove it. Everything we’ve worked for these millennia, every arduous step we’ve taken to improve ourselves and our abilities? It’s worth nothing if we don’t use what we’ve become to eradicate the greatest evil this sector of the universe has ever suffered.”
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    INTERSTELLAR SPACE


    Triangulum Galaxy


    “Are you nervous?” I asked mildly.


    Akton floated with artificial stillness beside me. “We have rarely interacted with other species, and never with one so advanced. Worse, never with one so casually violent. My first words to them and every word thereafter will be laced with deception and artifice. Today I lead the inception of a gambit so risky, so likely to fail, it beggars belief. Yes, Mnel. I am nervous.”


    “Fear not, my friend. You are our leader for many reasons, high among them your affinity for persuasion. Appeal to their vanity and ego, and you will not go wrong.”


    “Not today, perhaps. The road in front of us stretches into the shadows of the long void, and I cannot see where it ends.”


    I could, of course. I longed to reassure Akton that our plan was going to succeed beyond our wildest dreams, but I dared not. “We have never been able to see the future, yet witness all we have accomplished,” I said instead. “We can do this.”


    “I…believe we can. Regardless, you were correct in the meeting. We must try, or we make a mockery of our values.”


    The great fleet of Anaden vessels—Theriz cultivation units, pulverizers and harvesters, as well as a detachment of Erevna scientific vessels, flanked by an escort of Machim warships—arrived on the outskirts of the system. It wasn’t Katoikia’s system, thankfully, but a resource-rich system on an outer arm of Triangulum. Its fourth planet hosted a species of canine analogues who were just beginning to experiment with steam power.


    The Theriz would plow straight through the nascent civilization, possibly not noticing the sentients’ existence at all. And we would let them. Because our gambit wasn’t about a single species, but the future of thousands of species. Ultimately, the future of the universe itself, though such harrowing knowledge remained mine alone.


    Akton gathered itself together. “It’s time.”


    “So it is. I will watch from the balcony, silently cheering you on.”


    Akton forced an expression of laughter. “You are at times rather an odd one, Mnel. But I am glad you are here.”


    So was I, I realized. More than seven hundred millennia after falling through time and crashing naked, burnt and utterly heartbroken upon the soil of Katoikia, I was glad I was here. Here to usher the Katasketousya’s purpose forward to greater heights, here to oversee the coming creation of Aurora and Akeso and Ireltse, and to shelter the Taenarin and the Faneros and the Fylliot. Today, here to bolster and support my friend.


    My heart still ached with longing for my old life if I dwelled long and hard enough upon the memories. But I was meant for this challenge, and I intended to rise to meet it.


    After an exchange of affirmations between us, Akton swept onto the bridge of the Theriz flag vessel.

  


  
    
 PART I:
 
DARK NIGHT
OF THE
SOUL

  


  
    1


    


    NOKORI


    Cetus Dwarf Galaxy


    Nika Kirumase tasted salt water on her tongue as a swell broke over her head and shoulders. Eyes closed, she relaxed her muscles and let herself sink beneath the turbulent surface, relinquishing the warmth of the sun in favor of the watery depths’ embrace.


    She could just keep sinking. Shut out the world and its troubles until everything faded away into a silent nothingness. She could reject this burden. She’d fought enough, given up enough, suffered enough. It was too much to ask of her, too much to ask of anyone.


    Your destiny awaits. It won’t be gentle or weightless—it won’t be easy or kind. But it will be yours.


    The words Dashiel had uttered to her in a dream years ago echoed in her mind. Fuck her destiny!


    But Mesme had already borne the burden, so by definition it wasn’t too much to ask. Past incarnations of her had already done it, over and over and over again, more times than anyone remembered counting. Would she be the first to shirk her duty, to refuse to make the sacrifice, and thus shame her ancestors?


    Would everyone die forever if she did?


    Her lungs began to burn, and she reluctantly swam for the surface, gasping in air as her head crested into the sunlight. Immersing herself in the ocean had always granted her peace. The silence and isolation enveloped her in a soothing cocoon, quieting even her most agitated emotions.


    But not today. Today held no peace for her. Her thoughts raged and spun, ricocheting from anger to anguish, petulance to guilt, desperation to despair.


    She took off swimming with a fury, away from the shore and toward the endless horizon, as if she dared to outrace her destiny. Her arms and feet beat against the water, driving her onward, and the waves swept away her tears on every surge.


    A million years. Another million if she failed, as she had always failed before. Aeons alone, an insignificant, solitary soul struggling fruitlessly against the ceaseless current of inevitability.


    The task was impossible. This war could not be won. The Dzhvar were the universe itself, and if the universe wanted so badly to die, who was she to think she could prevent it? She was just a woman. A diplomat and occasional rebel. She wasn’t a warrior or a scientist, and it seemed obvious that one or the other was needed here. Words were her weapon, persuasion her skill, and neither seemed apt to convince the Dzhvar to stop their destructive rampage, if only she asked nicely.


    Why must it be her?


    Without meaning to, she reached out and sent her mind racing along the kyoseil web that wound through the universal manifold…until she slammed into a frayed ending, halting her progress.


    Here, a patch of the universe no longer existed. Devoured. If not stopped, these unpassable gaps would continue to grow until they consumed everything and everyone. Those were the stakes. And her ability to inhabit this vast web meant she’d be standing witness to the disintegration.


    She knew in her heart that she’d never be able to turn away and refuse this task. But though it was weak and selfish to desire it, this once, couldn’t someone save her?
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    I watched Nika storm through the water, a tiny form swallowed up by the wild sea, arms and feet pounding the surface in a staccato rhythm to propel her relentlessly onward. She thought she might outrun her destiny if she swam fast enough for far enough. I knew this because I had chased the same twisting loops of despair on this day.


    For endless millennia I’d put all memories of this time aside, as once the die had been cast, there was nothing to do but move forward. But now I forced myself to remember the chaotic turmoil and clashing emotions, in the hope that doing so would allow me to be a better friend to her. I wasn’t certain I was succeeding.


    We’d been here on Nokori for what felt like days but was objectively only hours. Not at Miaon’s cabin—she wasn’t ready for that—but rather at a small abode I’d prepared in anticipation of this retreat. Though the residence and setting held no particular memories for her, it did display the manner of picturesque ambiance she favored. An embrace of peace amidst the turmoil.


    But thus far, she’d only seethed erratically, veering from rant to abandoned tirade until she’d abruptly stripped and dove into the ocean over an hour ago.


    I’d tried to use the time to consider the best approach for our next conversation, to prep answers to her likely questions. I owed her the truth now, on all but a few matters. My highest purpose remained to support her and help her navigate this trial, but I also needed to get her back in the fight as soon as possible.


    I felt entirely inadequate for the task. How had Miaon managed?


    A spot of air on the beach shimmered, and a deluge of water poured out of a wormhole as Nika rolled onto the sand, then climbed to her feet as the wormhole disappeared. “How did it work? How did you go back in time?”


    I gestured to the towel I’d brought out from the residence, but she ignored it to stand there glaring at me, long wet hair flecked with grains of sand sticking to her face and shoulders. “How?”


    The diati and the Dzhvar clashed in a battle of tremendous energy. The manifold fractured beneath the energy, sending widening cracks racing out across the cosmos. Miaon grabbed me and the Vault, wrapped us in kyoseil, and plunged us into the fissure at the heart of the clash.


    “So then—wait, the Vault? Our Vault? The one you were supposed to safeguard for us during the Rasu War?”


    No. A replica, modified to provide what we would need on the other side. The Dzhvar had destroyed the original eight days earlier.


    “Destroyed? Gods. And the contents? Did you take Asterion backups with you?”


    A curated subset, yes.


    “Because…” she sank down to rest on her haunches, hands coming to her face “…Kats are Asterions? Are you kidding me?”


    You should not consider them ‘Asterions’ in any meaningful sense…. I trailed off, recognizing such a cold, logical answer helped nothing.


    “Oh, I think I will.” She stood to pace through the sand. “You kidnapped a bunch of Asterions and took them back in time a million years against their will. How dare you.”


    I tried again. They had no chance in the present. The universe was dying. And it—


    She pulled up hard, eyes brightening in excitement. “Wait. Was Dashiel one of them? I’m sure he was, as talented as his mind is. Who is he? One of your world builders or scientists? I thought you’d spent all this time alone, but if he was with you—”


    Nika, stop. Please. It wasn’t like that.


    “Then stars forfend, what was it like?”


    I have expressed how time travel is an unimaginably brutal experience. The kyoseil saturating my body protected me, with Miaon’s help, but only me. For everything and everyone else, quantum fields did not survive the journey. The memories and emergent personalities contained in the backups were erased, leaving only core programming. Analytical algorithms and categorized facts. Base code. Nothing else.


    This is why I say the Katasketousya were not, are not, Asterions. The stored programming formed the starting point of new beings who were born on the other side of the time rift. And when they were awakened, I did not recognize any of them.


    Her shoulders sagged, and she gazed around, as if in search of some thread to grasp onto. “So why didn’t you encase the Vault copy in kyoseil? Wouldn’t that have protected it?”


    Her frustration and desperation leaked back into me, returning me to this moment from the past, yet occupying the other side. I did. The hull of the Vault replica was constructed of adiaK. Nika, don’t you realize I wanted what you want with every iota of my being? I tried. I tried everything I could think of that Miaon had not previously tried in its cycle. I failed.


    And the failure had haunted me for a million years. But I did not say so, for my purpose here wasn’t to make things worse.


    I don’t believe anyone else can survive the journey. But I understand you will try nonetheless. Of course you must.


    “Damn right I will.” Her features squeezed tight in a grimace, but after a span of silence she finally went over and retrieved the towel, then stood there holding it in a fist a few centimeters from her body. “The first time I met you was when you volunteered to take the Vault for safekeeping. You have been lying to me since the day we met.”


    I didn’t lie—I did protect the Vault.


    “Oh, for fuck’s sake! Incidental to you constructing an entire copy of it and the souls it contains. You have manipulated me from the beginning.” She sank onto the dune sheltering the residence and held the towel against her chest. “I trusted you. With everything. Has any of it been real?”


    I moved in front of her, at her level, and acted on instinct. I morphed from my winged avatar into the form that still aligned closest with my identity. Her form.


    “All of it has been real. I was you, Nika. I went through what you’re going through, what you’re facing, and I will do anything to make it easier for you.”


    She stared at me, eyes wide in shock and, I feared, horror. “You may have once been some version of me, but a million years of machinations and scheming has stripped you of everything that I am. It’s stripped you of your soul.” She leapt to her feet and charged past my presence to head for the residence. “Don’t ever speak to me in my own voice again.”


    My presence dissipated into an amorphous blob, and I let her go. I told myself she was grieving, and this was part of the process. I willed myself patience and tried to remain hopeful. But all I experienced was heartache. For her, for me, for this whole forsaken tragedy.
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    MIRAI


    Asterion Dominion
 Gennisi Galaxy


    Dashiel Ridani waved Adlai Weiss into the living room. “Good, you’re here.”


    “I came right away. You said Nika’s missing?”


    “Yes.” Dashiel planted himself in front of the window as Adlai sat on the couch next to Perrin Benvenit, taking a second to squeeze her hand with a smile. Maris Debray occupied the opposite chair, one leg crossed over the other and her back held ramrod straight.


    Panic still ate away at his every frayed nerve, but he took comfort from the people in the room. They cared deeply about Nika, which meant he wasn’t alone.


    “Tell me what happened,” Adlai said.


    Dashiel pressed his fingertips into his temples. “I don’t know. She’s simply gone. She’s not answering pings.”


    “Not from any of us,” Perrin interjected.


    “But they’re not bouncing?” Adlai asked. “Never mind. I just sent one of my own. If they’re not bouncing, it means she’s physically functional, and she’s not being subjected to a quantum block. This is good news.”


    The fact they couldn’t reach her did not count as ‘good news.’ “What does it mean, then, that she’s not responding?”


    “Most likely? She’s unconscious, or drugged at a minimum. Possibly dosed with a virutox, and it’s blocking her OS’ ability to interact with the nex. Dashiel, we need to focus on the details that will help me find her. Tell me everything you remember about what happened tonight, and please be specific. When was the last time you talked to her?”


    “Right.” Confused, desperate thoughts darted through his mind on a ragged loop; he struggled to keep his thoughts corralled. Adlai was the most talented investigator Dashiel knew, but even he needed a place to start. “I talked to her this afternoon—or I guess yesterday afternoon now.” What time was it? Didn’t matter. The sun hadn’t yet risen. “My system says it was at 1620. I told her I was going to be tied up at Conceptual Research for longer than I’d planned and not to wait on me for dinner.”


    “And she replied?”


    “Yes. She sounded fine. Normal. Then, uh, several hours later…I guess at 1905, I pinged her to let her know I’d be home in ten minutes. I didn’t get a response, but I didn’t think anything of it. When I came here, the place was empty. I pinged her again and got nothing. I checked my apartment, just in case, but she wasn’t there, so I returned here. I’ve been pinging her every two minutes ever since.”


    “Okay,” Adlai said. “Perrin, Maris, did either of you speak to her since 1620 yesterday?”


    Maris nodded carefully. “Yes, at 1842. She wanted to make certain I knew Corradeo had regained the use of diati.”


    “He has?”


    “Yes,” she replied crisply.


    “How did she sound?”


    Maris’ lips pursed. “Perhaps a little distracted? She didn’t linger in the conversation. But she wasn’t acting upset.”


    “Perrin, what about you?”


    “No. I haven’t talked to her in a few days, I’m afraid.”


    “All right.” Adlai stood and walked the perimeter of the living room, then the kitchen. “I’m not seeing any signs of a struggle. Dashiel, have you touched anything?”


    “Uh, probably. Normal stuff. But I didn’t…I haven’t noticed anything out of place. Nothing akin to your apartment when Ian Sevulch kidnapped you. No overturned furniture or…” Dashiel’s brow furrowed “…her mug was on the living room table when I got here. The place smelled like freshly brewed shoka espe. She must have been home only a few minutes before I arrived.”


    “This is helpful, as it narrows down the timeline. I’ll bring a forensics team in to comb through the residence, nonetheless. What else can you tell me? Was anything bothering her?”


    “Bothering her? You mean other than the primordial space demons devouring our universe?”


    Adlai sighed. “I mean, what was her state of mind in the last day or two?”


    “It was…troubled. Preoccupied. But no more so than she has been ever since the Dzhvar returned.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. His head throbbed, and every few seconds a shooting pain lanced behind his eyes. He desperately wanted a drink, but he didn’t dare venture down that path. Not while she was gone. He wouldn’t, couldn’t, be that person again. “The Kat’s not answering my queries, either.”


    “The Kat?” Adlai asked.


    “Mesme. Nika’s been spending an inordinate amount of time with it of late. Training, philosophizing…I often don’t understand exactly what it is they’re doing. It was actually the first person—being—I checked with. I’ve received no reply.”


    “Does the Kat usually respond to your messages?”


    “Eventually,” Dashiel grumbled. “Enigmatically. Haughtily. Infuriatingly. But yes.”


    “Interesting.”


    “Is it?” he snapped.


    “I only mean you should keep trying to reach the Kat. If Nika’s been spending time with it, it might know something helpful to the investigation.” Adlai stood and came over to clasp his shoulder. “We’ll find her, okay? When I went missing, all of you spared no cycles searching for me, and I’ll do the same for her.”


    He stared at his friend like a drowning man clinging to a disintegrating lifeline. “Please.”


    “Try not to worry—sorry, that was a stupid thing to say. Try to have hope. Now I need to go to work. There are procedures and protocols—”


    “I don’t give a damn about procedures and protocols!”


    “—which will help me find her, and I’ll deploy every last one of them. If anything at all happens, or if you recall something that could be relevant, no matter how insignificant, message me immediately.” Adlai turned toward the others. “Perrin, Maris, the same goes for you. You’re her closest friends. You know her better than anyone except Dashiel.”


    “Do I?” Maris replied, not really a question. “These days, I wonder.”


    Perrin frowned. “It’s true. Nika’s been…different lately. Distant. Detached.”


    Adlai glanced back at him. “Dashiel?”


    “They’re not wrong. It’s the bloody kyoseil. She overloaded her body with it yet again a few months ago, and since then she’s been training with Mesme nonstop on how to control it, or merely wander among it. Sometimes I suspect she never truly emerges back out of the kyoseil web and into the real world. But this isn’t an especially new development.”


    “So nothing’s changed in the last few days to suggest a new…problem?”


    He shook his head helplessly.


    “And between the two of you?” Adlai asked cautiously. “I don’t want to pry, but I have to know everything about the current state of her life if I’m going to find her.”


    “Relationship problems, you mean?”


    “I do.”


    Dashiel closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. “No. No fights. No real disagreements, beyond my low-grade displeasure at the amount of attention she pays to the Kat. She’s been wonderful. Supportive. Understanding of how much I’ve been working.” Shame kept him from mentioning Alex’s vision and his own challenges since she’d shared it. He didn’t want his friends to learn how in another lifetime, he’d tried to play god and instead destroyed their home.


    Adlai nodded thoughtfully. “Nika is nothing if not dedicated to protecting the people of the Dominion. She wouldn’t run off when they’re under threat.”


    “So you think it’s foul play, then?” he asked, his heart plummeting. Was she being tortured while he stood here pacing ineffectually?


    “I’ll be operating under this assumption, as it doesn’t sound as if she’d have any reason to disappear of her own volition. It seems silly to ask, but can you think of any person or organization that might wish her harm?”


    “None. I mean, other than the Dzhvar, but I doubt they’d show up in her living room and steal her away. Not without destroying the planet in the process.”
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    MSHAK


    Leo I Galaxy


    Olivia Montegreu stood still as a statue carved of marble, the hoverboard halted in midair, as the Ch’mshak search party approached from the southeast. She kept the board primed in case she needed to move with haste. The low-level hum it emitted was easily drowned out by the unholy racket the Ch’mshak vehicles made, so they would not hear it.


    The urge to flee before they drew any closer agitated at her processes, but she suppressed it. With the ground here layered in cinnabar dirt, the hoverboard stirred up the loose material when in motion. The dust cloud had been enough to catch the attention of the search party when she’d raced across the desert, and she’d barely managed to reach a region of rockier terrain before they caught up to her.


    Her shield protected her from weapon strikes, of course, but the Ch’mshak weren’t as dumb as they looked. When on the hunt, every so often they fired their Anaden-provided laser weapons in a sweeping pattern ahead of them. If the fire impacted her shield, the stream deflected away rather than continuing onward, marking her location as explicitly as a red arrow floating over her head.


    She felt confident in the protection the shield afforded her, but she had no desire to draw a full thirty Ch’mshak penning her on all sides while delivering a barrage of bladed, blunt and laser weapons at point-blank range. So she was doing her best to evade their searches.


    Yes, searches, plural. T’worz was clearly angry that she’d canceled the mission, withheld a ship and vanished, as evidenced by the fact that he’d sent out a minimum of four separate groups to hunt her down. She supposed they had nothing else urgent to do with their time. But the farther out she and her pursuers traveled from the settlement, the more ground the pursuers had to cover, and the more open her escape route became. She had her eyes on a rocky mountain range off to the north. It didn’t offer much in the way of trees or other coverage, but should any of the hunting parties reach it, climbing the rugged terrain was certain to slow them down, while she’d suffer no such impediment.


    She tensed as a new round of sweeping laser fire erupted from the approaching Ch’mshak when they were sixty meters away. Her hand hovered over the acceleration control…but the sweep reversed course short of her location, and the group continued onward. They would miss her by a scant thirty meters, but they would miss her.


    An exhaustive scouring of her databanks on Concord history, practices and technology had turned up a single viable candidate for the phenomenon trapping her on this planet: an Echo Rift.


    Three and a half years ago, the Kats had installed a multi-directional rift bubble on the Savrakath homeworld, simultaneously confining the lizard species to their planet and cutting off access to it from the outside. It was punishment for an escalating series of misdeeds on the part of the lizards, from defying Concord’s edicts by developing antimatter weapons to brazenly enslaving a lesser species that also called their planet home. But the final straw appeared to be when they attempted to blow up Concord Headquarters, and very nearly succeeded.


    Olivia admired their gumption in refusing to be intimidated by Concord, but less so their dearth of wisdom. The Savrakaths stood no chance of matching Concord on the field of battle, with or without antimatter weapons, and it was solely a lack of fortitude on the part of Miriam Solovy that saved them from being wiped off the face of the cosmos.


    And now, having deemed the Echo Rift an effective fire-and-forget, bloodless solution for troublesome species, Concord had deployed one to silence the Ch’mshak.


    The layered, multi-directional feature of the Echo Rift blocked both wormholes and quantum communications, and based on her scouring of the files, the block appeared total.


    In four hours, she’d miss her next scheduled sync with her primary hardware. But another sixteen hours would elapse before she’d pass the outside range of the syncing window, at which point her primary would finally learn something was wrong.


    And that would be the end of it. No one was coming for her. This doll was disposable by design. Her primary was likely to order a new doll, imbue it with consciousness, and replicate the protocols she operated under. Once it was up and running, she’d be written off and abandoned.


    The lab-tested lifespan of this body was one-hundred-twenty-eight years without external maintenance. It ran on a tiny Zero Engine, so power was not a concern. It hosted numerous self-maintenance routines to maintain functionality, and it didn’t require food, water, engine oil or lubrication. In time, the external biosynthetic components—skin, hair, eyeballs—would degrade, and perhaps faster than normal in the harsh environment of Mshak, but the chassis and inner workings were specced to operate for over a century.


    She initiated a research process dedicated to finding a way around the dimensional shifts of the Echo Rift, then wrote a separate process to develop an optimal search routine for locating the device. In theory it could be anywhere on the planet, but there must be a way to detect its presence, or environmental parameters that favored certain locations over others.


    By the time she found the device, she should know how to deactivate it.


    She considered the mountains rising on the horizon with unbridled annoyance. Despite the vessel she currently occupied, she was a human-derived Artificial, not a machine. She had wants and desires; she had preferences. And she preferred not to be stuck on this repugnant planet for a century while her primary conquered the Anaden underworld, then the human one. It was her ambition, her goal, fully as much as it was her primary’s, and she did not care for being denied it.


    As the afternoon sun touched the tallest mountain peak and began to descend behind it, the shadows shifted across the landscape, and she noticed a plume of dust along one of the lower ridge lines. Another Ch’mshak settlement? If so, the mountain range didn’t offer the relative security she’d hoped for.


    She considered her options. The plains to the east offered more room to maneuver, but the terrain stood to make it difficult for her to travel unnoticed.


    After a moment’s contemplation, she resumed her course. If there were other Ch’mshak in the area, she needed to know about them. If they were a competing clan, perhaps the T’worz search parties would avoid the region, and the mountains could provide some sanctuary after all.


    [image: Divider]


    Clomp…thud…bonk…thudthudthud….


    Morgan Lekkas awoke to the violent sensation of being dragged. Her arms were stretched out above her head, and someone had a firm grasp on both gloved hands. Her helmet, boots and everything in between bounced and skidded across a rough, uneven surface.


    A noise somewhere between a moan and a grunt escaped her throat. “Ungh!”


    “Just hang on for a minute. We need to reach the shelter of the cave.”


    That voice! Rich warmth rippling beneath a guarded terseness. The sound of it spread like sunlight through her soul, resonating into an echo of a better past. She was clearly hallucinating.


    Her heels fought for purchase against the bruising ground. “Let me up! I can walk on my own.”


    “Stop fighting me. We’re almost there.”


    The little rumble of frustration beneath the words sent a shiver racing down her spine. Way too vivid to be a hallucination. She blinked several times, until she succeeded in keeping her eyes open, and caught a brief glimpse of a melon-hued sky overhead before an umber stone ceiling cast everything in shadow.


    Abruptly her hands were free. Morgan rolled over and rose to her knees, collapsing her helmet as she did.


    As her rescuer, or possibly captor, turned, a blond ponytail swooshed over the woman’s shoulder. The next instant, intense blue eyes met her gaze, and a half-smile lifted the woman’s lips. “Hi, Morgan.”


    Her head spun as if she’d been dosed. She stumbled forward, up onto her feet, and grabbed the exceedingly real woman with both hands, felt the remembered firm yet smooth muscles through the fabric of a military BDU shirt. “Brook, my god! Is it you? How are you here? Never mind, I don’t care.”


    They both moved at once, mouths crushing together in wild hunger too long denied. Hot and salty, gritty from dirt and dust.


    Ever a Marine, Brook took charge of the embrace, splaying fingers wide along Morgan’s jaw then clenching it, while the other hand fisted in her hair. Insistent lips became demanding tongues, and Morgan’s legs swayed and threatened to buckle.


    Too much, too much—Morgan thrust out an arm to force some space between them, taking a step back and locking her calf to try to remain on her feet. She needed to breathe, else she was going to faint…again?


    She inhaled humid, sticky air bearing a sour, pungent odor. And with breath came an avalanche of questions. “Okay, now I care. How are you here? Have you survived on Mshak all these years? Why didn’t you contact someone? No, that’s impossible. They scanned every centimeter of the region and detected no survivors. This doesn’t make any sense.”


    She retreated another step, until her heel met stone. “I’m dead. This must be the answer. Except it doesn’t make any sense either, because no way in hell did I make it into heaven. I don’t even believe in heaven, and I banged out on those commandments the first chance I got. But the only way you’re standing in front of me right now is if I’m in heaven.”


    “You’re not dead. But don’t be so quick to write off heaven forever.” Brook closed the distance between them and reached up to cup her cheek.


    She pressed her own palm over Brook’s, seeking the warmth of a heartbeat, of blood rushing through veins to animate skin. “Then you’re alive? Somehow?”


    A haunted whisper of a smile twitched across the woman’s features. “I’m sorry. No.”


    The heady rush of joy, of most improbable salvation, bled away into the dirt beneath Morgan’s feet. It was replaced by a sickening dizziness, and she almost vomited. Hell of a reunion that would make for. “So I am hallucinating.” Her hand trapped Brook’s against her cheek, and a vibrant pulse beat upon her skin. “But you feel so real.”


    “I’m an exceptional hallucination. As real as you need me to be.”


    “As real as I ‘need you to be’? What I need is for you to be real!” With a growl she snatched Brook back into her arms. A fist held the woman’s ponytail like an anchor while lips explored lips, jaw, throat. “You’ve haunted my thoughts and my dreams for ten years,” she whispered, “but I’ve never sensed you this way before. You are flesh and blood in my hands.”


    Brook forced her back a few centimeters into the cave wall. Concern animated the woman’s expression. “I think you took a fierce blow to the head. Might have re-scrambled some of those wires you have implanted in your brain.”


    Stanley, what happened to me?


    She received no answer.


    Stanley?


    “Shit, Stanley’s gone.” Simmering panic stirred to life in her gut. Why didn’t he answer? Where was he? Wait, did she genuinely believe he was apt to answer her from inside her apparently comatose hallucination? Ugh, her head hurt, and she had no idea if the sensation was real or not.


    She didn’t want to stop touching Brook, but curiosity tinged with foreboding nudged her toward trying to figure out what was happening, and her attention reluctantly expanded beyond the woman in her arms.


    They were inside a cave carved out of dappled stone. She took a few steps in the direction of the jagged entrance. Outside, down a slight slope, a Banshee lay crashed into the side of a rocky mountain. The hull was intact, of course, but every external component had been ripped off, and debris was scattered around and on top of the ship. Not every instrument could be constructed of adiamene, as sensors and weaponry had to shift and move.


    “I crashed. I was leaving the planet, then Stanley warned me to divert, then…nothing.” She groaned. “Solovy must have activated the Echo Rift early. Of all the dumb fucking luck.” She spun back and wrapped Brook up in her arms again. “Of all the dumb fucking luck.”


    “Remember the part where I’m not real?”


    “You feel real. You sound real. For every second of the last decade, I would’ve given my life to be able to see you again, touch you again. And now here you are. God, I’ve missed you.”


    “I know.” Fingertips pressed gently to Morgan’s mouth. “Listen, there are things I desperately want to say, but there’s no time. The local Ch’mshak tribes will have seen the debris plume from your crash, and they are likely on the way here. So you need to wake up and comm for help.”


    “Already? No. I won’t leave you, not when I’ve only just found you.”


    “Lekkas, do not be so blockheaded! This is your life we’re talking about. You have to get yourself rescued.”


    “Do I, though? AEGIS will wake up a new version of me soon enough, and that version will slide right into my life out there, convinced it’s hers for the living. Meanwhile, I can stay here with you.”


    Brook leaned in and grasped her shoulders with a beautiful scowl. “The Ch’mshak? They will rip you limb from limb. Then they will gut you. Then they will behead you, flay you, and wear your jawbone as a necklace.”


    Brook’s fingernails dug into Morgan’s skin, and she yanked herself free to stumble backward as a horrifying thought bubbled up. But not out of nowhere, for it was a nightmare she’d inhabited too many nights. “Because it’s what they did to you.”


    “You don’t know that. When all hope was lost, I probably detonated the biggest bomb I had within reach. I’d have made sure to take them out with me.”


    “Bullshit. You’d never believe all hope was lost. You would’ve fought to the last nanosecond. It’s the Marine way, isn’t it? And so you would’ve suffered—” She cut off the words, muffling a cry into her palms. “Images of how your death must have played out haunted me for years.”


    “And I hate that. It’s one reason why you dove so deeply into the bottle. To try to stave them off. I’m so goddamn sorry, Morgan. Sorry I left you alone, when I’d promised you I’d do my best to live. Sorry I—dammit, you’re distracting me from the mission. You need to wake up this instant.”


    “Mission, huh?”


    “Yes. One final mission to save you.” Brook’s attention flitted uneasily toward the cave entrance. “Only one of us is going to die on this godforsaken planet.”


    “Nice idea, but that’s not how it’s going to play out. See, it doesn’t matter if I wake up. The planet’s encased in an Echo Rift…and you don’t have any idea what that is.”


    “No, I do.” A shrug. “I know everything you know.”


    “Because you’re a figment of my imagination, right. So there’s an Echo Rift in place here, which means nothing is getting in or out. Not communications, and certainly not me.”


    “You can still climb out of your wrecked ship and hide, dammit.”


    Morgan’s gaze flicked outside, toward the wreck. She wasn’t actually in this cave, but rather slumped inside Ardat’s cockpit. But if she was unconscious, how did she know about the cave? Unless it didn’t exist; for all she knew, her ship was floating upside down in one of Mshak’s muddy oceans.


    None of it mattered. Here, this, was what was real right now.


    She squeezed her eyes shut. “Okay, I’ll try…” she grunted twice for effect “…nothing. I can’t wake up. I’m properly unconscious, or worse.”


    “You liar!” Brook grabbed her and shook her violently—only to kiss her with yet more fervor. “Why won’t you ever look out for yourself? God, you are infuriating!”


    A grin tickled Morgan’s lips. Oh, how she’d missed this fire.


    “Don’t do that. Don’t you dare do that. I am so angry at you, I could hit something.”


    “There are plenty of hard stone walls available for pummeling. Look, I won’t apologize for wanting to spend whatever time I have left with you.” She returned the kiss, tugging Brook’s hair out of its tail until it hung free, then running her fingers greedily through it. “I can’t wake up. I can’t get a message out. But Stanley will raise the alert to the powers that be back home. Maybe AEGIS will come searching for me, maybe they won’t. It’s out of our control.


    “But for now, you and I are here. This is the only goddamn thing I’ve wanted for the last decade, so let me have it, will you?”


    Brook’s eyes narrowed, scrunching up her pert nose. “Infuriating. I’ve half a mind to go rooting around in your gray matter and kick things until I wake you up myself.”


    “It’s my gray matter—you’re merely living in it. I won’t let you.”


    A sigh preceded a relenting smile. “It is so wonderful to be with you again. I suppose we should make the most of the time we have.”
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    AKESO


    Ursa Major II Galaxy


    Alex Solovy sat in the cozy chair in the corner of the office and rolled the small Reor slab around in her hand.


    It was one of her most prized possessions, though it had become more of a trinket, a memento, once the Directorate War ended. But before the kyoseil colony in the Oneiroi Nebula had met—or she supposed reunited with—Nika, it had entrusted Alex with this gift. A rare volitional act on the part of the kindest of the primordial entities.


    Back then, this little slab had unlocked all the Anadens’ secrets. Along with herculean efforts by her mother and many others, such access had proved instrumental in securing their victory over the Primors.


    She hadn’t pondered those heady days at length in years. To the point where, she was ashamed to admit, she’d more or less forgotten how the slab, when paired with a wormhole, enabled her to see kyoseil waves. She should’ve made the connection sooner, but she hadn’t really needed to see kyoseil waves when she had Nika around.


    Then she’d learned that her body was currently serving as a termination point for a particular thread of them. The answer to why was the key to understanding her visions/hallucinations—she believed this. The fact that her thread originated at the Elakrin scab meant it was also key to explaining why the Dzhvar had escaped their prison when she’d shut down the Piega Strai. And together, those answers
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