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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Alex
reconciled with her mother during the final hours of the war, and following the
victory Alex and Caleb married and attempted to resume a normal life.


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


 








 


SIDESPACE

(Aurora Renegades Book One)


Portal Network


Mnemosyne
has been exiled by the Idryma Conclave, the Metigen group who controls the
portals. The Conclave placed bombs at the Metis Portal intended to destroy the
apparatus if it opened, but Mesme disabled them before the Siyane
traversed the portal.


Alex
and Caleb discover a star system of planet-spanning, flora-based intelligences.
The first world they visit is aggressive and tries to kill them when they
damage a leaf. They escape, but while fleeing one of the plants cuts Alex and
injects a toxin into her bloodstream.


The
next planet is peaceful. While exploring, a tree induces Caleb into a
trance-like state in order to communicate with him. He realizes the life-form
can heal Alex’s injury and convinces her to let it treat her. They name the
intelligence ‘Akeso’ and spend several days with it.


On
visiting the third planet, they discover its resident is trying to expand
off-world and is terraforming its moon. When their presence is detected, it
attacks the Siyane. They return to Akeso to warn it of the threat from
its neighbor. To do so, Caleb must expose Akeso to the violence and death of
his past, notions it has never conceived of. Troubled, Akeso asks them to
depart.


The
next portal space they visit harbors life which is the polar opposite of
Akeso—an inorganic species called Ruda. When the first Ruda they meet realizes
they’re organic, it tries to dissect them to study how organic life functions.
Valkyrie convinces the alien they are more valuable alive. They agree to share
data on humans, and in return the Ruda share details about their nature with
Valkyrie. She uses it to begin weaving her quantum circuitry into the hull of
the Siyane.


On
Portal Prime, Mesme confers with the Conclave leader, Lakhes, about these humans’
exploration of the portal network and what it means for the Metigens’ plans.


Alex
and Caleb finally meet a humanoid, space-faring species—and are promptly taken
prisoner by the large, cat-like aliens known as Khokteh. They’re held captive
until Valkyrie develops a translation program and they’re able to plead their
case to the leader, Pinchu. He releases them, and they become friends with
Pinchu and his wife, Cassela, as they’re shown the aliens’ capital city.


The
city comes under attack by a rival Khokteh faction, and Cassela is killed.
Pinchu appeals to his gods for a weapon to exact vengeance, and it becomes
apparent the gods have long been arming all the Khokteh and pitting them
against one another. Also, the ‘gods’ are actually Metigens. Alex confronts the
Metigen that Pinchu summoned; it warns her not to interfere in what she does
not understand. 


The
Metigen provides Pinchu an anti-matter weapon. Caleb and Alex try to convince
him not to use it due to its immense destructive power, but blinded by grief at
Cassela’s death, he refuses to listen to reason. His fleet travels to the
attackers’ planet and levels the settlement, killing hundreds of thousands.
Alex and Caleb return to Portal Prime, intending to confront Mesme about what
they’ve seen.


Mesme’s
consciousness is not there, but they discover a stasis chamber containing a
body identical to the alien ‘little gray men’ of Earth legend. Unable to learn
more, they decide to continue exploring. 


Valkyrie
has now integrated herself into the hull of the Siyane. Alex is able to
use their link to effectively ‘become’ the ship, opening up a new level of
existence and perception to her.


Mesme
is called before the Conclave to answer for Alex and Caleb’s actions. It’s
revealed the Metigens are smuggling species threatened by a mysterious enemy
out of the master universe and into the portal spaces. Further, humans are
viewed as a dangerous threat by some Metigens, as a great hope by Mesme.
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Mia
awakens from her coma, healed but at a price: her connection to her Artificial,
Meno, must remain open in order to fill in gaps where the neural damage
couldn’t be repaired. Devon introduces her to a hidden quantum dimension the
Prevos can use to mentally travel to any location in an instant and observe events
in secret. Mia dubs the dimension ‘sidespace.’


Miriam
is grilled about Noetica by an Assembly committee and its chairman, Pamela
Winslow. Winslow challenges Devon’s fitness and the continued use of a Prevo in
military affairs.


When
his superiors find out his husband works for Federation Intelligence, Richard
is forced to resign. At Miriam’s urging, he and Will move to Seneca, where he
agrees to act as a consultant to his friend, Senecan Intelligence Director
Delavasi.


Kennedy
and Noah start a company to design ships using adiamene, but Winslow tries to
force Kennedy to sell adiamene only to the Alliance government. She refuses,
and after subsequent attempts to convince her fail, her father disowns her.
Noah convinces her to move to an independent world, one free of Alliance
interference.


While
working in Annie’s lab, Devon is attacked and his link to Annie severed. When
captured, the attackers admit they acted on orders from Winslow. Separately,
Dr. Canivon is on her way to help Devon when she’s kidnapped by mercs working
for Olivia Montegreu.


On
Seneca, Delavasi gets a tip that Olivia is behind the kidnapping, and Richard
relays the news to Miriam. Deducing that Olivia intends to become a Prevo,
Richard leaks the intel to the Order of the True Sentients terrorist group in
the hope they will attack Olivia, delaying her transformation. The leader of
OTS is revealed to be Winslow’s son, Jude, when the leaked information reaches
him.


Mia
uses sidespace to eavesdrop on Winslow and discovers the woman intends to have
Devon killed and to seize control of all the Artificials at EASC. With Annie’s
assistance, Devon and Mia steal Meno’s hardware and flee Earth. At the same
time, Morgan Lekkas visits a black market tech dealer and has him burn out her
Prevo connection to her Artificial, Stanley, then leaves Seneca.


Malcolm
Jenner leads a risky incursion into Olivia’s base on New Babel. He rescues Dr.
Canivon, but not before she performed the Prevo procedure on the woman. Malcolm
attempts to kill Olivia, but her personal defenses protect her from harm.


Malcolm
receives orders, faked by Annie, to take Dr. Canivon to a space station above
Pandora. There they find Mia and Devon waiting. Canivon repairs Devon’s damaged
Prevo hardware and operating code, then Annie transfers her consciousness
directly into his brain cells.


Devon
wakes up transformed—his muscles stronger, his irises brilliant lavender and
his mind subtly changed by Annie’s presence. He contacts Morgan, now on Romane,
and learns before she burned the link to Stanley, he, too, transferred his
consciousness into her mind.


 








 


DISSONANCE

(Aurora Renegades Book Two)


Portal Network


Alex
and Caleb visit a portal space which is configured nearly identical to their
home universe. When they travel to where Earth should be, instead they find a
supernova remnant; the sun has become a neutron star and Earth has been
destroyed. Alex theorizes that the Metigens are manipulating stellar evolution
and possibly space itself. 


Valkyrie
locates a star undergoing unnaturally rapid evolution, and they discover an
artificial structure where a Metigen operates multi-dimensional machinery to
fire ultra-dense orbs into the star. Abruptly the Metigen and the structure
depart as the star’s core begins to collapse. The Siyane flees seconds before
the star goes supernova.


The
next portal space holds a frozen, seemingly empty planet. While they are
exploring, an alien appears. It indicates for them to accompany it, then
reveals a hidden passageway in the ground. As they begin to descend, Alex’s
connection to Valkyrie is cut off. The alien communicates via touch that they
are traveling to a refuge protected by a barrier. Mollified, Alex and Caleb
agree to spend a little time below.


On
the Siyane, Valkyrie is visited by a Metigen named Lakhes, who tells her
Alex and Caleb are safe and the species living here is no threat to them.
Somewhat reassured, Valkyrie decides to wait for their return.


They
find a thriving civilization beneath the surface, and learn the species, called
Taenarin, was brought here by Lakhes when their homeworld was threatened. Their
spiritual leader, the Caomh, retains the memory of this exodus, which occurred
hundreds of years ago.


The
Caomh has the ability to absorb memories and transfer them to others via touch.
In this way Alex and Caleb experience the memory of the Taenarin leader in
their home universe, Amaranthe, when Lakhes appears to warn him his planet is
to be mined for resources then destroyed by a species known as Anaden. Metigen
ships evacuate the Taenarin to their new home, and Lakhes vows to hide and
protect them.


Afterwards,
the Caomh speaks to Alex alone. She shares that Alex and Caleb both have
another lifeform living inside them; Alex realizes she means fragments of
Akeso. She also expresses concern over “the hole” in Alex’s mind—the absence of
Valkyrie, and Alex’s growing need to join with the ship. Alex tells Caleb about
Akeso but not the rest. Later that night, she awakens from what Caleb believes
is a nightmare, seeking sexual comfort as a substitute for another need.


They
return to the Siyane the next day. Alex quickly slips into the walls of
the ship, admitting to herself that she craves the experience.


The
next portal space is highly unusual. The first star system contains 258 planets
orbiting in 3 sets of concentric circles. Each planet is being harvested by
hordes of machines. They visit the surface of one of the garden worlds, which
serves as a planet-spanning orchard, but are soon attacked by harvesting bots
and must depart.


A
host of vessels ferry the resources collected out of the portal space and
traverse the enormous master portal, which they now know leads to Amaranthe.
Alex convinces Caleb they should sneak in with one of the vessels. She slips
into the walls of the Siyane as they near the portal.


The
portal denies them entry, sending the Siyane ricocheting off into space.
The force of the impact causes Valkyrie to malfunction and Alex to have a
violent seizure. The Siyane comes under attack, and Caleb is unable to
wrest control from Valkyrie to escape. Mesme reaches them, surrounds the ship
and transports them to Portal Prime.


Alex
regains consciousness, and they effect repairs to the Siyane while
arguing about what had transpired. The argument is interrupted when another
Metigen arrives and confronts Mesme, who refuses to turn Alex and Caleb over or
shut down the Aurora portal. Lakhes appears and takes Mesme’s side, forbidding
any harm to the humans.


Alex
tracks the departing Lakhes through sidespace to one of the other portals, and
the Siyane follows.


She
encounters an enormous structure built of light waves. Numerous Metigens are in
residence. She comes upon Lakhes conversing with another Metigen about a portal
species. The two agree to allow the species to kill itself off then shut down
the space. Valkyrie figures out the species is the Khokteh. Lakhes confronts
Alex, refuses to spare the Khokteh then forces her consciousness back into her
body.


They
return to the Khokteh homeworld to find it in ruins. When Mesme shows up, Caleb
delivers an ultimatum: they refuse to play whatever role the Metigens have
planned for them unless their questions are answered. Mesme complies,
explaining that the Metigens do not possess the fierce spirit necessary to wage
war. The portal worlds allow them to study many ways to fight and kill, in the
hope they might discover a way to defeat their oppressors. Mesme then informs
them their presence has been requested at home and departs.


They
find Pinchu, injured but alive. Alex pleas with him to make peace, as his
entire universe will be obliterated if he does not. She and Caleb agree to help
him broker a peace with the other colonies.


They
proceed to do exactly that, then inform the Metigens the Khokteh are under
their protection. In return for a guarantee of the Khokteh’s safety, they will
help the Metigens in their war in Amaranthe. 


Mesme
declares their terms acceptable, but says there is no war today, only the dream
of a future one and confirms the Anadens are the oppressors. When Caleb asks
what the Anadens are, Mesme’s response is, They are you, and you are they.
Humans are the genetic recreation of the Anadens, engineered so the Metigens
could study their enemy.
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On
Miriam’s return to EASC from a secretive trip to Messium, Major Lange informs
her Annie was involved in the theft of the Meno and Vii Artificials. She orders
a re-initialization of Annie to default settings, aware Annie’s consciousness
no longer resides in the hardware.


Olivia
Montegreu, now a Prevo, takes control of Andromeda and kills the governor, then
takes control of the disputed planet of Itero. 


Devon,
Mia and Morgan share the Prevo technology with a select group of hacker
friends, with the intent that they will also become Prevos and spread the tech
in the warenut underground.


Wary
of the growing threat Olivia poses, Mia and the Romane governor create a new
coalition, the IDCC. Morgan agrees to command its defense force.


Now
living on Romane, Kennedy and Noah bump into Brooklyn Harper, who left the
military after the Metigen War. They introduce her to Morgan, who hires her to
oversee ground forces for the IDCC.


OTS
blows up a corporate building on Seneca, then a known Prevo haven in San
Francisco. Miriam and Pamela Winslow spar over enforcement of new
anti-Artificial laws. As Winslow is elected Earth Alliance Prime Minister,
Miriam accelerates her secret plans. She has Richard sneak her onto Seneca and
into Military Headquarters, where she enlists the help of Federation Field
Marshal Gianno as well.


Devon
encounters Jude Winslow in a Pandora bar, unaware of the man’s identity but
recognizing he is OTS. A confrontation ensues, after which Devon sends details
on the stranger to Richard for investigation.


Kennedy
and Noah are visiting an orbital manufacturing facility, Rasogo II, which produces
adiamene for her, when it comes under attack from mercenaries working for
Olivia. Morgan learns of the attack and effects a rescue mission on behalf of
the IDCC. Her fighters eliminate the enemy vessels guarding the station, then
Harper’s ground team infiltrates the station and subdues the mercenaries.
Kennedy and Noah are rescued, but Noah is badly injured.


After
the mission, Morgan and Harper verbally spar, then flirt, then spend the night
together.


Richard
takes a leave of absence from Division to help Miriam. He meets with Admiral
Rychen on Messium, where Rychen reveals the secret command center for Miriam’s
Project Volnosti.


Harper
learns where the mercenaries were planning on taking Rasogo II; she and Morgan
investigate and find a massive space station belonging to Olivia Montegreu.
Morgan uses sidespace to determine Olivia is currently in residence. Harper
contacts Malcolm Jenner and tells him they’ve discovered Olivia’s hideout.


Malcolm
meets Mia on Romane, and they join Morgan and Harper near the space station.
Mia provides him an upgraded cloaking shield that grants true invisibility, as
well as a transmitter to disrupt Olivia’s normally unbreachable personal
shield. They hijack a mercenary ship and sneak onto the station. Mia uses
sidespace to guide Malcolm through the station to Olivia’s office.


After
a violent struggle, Malcolm shoots Olivia in the head, killing her. Morgan
planted bombs on the exterior while Malcolm was inside, and they then destroy
the station. Malcolm and Mia share an affectionate moment before parting ways.


Noah’s
arm was badly damaged in the mercenary attack, but he receives a synthetic arm
to replace it. The Earth Alliance issues an arrest warrant for Kennedy for
violating the laws against the production of adiamene.


Pamela
Winslow confronts Miriam at EASC over her refusal to enforce the new laws
making Prevo technology illegal, accusing Miriam of treason and attempting to
have her detained. Miriam’s security protects her until she leaves the premises
in a shuttle flown by Richard. On departing, she transfers control of the Armed
Forces communications network from EASC to Messium.


Devon
uses sidespace to intercept the Metigen surveillance mechanism and sends a
request that they tell Alex and Caleb about what is happening in Aurora.













CONTENTS


 


Part I


Miriam’s War


 


Part II


The Space In Between


 


Part III


Spiral


 


Part IV


Gravitational Collapse


 


Part V


Dewdrops & Flower Petals


 


Part VI


Consonance


 


Part VII


Natural Selection


 


Appendix






 


ABYSM


 


 


Subscribe to G. S. Jennsen's Newsletter: 
GSJENNSEN.COM/SUBSCRIBE

    [image: Subscribe QR]


 


Get an *exclusive* short story for free, stay informed about new books and be the first to know about news in the AMARANTHE universe







 


PART I:


 


MIRIAM’S
WAR


 


 



“What
is a rebel? A man who says no.”


 


—
Albert Camus









1



MESSIS I


Earth
Alliance Orbital Station

Messium Stellar System




“This
is not a mutiny.


“This
is not a military coup d’état.


“This
is not an insurrection.


“This
is a counterinsurgency. We are not the traitors—we are the defenders. We
are the resistance. 


“The
Earth Alliance military exists to defend the people against threats from
without and within. I swore an oath to defend you forty-seven years ago. It has
been my greatest honor to do so ever since, and I do not intend to stop today.”


Miriam
Solovy’s tone grew more measured; no need to be a firebrand, right? “The
Biological and Neurological Integrity Assurance Act, or BANIA, is
unconstitutional. More than this, it is inhumane. It violates our most
fundamental precepts of justice, fairness and liberty. It demands the
imprisonment of people not for what they’ve done, but for what they are.


“Yes,
I said ‘people.’ Whatever the propaganda being pushed upon you may claim,
Prevos are first and foremost people. Humans. Individuals. Enhancing ourselves
with cybernetics and eVis over the last two centuries did not mean we ceased to
be human, and neither does increasing one’s mental acuity with the quantum
processing of an Artificial.”


She
paused to smile to herself, hoping the act reached her voice. “Let me tell you
a story. A story about the Metigen War. 


“When
all seemed lost and we were on the verge of being overrun, four individuals
risked their lives to defeat the enemy and save us from annihilation. They
risked their lives to become the first Prevos, fully aware the untested,
unproven augmentation could kill them in any number of ways. Then they risked
their lives to go out on the battlefield and fight alongside our military
personnel. We won the war because of every infantryman, pilot and Marine, but
we also won it because of these individuals. 


“This
information was classified until now, but perhaps it should not have been.
Perhaps we should have awarded them medals in public ceremonies for all to see.
They certainly deserved it. And you deserve to know they are not devils, but
heroes.”


Miriam’s
gaze darted to the left, triggered by a burst of activity near the entrance of
the command center. 


Three
MPs blocked her view…until Alex stepped through the doorway. Behind her Caleb
talked quietly with one of the officers.


Alive,
yet again. Re-emerged from the void, yet again. 


Relief
surged through her, strengthening her resolve as she resumed the broadcast. Her
daughter was not only the greatest reason she fought to protect the Prevos but
the greatest reason she believed it was right to do so.


“We
gave these individuals full control and command of our militaries and our
defenses. Do you know what happened? They used these tools in ways your leaders
could never have accomplished to protect Earth. To protect Seneca. To protect
Romane. They used them to crush the Metigen fleet into surrender.


“Then
they relinquished control and went back to their lives, asking for nothing in
return. Not power. Not medals, leadership roles or any other reward.


“Yet
now we want to imprison those Prevos and others like them. We want to reward
heroism and sacrifice with a cage. All because we are afraid.”


More
movement on her left demanded her attention. Richard went up to Alex and
embraced her in an enthusiastic bear hug. A delightful jealousy flared in
Miriam’s chest. She wanted to do that—and she would, very soon. She breathed
in.


“But
the better instincts of us as humans tell us to react to fear with courage,
openness and a willingness to learn and adapt. The history of human progress is
one of growth, of discovery and advancement and of never standing idle. This is
merely the latest chapter. So I ask you to listen to your better instincts and
reject fear in favor of tolerance.”


She
steeled herself. What she’d conveyed thus far was all very nice—and true—but
now came the real purpose of the speech. Now words must transform
into deeds.


“Now
I speak directly to the military personnel under my command, to every Earth
Alliance officer and enlisted across the galaxy. Our counterinsurgency is a
legal one, and it is also a moral one. We are defending our Constitution and
our citizens. We will be an aegis shielding those who now find themselves under
siege from their own government.


“Prime
Minister Winslow’s attempts to order you to enforce BANIA are illegal. You are
not required to obey illegal orders—you know this—whether they come from a prime
minister, an admiral or your squadron commander. Instead, I will give you
orders you can obey with pride and a clear conscience: 


“Protect
the people. Protect those who are innocent of actual wrongdoing. Refuse to
assist in the enforcement of BANIA, but do it in a peaceful, non-violent
manner. Simply stand your ground. No one, not a solitary soul, needs to die in
this dispute, but if arms are taken up against you, defend yourself and the
civilians in your care as you must.


“I
do not want to fire a single shot at my fellow servicemen. But I will not allow
the Earth Alliance military to fall to illegitimate, unlawful forces, and per
our Constitutional duty, the Earth Alliance military will not allow the
government to fall to those same forces.


“Godspeed
to you all.”


She
ended the broadcast without fanfare, not betraying in her expression or her
bearing any of the residual anxiety which still churned her stomach, and
immediately turned to Admiral Rychen. 


“Winslow
won’t hesitate to act. Watch the local traffic closely—Admiral Fullerton is in
her pocket and will likely try to wrest authority over Northeast Command from
you amid the confusion. I’ll leave it to you to make certain he doesn’t
succeed. Richard has an eye on the rest of the network. We ought to learn who
among the other admirals and generals are siding with us soon enough.”


She
didn’t wait for a response before pivoting to where Alex now lounged against
the wall beside the wide viewport, arms and ankles crossed like she was attending
the most casual of gatherings. 


Miriam
strode toward her, but stopped a meter away and adopted a scowl. “You’re alive,
I see.”


Alex
shrugged. “Kind of self-evident, yep.”


“You
should have told me what you were planning to do before you left.”


“You
would’ve tried to talk me out of it.”


“Yet
I doubt I would’ve succeeded. Since you’re here now, you’ve been back on this
side of the portal for at least a day. Why didn’t you message me? It’s been
four months.”


“Heard
you were busy. Didn’t want to interrupt.”


“Yes,
well….” Miriam pursed her lips, and Alex’s began curling up in response. With a
sigh she reached out and drew her daughter into her arms, grateful beyond words
to feel the gesture returned in full. Heart beating, skin warm, ten fingers and
all the necessary limbs intact. All was well in the world.


Except
it really wasn’t. 


She
backed up to regard Alex, keeping her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. “You
shouldn’t be here.”


Alex
flinched and pulled away. “Why not?”


It
probably had been the wrong thing to say, or said in the wrong manner. Miriam
worked to soften her tone—to lessen her daughter’s ire and to lessen the blow
to herself from saying the words aloud. “Because you shouldn’t have to hear
your mother called a traitor. I didn’t want you to see any of this.


“I
hate that you’ve been gone for four months, but now, honestly, I wish you’d
stayed away another one.”


“You
think I care what some svoloch politician says about you? What you’re
doing is incredible. And it was a great speech. Hell, I was moved.”


The
last part was delivered in a teasing tone, and she relaxed; part of her had
worried Alex would be disappointed in her somehow. It seemed foolish in
retrospect. “I did try.”


“Do
you think it will work?”


Caleb
joined them then, and Miriam accepted a quick hug from him before responding.
“It won’t prevent bloodshed, if that’s what you mean. Will it bring me the
support of the people I need to pull this off? Will it win over the hearts and
minds of the rank and file, of the masses? Maybe. I’m not a politician or a
public speaker. I’m not…” her chin dropped “…I’m not exactly a charismatic
figure. This isn’t what I do.”


Alex
smiled. “Sure it is. You do what is required in the circumstances, right? You
always have.”


The
cryptic insinuation reminded Miriam where Alex had been these last months. “I
suppose I do. What did you find?”


“Through
the portal?” Alex’s gaze drifted to Caleb, and they exchanged a weighty look.
“We can talk about it later. You have a counterinsurgency to lead right now.”


That
was true enough. Off to her left an officer hurried up to Rychen, and they
conferred in hushed tones. She fought the urge to rush over and hear the news
this instant. Was the officer corps falling her way or abandoning her in
droves?


Futzing
to and fro like a schoolgirl wasn’t going to change the answer, so she imposed
calm on herself and refocused her attention on Alex. “Very well. But answer one
question for me: can anything you’ve learned help me here and now? Is there
anything I’ll later wish I had known today?”


Alex’s
expression grew uncommonly solemn, and Miriam realized her daughter looked
tired. Strained. Concern flared, but discovering the reason for
the strain would take longer than she had at present. 


“Just
know it’s vitally important for you to get this one right. I mean, of course it
is, clearly. But if we—people, all of us—head down the wrong path now, it will
have grave consequences beyond the obvious. You need to win this fight. We need
to be the good guys.” 
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MESSIS I


Earth
Alliance Orbital Station

Messium Stellar System





“Why
didn’t you tell her?”


“Tell
her humanity’s ancestors are the worst mass murderers in the history of the
cosmos? That they’ve run roughshod over entire galaxies, killed untold
trillions, committed genocide on countless species and are now the most
reviled, feared beings in the multiverse?”


Caleb
sank into one of the chairs scattered around the small breakroom an officer had
directed them to. “Yeah. That.”


“Somehow
it didn’t strike me as the pep talk she’d be hoping for. It hardly provides the
inspiration needed to keep fighting.”


“But
it does.” She sensed him watching her as she wandered through the room searching
for…she wasn’t sure. “It’s the best and most important reason to keep
fighting.”


“Which
is what I did tell her. That she seriously, no-shit needed to win.” Alex
massaged her face with her hands, trying to revive herself a bit. Projecting a
bright, spirited persona for the benefit of her mother had been draining. 


“I
want to stay here for a while longer—talk to Richard and find out more details on
how screwed up the situation really is, then try to catch a few minutes with
Mom if I can. You should go see Mia and reassure yourself she actually is doing
well.”


“You
don’t want to come with me?”


“I
already know Mia’s doing well.” She forced a smile and tapped a fingernail to
her temple. The deluge of information had begun as soon as they traversed the
Aurora portal and had yet to cease: data, news, images, random thoughts from random
Prevos. There were so many of them now. Much of the information was out of
order and lacking context, the product of the streams of consciousness of
multiple Artificials and a neural web which had grown beyond measure. 


Twenty-six
hours after arriving, she still wasn’t exactly sure what she did and didn’t
know. But she could fake it sufficiently on the fly until Valkyrie got it all
sorted.


“Right.”
Caleb stood and went over to the corner where he’d dropped his pack a minute
earlier. “I’ll catch a transport. I should be back in the morning.”


“Do
you want to take the Siyane?” Please say no.


“I
wouldn’t dream of it. You may need it.”


You
have no idea how true that is, do you? “Hopefully not, but I might. If I decide
to come to Romane later tonight, I’ll let you know so we don’t pass each
other.”


For
a second she thought he was simply going to walk out—his stance briefly shifted
toward the door—then he came over and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “I’ll
see you tomorrow. Don’t go to war without me.”


Her
smile remained in place until he was out the door. Then she collapsed into the
chair he’d vacated and curled up, dropping her head on the armrest. 


It
would be the first time in months they’d been apart for more than a few hours,
and his departure evoked an array of sensations…no, they were called emotions
when she inhabited only a corporeal body. 


Sadness. She already felt
the hollowness in her chest his absence carved. 


Relief. It was
exhausting hiding the constant, relentless urge to slip into the walls of the
ship. 


Disquiet. She recognized
he’d left troubled in his own way, yet he had kept it to himself. 


Weariness. She hadn’t slept
properly in ages, mostly because the hours he slept provided the best
opportunity for her to explore her other perception free of guilt.


Instead
of attempting to improve on any of those conditions, she closed her eyes and
dove into her elemental realm.


Space
welcomed her into its embrace. Warm, lit by Messium’s sun. Hectic, excited by
the churning of purposeful activity all around her.


The
station had no enclosed docking bay for visitors, and the Siyane was
secured to an external docking module. Rows of vessels extended above and below
her. New ships, designs she’d never seen. Adiamene hulls gleamed subtly in
natural, gracefully flowing contours. 


Atoms
pressed against her, displaced by a vessel departing overhead. This wasn’t the
void, and the atmosphere of the planet below could still be felt here, ten
megameters above its surface. 


She
drifted along with the motion of the station as it rotated to show her the
stars, the sun and the planet again in turn. The structure and the space
surrounding it vibrated and hummed with enterprise. Humans rushing to and fro
to effect a revolution. 


It
was vital, meaningful work to them…but the atoms didn’t care. They would remain
here long after the people and their artificial constructs were gone.
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The
punch to her shoulder registered as a dull thud, far away and
disconnected from her elemental body, but it was delivered forcefully enough to
draw her attention. Alex reluctantly pulled her consciousness inward, winding
down Valkyrie’s quantum pathways like a vid streaming in reverse.


She
opened her eyes to find Kennedy leaning over her, peering at her from no more
than twenty centimeters away. “There you are!”


“Ken?”
She straightened up in the chair, rubbing at her face. “What are you doing
here?”


“Stuff.
Are you all right? I’ve been trying to rouse you for the last thirty seconds.”


“Sorry.
I was…sleeping.” She shook her head, still trying to clear the fog. On exiting
the ship’s perception, this version of reality always seemed hazy and
indistinct for a while. “What stuff? This is a military base, sort of. And
you’re supposed to be on Romane. Or something.”


Kennedy’s
eyes narrowed until she was frowning. “You look like shit.”


“You
did wake me up from a nap.”


“Not
what I mean. You look like you’ve been on a month-long bender. Have you?”


“No,
Ken, I have not. I’ve just had a long week.” Walked the streets of a city
bathed in blood and stood amid a hundred thousand corpses. Negotiated a
three-way peace treaty among opposing factions of a warring alien species who’d
previously held me captive. Bullied the Metigen leadership into doing my
bidding. Found out we’re not the real humans, and the real humans are currently
enslaving the real universe. Oh, and I think I’m addicted to my ship. How was
your week? “Nothing a shower and food won’t fix. You didn’t answer my question.
Why are you here?”


Kennedy
sat down across from her and leaned forward intently. “You’ve seen the ships
outside? The new ones?”


She
nodded. “Some of them. They’re exquisite.”


“You
bet they are. I designed them, supplied the adiamene and helped set up the
manufacturing for them.”


“You
did what?”


“While
you were off cavorting through portals, I built your mother a fleet.”


“Wow.”
Alex blinked deliberately, and the surroundings finally regained a reasonable
level of fidelity. “Impressive. Thank you.”


“I
didn’t do it for you. So, what’s the scoop? Find any grand, existential, cosmic
answers?”


“A
few.” She went to grab an energy drink from the fridge compartment. “Met some intriguing
aliens, and some frightening ones. Watched some of them die, saved some. Not as
many.”


“Well,
that’s morbid. Was it worth it?”


“Worth
going?”


“Worth
running off and leaving us to clean up the mess you left behind.”


She
froze, the drink halfway to her lips. “Excuse me?”


Kennedy
perched on the arm of the chair. “I’m not saying you were wrong to go. But
creating the Prevos changed everything. Upended our culture, disrupted
governments. You had to know there would be repercussions. Yet you did what you
always do—you ran off to have an adventure and left the rest of us to do the
hard work of dealing with the fallout.”


“You
think what I’ve been doing wasn’t hard work? If you knew the things I’ve seen,
the choices I’ve had to make, you’d never say that.”


“Then
tell me what you’ve seen. Tell me what you’ve done, and maybe I’ll
understand better.”
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EARTH


Washington

Earth Alliance Headquarters 




Pamela
Winslow looked upon the man seated across her desk with disdain and a hint of
disappointment. “I am failing to understand how it is possible that we cannot
control our own military communications network. If interference is coming from
elsewhere, block it. We must have security firewalls that accomplish such
things as a matter of procedure.”


The
EASC Logistics Director, Brigadier Ojeda, fidgeted under her scrutiny. “It’s
not so simple, Prime Minister. The network hub itself was moved—not the
hardware but the entirety of the governing system, presumably to new hardware
elsewhere. We can’t block it because it’s not interference—it is the
network. It’s just not located here on Earth any longer.”


“Because
it’s on Messium.”


“It
appears so, yes, ma’am.”


“Solve
the problem, Brigadier, even if you have to cut Messium out of the network to
do it.”


“But
it’s an Alliance world and the seat of a Regional Command.”


“It
looks to me as if it’s in the hands of an enemy. Are we clear?”


“Yes,
ma’am. But respectfully, it’s impossible. As matters now stand, I can’t cut the
Northeast Regional Command out of the Armed Forces communications network,
seeing as I don’t control the network—Northeast Regional Command does.”


“Fine.
Continue issuing orders to the individual Divisions directly. You may copy
Generals Foster and Colby when applicable. Dismissed.”


She
said it like a military order, and he stood, pivoted and departed, leaving her
to seethe over Solovy’s outrageous, deceitful screed in solitude. 


The
woman incited violence and discord while using lies and misdirection to do it.
And thus far Winslow’s people had been completely unable to silence her or
prevent her warmongering call to action from reaching twelve billion sets of ears.



But
they could ensure it was the last speech to do so. The broadcast had caught
them all by surprise; no one had thought Solovy would dare make such a bold and
public move. In retrospect, they should have foreclosed the woman’s ability to
do so sooner. 


Pamela
had hoped a less violent solution could be found, but she did not intend to
make the same mistake twice.


She
holocommed Admiral Fullerton, the second-highest-ranking officer in the
Northeast Regional Command and one of the few there actively opposed to Solovy
and Rychen’s mutiny. “Your mission is authorized. Destroy the hardware communications
hub controlling the Armed Forces Network and the Artificial driving it.”


“Both
potential locations, ma’am?”


“Yes.
We won’t take any chances here, Admiral.”


“Understood,
Prime Minister.”


Satisfied
the military rebellion would soon find itself neutered, she put the issue out
of her mind to review her notes for this afternoon’s press conference. 


A
new model of governance was always disruptive at first. The masses were always
resistant to change, no matter the form or direction the change took. But once
the new laws were given a chance to work, people would see hers represented a
better way. They would see it all the more clearly since those who threatened
her regime would then be imprisoned, deactivated or otherwise no longer able to
foment dissent.


The
emergence of the IDCC was nonetheless highly inconvenient timing. The
organization had attained a startling amount of power in a very short period of
time and was proving to be a wild card she had not accounted for in her plans.
But such an organization was inherently unstable—no designated leader or
authority, democratized to the point of anarchy and polluted with Prevos
pursuing their own twisted, soulless agenda. 


She
expected the IDCC to implode on its own any day now. If it didn’t, however, she
might need to give it a slight nudge. After brief consideration, she made a
note to explore her options on the matter tonight.


The
Senecan Federation would do whatever they were apt to do; so long as they kept
it in their little corner of the galaxy, it did not overly concern her. Once
Admiral Solovy had been dealt with and matters settled down, she could take
more proactive measures to minimize the Federation’s reach. But for now, she
needed to concentrate her efforts on the home front.


When
it came to controlling the populace, perception was everything. Therefore, it
became incumbent upon her to impose the perception that the government was in
control of the military, and she was in control of the government. There must
be no hesitation, no suggestion of weakness. 


Luckily,
she had none.
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ARCADIA


Earth
Alliance Colony

Earth Alliance Forward Naval Base


Colonel
Malcolm Jenner stared at the orders on the screen in growing but not unexpected
dismay. He’d known this day was coming.


 


LEVEL
IV SECURITY DIRECTIVE:


All
NW MSO STCC units are hereby ordered to conduct incursions against suspected
Prevo and Prevo-sympathizer hideouts on Arcadia and other colonies located in
Northwest Regional Command jurisdiction. A list of initial targets and
assignments is attached hereto. 


Persons,
programs and hardware found at these locations which are suspected of being in
violation of BANIA are to be detained, pursuant to the strictures provided by
BANIA’s associated regulations, and transferred to the Arcadia Central
Detention Facility. 


This
directive supersedes all standing orders of Level III and below.


 


The
order was signed by General Foster. But Foster had always been a yes-man: to
General Alamatto, then to the madman O’Connell, and now to Prime Minister
Winslow. The man was very good at relaying orders once they had been provided
to him.


He
was, nonetheless, not merely a general but the ranking general in Northwest
Regional Command, with a seat on the EASC Board. Malcolm had risen high in the
Earth Alliance Armed Forces, particularly for someone his age, but the distance
between him and General Foster was still great indeed. And in the military it
didn’t matter how superior an officer was; it only mattered that they were.


The
words from Admiral Solovy’s speech rang in Malcolm’s head.


We
are not the traitors—we are the defenders. We are the resistance. 


Our
counterinsurgency is a legal one, and it is also a moral one. We are defending
our Constitution and our people. We will be an aegis shielding those who are
under siege from their own government.


You
do not have to obey illegal orders—you know this—whether they come from a prime
minister, an admiral, or your squadron commander. Instead, I will give you
orders you can obey with pride and a clear conscience: 


Protect
the people. Protect all who are innocent of actual wrongdoing. Refuse to assist
in the enforcement of BANIA, in a peaceful, non-violent manner. Simply stand
your ground. 


Well,
hell. He’d spent a lifetime following orders. No reason to stop now. He stood
and checked his reflection in the small mirror to make certain nothing about
his uniform was out of place or unkempt, for he now needed to convey his own
authority. 


Then
he went out to address his squad, grateful there was no one he had to discuss
it with before making the choice.
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“But,
sir, orders are orders.”


“Yes,
they are—and the orders from the ranking commander of the Earth Alliance Armed
Forces are to refuse to enforce BANIA.”


Devore
leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “Admiral Solovy has been charged with
treason.”


“Has
she? The prime minister insists she is being charged, but I haven’t seen
any official documentation from an Ethics Council tribunal. And, frankly, even
if I had, I would be suspicious of it.” Malcolm ran a hand over his jaw. “Look,
guys, I know Admiral Solovy. I’ve worked with Admiral Solovy—”


“You’ve
shagged Admiral Solovy’s daughter is what you’ve done.”


His
stomach twisted into a sickening knot. He threw a warning glower in Grenier’s
direction. “And Admiral Solovy’s daughter saved your ass from being sliced in
two by a Metigen death beam, which means she has far bigger cajones than
you, so you should mind what you say about her.”


Grenier
shrank back into his seat.


Malcolm’s
gaze swept across the briefing room. “Yes, I am acquainted with many of the
people on the front lines of this conflict. So are you. You’ve all worked with
Prevos before. Several of you watched Mia Requelme outsmart the Metigens on Romane
then almost give her life in return. Many of you watched her and Commander
Lekkas, both Prevos, as well as other members of the IDCC help us eliminate
Olivia Montegreu. Dammit, you know they’re not monsters. You know
they don’t deserve to be imprisoned.”


“But
Montegreu was a Prevo.”


“And
Prevos defeated her. I may have been the one to press the trigger, but I never
would have been in a position to do it if it weren’t for them. No doubt some
will be bad, and they’ll be subject to arrest and punishment for the crimes
they actually commit. But that’s the point, isn’t it?”


Paredes
tossed a hand in the air. “Hell, I’m in. Montegreu was one scary S.O.B., but
Requelme’s righteously cute. If the colonel can’t manage to get in her pants,
maybe I’ve got a shot.”


Malcolm
made a face he hoped came off as less horrified and more threatening. In no way
whatsoever had he intended this meeting to center around his sex life, past,
lack of present and potential if unlikely future. And he really wasn’t sure how
it had happened. 


But
he’d been doing this job long enough that, once he moved past the initial flare
of mortification, he recognized it was simply deflection on their part. It was
far easier to crack bawdy jokes about sex than to talk openly about committing
sedition.


Paredes
tossed him a wink, which only made it worse. 


He growled
a warning. “Gentleman, ladies, and the rest of you—by which I mean all of
you—can we focus? I realize it’s a challenge, but try. I also realize nobody
wants to have this conversation, but it’s our responsibility as Marines to have
it, and we need to have it now.


“Admiral
Solovy asked us to choose to protect the innocent rather than imprison them. I,
for one, believe she’s right, and I plan to set about doing exactly that. But I
won’t attempt to force any of you into following me. I’m your superior officer,
but I am not your conscience. I give you leave to do what you think is
right. 


“I’ll
be in our hangar bay in twenty minutes. In twenty-two minutes I will depart for
Messium in the Gambier to assist Admirals Solovy and Rychen in their
endeavor. Anyone who wants to join me, be there then.


“Anyone
who doesn’t, you will be honorably transferred out of the unit. See the base
Operations Officer for your new assignment. Thank you for serving with me. It
has been my privilege.”
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Caleb Marano
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Prevo for Project Noetica.

Cmdr, IDCC Rapid Response Forces.
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Artificial/ Prevo Counterpart: Stanley
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Former EA Special Forces Captain.
Leader, IDCC Ground RRF.
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Eleni Gianno (Field Marshal)
Chairman of SF Military Council.
Commander of SF Armed Forces.
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Head of Order of the True Sentients.
Son of Pamela Winslow.
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Abigail Canivon

Former Consultant: Project Noetica.
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Residence: Sagan

Aristide Vranas
Chairman, Senecan Federation Govt.
Residence: Seneca

Christopher Rychen (Admiral)
EA NE Regional Commander.
Residence: Messium

Claire Zabroi
Hacker, Prevo; friend of Alex Solovy.
Residence: Earth

David Solovy (Commander)
Alex Solovy's father. Miriam Solovy’s
spouse. Captain, EAS Stalwart. Deceased.

Edward Anderson (Admiral, Ret.)
Chair, EA Armed Forces Committee.
Residence: Earth

Faith Quillen

Licutenant, Order of the True Sentients.

Residence: Pandora

Ira Soulis
Messium Governor.
Residence: Messium

Jacob Paredes (Captain)
NW Command MSO 1** STCC.
Residence: Arcadia

John Ojeda (Brigadier)
EASC Logistics Director.
Residence: Earth

Kazue Halmi (Major)
XO, EAS Stalwart I1.
Residence: Messium

Kian Lange (Major)
Director, EASC Security Bureau.
Residence: Earth

Lionel Terrage
CEO, Surno Materials; Noah'’s father.
Residence: Aquila

Markos Sanna
Hacker, Prevo; friend of Claire Zabroi.
Residence: Earth

Melker Vanhes
Physician and Forensic Pathologist.
Residence: Pyxis

Mika Duarte
SF Intelligence Agent, Sentinel Group.
Residence: Seneca

Royston Jayce
Governor of Scythia.
Residence: Scythia

Tessa Hennessey

SF Intelligence quantum computing
specialist. Prevo.

Residence: Seneca

THOMAS
Project Volnosti Artificial.
Residence: EAS Stalwart Il

Vii
Abigail Canivon’s Artificial.
Residence: Sagan

William ‘Will’ Sutton

CEOQ, W.C. Sutton Construction.

SF Intelligence; spouse of Richard Navick.
Residence: Seneca





milkyway_1000.jpg
COLONIZED WORLDS

o
SsTuML SATeRA

PeRoNA®

Nyssus
@.iiraina

@ oo 0t Dosroo
DeucaLt
()

Grearea

esecsee SENECAN FEDERATION TERRITORY
O INDEPENDENT WORLDS
O INDEPENDENT DEFENSE CONSORTIUM (IDCC)
=--=----- WESTERNMOST METIGEN ADVANCEMENT
*f  DESTROYED / ABANDONED COLONIES

'WORLDS VISITED IN ABYSM :
EARTH ALLIANCE SENECAN FEDERATION IDCC
EARTH SENECA PANDORA
A(quLA - ANESI ARCH
ARCADIA M N ROMANE
MESSIUM METIS NEBULA SAGAN
- MESSIS 1 MOSAIC
SCYTHIA IDRYMA
AMARANTHE

MiLky Way GALAXY






image001.jpg





mosaic_post_1000.jpg
PORTAL NETWORK

“MOSAIC”

oeqpeooeeaooeoepﬁ

| 'IDRYMA VOID
| (Cowcmvﬁ)‘ il






image002.jpg
HYPERNOVA

PuUBsLISHING





Abysm_Rebranding_1600.jpg
. % e e
AMARANTHE ¢+ 6






QR_Subscribe.png





