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    CONTINUITY 
 
      
 
    If you have picked this book up and you’re wondering where it fits into the larger stories of Star Magi or Aeon 14, hopefully this will clear up any confusion.  
 
      
 
    Star Magi 
 
    Abberant Ascension takes place just after the end of the Star Magi Saga, so the reading order looks like this: 
 
      
 
    Maiden Voyage: Star Magi Saga Prequel 
 
    Star Magi: Star Magi Saga book 1 
 
    Anomaly on Cerka: Quantum Legends book 1 
 
    Magi Nexus: Star Magi Saga book 2 
 
    War Magi: Star Magi Saga book 3 
 
    Crux Magi: Star Magi Saga book 4 
 
    A Bitch of a Paradox: Quantum Legends book 2 
 
    Void Magi: Star Magi Saga book 5 
 
    Abberant Ascension: Quantum Legends book 3 
 
    Wedding Vows: Tales of the Magi Saga book 9 
 
      
 
    Aeon 14 
 
    Within Aeon 14, the book slots into the Orion War series, taking place during the latter half of Precipice of Darkness, right before Tangel jumps to Aldebaran. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    PREVIOUSLY IN THE MAGI SAGA… 
 
      
 
    Following the events of the Star Magi Saga, Amanda withdrew from the interstellar Nexus community of Magi and returned to Earth. She was keen to focus on her life and friends on Earth, and on Matt, who she’s recently begun dating.  
 
    This story picks up roughly two months after the end of the Crux War and her final confrontation with Anastasia. It is also two months after Amanda and Matt started officially dating.  
 
      
 
      
 
    PREVIOUSLY IN AEON 14… 
 
      
 
    When Amanda last met Tanis, the ISF admiral and her AI were separate people. However, in the intervening year, Tanis and Angela have merged into one ‘ascended’ being, and are known as Tangel. She now has the ability to directly manipulate matter and control the world around her, much like a Magic user. 
 
    Her most recent mission was to the Large Magellanic Cloud, where she stopped a plot to destroy the ISF colony in the dwarf galaxy. From there, she is headed to Aldebaran to meet with the leaders of the League of Sentients, but first, she’ll find herself facing a little detour.  
 
    

  

 
   
    AEON 14 CHARACTERS 
 
      
 
    Tangel – ISF admiral and field marshal of the Scipio Alliance. 
 
    Petra – Transcend ambassador to Scipio and consort of the Scipian empress. 
 
    Usef – Colonel in the Intrepid Space Force. 
 
    Brennen – Lieutenant in the Intrepid Space Force and leader of Tangel’s protection detail. 
 
      
 
      
 
    STAR MAGI CHARACTERS 
 
      
 
    Amanda-Jane Page – Arch Magus, Arkady’s captain. 
 
    Void – Arch Magus and multiverse traveler. She recruited Amanda to help fight the Reavers. 
 
    Matt Walker – Amanda’s new boyfriend. He is not a Magus.  
 
    Liz Fox – Amanda’ Magi apprentice. 
 
    Maya Van Guard – Amanda’s daughter, a Vampire. 
 
    Sabine Leclaire – A Magus and member of Amanda’s coven.  
 
    Howie Galton – A former nightclub bouncer and a long-time friend of Amanda’s.  
 
    Jinx – An AI originally from Tangel’s universe, who now lives with Amanda. 
 
    Samhain (Sam) – Amanda’s familiar 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    NEW MISSION 
 
    EARTH DATE: 02.03.3x1033 
 
    LOCATION: Terminus Station 
 
    REGION: Another Universe 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morden stood at the window, looking out across the surface of Terminus, into the starless void beyond, and one of the few remaining natural sources of light that remained in this universe: Sagittarius A*.  
 
    The black hole’s vast accretion disk glowed a fiery orange in the endless night, providing light and energy for this solitary base.  
 
    As he watched, another fading white dwarf eased into view as it slowly circled the ever-hungry singularity on its final journey before oblivion. Further off, several black dwarfs orbited, just black dots against the glow.  
 
    Morden had visited countless universes during his time with the Reavers, and had seen the Milky Way at many stages in its life cycle, but there was something intensely sad about this reality.  
 
    The stars were dead, all reduced to white or black dwarfs, having long since burnt out. Now, they were being slowly consumed by black holes, such as this one, or they’d long ago been flung into the void between galaxies.  
 
    Was there life out there, clinging on in the darkness? Perhaps a pair of neutron stars had collided somewhere, creating a star—one of the last sources of heat and light in the universe, an island of life and intelligence at the end of all things.  
 
    The thought was a melancholy one, and Morden didn’t have time for such self-indulgent nonsense.  
 
    He didn’t know why the founders had chosen this universe as the place to establish their base, but he could guess and speculate. There were likely no Magi here, for a start, so they wouldn’t need to deal with any interference from outside forces, leaving them to pursue their goals unimpeded.  
 
    How lovely for them. 
 
    Morden grimaced as he thought back to his last mission and the humiliation that the Magus Amanda had brought upon him. He’d been quietly seething ever since his hasty retreat from that universe, hating that he’d been forced to leave behind the results of his genetic manipulation experiments.  
 
    They would have made excellent cannon fodder against the Exval, but it seemed that this was not to be the case. All because of her.  
 
    Amanda.  
 
    He hated that woman and her constant efforts to fight him and the Reavers. But no more. He would deal with her once and for all…as soon as he resolved his current summons.  
 
    Behind him, the constant hum of the Reaver control room buzzed as the Riven technicians and analysts did their jobs, monitoring the various operations underway across the multiverse in the names of Drachen and Ashera, the founders of the Reavers.  
 
    He believed in their quest with all his heart and had always done whatever was asked of him. But right now, he had other issues.  
 
    Morden turned around and looked into the huge, circular room, its concentric circles of workstations facing the holographic display that hovered in the air above them, giving a readout of the various missions currently being carried out.  
 
    Toward the middle of the room, he spotted Athanasia, daughter to Ashera. As far as Morden was concerned, she was a sniveling weakling who would do well to follow her mother’s example. However, others considered her powerful, and she far outranked him, so he smiled at her as she caught him looking.  
 
    She nodded back and continued on with her business.  
 
    “Morden?” 
 
    Looking up, he saw the door to Kyros’s office was now open, and the large man stood waiting for him as another Reaver left.  
 
    Turning, Morden walked into the spacious office. “Admiral,” he said in greeting.  
 
    “I heard about your latest operation,” Kyros stated.  
 
    Morden gritted his teeth and grimaced.  
 
    “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” the admiral asked. 
 
    “I will do better,” Morden replied, standing to attention and doing his best not to give in to the rage that boiled in his core. His heart raced as he thought about Amanda and what she’d cost him, the lives that had been lost.  
 
    “You’re damn right you will! Talk about a shit-show. What on Earth is wrong with you? Two failed missions in a row? This isn’t like you, Morden. What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s a Magus, one of Void’s lot. She seems to have focused her attention on me, sir.” 
 
    “One of Void’s followers? Void is of no consequence to me or the founders. Only our goal is of any importance. I don’t want excuses, Morden, I want results. The fight against the Exval is unending and relies on Reavers like you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you what happens to those who fail us, I hope.” 
 
    “No sir.” Morden glanced toward the black hole and gulped.  
 
    “Good, then I have another job for you. We’ve analyzed some of the data from your first trip to U-84626, and we’d like you to return there.” 
 
    Morden raised an eyebrow. “U-84626?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Kyros replied.  
 
    The admiral began to brief him about the nature of the mission, but Morden wasn’t listening. Instead, ideas bubbled up about how he could turn this to his advantage.  
 
    U-84626 was where he’d first met that meddling Magus Amanda, on Cerka Station. It didn’t sound like he’d be returning there precisely, but maybe he’d be close enough that Amanda would show up, and finally, he could get the revenge he craved.  
 
    “Does that make sense?” Kyros asked.  
 
    “Of course, sir,” he replied, still unsure what Kyros required of him, and also surprised he’d realized he needed to respond.  
 
    “Then get to it, Reaver.” 
 
    Morden nodded and strode from the office, exiting the command center and making his way back into the corridor outside, where Lucilia, Zenobia, and Junius were waiting for him.  
 
    “Sir? How did it go?” Lucilia asked. “You look pleased.” 
 
    “That’s because I am. Come, gather the troops, we have a mission to embark on.” 
 
    “So we’re not going after that redhead?” 
 
    “Oh, no, we are. Don’t you worry about that. We are.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TRACES 
 
    EARTH DATE: 10.02.8949 
 
    LOCATION: Imperial Palace 
 
    REGION: Alexandria, Bosporus System, Scipio Empire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Petra sighed and leant back in her office chair. After coming at the data seven different ways, it still presented the same impossible fact: someone was moving stolen goods through Kapalicarsi without starships—or at least, without any starships that she could find. 
 
    “If I didn’t know better, I’d say this was magic,” she muttered aloud.  
 
    Alastar intoned, <Sufficiently advanced technology—> but Petra waved a hand to cut the AI off.  
 
    “Yeah yeah, I know the quote. We’re clearly looking at ascended AIs here. But why are they stealing half this stuff? It can’t be tech that they aren’t able to make themselves.” 
 
    <They must be playing at something,> he replied. <Some plan to destabilize the empire or undermine Diana’s rule.> 
 
    Petra rose from her chair and turned to the window behind her desk. She’d been sitting for the better part of three hours, so she took a moment to stretch her neck and roll her shoulders before spreading her wings wide, their nine-meter span blocking the light and casting the room behind her in a sinister, red glow. 
 
    <So, you going to take in the view of the palace gardens all afternoon, or are we going to call in the cavalry?> 
 
    Petra folded her wings across her back and turned away from the window. “Let’s speak with Diana first. She might be a little miffed if we reach out to Tangel before telling her about this.” 
 
    <Think so? She’s not as touchy as she used to be, and in a way, this is the field marshal’s business.> 
 
    The ambassador snorted a laugh. “You live in my head, but you really don’t pay attention to the interpersonal stuff, do you?” 
 
    <Of course I do. For example, I’ve noticed that Diana hasn’t bitten anyone’s head off in months. She seems a lot more chill. I also think she’d appreciate action in this case.> 
 
    “Perhaps,” Petra shrugged as she strode across her office to the door. “Still, I’ll talk with her first. Tangel is in the LMC, so I don’t want to pull her back to the Milky Way unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 
 
    <I saw that in the latest high-level dispatches. I thought it was a mistake at first. Since when is there anything in the LMC?> 
 
    “Since a while ago, I guess. Looks like both the Transcend and New Canaan were hedging their bets…and now Airtha controls part of that galaxy.” 
 
    <Stars…as if we don’t have enough problems.> 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Petra stood in one of Empress Diana’s smaller audience chambers, watching her wife’s expression as she reviewed the intel.  
 
    “Well, this is troubling,” Diana finally said as she rose from her throne, light glinting off her gleaming black body as she walked down the steps to the floor where Petra waited. 
 
    The Scorpion Empress wasn’t wearing her full regalia today, appearing in a more human form—barring the sable chitin that covered her from sternum to clawed feet, and her long tail,  which hovered overhead, darting side to side as she waited for Petra’s reply.  
 
    “That describes half of the things that happen around here,” Petra said. “This is beyond ‘troubling’. We don’t know who is behind this, but I can’t imagine it’s anyone good.” 
 
    “It’s such a tangled web,” Diana said, her tail still bobbing.  
 
    Petra glanced at it, arching a brow. “That thing is really unnerving.” 
 
    The empress craned her neck, looking above and behind herself. “Dammit…I try to keep it still, but the thing just loves to bounce around. Normally, I like it, since it’s vaguely threatening….” 
 
    <Of course you would,> Alastar chimed in. <Luckily, I keep a stock of anti-venom in Petra’s mednano reserves.> 
 
    Diana reached up and patted the side of the stinger on the end of her tail. “You think I keep this thing loaded?”  
 
    “I sure do.” Petra gave an emphatic nod. “You asked Danny to make sure it was ‘fully functional’.” 
 
    The empress stroked a clawed finger down Petra’s face. “Maybe I have it filled with love potion.” 
 
    <Like you need that with Petra. She’s totally smitten.> 
 
    “Can we focus?” the ambassador asked. “It looks like several large shipping interests are being hit, and they carry no small amount of military hardware. But it’s all run-of-the-mill stuff. Nothing I can see ascended AIs using.” Petra glanced around the room, re-confirming that only Diana’s guards, the Impera Protego, were present.  
 
    The empress nodded, her gaze growing distant. “But there’s a trail here, there has to be. That much cargo doesn’t just teleport from one location to another—ending up in the wrong hands, no less. It has to be some sort of payoff.” 
 
    “For access to gate tech?” Petra asked. “Two of the companies service supply installations that control gates in several systems.” 
 
    “So far as we know, the ascended AIs already have gate tech, though—plus, they’ve had centuries to steal it.” 
 
    “Which faction, though?” Petra asked. “Apparently they’re not a unified front.” 
 
    Diana quirked a half-smile. “Who is? Alright, we don’t know if ascended AIs have picotech, nor if they have stasis tech. If it’s not general destabilization they’re after, they have to be going after one of those.” 
 
    “Probably in that order, as well. If one gets picotech, then making stasis shields shouldn’t be too hard—at least, that’s what I’ve heard.” 
 
    “Don’t discount destabilization. If they take out our gate network, the war with the Hegemony suddenly gets a lot trickier.” 
 
    Petra sighed. “That’s an understatement. What would you like me to do?” 
 
    “Oh?” Diana laughed softly. “I get a say? You don’t answer to me.” 
 
    A smile worked its way across Petra’s lips. “Not officially. You do have a bit of influence, though.” 
 
    “Oh yay! That’s so exciting.” The sovereign’s voice dripped with sarcastic mirth. “And yeah, you should send it up the chain to Sera or Tani—er, Tangel. Whichever makes sense.” 
 
    “I think they’re both in the LMC right now, but I’ll ping Tangel, let her loop in Sera as she sees fit.” 
 
    Diana turned back to her throne. “Excellent, let me know what she says. Now, I have to get ready for a meeting of the prelates. Care to join?” 
 
    “Uhh…no. I have to go compose this message. Very tedious, exacting work.” 
 
    The empress snorted as she lowered herself into her seat, taking care to let her tail have room. “Fine. Abandon me like that, but you’ll pay for it later.” 
 
    Petra turned toward the exit but glanced back at her wife before reaching the audience chamber’s exit. “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    NO REST FOR THE REDHEAD 
 
    EARTH DATE: 02.05.2020 
 
    LOCATION: Amanda’s brownstone 
 
    REGION: New York City, Earth,  
 
      
 
      
 
    The air snapped around her as she appeared in the entrance hall of her home. Amanda breathed a sigh of relief and looked around, wondering if anyone else was there.  
 
    She’d only been away for a few hours, but all sorts of things could happen during that time.  
 
    “Hey, babe. How was class?”  
 
    She turned to see Matt sitting in the front room, lowering the book he’d been reading to his lap as he looked over.  
 
    His question had sounded very much like what she imagined a parent might say as they welcomed their child home from school.  
 
    “Oh, it’s like that, is it?” 
 
    “Like what?” Matt answered innocently.  
 
    “You like me being a schoolgirl, do you?” 
 
    “Hah! Well, I might,” he replied with a raised eyebrow and a smile. “You’re the one who told me about their uniforms.” 
 
    “It’s the uniforms you like?” she replied, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “Maybe…” he replied.  
 
    “Typical.” 
 
    With a shrug, he smirked, and then his tone turned a touch more serious. “So, how was it?” 
 
    “Actually, quite good. I liked it. I wasn’t sure what I was in for, but I got a lot out of it. They’re good kids, I think, and they’re clearly in need of guidance.” 
 
    “Do you think this academy will be a success?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Amanda replied as she dropped onto the sofa beside him, pleased to take the weight off her feet and drape them across Matt’s legs. “There are a bunch more Epiphanies happening now, so we need some kind of formalized education system, otherwise the Nomads will have a feeding frenzy. Besides, they need some help, and I want to give something back.” 
 
    “Will you go again?” 
 
    “I’ll pop in a few times a year, I think. Miss Hartman seemed keen to have me back, so…” 
 
    “They could do a lot worse than learn from you.” 
 
    “Aww, thank you, sweetie.” She leaned in and gave him a kiss. “So, what did I miss?” 
 
    “Nothing, it’s been quiet here. No visitors today.” 
 
    “Good. I do need to get out there, though, and make my presence felt a little more in the city. Shaun says there Nomads wandering the streets lately.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll get around to it.” 
 
    “I will,” she replied with a smile. “After I relax a little.” 
 
    “You deserve a little R&R after everything that’s happened.” 
 
    “I know, right?” Amanda replied, nodding along to his sentiment.  
 
    She’d had a tough few years, working within the Nexus against the Crux Magi and dealing with the fractured Union. They had a lot of rebuilding to do out there, but she had full confidence in their Magi, and felt like she’d played her part for the time being.  
 
    For now, chilling with Matt and enjoying life without too many responsibilities was just what she needed.  
 
    Magic flared in the room suddenly with only the barest second of warning. Amanda sat up, her Aegis instantly in place around herself and Matt as a silvery, spherical fractal of energy burst into life. It floated in midair before her, unraveling over the next second, until an entirely chrome figure with flowing, metallic hair emerged from the roiling energy.  
 
    Amanda relaxed, recognizing the visitor, and took a deep breath.  
 
    “What the hell?” Matt exclaimed. 
 
    “Void!” Amanda scolded. “Christ on a bike, don’t do that. You nearly gave me a heart attack.” 
 
    “Apologies, Amanda. I did not wish to startle you,” she replied, her melodic voice holding its usual strangely modulated tone. 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Matt muttered. “Does this mean what I think it means?” 
 
    Amanda sighed dramatically. “I’m willing to bet it does. Reaver fighting time?”  
 
    “Not for me,” Matt replied. “I’m staying right here.” 
 
    Amanda smirked. “After last time? I don’t blame you.” 
 
    “I still have nightmares,” he moaned.  
 
    “You do?” She answered, although she felt sure he was just being dramatic. 
 
    He shrugged. “Eh, maybe just the one time.”  
 
    Rolling her eyes, Amanda playfully punched him in the thigh. “Idiot,” she muttered good-naturedly. 
 
    “Yeah, but I’m your idiot.” 
 
    Amanda blinked. “Riiight, and that makes it better how?” 
 
    Matt made a noise that roughly translated to ‘I don’t know’ and shrugged. “But still, if it’s that Morden dude, give him a slap from me, yeah?” 
 
    “A slap?” Amanda echoed.  
 
    “Yeah, like a Magical one. Or you know, whatever.” Matt waved his hand about.  
 
    “Noted,” she replied with a smile.  
 
    “Have you quite finished?” Void asked.  
 
    Looking up, Amanda raised an eyebrow at the floating Magus, and her own reflection in Void’s polished, metallic body. “Sorry, it’s just been a long day. So let me guess, we have Reaver problems again?” 
 
    “There are always Reaver problems, Amanda. They are a large organization on a mission.” 
 
    “I think we’re going to have to sit down sometime and discuss this work of theirs, because I’m still not entirely sure what it is.” 
 
    “Maybe later. For now, it seems that the Reaver Morden has returned to the universe of your friend Tanis.” 
 
    “Oh, cool! It’s been a while.” 
 
    “ ‘Cool’ is not the word I would use.” 
 
    Frowning, Amanda considered the meaning behind Void’s words. “Has he gone there for the stasis tech he failed to get last time?” 
 
    “His objective is unclear at this time, but regardless, he must be stopped.” 
 
    “Alright, so I’m headed back to Cerka?” 
 
    “No. Morden is elsewhere.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll Port over to see Tanis instead.” 
 
    “Do as you wish, but please do not delay. Good hunting, Amanda.”  
 
    Void’s Magical energy flared once more, and she withdrew from this universe.  
 
    “Well, that tears it,” Amanda said, turning to Matt. “Looks like duty calls.” 
 
    He shook his head. “There truly is no rest for the wicked, is there?” 
 
    “Not in this lifetime.” 
 
    “Do you mind having to do this?” 
 
    “No, not really. I mean, I know I was just talking about how great it was to be free of responsibilities, but there’s always going to be people who want to ruin things for the rest of us, and they don’t often take the day off.” 
 
    “Ain’t that the truth.” 
 
    “Besides, I’ll get to see Tanis again, which will be good. It’s been a while. I wonder if she’ll be on Bob or somewhere else?” 
 
    “Bob?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s her ship. I think.” She frowned, now sure she had that wrong.  
 
    “Strange name for a ship.” 
 
    Amanda shrugged. “I wonder what she’s called the ship I left with her.” 
 
    “Dave, maybe? Or Terry? Oh! How about Harry?” 
 
    “Hush you. I remember the AI was called Bob, so the ship was likely something else. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “Will you be able to find her?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be an issue,” she gave an easy smile.  
 
    In the past, she’d focused on people to pull her to a certain spot in another universe, and she didn’t see this time being any different.  
 
    “Alright, well, I’d better not keep you. Void might get pissy with me.” 
 
    “And we wouldn’t want that, would we?” she teased. 
 
    “Hell no,” Matt replied. “Take care of yourself, okay?” 
 
    “I will, don’t worry. I can look after myself,” she leaned into him, filling her words with confidence.  
 
    Morden was a cruel and determined man, but she didn’t feel particularly scared for her life. Instead, she was more curious to see what her friends were up to, and excited to once more travel to another universe.  
 
    Pulling Matt close, Amanda kissed him passionately.  
 
    “Don’t be gone long,” he told her. 
 
    “I’ll be back before you know it,” she promised.  
 
    Then she reached out with her will, gathering the local Essentia to her and stretching out. She focused on finding Tanis. Her mind raced ahead as it crossed the space between universes, hunting for her friend.  
 
    It was a matter of moments before she suddenly found her and latched on. With a final push, Amanda ported, leaving her universe behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    FROM THE LMC 
 
    EARTH DATE: 10.03.8949 
 
    LOCATION: Mandy 
 
    REGION: Cheshire System, Large Magellanic Cloud 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tangel settled into the pilot’s seat in the Mandy, glancing at Lieutenant Brennen as he clipped the seat’s harness to his armor, expression uncharacteristically dour.  
 
    “You seem a little out of sorts. What’s up?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, nothing, ma’am,” he shook his head. “Just wish we could spend a bit more time here. I mean… we’re in another galaxy.” 
 
    “Just a dwarf galaxy,” Tangel said as she ran through the preflight—not that it was entirely necessary. She was far enough along in her own ascension that she could see into the craft’s components and systems, able to verify with her own eyes that they were functioning correctly. 
 
    Brennen’s eyes twinkled as he turned back to the forward display, which currently held a view of the shuttle bay and space beyond. “But you have to admit it’s amazing to see the Milky Way from up here.” 
 
    “Oh, one hundred percent,” Tangel replied. “I imagine it must be like what humans felt when they first looked down at Earth from space. That they were looking at their entire home without division and strife. It makes you feel small, but in a good way.” 
 
    “You’ve got a way with words, Admiral.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m a woman of many talents. Shall we get this show on the road?” 
 
    “Team’s settled in back there.” Brennen jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “We’re ready when you are, ma’am.” 
 
    “Alright then.” She filed final departure notices with Aleutia Station, receiving immediate clearance to disembark. The Mandy rose off its cradle and drifted toward the bay exit, the ground crew stopping their tasks to watch the ISF’s top admiral depart.  
 
    Tangel gave them each a quick farewell over the Link before reaching out and touching the mind of her daughter. They’d already enjoyed a prolonged goodbye on station, and a momentary mental caress was all they shared before the Mandy left the station. 
 
    Once outside, the admiral focused her attention on her nearspace. Almost dead ahead lay the spiral galaxy that humanity called home. Finaeus had referred to it as the Spaghetti Bowl Galaxy, and she had to agree that, from the Large Magellanic Cloud, it did have that appearance.  
 
    On their right, a hundred thousand kilometers from the station, lay their gate; it would be nearly invisible if not for the smattering of ships all moving toward it. Tangel set a course, and though she was offered first position in the queue, she opted to travel at a more sedate pace. 
 
    I could use just a few more minutes before leaping back into interstellar politics.  
 
    She suppressed a laugh, amused that destroying a black-hole-powered starship was a pleasant diversion from the day-to-day that was now her life. 
 
    Her thoughts wandered for a minute, contemplating what to do about the threat Airtha now posed, only to be interrupted by a message on the Mandy’s Quancomm blade. It bore Petra’s header and showed a route that had hopped through a few relays before making it to New Canaan before being routed to her. 
 
    [Mysterious ascended AI activity on Alexandria. Please come as soon as able.] 
 
    “Well, shit,” she muttered. “We might be making a detour.” 
 
    “Ma’am?” The lieutenant turned to face her. “Something the matter?” 
 
    “We could have ascended AI issues on Alexandria. Looks like Aldebaran is going to have to wait.” 
 
    “Want me to call it in?” 
 
    “No.” Tangel shook her head. “I’ve already passed the new destination to the gate. We’re going to jump the queue, too.” 
 
    She feathered the ship’s thrusters, pushing them toward the floating ring that would take them back to the Milky Way, this time to the capital of the Scipio Empire. 
 
    The forward display read five minutes till the jump, so she took a moment to send a brief message back to Petra, letting the ambassador know they were on their way.  
 
    A second after it sent, a soft concussive thump pushed its way through the ship’s air, as though a new body was displacing the atmosphere.  
 
    “Shit…Amanda,” Tangel said before she turned, instantly able to see the red-haired woman with her extradimensional vision. “You need a bell or something.” 
 
    “Ding-ding.” Amanda smiled, ringing an imaginary bell with her hand. “Nice to see you too. Would you like me to Port a note through to you in advance next time?” the Magus asked with a laugh.  
 
    “I suppose that would be nice. Are you here for a casual visit?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” Amanda shook her head. “Our friends the Reavers are back in your universe. Probably after the same tech as last time.” 
 
    Tangel ran a finger along her jaw. “You know, I might have an idea where they’re operating.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oh, really?” Amanda asked, surprised that Tanis would have a lead on her quarry so quickly.  
 
    But then again, she did seem to be leading one of the major forces in this galaxy; it made sense that she would be informed if something odd arose.  
 
    “Yes, I just received a report from Alexandria about some unusual activity there.” 
 
    “Well, unusual does seem to be their standard MO.” 
 
    Tangel sighed as she rose from her seat. “Do you know more about these Reavers?” 
 
    “Sure do,” Amanda replied with a smile before glancing over at the armored soldier in the copilot seat.  
 
    He was staring up at her with a bewildered expression on his face, his mouth open, as if he wanted to say something but was having difficulty finding the words.  
 
    She offered her hand, and he took it. “Sorry, I’m being rude. Hi, I’m Amanda, a friend of Tanis here.” 
 
    “I’ve had a bit of a change,” the other woman interjected. “I’m Tangel now.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Long story, we can talk about it later. We’re about to go through this jump gate,” Tangel gestured out the window.  
 
    “Oh, wow,” Amanda looked outside for the first time and marveled at the majestic view of the Milky Way Galaxy laid out before her. “Where the hell are we?” 
 
    “The Large Magellanic Cloud, one of the satellite galaxies that surround the Milky Way.” 
 
    “Shite, you managed to get all the way out here? How long have I been away?” 
 
    “A little over a year,” Tangel answered. “We’ve been using jump gates, which allow near-instantaneous travel across the galaxy and beyond.” 
 
    “Amazing.” Amanda then noticed she was still holding the man’s hand. “Sorry, I got sidetracked. I’m Amanda.” 
 
    “You mentioned that, ma’am. I’m Lieutenant Brennen.” The man shook her hand and promptly let go. “So, um, how did you get on our ship?” 
 
    Raising a finger, Amanda smiled. “My ship.” 
 
    “Unless you’re taking it back, I think you’ll find it’s my ship.” Tangel crossed her arms, an eyebrow climbing her forehead.  
 
    Amanda laughed. “No, it’s yours. I’m only messin’. Okay, so I think I need to give you a little backstory. When I visited last, Jessica and I stopped a Reaver called Morden, we foiled his plans to steal our tech and sent him on his way.” 
 
    “Reaver? As in a pirate?” Brennen asked.  
 
    “Multiverse pirates, to be precise,” Amanda replied. “They come from my universe originally, but they’ve taken to plundering other universes for useful technology or information, or even people. I’m part of a group trying to stop them.” 
 
    “So, you’re from another universe?” the lieutenant asked. 
 
    “You catch on quick,” Amanda replied with a cheeky smile.  
 
    Brennen glanced at Tangel, who nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “Anyway, I ran into Morden again on my last mission—which you might be interested to know about, by the way. I popped over to Bethany Anne’s universe.” 
 
    “The angry vampire we met at that bar?” Tangel asked. 
 
    “Yup. So, craziness ensued, Morden’s plans were ruined again, and I think he likely hates me now.” 
 
    “And it’s him here again, is it?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told. I have no idea what he’s up to, but I doubt it’s good.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” Tangel said as she turned and took her seat. “Alright, time to jump.” 
 
    Amanda sat in a nearby chair, and as she watched the ship make its final approach, she noticed a new energy about Tangel. Being around her gave Amanda the feeling she usually got around Essentia and workings of Magic. It was the same feeling she got when in the presence of Bob, back on Tangel’s ship.  
 
    Thinking back to their last interaction, she remembered that Bob had confirmed even then that Tanis was ascending, becoming something new, something other; it looked like that process was progressing.  
 
    Another change was also glaringly obvious: Angela was no longer present.  
 
    “You’ve changed, Tangel. You feel somehow…more. But what happened to Angela?” 
 
    “I am Angela, and also Tanis. We’re one now. It was sort of a package deal, with us ascending.” 
 
    “Then it’s as I thought. That’s incredible,” Amanda answered with a smile.  
 
    “It has good and bad aspects,” Tangel replied cryptically as the ship nosed into the roiling ball of energy at the center of the kilometer-wide ring ahead. 
 
    Then the stars disappeared. 
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    “What have you found?” Lucilia asked. “You brought us here on purpose, didn’t you?” 
 
    Morden opened his eyes and looked out the window he faced. Around him, segments of the vast Kapalicarsi Station jutted out into space as lights glowed from within. The orbital was massive, the size of a small continent—or perhaps a large country. Below it, the city-planet of Alexandria rotated lazily on its axis as its local star picked out the planet’s rim against the black beyond. 
 
    “I did, yes,” Morden smiled. “There’s something interesting and possibly useful here.” He turned to face the three Reaver Magi he’d brought with him.  
 
    Lucilia gave him a look, her pale skin glowing beneath her dark hair. Behind her, Zenobia approached, followed by Junius. Zenobia’s lustrous dark skin and golden hair glinted in the light.  
 
    “Useful, how?” Zenobia asked.  
 
    “There is a being here, a creature, who I’m hoping will be able to help us.” 
 
    “I’ve sensed it too,” Junius replied. The tall man with short, blond hair and a powerful body nodded. “Its energy is different than a Magus, but strong. Powerful.” 
 
    “Indeed. I’m going to speak to it.” 
 
    “Is that wise?” Lucilia asked.  
 
    “It might be the only way forward, and it could be our ace in the hole.” 
 
    “I’m going with you,” Lucilia replied.  
 
    Morden regarded the woman for a moment and then nodded before turning to the other two. “Stay here. With luck, I will return shortly.” 
 
    They nodded once before Morden worked his Magic. Essentia shifted and rushed though him, doing his bidding, and with a snap, he and Lucilia appeared elsewhere on the station.  
 
    They stood in a dimly lit area with pipes running along the bulkheads and crates stacked in some semblance of order along the walls. Ahead, a figure stood in the shadows.  
 
    “I wondered when you would show yourself,” it said.  
 
    Morden smiled, unsurprised that this being had sensed him. “I needed to be sure it was you.” 
 
    “Indeed, but who is this?” the figure asked. 
 
    As Morden watched, glowing silver limbs, like ghostly tentacles, emerged from the entity and floated lazily toward the Magus accompanying him, energy flowing off the appendages in waves. 
 
    “Lucilia, she’s with me.” 
 
    “She’s like you, too. I sense the same power.” 
 
    “There’s more where she came from.” 
 
    “Why are you here, Morden? Our brief alliance was over when you left twenty years ago.” 
 
    “A lot has happened since then, including another trip to Cerka Station—which was not as successful as the mission I undertook with you.” 
 
    “Is that so? So am I to be your lucky charm?” 
 
    “Stranger things have happened,” Morden replied with a smirk. “But no. I come here because I believe we might work together. I have a need to kill someone…someone like me. A Magus.” 
 
    “Magus? Your words amuse me. But why would I help you?” 
 
    “Because the person I’m after seems to have a close alliance with the ISF… and its leadership.” 
 
    “You’re referring to Tangel.” 
 
    Morden smiled. “Indeed.”  
 
    The man and the being inside it seemed pleased, and Morden relaxed just a little. It seemed an accord could be reached.  
 
    “You think she will come here?” 
 
    “If I know Amanda, I think it’s highly likely.” 
 
    “Then we might have a common goal, Morden,” the figure replied, drawing its silvery limbs back into itself. “I have a small issue to deal with, and in fact, this might play nicely into both our hands.” 
 
    “What seems to be the issue?” 
 
    “She goes by the name of Petra, and she’s allied with Tangel.” 
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    <Think it’s wise to head up here alone?> Alastar asked as Petra walked off her personal shuttle and onto the luxuriously appointed Imperial Docks.  
 
    Her feet sank into the deep carpets, and a number of aides stood nearby, ready to assist her in whatever endeavor she wished.  
 
    “We’re hardly alone,” Petra replied to her AI. “And should we run into more serious issues, Merl has a detachment of Impera Protego ready to come to our aid. 
 
    <It’s a big station. A really big station, they could take some time to reach us if things go sideways.> 
 
    <Are you worried?> Petra asked privately. <Do you think we might run into more than we can handle?> 
 
    <If we’re up against an ascended AI, yes. Yes I do. They could rip both of us apart, atom by atom.> 
 
    The ambassador patted the rifle stock protruding over her shoulder. <That’s what this is for. I might not be able to take out a caretaker with it, but I bet I could drive one off.> 
 
    <I’m so glad that I get to be here with you as a guinea pig for that. Seriously, has anyone tried to use a shadowtron rifle against a fully ascended AI? Last I saw, they’d only been used against shards.> 
 
    Petra shrugged. <Hard to say. There’s a lot going on, and the Quancomm Network can only pass so much information. We can ask Tangel when she arrives.> 
 
    <Let’s hope that’s soon.> 
 
    <Stars, Alastar, you’re such a worrywart. How many times have we been in sticky situations and gotten out?> 
 
    <How many times have we barely gotten out?> 
 
    Petra chuckled as she reached the far side of the dock where a groundcar waited. <It’s like flying. Any landing you can walk away from—> 
 
    <Don’t make me find an automaton and have it slap you.> 
 
    A pair of Impera Protego approached and took up position next to the groundcar as an aide opened the door for her.  
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Petra said to the guards. “But I can’t have you with me for this. Alastar will give you a rallying point where you will wait while I go ahead alone.” 
 
    “My lady consort,” one of the guards began, but Petra held up a hand.  
 
    “This isn’t something I’m willing to negotiate.” 
 
    The man gave a curt nod, and Petra wordlessly slid into the car, passing her destination to the onboard NSAI as the aide shut the door. 
 
    <If you get me killed, my next iteration will be very pissed at you.> 
 
    Petra did her best to stifle a laugh. “I’ll make an effort to remember that.” 
 
    The car sped down the Imperial Docks, the vehicle sinking to hover only a few centimeters above the carpet as it picked up speed, turning onto a dedicated lane of the concourse at the end of the dock. 
 
    There were only a few other cars passing by, which was normal for the exclusive spire on the northern edge of the station. They followed the concourse down to the base of the tower and into the tangled web that was the bulk of Kapalicarsi. From there, it would take half an hour to reach Petra’s first destination—though she had more than a few stops to make before her journey was complete. 
 
    As much as she enjoyed being the empress’s consort and wearing the wings Diana loved to see her in, neither of those things were conducive to a stealth operation. 
 
    She’d considered leaving the Imperial Palace in disguise, but there were so many eyes down there, the task was nearly impossible. Kapalicarsi was a far better location to lose any tails before digging into the trail her quarry had left behind. 
 
    A thousand issues begged her attention, and Petra worked through a number of the items that her duties as both the consort to the empress and ambassador from the Transcend had put on her plate—not to mention reading through dozens of reports that had come in from the Hand agents she still oversaw directly. 
 
    The work passed the time, and before Petra knew it, the groundcar had traveled three hundred kilometers, bringing them to one of Diana’s favorite shops, Le Petit Mal. The boutique was known for catering to those with rather eclectic tastes, and while the empress rarely came up in person, her patronage was likely the source of most of the store’s income. 
 
    In addition to that, the store worked to ensure the privacy of their patrons, which made it one of Petra’s favorite places to swap appearances.  
 
    A woman in the store’s red and black livery walked out onto the street—which, for all intents and purposes, appeared to be set in an ancient city, with marble-faced buildings arranged beneath a sunset-red sky. 
 
    “Madam Consort,” the woman said as she stepped back, bent at the waist. “Welcome to Le Petit Mal.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Petra said as she rose from the groundcar and unfurled her wings, stretching them out. Despite the alterations she’d made, there really was no comfortable way to sit on wings for a prolonged period.  
 
    Once she’d ensured no feathers were out of place, she nodded to the woman and followed her inside.  
 
    While the name of the shop might have suggested several different business practices, most of what the boutique sold were eccentric curios, items from across the empire and beyond that had bizarre and unexpected uses. 
 
    Petra had little time to view the wares; her destination was a back room where patrons could privately examine some of the items before purchases were made.  
 
    When she stepped inside the small space, she almost laughed at the sight of Emir, one of her agents. 
 
    “You look so unhappy, Emir. You’re going to have to buck up before you head out there.” 
 
    He snorted a laugh before replying. “I guess I can’t say ‘you try this’, since you do this every day, but how in all the stars do you manage with wings like this? Don’t they get in the way of everything?” 
 
    Petra nodded. “Oh fuck yes, all the time.” 
 
    “How do you deal with it?” he asked. 
 
    “At first, I did it because it made Diana happy, but honestly, they’ve come in really handy.” 
 
    The agent rolled his eyes. “You could get a-grav units installed and enjoy the same perks.” 
 
    “Fine…I like looking like a soot and blood-covered angel.” 
 
    <It’s a fitting metaphor for her life,> Alastar added in a dry tone. 
 
    “Hey!” Petra held up a hand before tilting her head. “Actually, I do kinda resemble that remark. So, what am I walking out of here as?” she asked. “You?” 
 
    Emir chuckled. “No, I wouldn’t be so cruel. I came in as Lady Otasia. She’s taking a convalescence at her summer home right now, so it was easy to borrow her idents and have her make a trip to the Mal.” 
 
    <Oh, this’ll be fun,> Alastar said with a laugh. <Didn’t she just switch her skin to green?> 
 
    “Yeah.” Petra shot Emir a cool look. “I’m not having any hard feelings over sending you out as me.” 
 
    “And here I decided to go easy on you. Just wait till next time,” he replied, his voice a mocking caricature of Petra’s. 
 
    “Not funny,” the ambassador said as she folded her wings tightly against her back, activating the stealth material that covered them while concentrating on her skin, changing it from its customary white and black to the sickly green Lady Otasia had adopted of late.  
 
    “Are you happy?” Petra asked, altering her hair from her customary platinum blonde to white. “I shouldn’t be up close and personal with anyone who knows the green lady, so I’ll use a holoprojection to fake her features.” 
 
    “Not so lucky for me,” Emir replied, grimacing as his features changed to match Petra’s, both in face and body. 
 
    “You make an attractive woman,” she said with a laugh. “Also, that’s a lot of flowmetal you used there. Don’t let anyone scan you, you’ll light up a security arch like a starship’s engines.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll just visit a few more shops, then head back to your shuttle. You can take Otasia’s ride back down.” 
 
    “Works for me,” Petra replied, deploying a pair of nanodrones to check over her appearance. “I think I’ll pass well enough. Would you like to leave first? Draw any eyes away from this place.” 
 
    “As you wish.” This time, Emir’s voice was a perfect match to Petra’s, and he gave a slight bow. “Good luck on whatever it is you’re up to.” 
 
    His ability to easily pose as nearly anyone he chose was legendary even amongst Hand agents, so even having seen him in action on several occasions, Petra still felt a strange sensation watching what appeared to be herself leaving the room. 
 
    <I totally got the short end of the stick,> she said to Alastar. 
 
    <You could always wait for backup.> 
 
    “No,” Petra shook her head as she pulled on the sheath dress Emir had left for her on the table. “I want to have a look before Tangel gets here. Where’s…ah, there it is.” She grabbed the stealth bag the agent had left behind and slipped her rifle into it.  
 
    After waiting a few minutes for Emir to reach her groundcar and leave, Petra exited the viewing room and proceeded to wander Le Petit Mal for a few minutes before also exiting the store. Lady Otasia’s car drew up to the curb a minute later, and she rode it to another boutique before driving to a restaurant that was operated by the Hand.  
 
    There, she divested herself of the green skin and changed into the uniform of a delivery service company’s drone repair division. In her final guise, she left the restaurant through the back and climbed aboard a small hoverbike that waited in the service corridor.  
 
    She was still a hundred kilometers from the docks she wanted to investigate, but they were on her repair route. After a quick stop to replace an a-grav emitter in a food delivery drone, she reached the dock where several crates of stolen goods had mysteriously appeared earlier that same day. 
 
    <There they are,> Alastar said, dropping a marker on the stack of shipping containers on the far side of the bay. One was open, and she could see the illicit cargo inside. 
 
    Each one contained raw materials used by the Transcend in the manufacture of gate mirrors; nothing that was especially difficult to procure in a civilization as advanced as Scipio’s, but if enough went missing, it would limit the empire’s gate construction program.  
 
    And that would start to have an impact.  
 
    In all honesty, Petra was less concerned about the theft of the materials than with how they’d arrived on Kapalacarsi Station. The crates and the shipping container that held them had been destined for Spica…no ship had picked them up, nor had any vessel deposited them here.  
 
    Normally, Petra would have expected it to be a simple act of piracy, but even the bay’s feeds confirmed that the container had been empty one day, and the next, the crates were inside. No one had opened the shipping container in the meantime. 
 
    <It kinda looks like a trap,> Alastar said. <Just to have our target sitting there, doors open and waiting.> 
 
    Petra had a similar feeling and nodded to a row of bots a dozen meters to the container’s left. <That’s our cover’s assignment there. We’ll look over the broken bots, and you can send some nano to inspect the crates.> 
 
    <And the cameras. I still think they could have been tampered with.> 
 
    <Anything’s possible,> Petra agreed as she rode the bike across the kilometer-wide bay, skirting around a few insystem freighters and an interstellar courier ship. 
 
    She fought the urge to ride straight for the container, further tempted by the fact there was no one around other than a pair of maintenance workers, half a klick away.  
 
    No…be smart. It just looks like there’s no one around. 
 
    She reached the row of bots and got off her hoverbike, walking to the drone third from the end. An indistinct light lifter, there was nothing wrong with it that a software reset wouldn’t fix, but it was an excuse to get her in position.  
 
    <Releasing the nano,> Alastar said as Petra crouched in front of her robotic charge.  
 
    She only half-paid attention to her task, watching the nanobots’ feeds as they moved toward the container and slipped inside.  
 
    “What are you up to?” a voice asked from nearby, and Petra jerked in surprise. 
 
    To her left, just a few paces away, a nondescript, brown-haired man stood with his hands stuffed inside his shipsuit’s pockets.  
 
    “Can I help you?” she asked, rising and leaning against her bike, where the stealth bag containing the shadowtron rifle lay.  
 
    He nodded. “I believe you can, but you’re going to need to come with me.” 
 
    “Come with you?”  
 
    <Something’s off,> Alastar warned.  
 
    <With the crates?> she asked.  
 
    <No. With him.> 
 
    A moment later, a white tendril of light snaked out of the man’s body, streaking toward her. 
 
    The shadowtron was in Petra’s hands in an instant, but before she could fire it, the weapon was wrenched from her grip, and another voice behind her whispered, “Not so fast.” 
 
    Then the white tendril touched her forehead, and everything went black. 
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    “And just like that, here we are,” Tangel said, glancing back at Amanda. “Not quite as handy as how you can travel, but it gets the job done.” 
 
    “Saves me the work, though,” Amanda replied. “Traveling between universes is no simple task.” 
 
    Brennen shook his head. “I’m still having trouble with that.” 
 
    “Just wait till you see her do more Magic,” Tangel replied. 
 
    Amanda quirked her lips into a half-smile. “Yeah, well, it’s kind of similar to what I suspect your ascended beings do here.” 
 
    “Either way, it’s awesome,” Tangel said. “Alright, I’ve called into Kapalacarsi Station’s STC, and they’re giving us a berth on the Imperial Dock.” 
 
    Amanda leant forward in her seat and let out a whistle. “That’s a hell of a station…I thought it was a lumpy moon at first.”  
 
    “A bit on the larger size for stations in older regions of space,” Tangel replied. “But it’s not a patch on the Cho.” 
 
    “Cho?” 
 
    “Calisto Orbital Habitat.” 
 
    Amanda cocked her head. “That’s ‘COH’, not ‘Cho’.” 
 
    Brennen snorted. “You’d think so, yeah, but I guess no one wanted to make a dry coughing sound to describe their home.” 
 
    “Could have named it something different,” Amanda suggested. 
 
    Tangel initiated the burns to get the Mandy into the correct approach lane. “I mean…they kinda did.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    The ship shifted vector enough to give a view of the dark side of the planet below. “Oh wow. Awesome. A city-planet, right?” 
 
    “Alexandria,” Tangel said with a nod. “Those areas that aren’t glowing as much are the oceans—only a tenth of the ocean floor is covered.” 
 
    “Excellent. We have some stuff like that in my universe.”   
 
    “It’s incredible that they’ve managed to keep it stable. It’s no small task to cover a world like that and not have environmental collapse.” 
 
    “I can imagine. Is this the capital of an empire?” 
 
    “Something like that,” Tangel replied. “Empress Diana rules over the Scipio Emprire, which consists of thousands upon thousands of star systems. She’s used force—and a bit of brutality—to maintain control, though her wife Petra has been helping her find better ways hold the empire together.” 
 
    “ ‘Brutal’ is putting it mildly, ma’am,” Brennen said with a soft laugh. “They have buildings constructed out of the bones of their enemies.” 
 
    “And you’re allied with them?” Amanda asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “We are,” Tangel said with a shrug. “There are no perfect options in the war I’m waging right now. Sometimes, you have to make lemonade from your lemons. Also, if we can change Scipio to be a model empire, then others will fall in line.” 
 
    Amanda shook her head, settling back into her seat. “You don’t take on small tasks, do you?” 
 
    “Stars…I wish I could. I keep getting ‘save everything’ dumped on my lap.” 
 
    Thirty minutes later, the Mandy was secured to the Imperial Dock, and the group exited the ship to find a team of Impera Protego waiting for them. 
 
    “Field Marshal, we’re glad you’re here. We’ve lost contact with the Imperial Consort.” 
 
    “With Petra?” Tangel clarified. “I thought she was going to meet us here on the dock?” 
 
    “She left on her own over an hour ago,” the sergeant leading the guard contingent said. “We had people following her, but when they made it to the bay where she’d been investigating some bots, she was just gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” Amanda asked. “Like poof?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. The feeds showed her working on a bot, then two men appeared out of…well, out of thin air, then all three were gone.” 
 
    Tangel heaved a sigh and turned to Amanda. “Looks like our friends are one step ahead of us. Can you sense them or anything?” 
 
    Amanda shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. Especially not on a station as big as this. If we go to the bay where they were nabbed, maybe I can pick something up, but I think we’re going to have to do some old-fashioned sleuthing.” 
 
    “Alright.” Tangel turned to the guards accompanying her. “Lieutenant Brennen, keep two Marines on the Mandy. I want it ready to roll in case we need fast exfil or backup. You and two others come with us. We’ll check out that bay while I pore over this station’s network and see what we can see.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Consciousness returned to Petra in fits and starts, finally solidifying around Alastar’s insistent voice. He was saying something over and over, but she couldn’t quite make it out. 
 
    <Bombastic melons…bombastic meows…> 
 
    She was so incredibly weary that all she wanted to do was return to her prior slumber.  
 
    <Lemme ‘lone.> 
 
    <Come butts only….> 
 
    She groaned, wondering why he was speaking nonsense and keeping her awake. <Go ‘way.> 
 
    <Fawk…stupid ooman. I’m telling you to calm back to me.> 
 
    <Calm? I feel totally calm.> 
 
    <Come! Come back to me!> Alastar yelled into her mind. 
 
    Petra groaned aloud from the intensity of his voice. <Alright, alright. I’m awake. What’s going on that you have to wake me in the middle of the night? And why do I feel like I went ten rounds with a white dwarf?> 
 
    <Well, the thing that’s going on is that we’ve been abducted, and I can’t get any Link signal.> 
 
    The AI sounded worried enough that a spear of anxiety lanced through her.  
 
    <And my head?> 
 
    <Oh, nothing big, an ascended being just stuck their arm or whatever inside your skull to knock you out.> 
 
    “Shit!” The memory of the man in the docking bay slammed into Petra’s conscious mind, and she bolted upright, hitting her head on something very solid.  
 
    <Oh, and we’re in a cage,> Alastar added. 
 
    “Noticed that.” She rubbed her head and peered through the bars into the dark room. “Are we alone?” 
 
    <No one is physically here, though there are a few cameras and sensors.> 
 
    Petra shifted, trying to get comfortable while taking care not to bend a wing backward. <So it was an ascended AI? Are you sure it wasn’t a shard?> 
 
    <No, I’m not sure. I’m also not sure how he and his friend got there, nor how they whisked us away. It was like they were teleporting.> 
 
    “Well, that can’t be it. Must have some sort of really good stealth tech.” 
 
    <I was conscious when they moved us here. It wasn’t stealth, it was instantaneous.> 
 
    Petra didn’t know what to do with that information. So far as she knew, no one had tech of that sort, which meant it had to be something else.  
 
    <Alright,> she said, then moved to a new topic. <Have you made any progress getting out of here?> 
 
    <I can dissolve the bars, but I figure that won’t help us much, since we’d immediately be up against a being we can’t fight. Instead, I’m running a filament of nano through the deck, looking for a network line.> 
 
    <Any luck?> 
 
    <No.> Alastar sounded dejected. <I mean, I found three, but they were all dead. Whoever picked this spot knew what they were doing.> 
 
    A sound drew Petra’s attention outward, and she saw a rectangle of light appear, becoming a door swinging open a moment later.  
 
    “Well, well, how’s our little caged angel doing?” 
 
    It was a man, but not the same one who had turned out to be a caretaker…or whatever he’d been. 
 
    “Oh I’m just peachy. I needed some R&R,” Petra replied, not deigning to respond to the barb. 
 
    He snorted and shook his head. “You’re an odd one, I’ll give you that. Took a bit to follow you through the station, but since we knew your destination, it really didn’t matter much.” 
 
    “Yay for you,” she muttered. “Kinda thought it was a trap.” 
 
    “And still you walked into it.” 
 
    Petra resisted the urge to bite her lip.  
 
    There was no denying she’d done just that, but her nanocloud should have detected anyone approaching. Apparently, ascended AIs possessed a level of stealth she was unaware of.  
 
    “So what’s next?” she asked. “Are you going to put a shard in me?” 
 
    “A what? Heck no. We’re not going to do anything to you. You’re just the bait. Also, keep in mind that you don’t necessarily need to be alive for this to work.” 
 
    “Great,” Petra grunted.  
 
    <Is this the wrong time to say, ‘I told you so’?> Alastar asked.  
 
    “Inform the machine in your mind that we can tell when it’s talking,” the man said.  
 
    “So you are an ascended AI,” Petra hissed. “What are you doing with those shipments?” 
 
    He barked a laugh. “Oh, your caretaker friend is nearby, and he’s a piece of work, for sure, but I’m not an AI. I am, however, every bit as dangerous as he is.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Anything?” Tangel asked as the two women stood next to the spot where Petra had last been seen. 
 
    “Something happened here, that’s for sure,” Amanda said as she crouched and touched the bot. “They covered it well, but not well enough. It’s almost like….” 
 
    “Like what?” Tangel asked as her gaze swept over the area using her extradimensional vision to search for anything out of the ordinary. Nothing immediately jumped out, though she could sense some twisting and warping of the lower dimensions.  
 
    “Well, I can sense Flux Magic, which suggests one or more people ported in and ported out. The signatures are odd, though. When we use Essentia, it leaves a disturbance behind. We can hide that, smoothing it over—which is what they did here—but this was sloppy…I think intentionally so.” 
 
    Tangel reached up and tightened her ponytail. “So they want us to know they were here.” 
 
    “The Reavers have been infiltrating other universes for thousands of years, they know how to move around undetected.” 
 
    “Smells like a trap to me, ma’am,” Lieutenant Brennen said, looking around suspiciously. “They’re trying to lead you somewhere.” 
 
    “That much is certain,” Tangel replied. “Otherwise, we’d be staring at Petra’s body. They took her as bait for one of us.” 
 
    Amanda stood, nodding in agreement. “Maybe both of us.” 
 
    Tangel pursed her lips. “Stars…if this were anywhere else, we could use a CriEn analyzer to measure the power draw their Port took, but with Kapalicarsi being such an energy mess, it wouldn’t be able to tell.” 
 
    “If it’s a trap, they have to have left us a clue, or it has to be close,” Brennen reasoned, turning to his two Marines and the four Impera Protego. “We need to sweep this bay. Check the ships first and get the locals to start combing the area. They have to be somewhere.” 
 
    A smile tugged at Tangel’s lips, and she nodded to the Impera Protego sergeant. “Please, if you will. But warn the station security not to engage. These enemies can literally rip a person apart atom by atom.” 
 
    The man paled but nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Amanda turned and shook her head. “Wouldn’t that be something, if they were on one of these ships? Seems almost too easy.” 
 
    “If it’s a trap, and they know we know it’s a trap, then why bother with subterfuge?” Tangel murmured. 
 
    “It’s still ideal for them if we just stumble into it,” Brennen replied. “Maybe—” 
 
    A blast of energy slammed into the Marine, spinning him around before he fell to the deck.  
 
    Tangel turned around to see three people wearing dark clothing standing just a few meters away. Before she could say a word, an invisible energy field that surrounded Amanda, hugging her skin, suddenly inflated and encompassed both of them in the blink of an eye.  
 
    Light flashed, and electrical energy snapped out from one of the three figures, blasting the two women.  
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    Morden—that was the strange man’s name—had been gone for some time, and other than a pair of guards standing near her cage, no one else had come or gone from the chamber.  
 
    <I think we should make a break for it,> she said to Alastar. <Melt the bars, smash these two goons, then go find backup.> 
 
    <Do you think they’re so dumb that they left us that easy of an out?> the AI asked.  
 
    <Maybe they figured we’d think that and stay put out of an overabundance of caution and didn’t actually set up any sneaky traps to catch us,> Petra countered.  
 
    Her AI laughed. <Are we about to fall into a ‘but they knew I’d think that, so they’d counter that as well…’ sort of scenario?> 
 
    <Only if you start it.> 
 
    <I feel compelled to note that an underabundance of caution is what got us into this situation in the first place.> 
 
    The ambassador rolled her eyes. <Yeah, maybe, but once you’re captured, that is not the time to avoid risks. That’s when you throw caution to the wind and do whatever it takes to get out of hock.> 
 
    <Mmmm…no. Then you end up dead.> 
 
    <Are you going to melt the bars, or what?> 
 
    Alastar’s husky laugh rippled through her mind. <Alright, fine. But I’m not melting the bars, that’s lame…and they’re gold-titanium alloy. That stuff takes forever to take apart.> 
 
    Petra leant against the bars. <So what’s your plan?>  
 
    <Well, I found the network. We’re on a ship. A freighter. I’m just going to activate the internal fire alarms.> 
 
    <Really? You think that’ll work?> 
 
    <I think it’s worth a shot. Even these rent-a-goons wouldn’t ignore a shipboard fire.> 
 
    <And what if they do?> Petra pressed. 
 
    <Oh, well, I also breached the internal safeguards, so if they don’t run away, the turret mounted into the overhead behind us will mow them down.> 
 
    The ambassador craned her head to get a look at the location Alastar had marked. <Really? There’s a turret up there?>  
 
    <Yeeeup. Glad I didn’t just melt the bars now?> 
 
    <Yes, yes I am.> 
 
    A second later, the ship’s internal fire alarms sounded, and the two soldiers guarding the door glanced at one another before opening it and peering outside. 
 
    <Why didn’t they just check the network to see where it is?> Petra asked.  
 
    <I don’t think they’re on the Link.> 
 
    <What?>  
 
    Petra piggybacked on her AI’s signal, tracing her way through the ship, looking for the markers that indicated human connections.  
 
    There were none. 
 
    <It’s like they’re luddites or something,> Alastar said. <But they’re using tech for other things.> 
 
    <How do they even exist?> Petra muttered as one of the guards walked out of the room and into the passage beyond. <I can’t wait any longer, my back is killing me. I’m taking control of the gun.> 
 
    She hopped over to the internal security systems and lowered the turret from the overhead before calling out to the remaining guard, “Hey, buddy. Unlock this dumb cage.” 
 
    The guard turned from the corridor to face her, a smirk forming on his lips. “Why should I do that?” 
 
    Petra jerked her head in the direction of the turret. “Because if you don’t, you’ll be cut to ribbons.” 
 
    To emphasize her point, she fired a short blast at the bulkhead next to his head.  
 
    “Chop-chop,” she urged. “I have to use the loo.” 
 
    <No you don’t.> 
 
    <Is this your first week serving with me?> 
 
    <The other guy is coming back. Better be quick.> 
 
    She impatiently tapped a finger on her wrist while the man pulled two long rods out of the top of the cage, freeing the top of the small prison. He took a step back and Petra pushed the lid off with her back, rising to her full height before spreading her wings as much as the small room allowed.  
 
    “You’re going to regret being party to this,” she said. 
 
    Splaying the feathers on her wingtips, she exposed the blades within and spun, slashing one wing across the man’s chest while the other tore a gash across his face.  
 
    He fell in a heap, and she strode across the small chamber, kicking him in the head before reaching down and grabbing his weapon. 
 
    “Stars…no biolock on this thing. Who are these people?” 
 
    A beam tore through the doorway, passing a few centimeters above her head, and Petra rolled to the right, pulling up a feed from the ship’s internal systems on her HUD. There was only the one guard in the passage, and he was approaching the door slowly, staying close to the bulkhead to make himself a harder target. 
 
    She snorted. <This’ll be easy.>  
 
    She took a step back, folded her wings tight against her back, and launched herself through the doorway, sliding across the deck to fire at the man before he could bring his weapon to bear.  
 
    One shot hit his right arm, and the other his shoulder. He groaned and fell against the bulkhead, his weapon clattering from his grasp as he stared up at Petra.   
 
    “Please…please don’t,” he begged. 
 
    “Don’t what? Finish you off? Tell me where everyone else is, and we’ll see about just getting you a few decades on a penal world.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “Wh—what?” 
 
    “Are there others on the ship?” Petra drew each word out, tapping her foot as she waited for a response. 
 
    “Uh…no.”  
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “Umm…laying another trap.” 
 
    Petra shook her head. “Where’s the trap?” 
 
    “Same place we grabbed you. Your rescuers are not going to survive, though.” 
 
    She was considering hitting him one last time, but a voice called out from the far end of the corridor.  
 
    “Ambassador!”  
 
    Petra turned to see an ISF Marine racing toward her. 
 
    She let out a breath. “Stars, it’s about time.” 
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    Amanda spun, sensing a burst of Essentia that announced the arrival of her quarry as energy snapped out and slammed into Brennen, sending him sprawling.  
 
    Concentrating, Amanda inflated her Aegis to include Tangel as another of the Reavers attacked. Lightning lanced out and hit her Aegis, burning it, but her shield held.  
 
    With a simple thought, she used her Magic and split her mind with the Multitasking effect before choosing to respond in kind to see how these Reavers would react.  
 
    Lightning flashed from her hands and arced over the deck. Two of the Magi Ported, reappearing meters away, but she caught one, forcing him to stagger back.  
 
    Beside her, Amanda could sense Tangel pulling energy from the world around her as she rose above the floor, which began to disintegrate beneath her.  
 
    ~Whoa, Tangel, that’s incredible. I’ll pull my Aegis back, don’t want to interfere with your powers.~ 
 
    <Of course.> 
 
    With a thought, Amanda withdrew her Aegis as she sensed energy building within her friend. The timing was perfect, as that energy lanced out into the male Reaver who had Ported to their right flank.  
 
    Having had time to take a second look at their attackers, Amanda was certain that she didn’t recognize any of the three—which meant that either Void had been wrong about Morden being here, or these were his advance forces.  
 
    Magic flared on her left, and a ram of kinetic energy slammed into her, sending her sprawling. She rolled with the blow as her Aegis lit up, then came to her feet and looked back.  
 
    One of the female Magi had leapt at her and was flying through the air.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t.”  
 
    Amanda concentrated, and her Magic rose. She redirected the Reaver’s kinetic energy, boosting it, and slammed the Magus to the floor.  
 
    The woman grunted and rolled away as a spike of Essentia smashed into Amanda’s Aegis. It still held, but it was taking a beating.  
 
    Drawing on the local Essentia with several of her minds, she boosted her shield, repairing the damage that had been done. Simultaneously, she raised her hands and released particle beams from her palms.  
 
    “Try this on for size,” she taunted as they slammed into the two Reaver women. 
 
    Gunfire sounded nearby. Amanda glanced right to see Brennen up on his feet, firing at the Magus attacking Tangel.  
 
    ~Glad to have you back, Brennen.~ 
 
    <Wouldn’t miss this for the world, ma’am.> 
 
    Amanda nodded as she continued to stream relativistic particles at the two Magi, all while wondering where Morden was. She had a distinct feeling that he was attempting to soften them up, and would be along any moment.  
 
    That’s just the kind of thing that slimy Reaver would do.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    “Oh I don’t think so,” Tangel muttered as the Reaver fired raw energy at her.  
 
    It was very similar to what she was now capable of, though different in wave and particle composition.  
 
    Weaving a graviton shield like Cary had done when fighting Myrrdan, she directed the energy into the deck, drifting backward as what remained beneath her feet turned bright red. She’d drawn far more than she needed to maintain her graviton shield, and directed the excess at the man.  
 
    Relativistic protons and neutrons blasted from her right hand, a nimbus blue glow of cherenkov radiation surrounding them both before the flow hit the enemy’s shield, arcing to the deck as the barrier countered the force. 
 
    It’s just physics, she thought. It’s all just physics.  
 
    The Reaver gathered his strength, drawing energy from someplace Tangel couldn’t quite perceive, though she was certain it was extradimensional. He flung the energy at her again, and she shrugged it off the same as she had done just a moment before, directing it instead into the station’s deck, letting the massive structure absorb the charge.  
 
    “Ready to give up?” she called out. 
 
    The man only sneered in response, drawing still more power in an attempt to bore through her shield.  
 
    Tangel was certain that she could deflect his attacks so long as they didn’t grow substantially more powerful; the problem was, she suspected he could do the same.  
 
    Changing tactics, she decided to alter the environment around the Reaver. As he drew in more energy, she reached beneath the deck and disintegrated the supports.  
 
    He lost his footing, stumbling to the side before she hammered him with another blast. 
 
    This time, rather than take the brunt of her attack, he teleported, appearing behind her, hands releasing his own beams of energy. 
 
    Tangel shrugged off his attack without a moment's hesitation while tapping into two of the drones behind him and overloading their superconductor batteries. The twin explosions threw him off balance, and she dissolved the deck beneath him, using graviton fields to wrap the man in strips of metal before slamming a bot into his head. 
 
    Satisfied that she’d taken him out of the fight, Tangel turned to see how Amanda was faring. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The Reavers Ported again. Amanda quashed the beams she was firing as the two Magi appeared elsewhere, and Essentia strobed. Strikes of Magical energy smashed into her Aegis from two fronts, forcing her to split her attention and her attacks.  
 
    <None of these are Morden, are they?> Tangel asked.  
 
    ~Nope,~ Amanda replied, annoyed that he hadn’t appeared yet. 
 
    This fight was beginning to get on her nerves. Where was Morden? 
 
    Frustrated, she Ported and appeared beside the nearest Reaver, hitting her with an Essentia-infused fist and following it up with a series of kicks and attacks.  
 
    A skilled fighter, the other woman ducked and parried and held her ground as Amanda wore down her Aegis.  
 
    Amanda used another one of her minds to focus on the second Magus smashing spikes of Essentia into her Aegis. She reached out telekinetically, took hold of the dark-haired woman before her, and launched her across the decking, into the second female. The two Reavers collided and collapsed, rolling across the floor as Amanda stalked after them.  
 
    “Show yourself, Morden,” she called out. “Enough of these games.” 
 
    She felt another snap of Essentia, and sensed a familiar life sign—and an unfamiliar one, too. An instant later, Morden appeared, glaring at her. A short distance away, a second figure moved toward Tangel as silvery, glowing tendrils of light extended out of its body, reaching for the woman.  
 
    “I’m here,” Morden growled, drawing her attention. 
 
    Magic flashed, and with a blur of movement, Morden was on her, striking out with Essentia-laced fists. Lightning cracked between them, hammering into Amanda’s Aegis as he tried to rip it down.  
 
    “Good, I’m bored of this,” she replied as she weathered the storm of Magic, and released a flurry of attacks of her own.  
 
    Lights and energy flashed between them, ripping at the decking as it moved through the air.  
 
    “This is no game,” Morden replied.  
 
    “And I’m done playing,” Amanda answered, landing a solid hit that knocked him back.  
 
    Magic slammed into her from either side as the two Magi joined Morden in attacking her, beating down her Aegis between them.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The non-descript man to the right of the new Reaver could only be the caretaker.  
 
    Tangel’s suspicions were confirmed a moment later when tendrils of light slipped out of the figure’s body and snaked toward her. 
 
    “So, we finally meet,” she said. “Before we do this, are you the caretaker, or a caretaker?” 
 
    ~Does it really matter?~  
 
    The response came into her mind much the same way Amanda’s words did.  
 
    “It might,” she said. “After you’re dead, I want better intel to work from.” 
 
    The man laughed, though the sound didn’t seem as though it could come from a human body. ~Well, ‘caretaker’ is as much an ideal as anything else.~ 
 
    A flash of light from Amanda’s side of the battle distracted Tangel for a second, and in that instant, the caretaker flung out a dozen tendrils of light to worm their way through her graviton shield.  
 
    “Fuck off, you sparkly asshole,” Brennen yelled from a dozen meters to Tangel’s right. He held a shadowtron rifle, and a blast of sleptons and other quantum shadow particles streaked across the deck, slamming into the caretaker AI and enveloping it in a brane.  
 
    The white limbs snapped back into the being…though a few withered tips fell to the deck as the brane closed. For a moment, it appeared as though the field would hold, but Tangel’s hopes were dashed as the M6 brane suddenly split open, and a fully revealed ascended AI stood in their midst.  
 
    ~You’re a fool if you think a year’s time has equipped you to deal with us,~ the being said. 
 
    “I get that a lot,” Tangel replied. “But I’m still here, and guess who isn’t?” 
 
    Directly on the heels of her words, she reached out and drew the energy from atoms all around her, absorbing the power known as the strong atomic bond, and flooding herself with it.  
 
    The caretaker appeared to be doing the same, replenishing its stores after shedding the brane.  
 
    Tangel fired first, unleashing a torrent of energy with one hand while the other reached back to hurl maintenance bots at the being, each one detonating an instant before hitting the caretaker’s defensive field.  
 
    Brennen resumed firing with his shadowtron, the sleptons hammering through the caretaker’s defenses, while Tangel distracted the being with whatever she could lob in its direction.  
 
    <Don’t let up,> she ordered the Marine lieutenant. <We’ve got it on the ropes.> 
 
    She was just about to fold back a portion of the deck to slam it into the ascended AI when a blast of energy from the Reavers bathed the bay in EM.  
 
    Tangel was blinded by the flare and lost her grip on the deck. When she could see again, the AI was gone. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Moments earlier… 
 
      
 
    “Right, screw this,” Amanda grunted.  
 
    Concentrating, she spread her mind out from her body, conjuring three copies of herself. These clones snapped into existence, surrounding Morden and his followers, and attacked.  
 
    The energy suffusing the docking bay more than doubled as she threw Essentia at her enemies. Within moments, she felt their Aegises crack and buckle, and sensed the end was near for at least some of her foes.  
 
    Several frantic telepathic messages whipped between the Reavers, followed suddenly by powerful Flux Magic.  
 
    Reality warped around them as Morden punched through the universe and ripped himself, his followers, and the thing that had been attacking Tangel out of this universe. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” Amanda spat and reached out with her own Magic.  
 
    With nothing more than raw willpower, she forced her Magic into the tear and dropped out of the universe, into the space between, dissolving her clones as she went.  
 
    Morden was gone, but from the vector and the signature of the Magic she could sense, she knew where they were going.  
 
    “Amanda.” 
 
    Looking up, she saw the figure of Void floating toward her.  
 
    “He’s gone back, hasn’t he?” she asked, half dreading the answer from the Arch Magus.  
 
    “Yes. Morden has taken his Reavers and the ascended AI he has allied himself with and returned to our universe. I believe he intends for you to follow.” 
 
    “Oh I know he does,” Amanda grumbled, aware of how intent Morden was on killing her. “But if he’s taken that other person with him—” 
 
    “The ascended AI,” Void supplied.  
 
    “Right, then I think I’m going to need some help.” 
 
    “Do as you wish. I will back you up, so if you need help, call on me,” Void replied. “In the meantime, I will hunt for Morden, and contact you if I find him.” 
 
    Amanda nodded as Void Ported away.  
 
    When Void was gone, she took a long breath and shook her head.  
 
    Things can never be easy, can they?  
 
    She was grateful to be headed back to her own universe, but while she knew how to deal with Morden and his followers, this AI would be another matter entirely.  
 
    Forcing herself back through the tear and into the universe she’d just come from, she arrived on the deck of the docking bay. Tangel and Brennen turned toward her.  
 
    “Back so soon?” Tangel cocked a brow.  
 
    “I am,” Amanda grimaced. Then she looked down at her clothes and frowned. Her jeans and top were a mess.  
 
    With a thought, she worked her Magic and transformed them into a white, fitted skinsuit and boots, the garment’s slick, shiny surface reflecting the bay around her. 
 
    “Are they gone?” Brennen asked, taking in her sudden wardrobe change with little more than a blink. 
 
    Amanda sighed. “Morden has retreated from your universe and gone back to mine, but he’s taken that AI with him.” 
 
    “Oh crap,” Tangel muttered.  
 
    “That’s not good, is it?” Brennen asked. 
 
    “Hell no,” Amanda scoffed. “I need to find them and deal with this.” 
 
    Tangel pursed her lips. “Do you know what you’re facing with a caretaker AI like that?” 
 
    “Honestly, no, I don’t. Which is why I’m hoping you’ll all come with me.”
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    Amanda watched as Tangel grasped what Amanda was implying, and smiled, as the blonde woman turned to address her marines.  
 
    “Gather your Marines, Lieutenant,” Tangel ordered.  
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Brennen replied, then turned to address the approaching fireteam.  
 
    Tangel couldn’t hide her concerned expression when she once more focused on Amanda. “Are you sure about this?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the redhead replied. “That AI represents a clear danger to my universe, much like the Reavers do to yours. I need your help.” 
 
    “Alright,” Tangel squared her shoulders and drew a deep breath, her gaze shifting to the group approaching from across the bay. “Should be a fun excursion.” 
 
    “Tangel?” 
 
    Amanda glanced at the woman Brennen’s men were helping as she addressed Tangel. The newcomer looked pleased to see her. She was limping slightly as she approached, but her steely expression spoke volumes.  
 
    “Petra,” Tangel said, a smile tugging at her lips. “No worse for wear?” 
 
    Amanda couldn’t help but admire Petra’s wings as she spread them wide, inspecting the feathers for damage.  
 
    The winged woman shrugged. “Nothing my nano couldn’t fix. What happened to those bastards who had me?” 
 
    “You’ve done enough,” Tangel shook her head, responding to the unspoken question. 
 
    The ambassador snorted. “Do you really think I’m going to just sit back while you chase after my kidnappers? There was a caretaker with them. Where are they?” 
 
    “Gone for now,” Amanda cut in.  
 
    Petra eyed her. “And you are?”  
 
    “Petra,” Tangel warned, quirking a smile. “This is Amanda, I’ve known her for some time.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Amanda.” 
 
    <And I’m Alastar,> Petra’s AI added.  
 
    “A pleasure to meet both of you. I like the wings.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Petra flourished them before folding them behind her back. “So, where did those bastards go?” 
 
    “Well, that’s complicated.” Amanda cleared her throat. “But we were just about to go and hunt them down.” 
 
    “Count us in,” Petra replied.  
 
    “Uhhh…” Amanda turned to Tangel, who was chuckling.  
 
    “Is that possible?” Tangel asked. 
 
    “I guess,” Amanda said, wracking her brain for anything that might be an issue. But Porting one extra person was likely the least of her worries.  
 
    The AI was by far her biggest concern, especially if it got to Earth; there was no telling the amount of damage it could cause if it got to twenty-first-century New York, for instance. And who knew, maybe Petra would give them the edge she needed.  
 
    “You don’t sound too sure,” Tangel replied.  
 
    “No, I am. Just weighing the odds. I think the extra help would be welcome, though.” 
 
    “That’s settled, then,” Tangel replied with an easy smile.  
 
    Amanda nodded and looked over at the winged woman. “Are you OK?” 
 
    “Alastar and I are fine, feeling better every moment.” 
 
    Amanda could see the nano machines inside Petra repairing her internals, both flesh and mods. She was already standing up straighter.  
 
    “Very well,” she replied. “Then I guess there’s no time like the present. But, just to warn you, this will feel a little odd.” 
 
    “What will?” Brennen asked as Amanda closed her eyes and concentrated.  
 
    Working her Magic once more, she reached out for their destination, a place she knew well, and focused on being there and bringing her allies along.  
 
    It was the work of a few moments, and then with a snap of extra-universal energy, light flashed behind her eyes, and they left Tangel’s universe behind.  
 
    Porting was disorientating at the best of times, but passing out of a universe was several times more intense—even more so when you weren’t used to it.  
 
    For the briefest of moments, all sense of direction and gravity was gone, replaced by a mind-warping feeling of dislocation. Light strobed as veils of color whipped about, distorting and folding in on themselves like infinitely complex fractals.  
 
    It was like a gut-punch while on mind-altering drugs, but it only lasted for a heartbeat.  
 
    The air snapped again, and Amanda found herself standing on the damp grass of her Quantum Realm. Before her, the other travelers wore shocked expressions.  
 
    Tangel had fared the best, with only a moment of startlement before she steadied herself and straightened, looking at their surroundings. The rest, all staggered, and muttered curses, but were otherwise okay.  
 
    “Holy crap,” Brennen said.  
 
    “What was that?” Petra gasped.  
 
    “Interesting,” Tangel muttered.  
 
    “Yeah, Porting is kind of like the worst rollercoaster ride in the existence, if the experience were compressed down to less than a second. It has that effect on people.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Petra asked.  
 
    “This place feels strange,” Tangel said.  
 
    “Welcome to Inisfail. This is my Quantum Realm.” 
 
    “Quantum Realm?” 
 
    Amanda shrugged. “I have no idea if my name for it has any basis in science, but it sounded cool, so…” 
 
    “The rule of cool,” Tangel answered.  
 
    “Indeed,” Amanda replied and let them take in the scene as she reached out with her mind and Linked with two of her friends.  
 
    ~Shaun, Jinx?~ 
 
    ~I’m here,~ Shaun replied.  
 
    ~Yes, Amanda,~ Jinx added.  
 
    ~I need you to monitor the news and work your contacts. A group of Reavers have brought a powerful AI from another universe. They could be anywhere, but we need to find them as soon as possible. Shaun, monitor Earth, Jinx, you take the Nexus. Report anything suspicious back to me immediately, okay?~ 
 
    Both replied in the affirmative, and she returned her attention to her guests, who were looking around in awe. 
 
    They stood on the side of a wide, gentle slope that was covered in grass and surrounded on three sides by thick, lush forest. At the top of the hill, a large, single-story cottage with whitewashed walls and a thick, thatched roof stood waiting, with smoke rising lazily from its chimney.  
 
    At the bottom of the hill, a smaller cottage sat at the edge of a vast lake. The water was clear and calm, and beyond it, foothills rose up to mountains in the hazy distance.  
 
    As she looked, Amanda spotted one of the realm’s inhabitants soaring easily on the updrafts.  
 
    “Is—is that a… a…” one of the Marines stuttered.  
 
    “That is Ventori, one of the Dragons that live here.” 
 
    “Dragons?” the Marine breathed. 
 
    “One of them?” Brennen echoed.  
 
    “There’s three,” Amanda answered.  
 
    “Of course there are,” he shook his head.  
 
    “I suppose I had better explain,” she smiled. “You are no longer in your universe. In fact, you’re between universes, but closest to my home universe. Inisfail is a realm I created for my own personal use, and the best place for us to wait for word of where Morden and his Reavers are.” 
 
    “And the dragons?” Brennen prompted.  
 
    “We call them Void Dragons. They’re a spacefaring species and incredibly powerful and tough. Some are friendly, such as Ventori there, others…not so much. I brought her and the other two here to help keep them safe and give them a better life than what they had been living on the space station I freed them from.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Tangel replied, looking around in wonder, her ascended vision no doubt seeing more than any of the others could.  
 
    “I’m glad you approve,” Amanda replied.  
 
    “Wait a second.” Petra held up a hand. “Just hold on. We’re really no longer in our universe? So this is the multiverse theory confirmed?” 
 
    “Surprise,” Amanda said brightly with a smile and jazz hands.  
 
    Petra’s mouth fell open, and Tangel laughed.  
 
    “Amanda’s right, but we’ve known about it for a while. So, you live here, Amanda?” 
 
    “Most of the time. It’s by far the safest place for me to be, but I have a few homes scattered about. Anyway, follow me. You might as well come inside,” she motioned up the hill.  
 
    “I don’t want to waste any time,” Tangel said as they walked. “We need to find the Reavers and the AI.” 
 
    “Already on it,” Amanda assured her. “I have my people hunting for them now, and when they track them down, we can travel to them quickly from here.” 
 
    Tangel let out a long breath and relaxed a little. “Alright, I just don’t like to sit still when there’s work to be done.” 
 
    “Me neither, but they want us, so I doubt they will be missing for long.”  
 
    “And you have no way of tracking them?” 
 
    “Not really. Magic doesn’t work like that, I can’t just find someone with a flick of my fingers. Especially Magi. But I have my best people on it.” 
 
    “You have people?” 
 
    Amanda smiled. “I have my coven, the Sigil. Shaun is a computer genius—for this day and age, anyway—and he’s been monitoring Magi society for decades. If something is going on somewhere on Earth, he’ll find it—and that’s where the Reavers are likely to be.” 
 
    “Earth…” Tangel sighed. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been there.” 
 
    “I never have,” Petra said.  
 
    “Me neither,” Brennen added.  
 
    “Well, Earth in this universe is quite different to your Earth,” Amanda explained, stopping just outside her cottage and turning to the group. “Here, Earth is in the early years of the twenty-first century. There’s no such thing as sentient AIs or anything like the advanced technology you all use.”  
 
    She paused and furrowed her brow. “Of course, they might not be on Earth at all. They could be in the Nexus, which is an advanced interstellar community of Magi and Riven that stretches over three thousand light years out from Earth—which the planet’s inhabitants are completely unaware of.” 
 
    “How…?” Tangel asked.  
 
    Amanda smiled. “Magic, baby.” 
 
    “Of course. I’m not sure why I asked.” 
 
    “You’re learning.” The redhead winked.  
 
    “Riven?” Petra asked. 
 
    “It’s the word Magi use to refer to anyone who isn’t a Magus, like you and all the people on Earth.”  
 
    Petra nodded in understanding, and Amanda turned and walked through the door into the cottage.  
 
    Tangel followed, leading the Marines into the spacious main room, their heavily armored boots barely making a sound on the wooden floor as they pulled their helmets off. Amanda moved toward the kitchen as the others spread out.  
 
    “Make yourselves comfortable,” she said brightly. 
 
    A second later, a brief yelp attracted her attention.  
 
    She peeked back in to see one of the Marines holding a hand over her mouth. Another second later, her large sabretooth cat got up from where he’d been laying before the fire, and padded steadily toward the door.  
 
    “Sorry, Sam,” Amanda called.  
 
    Sam chuffed.  
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she agreed, watching him go before meeting the sets of eyes all looking at her. “Sorry, I should have warned you. Sam’s not a fan of company. He won’t bother you, though.” 
 
    “Any more surprises?” Petra asked.  
 
    “I’m sure there’ll be plenty,” Amanda replied with a shrug. “Tea?” 
 
    Over the next fifteen minutes, Amanda brewed up and poured tea for them all.  
 
    Brennen and his Marines stripped out of their armor into tight baselayers, and commandeered the sofas before the roaring fire, while Amanda took one of the stools at the breakfast bar with Tangel and Petra.  
 
    She sipped on her tea and looked over at where Brennen and his fireteam were needling the Marine who had been surprised by Sam.  
 
    “You screamed,” one of the marines taunted. 
 
    “I did not scream, I… made a noise.” 
 
    “It was more like a squeak,” another joined in. 
 
    “I do not squeak,” the Marine protested. “Besides, Mike puked.” 
 
    “Don’t try to deflect,” Mike piped up defensively. “We’re talking about your squeal.” 
 
    “But I like talking about your sensitive, delicate stomach,” she answered with a grin.  
 
    And on it went, much to Amanda’s amusement. 
 
    “You know,” Tangel mused. “I’m not sure what I expected when I came here, but this is nice…homey.” 
 
    “I’ve lived here for a long time, so I’ve had ample opportunity to make it comfortable.” 
 
    “Reminds me of my lakehouse,” Tangel murmured.  
 
    “I can see that, sure.” 
 
    “Oh right, of course. You’ve been there.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to have to see your Earth before we leave,” Petra said. “I’m not going to be able to believe it if I don’t see it with my own eyes.” 
 
    “I’m sure that can be arranged,” Amanda nodded. “Although, we might need to hide those lovely wings of yours.” 
 
    “Yeah, people didn’t have functional wings grafted to their back in the two-thousands,” Tangel teased.  
 
    “I could hide them, if it comes to that,” Amanda offered.  
 
    Petra smiled gratefully. 
 
    “Do you live alone here?” Tangel asked. “Apart from Sam, I mean.” 
 
    “No. Matt’s around somewhere, and so is Jinx, but the rest of my coven will likely be in New York. It is often quiet here, but I like it that way. It was always designed to be a sanctuary of sorts.” 
 
    ~Amanda,~ Jinx called out through their Link.  
 
    ~Go ahead,~ Amanda answered.  
 
    ~There’s been a disturbance at the Union Spire on Axia. It might be the Reavers.~ 
 
    ~Okay, we’ll check it out,~ Amanda replied, considering her options for getting there. ~Is Matt on the Arkady?~ 
 
    ~I think so, but he’s not here. He had an errand to run to Axia.~ 
 
    ~Let me guess, to the Union Spire.~ 
 
    ~That’s correct,~ Jinx replied.  
 
    Amanda sighed and shook her head. ~Perfect.~  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TO THE SPIRE 
 
    EARTH DATE: 02.05.2020 
 
    LOCATION: Inisfail 
 
    REGION: Amanda’s Quantum Realm 
 
      
 
      
 
    “News?” Tangel asked. 
 
    Amanda nodded, distracted. “Possible Reaver activity. I’ll get us there.” 
 
    Tangel gave her a look and tilted her head. “You seem troubled.” 
 
    Amanda sighed. “Sorry, yeah. My boyfriend is there.” 
 
    “Well then.” Tangel rose from her seat. “Looks like it’s time for us to go.” 
 
    “Definitely,” Amanda replied and dropped off her stool.  
 
    She walked to one of the doors on the far side of the room. Reaching out with her Magic, she adjusted the portal it was attached to, moving it. As she worked, she couldn’t help but hope that Matt wouldn’t get swept up in events again, but she had a sinking feeling that it was inevitable. 
 
    Feeling a pit growing deep in her stomach, Amanda wondered how much he knew about her, her life, and her friends. After all, she’d not exactly been working in the shadows during the Nexus and Crux Wars; she was a known and visible participant, and had appeared on news vids throughout the Nexus.  
 
    Amanda looked back into the room as Tangel stopped next to the Marines.  
 
    “Any problem if we’re all fully armed and armored?” the field marshal asked. 
 
    Amanda shook her head. “No, I actually need you all tooled up. I’ll deal with the Nexus guards if they ask questions.” 
 
    “Good.” Petra shouldered a rifle she’d taken from one of the Impera Protego back on Kapalicarsi. “Because I feel a lot better with my little friend, here.” 
 
    “We’ll just take a minute,” Tangel told Amanda.  
 
    The Marines stepped into their powered armor, checking one another over as they were each sealed in. Once they were done, Tangel nodded.  
 
    The Magus nodded back, opened the door, and led the way through the shimmering portal.  
 
    A similar but far less intense feeling of dislocation swept over them; the Marines handled it with aplomb as they stepped out onto a large docking platform on the side of the vast Union Spire.  
 
    Amanda’s ship, the Arkady Mark II, hung in the air, its nose nearly touching the platform, although its docking ramp was closed.  
 
    At over five hundred meters from nose to tail, and with an even wider wingspan, the ship was too big to land on the spire’s platforms. It was still able to use them, though, by resting the underside of its nose on the support, and extending its ramp.  
 
    Behind Amanda, the Union Spire—a kilometers-tall tower that was home to millions, as well as the Nexus Council of Magi—stretched up well beyond Axia’s atmosphere and stood as a shining beacon in the void.  
 
    Beyond, the city-planet stretched out as far as Amanda could see, its towers piercing the clouds. Some attached to orbital stations via elevators, their lights twinkling in the darkness. Further off, two of Axia’s three great rings were visible in the sky, arcing high above the horizon and spinning around the planet as countless ships streamed by.  
 
    But it was a view Amanda has seen many times before, so she paid it no mind—even before her attention was stolen as gunfire split the otherwise peaceful scene.  
 
    Ahead, a large contingent of armed men and women fired upon the Arkady, making its Aegis fizz as beams and rounds struck the vessel’s shield.  
 
    Elsewhere, two Reavers double-teamed a Magus, hitting him with furious energy blasts that ripped his Aegis apart and killed him in a matter of seconds.  
 
    ~Looks like we’ve got three Magi Reavers commanding a team of Reaver troops,~ Amanda broadcast to everyone in her team through a private Link. ~And they’re attacking my ship.~ 
 
    <Why hit your ship?> Tangel asked, a hint of caution bleeding through her Link.  
 
    Her only answer was a powerful energy spike that detonated above the group. The explosion threw Amanda across the platform, her Aegis taking the brunt of the attack as she landed, rolled, and jumped back to her feet.  
 
    Around her, all the Reaver troops and attendant Magi turned their attention to her.  
 
    Ignoring her ship, the entire fireteam of Riven Reavers unloaded on her. Essentia-infused particle beams, and explosive rounds hammered her Aegis, backed up by efforts from the other Magi as Morden led the attack on her, conjuring an Aegis to hold her in place. 
 
    “Now I have you,” Morden taunted.  
 
    She had no idea what was happening with Tangel and the others, but she suspected it might involve the ascended AI, and maybe some backup from the Reavers.  
 
    Amanda flooded her Aegis with energy under the onslaught, fighting the assault and only barely holding them off. With her Magically boosted, multitasking hive mind working overtime to keep her Aegis from failing, she took a momentary break in her defense to lash out. Lightning blasts and kinetic rams exploded out of her and sent Reaver troops flying, but she wasn’t winning.  
 
    Precious seconds passed as she held off the attacks, and she worried she would not be able to do so for much longer, when she spotted movement nearby.  
 
    The main ramp to the Arkady lowered, and a figure jogged down. 
 
    “No!” Amanda shouted, recognizing Matt as he stepped into view looking harried and concerned.   
 
    The next moment, rapid-fire weapon blasts filled the air as Matt fired the assault weapon he carried. Riven Reavers, blindsided by the attack, dropped as the Essentia-infused shots hit their marks.  
 
    ~Matt, no, I can handle this.~ 
 
    ~Don’t be silly, I can help.~ 
 
    Magic snapped nearby as Morden Ported. He appeared beside Matt and proceeded to violently disarm him.  
 
    In the next instant, more gunfire and Magic filled the air. Spire guards had arrived, backed up by several Magi from inside the structure. For a moment, the fighting intensified, and the Reavers were paying far less attention to her.  
 
    A poor decision on their part. 
 
    Standing, Amanda switched all her defensive Magics to offensive, and attacked the Reavers with a blinding flurry of Magical attacks. Light and energy exploded and arced over the docking platform, hitting her targets like freight trains, and ending them.  
 
    Moments later, she turned to Morden. He had his arm locked around Matt’s throat, using him as a human shield.  
 
    She clenched her fists, and energy crackled around them, up her arms, and arced to her legs and deck.  
 
    “This ends now!” she declared. 
 
    “Ah-ah-ah, be careful,” he warned. 
 
    Powerful Magic snapped again, and the Reavers were suddenly gone. Every single one of them had disappeared.  
 
    And so had Matt. 
 
    Amanda turned, where was Tangel? 
 
    

  

 
   
    DOUBLE-FIST IT 
 
    EARTH DATE: 02.05.2020 
 
    LOCATION: Union Spire 
 
    REGION: Axia, Proxima Centauri 
 
      
 
    Several minutes earlier… 
 
      
 
    Tangel rose to her feet in the wake of the explosion, Petra at her side. 
 
    “Good thing I’m already singed,” the winged woman said as she unslung her rifle, opening fire on a trio of enemy soldiers who were flanking them to the right.  
 
    Two of the Marines joined in, driving the attackers to cover while Tangel surveyed the landing platform.  
 
    <We’re sitting ducks out here, ma’am,> Brennen shouted as he directed Mike and Sari to cover their left flank. 
 
    <I know,> Tangel said as she erected a shield to protect them from the enemy beams. <But Morden has Amanda wrapped in some sort of energy field. We have to break her free.> 
 
    <Really?> Brennen glanced at the Magus, who was desperately defending herself against an onslaught from the Reaver Magi. <I see a lot of EM, but I can’t make out who is controlling what.> 
 
    <I can,> Tangel replied. <Keep Liam and Ferra on the right flank. Get Mike and Sari over to those crates to the left. You and I are gonna hammer those three—shit…where’s the third one?> 
 
    A blast of raw atomic energy smashed into Tangel’s shield, tearing a hole in it and knocking her and Petra back.  
 
    <Up there,> the ambassador shouted. 
 
    Tangel was already peering up the side of the spire where the caretaker, now entirely bereft of his corporeal disguise, was shredding the side of the tower, drawing energy to smash into her shield.  
 
    <I’ll flank them,> Petra said before turning to Mike. <Give me your shadowtron.> 
 
    <Sir?> the Marine asked Brennen, who nodded.  
 
    <Let her have it.> He glanced back at Petra. <Let us know if you need a distraction.> 
 
    <I’m sure I will need one.> With that, the winged woman ran to the edge of the platform and dove off, falling from view. 
 
    Tangel only saw it via her extradimensional vision, already turned toward the ascended being who was trying to destroy her. With the Marines focused on pushing back the Riven troops, it was on her to keep them safe from the enemy above—at least until Petra was in position.  
 
    <Oh shit!> Ferra shouted. <Some of these soldiers have shards in them! No wonder we can’t seem to take them down.> 
 
    <Double-fist it, kids,> Brennen ordered. <Let your beams autofire, and keep the shadowtrons hot.> 
 
    Tangel’s jaw tightened. The shadowtrons held a reserve of sleptons and other quantum shadow particles for combat, but when that ran out, recharging their supplies would take some hours. 
 
    Smart bastard, she thought, glaring up at the caretaker, who continued to rain raw energy down on her.  
 
    She drew up more and more of the deck plate, dissolving it down to atoms, which she converted to gravitons to bolster her shield.  
 
    The raw energy behind the ascended being’s attacks far exceeded what it had hit her with back on Kapalicarsi Station, and Tangel wondered if it had held back in their first encounter. 
 
    Did it plan to draw me here? To what end? 
 
    A brief lull came in the enemy’s assault, and Tangel shifted to the offensive, aiming not for the caretaker, but for the balcony that it and several Reaver soldiers stood on. She hammered its supports, shredding them and knocking the structure free from the building.  
 
    ~You’ll have to try harder than that.~  
 
    The caretaker spoke into her mind as it continued to hover in the air, the soldiers covering it floating back to the spire entrance behind them. 
 
    She didn’t have a chance to respond, as a burst of energy hit her shield from behind, the flare coming from the Reaver Magus she’d lost track of.  
 
    <Damn things are like hopping bunnies,> Brennen muttered. <We’re pushing their goons back, but they still have Amanda locked down.> 
 
    <I see that,> Tangel drew a deep breath to steady herself. <We’re not in a much better position. I wonder if I can tap into Amanda’s ship and bring its weapons online? That would turn the tide.> 
 
    She sent out a feeler to the spire’s networks, surprised that they were based on protocols similar to those she was used to.  
 
    I guess humans think the same no matter which universe they’re in. 
 
    It took only a few seconds to worm her way in, then follow the routes to the Arkady. There, she hit a wall. The ship’s systems were entirely overwhelmed by a brute-force attack trying to ram its way into every system on the vessel. 
 
    The nature of the assault left no doubt in her mind that it was the caretaker who was keeping the starship out of the fight. The being she was up against might be ascended, but she was ascended and half AI, and that half was one of the best network breachers Sol had ever seen.  
 
    A third-millennia AI was no match for her when it came to tearing through a system and getting it to do what she wanted.  
 
    Granted, this thing is foreign. 
 
    She spent precious seconds researching breach techniques that would work on the systems in the Magical ship, surprised to find a few openings she could exploit. Then, taking care not to alert the caretaker that she was through the layers of chaos it had created, she tapped into the vessel’s internal sensors, unsurprised to find someone within, pacing across the bridge’s deck. 
 
    “Hey there,” she said over the speakers. “Do you need a hand?” 
 
    “What the—who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Name’s Tangel, I’m a friend of Amanda’s. I was going to see if I could get the ship’s beams online. I assume it has some small point defense weapons?” 
 
    “Of course, but everything’s gone haywire. I can’t even get the bridge doors to open.” 
 
    The exit slid aside.  
 
    “Internal systems are back online,” Tangel informed the man in front of her. “I can’t seem to get the weapons online, though. The caretaker is fighting me hard there.” 
 
    “Caretaker?” 
 
    “The glowing white ball up the side of the spire.” 
 
    “That’s a person?”  
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    A blast shook the platform, and Tangel shifted the bulk of her attention to the physical battle taking place. It was impossible to tell which of the high-energy fights had caused that particular shockwave, but the Reaver on her team’s six was stepping up his attacks, so Tangel decided it was time to take decisive action.  
 
    Shipping containers were lined up on the far end of the platform, and she funneled a graviton beam at them, drawing two boxes off their stack. They were over five meters long and, even empty, weighed enough to crush a human to jelly.  
 
    The Reaver saw them a second before they hit, and managed to stop their approach. However, Brennen took advantage of the Reaver’s momentary distraction, firing an electron beam that burned the man’s arm off.  
 
    He fell to the ground, teleporting away a second before the containers slammed together. 
 
    High above, a series of slepton beams streaked down toward the caretaker, the shots originating from Petra as she also dove toward the enemy hovering high above the fight.  
 
    At the same instant, the ship’s ramp lowered, and the man who had been stuck in the bridge—Matt, the vessel’s roster said—strode down, spraying rounds at the backs of the Reavers and soldiers who were keeping Amanda at bay.  
 
    “Matt! No!” Tangel called out over the ship’s speakers.  
 
    Either he didn’t hear her, or he didn’t care. The man continued to fire on the enemy, and Tangel was once again distracted by renewed attacks from the caretaker.  
 
    Between strikes, she looked around for Petra, worried that the winged woman had been taken out of the fight, but the ambassador was circling back around the spire, taking shots as she went while avoiding fire from ground forces.  
 
    A scream came from Amanda’s direction, and Tangel continued to fire bursts of energy at the caretaker while turning her attention to the Magus and following her gaze to the ship.  
 
    “Fuck!” she muttered aloud as Morden appeared on the ramp next to Matt and wrenched the rifle from his hands.  
 
    He shouted something at Amanda, and then an instant later, the Reaver disappeared, taking Matt with him.  
 
    The other enemies were gone a moment later, leaving only the caretaker, who was still blasting Tangel’s shield with raw energy.  
 
    With no one else to fire on, the Marines directed their ire at the ascended AI, smashing it back into the side of the spire. A second later, it disappeared, melting into the structure.  
 
    Tangel only had a second to consider pursuit before a hundred-meter section of the spire’s outer wall peeled off and fell toward the platform.  
 
    “Tangel!” Amanda shouted, and together, with their combined strength—one using Magic, the other, anti-gravitons—the two women brought the segment of the tower to a gentle rest on the far end of the platform. 
 
    Once it was down, their eyes met, Amanda’s filled with a mixture of rage and fear. 
 
    “We’ll get him back,” Tangel promised. “And we’ll finish off these assholes for good.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    TAKING CARE OF BUSINESS 
 
    EARTH DATE: 02.05.2020 
 
    LOCATION: New York City 
 
    REGION: New York, USA, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    The universe snapped back into place around Krishna, barely controllable rage suffusing his being.  
 
    ~Why do you keep running away, Morden?~ 
 
    The group was inside a dark and decidedly filthy warehouse. Krishna didn’t know where, but judging by the materials and the electrical systems, it was somewhere on Earth in the late twentieth to early twenty-first century.  
 
    “I do not ‘run away’,” Morden scoffed from where he stood a few meters away, still holding the man he’d captured.  
 
    Morden’s mind was too difficult for Krishna to probe—at least without the Reaver realizing what was happening—but his companions were less capable, so he slipped a tendril into Junius’s mind, drawing out the identity of the man the Reavers had taken.  
 
    Matt, Amanda’s betrothed. What a waste of energy. 
 
    Shifting his vision beyond the three dimensions the beings around him were restricted to, he peered through the walls and confirmed their time and location. New York City, Earth, 2020. 
 
    But not the universe he was from. It was evident in the isotopes and chirality of the atomic structures around him.  
 
    ~Then this was a strategic retreat?~ Krishna said in a mocking tone. ~You said we were attacking the Magus’s ship in order to draw her out. Not that you were hoping for a hostage.~ 
 
    “I improvised,” Morden said as he pushed Matt toward Zenobia. “We’ll send them an ultimatum. Tangel and Amanda come alone, or the redhead’s lover dies.” 
 
    If Krishna hadn’t already consumed the body he’d been using as a disguise, he would have groaned. ~I could have taken them out. You just needed to keep Amanda under wraps for a few more minutes. The Nexus security was on its way, and I could have dropped shards into them.~ 
 
    “Shards?” Morden scowled. “Is that what you did to my Reavers? I can see bits of you inside them.” 
 
    “Morden, I thought I could smell your stench,” Matt sneered as Zenobia held him in a Magical vice—though she was unable to physically harm him due to the energy shield that protected the man. “Are you talking to that thing? Is that glowing octopus ball a person?” 
 
    Krishna adjusted his physical appearance, taking on the form of a large man with fists the size of pitchers. “A person of sorts, yes,” he growled. “One who is thinking of ending you so we can focus on our real problem.” 
 
    “Go for it.” A smirk formed on Matt’s lips, and he glanced at Morden. “Dingleberry here has captured me before, and I got free. I’ll do it again, and Amanda will get her opportunity to finally end him. You too, if you’re not careful.” 
 
    Krishna shook his head, turning to glare at Morden. “First, you take me to the Nexus, then here, when we could have finished them off on Kapalicarsi! I thought your goal was to gain access to the stasis shield technology Tangel controls?” 
 
    “It is, but if we don’t take care of Amanda, she’ll chase us across as many universes as it takes. And you know as well as I that we picked up reinforcements on both of those stations. Their weapons are nothing to sneeze at.” 
 
    “For me, they’re of little consequence.” 
 
    The Magus snorted. “What about those strange guns Tangel’s people had?” 
 
    “Finite energy sources. Once they were used up, I could have crushed them.” 
 
    Morden’s eyes narrowed before he glanced at Zenobia. “Bind our bait to that pole over there. You and Lucilia watch him. Junius, make sure our teams have secured the perimeter and do away with any squatters. I don’t want anyone coming and going from this place.” 
 
    Matt protested as they dragged him away, but didn’t seem to put up a serious fight. 
 
    “Is he a risk?” Krishna asked as he moved toward Morden. “He exhibits that energy signature your kind use.” 
 
    The Magus snorted. “It’s just an aegis and a few minor defensive enchantments. They’re of no concern. Don’t worry, he’s going nowhere.” 
 
    “Can Amanda find him?” the caretaker asked. 
 
    “No. He’s hidden beneath my Aegis. She can’t track him.” 
 
    “But we want her to come to us.” 
 
    “Sure, but not here. I have somewhere better in mind. Somewhere she and Tangel will be more focused on keeping collateral damage down than fighting us, and we’ll have the upper hand.” 
 
    “You’re not worried about reinforcements?”  
 
    Krishna was growing weary of Morden doling out information, but at the same time, learning how unascended beings in this universe were accessing extradimensional energies was worth the inconvenience. 
 
    Morden shook his head. “Unless she brings other Magi in—which would result in her dear Matt’s death—the best she can hope for are the city’s police. And they’ll be rather ineffective.” 
 
    “True.” The caretaker nodded. “Chemically propelled projectile weapons are laughable as a threat. Very well, we’ll see how this plays out. However, there’s just one more thing….” 
 
    “What is it?” Morden sounded annoyed. 
 
    “I want one of your three acolytes.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, you what?”  
 
    Krishna drew himself up. “If you die, I want a way home. Which of your three Magi can traverse the universes like you?”  
 
    Morden’s gaze flicked to Zenobia, his brow furrowing. “If something happens to me, she can take you back.” 
 
    ~That’s not what I’m asking.~ Krishna spoke into Morden’s mind. ~I don’t want her to open a portal for me. I want her. Mind and body. I’ll inhabit her and keep her safe. Then, when I leave this universe, I’ll send her back.~ 
 
    ~What if you consume her, like that guy you dissolved back on Kapalicarsi?~ 
 
    ~He had no use beyond disguise. Once that need was gone, he had no value. Your Magi have value. Fear not.~ 
 
    The expression on Morden’s face indicated that he didn’t believe him.  
 
    He was right to be suspicious. If it came down to a matter of survival, her life would be forfeit.  
 
    On the other hand, taking a Magus under my control could be very useful… 
 
    But despite Morden’s clear suspicions, Krishna could see the man’s expression soften. His obsession with this Amanda would overrule his caution, much to Krishna’s delight. 
 
    ~Very well, she’s yours, but do it quietly. I don’t want the others seeing.~ 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Zenobia wasn’t gentle as she dragged Matt across the warehouse toward a steel support that stretched up to the roof. Like most Magi, she was strong, and she was treating him like she might any normal Riven.  
 
    Unfortunately for her, he was far from normal anymore.  
 
    As Matt went, he took in his surroundings, trying to get a fix on where he was. The warehouse looked decidedly Earthly, rather than like something he’d find out on Axia or on any of the other Nexus planets. That made sense. If Morden wanted to really hurt Amanda, Matt felt confident there was only one place they would be.  
 
    New York.  
 
    Hitting somewhere Amanda loved while also holding onto someone important to her would play to Morden’s sense of revenge and justice. 
 
    Being taken hostage by Morden again was kind of embarrassing, and Matt was sure Amanda would have some choice comments for him when he saw her again. Which he knew would happen before long.  
 
    Right now, Amanda was four-point-two light years away, at Proxima Centauri, but she’d be after him soon enough unless of course, he could speed up the response by Amanda and her friends in some way.  
 
    The Reaver woman slammed him up against the support and yanked his hands behind him. He felt something cold and hard flow over his wrists before the dark-skinned woman stepped away, regarded him for a moment, then nodded.  
 
    “Nice hair,” he said, admiring the gold highlights in her styled, pitch locks.  
 
    The woman raised an eyebrow at him but didn’t reply.  
 
    Matt glanced over at Morden, who stood with the tentacled thing, and watched. Based on how intently Morden’s attention was focused on the glowing creature, and the tics of the muscles in his face, Matt felt certain they were talking telepathically.  
 
    He’d learned to recognize the telltale signs.  
 
    Matt saw Morden glance over at Zenobia as she walked away to join the other Magi in directing Reaver troops around the building. He didn’t like Morden’s expression as he considered the woman, but any conflict within the ranks of the enemy would only aid him.  
 
    Matt then watched as the glowing creature rose up to hang in the rafters of the building, its rippling tendrils drifting menacingly through the air.  
 
    What on Earth is it doing? 
 
    He returned his gaze to Morden, who looked more troubled than ever as he rubbed his chin in consternation.  
 
    “Regret making a deal with the devil, do you, Morden?” he called out. 
 
    The man looked up and regarded Matt with narrowed eyes. “You’ve finally bedded Amanda, then?” His voice was filled with venom. 
 
    Matt raised an incredulous eyebrow. “You really do have a way with words, man. But sure, we’re together now, it’s no secret. But you know that…it’s why you attacked me, isn’t it? You wanted leverage. So, tell me, how did that work out for you last time?” 
 
    “This is nothing like last time.” 
 
    “True. Last time, Amanda had a crazy vampire and her friends. This time, she has an admiral with ascended powers and a squad of futuristic marines.” 
 
    “Is there a point to this prattling?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to point out the obvious…which I think the glowing Cthulhu beachball up there has noticed too. Your ridiculously melodramatic plans are doomed to fail. You’re like some kind of B-movie villain, twirling his moustache as he kidnaps the helpless maiden to lure in his nemesis.” 
 
    “And who, pray tell, is the helpless maiden in this scenario?” Morden waggled his eyebrows, his connotation as obvious as it was inoffensive.  
 
    “Really? That’s your retort? Jesus. How insecure in my masculinity do you think I am?” 
 
    “It was your comparison,” he spat. 
 
    “Um…yeah… A comparison that you missed the point of. I was just showing how your plan conforms to a stereotype.” 
 
    “I grow bored of this conversation,” Morden replied, his expression betraying his annoyance.  
 
    “All I’m saying is…” Matt concentrated on one of the Magical enhancements that Amanda had cast upon him. He directed his thoughts toward Morden, sending him a private Link. ~You need to be careful of your new friend. He’s playing you.~ 
 
    Morden accepted the Link and looked back, his frown deepening. ~Is that right?~ 
 
    ~It’s obvious. And to be frank, he’s clearly more intelligent than you are.~ 
 
    “Shut up,” Morden snapped. He stormed off, glancing up at the glowing creature as he went.  
 
    “I don’t think he likes Frank,” Matt murmured, sure that he’d sown a seed of distrust quite nicely.  
 
    For a while, Matt bided his time, watching the Reavers go about securing the warehouse, tending to their wounded, and fixing their damaged gear. All he needed was an opening, a chance to slip his bonds, and maybe, just maybe, he could get a message to Amanda.  
 
    He didn’t need to wait too long before all the Magi Reavers were out of view; he guessed it had been around forty minutes or so. But the limited Aetheric Sight that Amanda had gifted him allowed him to keep track of the Magi as glowing figures in his vision, and they were currently all gone.  
 
    Then he noticed the tentacled creature suddenly move and drift down, away from him. It moved over the disused machinery and discarded materials before darting down and disappearing from view.  
 
    Now! 
 
    Matt focused on altering his body using the limited control he had over his physical form—another of the enchantments Amanda had bestowed upon him. It was mainly for hiding his appearance, but he could also selectively alter his mass. It was something that came in handy when he needed to, for example, slip bonds.  
 
    Shrinking his hands, Matt withdrew them from the molded steel that the Reaver had encased them in, freeing himself. Then, glancing around to make sure no one was paying him any mind, he turned and ran, sprinting for some nearby cover.  
 
    Skidding to a stop behind some piled crates, he waited to see if anyone would sound the alarm, but so far, it seemed he’d not been noticed.  
 
    Matt briefly closed his eyes and sent a silent thank you to Amanda for the enhancements she’d made to his body since the Nexus War—the last time he’d tangled with Morden. He still had a few surprises up his sleeve, though, and needed to focus on finding the closest edge of the Aegis that enveloped the building.  
 
    With a deep breath, he set off through the warehouse, slipping between machinery and old equipment. As he reached the final pile of boxes before the exterior wall, he peeked around the corner to see a Reaver coming his way. Her helmet was off, and she looked decidedly bored.  
 
    Matt waited until she drew level, then he jumped out behind her, getting his arm around her neck, and squeezed.  
 
    “Sorry, darlin’,” he muttered, using his enhanced strength to cut off the blood flow to her brain and the oxygen to her lungs. “Nothing personal, you understand.” 
 
    The woman gasped and fought him. She was strong—Magically so—but he was stronger, and seconds later, she went limp, falling unconscious.  
 
    He laid her on the floor and dragged her into the shadows before running toward a side door and the Aegis that hung just inside the outer wall.  
 
    Stepping up to the open door, he looked through it and immediately recognized the landscape. It was as he suspected: New York. He had a good idea where he was in the city, too. 
 
    Reaching out, he pressed his hand against the Aegis; the barrier glowed gold in his Magical vision and held him back. It was a solid wall to him because of his enchantments, but, providing it wasn’t too powerful, he might be able to do something.  
 
    Matt sucked down a breath and focused his mind on the Essentia that his body held within. His enchantments were constantly drawing on the energy and holding it ready for him to use, which he could do in several different ways.  
 
    With sheer force of will, he drove that energy out along his arm to his hand, which he pressed against the Aegis that Morden had placed within the building.  
 
    The Aegis flared around his hand, the energy it produced starting to bleed into the visible spectrum as he pressed into the shield. The barrier resisted. He could feel it fighting back, as pain started to build in his fingers and across his palm.  
 
    A shout went up elsewhere in the warehouse, followed by other calls.  
 
    They’d noticed he was missing. Time was short.  
 
    Matt took another deep breath and formed the Essentia inside him into a spike, then forced it out from his hand and through the Aegis.  
 
    The pain in his palms grew. He couldn’t do this for much longer, but there was no going back now…he had to see this through.  
 
    The shouts were getting closer, and he could hear footsteps hammering along the ground.  
 
    With a final push, the spike broke through, puncturing the Aegis. The second it was through, Matt sent a Link to Amanda with his location and a brief message.  
 
    ~I’m here.~ 
 
    Withdrawing his hand, he hammered his fists against the Aegis in a show of trying to escape, seconds before Morden appeared with several other Reavers.  
 
    Matt stopped hitting the Aegis, and looked over at Morden. “I fancied a coffee. Do you want me to get you one?” 
 
    “Pathetic,” Morden muttered. “Zenobia? Zenobia! Where is she? Fuck. Lucilia? Secure this idiot, and do a better job at it than Zenobia did.”  
 
    As the Reaver stormed off, Matt shouted, “So that’s a no on the coffee, then, right?” 
 
    “And gag him or something, will you?” Morden called back.  
 
    Matt nodded to himself. “Yeah, that’s a no.” 
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
      
 
    It didn’t require any clues from Morden for Krishna to know that Zenobia wouldn’t be a willing participant in their little arrangement. Still, slipping into her mind and subsuming her wouldn’t be too difficult, but if she put up a fight and the other Magi came to assist, things could get complicated.  
 
    Easier to catch her unawares and strike when her defenses are lowered.  
 
    Of course, that was not going to be a common occurrence in a situation like this, when everyone was on high alert. 
 
    While waiting for the opportune time, Krishna drew himself up into the warehouse’s rafters, watching the Magi and their Riven go about whatever tasks mortals considered important. 
 
    If it were up to him, he would have simply killed Matt. There was no reason to keep the man alive; he’d bring Amanda and Tangel just as easily if he were a corpse. In fact, that would probably improve the odds, as Amanda would likely behave irrationally if her lover were dead.  
 
    Still, killing Morden’s mouse now would mean confronting the Reaver directly. One on one, the Magus would not be a problem—he thought too small, and operated only within the confines of what he considered to be reality—however, he was not alone, and Krishna was not yet willing to risk everything against the Reavers. 
 
    At least, not until I have a Reaver of my own. 
 
    It took nearly an hour for the right moment to arrive. For most of it, the three junior Magi were huddled together near Matt, clearly conversing about Krishna, the plan, and catching Amanda. When they finally concluded their discussion, Zenobia wandered away from the other two, making her way to the far end of the warehouse.  
 
    While Krishna found himself wondering why she’d go off on her own, he cared less about that than the opportunity it presented.  
 
    He drifted down out of the rafters, moving in a different direction than Zenobia until he reached the warehouse’s floor, where he slipped behind a large metal lathe. From there, the ascended being shifted the majority of his body from the three dimensions humans resided in, into the upper ones, keeping his mass and energy hidden.  
 
    With that task complete, he dropped through the floor and into the ground, the damp earth beneath the structure aiding in shielding the remainder of his form from the Magi.  
 
    Zenobia, on the other hand, was easy to track. She was doing nothing to hide herself, and, as Krishna had hoped, with Morden’s Aegis shrouding the entire warehouse, her own protections weren’t bolstered beyond normal. 
 
    Krishna had spent some time examining the energy fields the Magi used to protect themselves, watching how everything from subatomic particles to physical objects interacted to form the barriers. While they were capable of deflecting a variety of attacks when actively reinforced, the shields were normally porous, facilitating such basic acts as obtaining fresh air.  
 
    However, the ‘magic’ these humans wielded was savvy in its own way, almost like an NSAI of sorts, and it seemed to be able to detect ill intent.  
 
    The caretaker finally came to a stop beneath Zenobia, keeping utterly still as he waited to see if she had detected him. When she remained in place, he slid a limb up through the concrete floor of the warehouse, gently brushing it against the energy shield that lay paper-thin between her boot and the ground.  
 
    I am nothing. No more than air passing through you. There is no threat. 
 
    Without further ado, he gently slid the limb through her boot and into her body. Not waiting to determine if the Aegis would react, he lanced his energy tendril straight through her body and into her mind. 
 
    Zenobia gave a momentary gasp, then collapsed. The moment her consciousness began to slip away, Krishna sensed her shield’s strength increasing, and knew he had to act fast.  
 
    Rather than try to force his entire form through her shield in the half-second remaining before it would be impenetrable again, he used that time to sever the limb, leaving it as a shard inside of Zenobia.  
 
    Ten seconds passed before the woman woke and rose to her feet. A second later, her Aegis fell, and she nodded compliantly.  
 
    Krishna wasted no time rising from the floor, waiting for the shard he’d placed within the woman to convince her to lower her shield. It took a few more seconds, but then the barrier was gone, and he slipped into her physical form, occupying the space between the molecules in her body, the shard reattaching to both his body and mind.  
 
    Rather than subsume her entire persona, it had merely convinced her that all was well and there was no reason to shield herself. A useful method for gaining access to her body—however, Krishna wanted more than that. He wanted to be in the driver’s seat, to directly access whatever energy source the Magi tapped into in order to power their ‘magic’. 
 
    It took a moment to wrest control of Zenobia’s mind from her, but she didn’t stand much of a chance, considering he could alter every signal in her brain, as well as the chemical soup her neurons swam in.  
 
    The Magi were highly adept at protecting themselves from attacks devised by other humans, but their warfare was more akin to a primate with a cudgel. He could change the entire playing field, shift reality right underneath her.  
 
    Nothing she’d trained for had prepared her to defend against a transdimensional being occupying the same space as her body, able to intercept every thought and bend it to his will.  
 
    Although the process of subsuming her was rather laborious—especially because Krishna needed to preserve all of her memories, thoughts, and instincts—it only took a minute of real-time to complete the task. 
 
    Alright, let’s see how you tap into the Essentia, as you call it.  
 
    With a slight nudge, Krishna convinced Zenobia’s enslaved mind that it needed to access more Aetheric energy to bolster her aegis.  
 
    The Magi reached out with her touhts, using mental connections to the world around her to access transdimensional energy. It was incredible to see an unascended being do that. But in a way, she was blind, treating the power she was tapping into as though it were a pool, just a slurry of energy that could be bent to her will. 
 
    But it’s so much more. She’s not accessing the same upper dimensions we are; she’s reaching between them, touching higher planes. And now…now that I can see them, I can be more selective in the energy we draw. 
 
    A burst of power unlike anything Krishna had ever experienced flooded Zenobia’s body before flowing into his corporeal form, tracking its way down his tightly coiled tendrils, making every one of them feel like a spring pulled too tight.  
 
    This is incredible. I cannot wait to test this out on a real target. 
 
    Krishna siphoned some of the Aetheric power into Zenobia’s shields just as he felt Morden’s aegis shudder.  
 
    “Looks like it’s showtime,” Zenobia said, turning toward where the attempted breach was occurring. “Tangel won’t stand a chance.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    REGROUP 
 
    EARTH DATE: 02.05.2020 
 
    LOCATION: New York City 
 
    REGION: New York, USA, Earth 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tangel watched as Amanda spoke with the Nexus guards who had arrived moments after the Reavers Ported away. Voices were raised, and the leader of the guard detachment gestured angrily toward Tangel, Petra, and the Marines while waving the other hand around at the general destruction that had been rained down on the landing platform. 
 
    Amanda didn’t back down a millimeter, letting the man know in no uncertain terms that it was the Nexus Guard’s responsibility to maintain security; as such, it was they who had clearly failed at their duty, and she assured him that she would be bringing up how porous the tower’s defenses were, and how the lapses in both protections and response times had nearly cost her and her friends their lives—not to mention, enabled the capture of her partner. 
 
    At that, the man backed down, understanding that if he valued his position, he’d focus his ire at the Reavers rather than the people who were trying to defend themselves. 
 
    He lowered his voice, and they exchanged a few more words before Amanda turned and walked back to the group.  
 
    “Bleedin’ eejit,” she muttered. “If it wasn’t more trouble than it was worth, I’d have his job for giving such a shitty response to an attack.” 
 
    Petra’s lips twisted into a grim smile. “He’s in damage-control mode and needs someone to blame things on. We’re still here, so we get the brunt of it.” 
 
    “Not all of us are.” Amanda’s face fell.  
 
    Tangel placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “We’ll find him and get him back. Where do you think they went?” 
 
    “It could be anywhere,” Amanda shook her head. “I’ll put out my feelers and see what I can learn. Matt’s no pushover, and Morden captured him once before. Shit, I’m going to have to give him some stick for that.” She sighed, and opened a portal. “For now, let’s get back to my Quantum Realm. We’ll be safe, and I can manage the search from there.” 
 
    Tangel nodded, and the team stepped through, finding themselves back inside Amanda’s home, where they had stood only a few minutes earlier.  
 
    “Looks like the tea is still here,” Petra said, walking over to the counter to pick up her cup. “Small mercies.” 
 
    Mike had taken a blast of energy on his right shoulder that had burned through his armor, so he and Ferra settled on the floor, where she went about picking chunks of steel and carbon fiber from his flesh so his mednano could get to work.  
 
    “Let me help with that,” Amanda said as she approached the two Marines. “This might hurt a bit.” 
 
    “Already does,” Mike said.  
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath as Amanda’s Magic flared, and she drew the foreign objects from his body.  
 
    “Okay…that wasn’t pleasant either,” he grunted. 
 
    “I could probably fix your armor too,” Amanda offered. 
 
    “Maybe you should conserve your strength,” Tangel interjected. “His armor can fix the rest up.” 
 
    The Magi sighed. “Yeah, I know. I guess I’m just trying to distract myself. I’m so annoyed that I let myself be drawn into Morden’s trap. I know better than that.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Tangel said gently. “You were worried about Matt. I get it.” 
 
    The other woman nodded. “I have a feeling we’re going to be back in that fight again before long.” 
 
    “Tea, then,” Petra held Amanda’s half-finished cup out to her. 
 
    “Mmm, still hot, even,” the Magus purred as she took it from the winged woman. 
 
    Petra winked. “We have our version of magic, too.” 
 
    “That you do,” she replied, settling onto her stool, her brows lowering. 
 
    Tangel took her own cup and sat with her back to the bar, watching as the Marines checked over their weapons and examined their ammunition reserves. The beam weapons were still in good stead, but when Brennen updated the combat net with the shadowtrons’ reserve levels, she knew that the next fight was going to be more difficult than the last. 
 
    And this time, they have a hostage. 
 
    “Matt’s tough, though,” Amanda declared out of the blue. “He’s got an aegis and more than a few tricks up his sleeve. He’ll be alright.”  
 
    Tangel set down her teacup. “You said he’s been taken by Morden before and made it out the other side. He can pull through again.” 
 
    “But can we?” Petra nodded toward the Marines. “They’re low on juice for the shadowtrons, and Mike’s not going to be fully combat-effective no matter what his nano can do for him. These aren’t some Hegemony regulars we’re going up against here, Tangel.” 
 
    A long sigh slipped past the field marshal’s lips. “You’re right, we need more shadowtrons. A few more Marines wouldn’t hurt, either. How hard would it be to pull us back to Kapalicarsi for resupply, Amanda?” 
 
    “Not too hard…Though I don’t want to shift that far from my universe. If something happens, it’ll happen there.” 
 
    “Send me,” Petra suggested. “Mike and I will go back, get him patched up in a tube, grab new shadowtrons and a few more trigger-pullers…Oh shoot. If I pull our reserves from there, that’ll leave the empress without much in the way of defense.” 
 
    “Other options?” Tangel asked. 
 
    Petra tapped a finger to her lips. “There’s an ISF detachment at Spica, and they’re equipped with shadowtrons.” 
 
    “Can you Port people to a place you’ve never been?” Tangel asked Amanda. “Assuming you’ve never been to Spica, that is.” 
 
    “Can’t say I have been there, but yes, I can do that—if you don’t mind me reading your mind for a moment. Just surface thoughts. All you need to do is picture where you want to appear, as clearly as possible.” 
 
    “I can do that. But I have no idea where the ISF ships will be at Spica. I’d better start at Kapalicarsi, and grab a ship from there.” Petra rose from her seat, “I’ll have a new batch of weapons plus reinforcements ready in no time.” 
 
    “How much time is no time?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “An hour, tops,” Petra clarified, motioning for Mike to join her. “Marine, you and I are hopping back home for a few minutes. Need to stick you in a tube and then pick up some more ‘trons. You good for that?” 
 
    Mike glanced back at Brennen, who nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Totally not going to throw up this time, either.” 
 
    “Glad to hear that. If you do, just try to avoid the wings, would ya?” 
 
    A minute later, Petra and Mike were gone, and Tangel watched Amanda grow pensive.  
 
    “You’re thinking of where Matt could be, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am,” the redhead nodded. “But that could be anywhere in the multiverse.” 
 
    “Well…” Tangel pursed her lips. “Where could Morden hurt you the most?” 
 
    Amanda let out a breath and leaned back. “Shite.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    REINFORCEMENTS 
 
    EARTH DATE: 10.03.8949 
 
    LOCATION: Kapalicarsi Station 
 
    REGION: Bosporus System, Scipio Empire  
 
      
 
      
 
    Petra and Mike reappeared on Kapalicarsi Station, on the Imperial Spire, right next to the umbilical connecting one of the Impera Protego’s fast-response ships to the station. 
 
    Petra waved a hand at the access panel, bypassing security locks and opening both airlock doors at once.  
 
    <The ship is empty, but I’m bringing it back online,> Alastar reported. <Should I put in for priority position on the jump gate?> 
 
    <Yes, I want to be there in five minutes tops, and I want them to dump us out within a light second of Spear,> Petra replied. 
 
    The AI gave a mental grunt. <They’re going to fight me on that.> 
 
    <Patch them through to me if you can’t convince them.> 
 
    <You got it. You do Bitch better than me.> 
 
    Petra snorted. <Thanks…I guess.> 
 
    She reached the corvette’s airlock and glanced back to see Mike only a few paces behind. “You good?” 
 
    He grunted. “I’m a Marine.” 
 
    “Medbay is down the passage to the right, then the third left. It’s not as good as what you’re used to in the ISF, but it should do the trick.” 
 
    Once inside the ship, he pulled off his helmet and winked. “Don’t worry, our gear and mods can interface with older tech.” 
 
    “Showoff.” 
 
    The Marine laughed and turned to the right, while Petra went left, reaching the bridge less than fifteen seconds later. 
 
    <We’re good to go. Do you want to review my course?> Alastar asked. 
 
    “Already have,” Petra replied. “Take us out.” 
 
    The bridge’s forward display switched to show a split view of the Imperial Spire as the ship eased away, along with the view from the bow.  
 
    Alastar brought the craft around in a tight arc, centering just above the jump gate that hung in the black, half a light second away. A long line of vessels were cued up to take the leap, but one by one, they fired retro-thrusters to slow forward momentum until the line was at a standstill. 
 
    The moment the corvette was on a vector where its engine wash wouldn’t hit any other craft, the AI punched the engines, both fusion and antimatter-pion drives pouring thrust out the rear of the ship.  
 
    It took three minutes to cross the halfway point between Kapalicarsi and the gate, and another two to slow enough to be at a reasonable approach vector. 
 
    “Stars…the feeds are full of people bitching about this,” Petra muttered. “Gonna start some rumors for sure. ‘The imperial consort appears out of nowhere on Kapalicarsi and suddenly boosts out to a gate at max-v’.” 
 
    <Surprised Diana hasn’t—oh wait, there she is.> 
 
    Petra laughed and took the call from the empress. <Don’t worry, I was going to let you know before I left.> 
 
    <Like you did when you just disappeared from that bay on Kapalicarsi?> the empress demanded, sounding much more upset than Petra had expected. <Where did you go? Where’s Tangel?> 
 
    <She was helping a friend of hers from another universe. There’s this wizard who is teaming up with caretakers to do…something. Probably steal stasis tech. We chased them back to their universe, but now we need more shadowtrons—and ISF Marines, for that matter.> 
 
    <I’m going to need you to back the fuck up. You went where?> 
 
    <It’s a really long story, Diana, but I have to go. We need to hit up the ISF garrison at Spica before I get sucked back into that other place. I’d stop to explain more, but Tangel’s life is on the line.> 
 
    There was a pause before the empress replied.  
 
    <Alright, but you’d better come back, and fast. I’ll not have you getting killed in some alternate reality with wizards and whatever else the fuck they have going on there.> 
 
    <Deal. I’ll not die.> Petra chuckled. <I’m into that.> 
 
    <Don’t be cute with me, consort mine.> There was a note of mirth in the empress’s mental tone, though it was laced with concern. 
 
    <Sorry. But don’t worry. We’re bringing in the big guns, we’ll get the job done with maximum prejudice, and be home in time for dinner.> 
 
    <I’m holding you to that.> 
 
    Petra swallowed, remembering what it was like to dodge blasts of energy from the caretaker. <Me too. We’re about to jump. I love you, Diana.>  
 
    <Love you too, Petra.> 
 
    Ahead of the ship, the gate came to life, rotating on two axes to align with Spica. 
 
    Alastar didn’t hesitate, bringing the corvette around in a sharp curve in order to keep it perpendicular to the kilometer-wide ring. In the center of the structure lay a roiling energy storm, the forever-entwined event horizon of the gate’s black hole.  
 
    The hull plate covering the mirror on the front of the corvette slid aside a few seconds before they reached the gate—and then everything went black. 
 
    <Welcome to Spica!> Alastar announced a second later as the view of the stars at the inner edge of the Scipio Empire snapped into place on the forward display.  
 
    Petra wasted no time stripping the nav beacon while Alastar announced their presence to the local space traffic control tower. There were three ISF ships in range; one was a cruiser named the Marsian, and she hailed it, hoping they’d have spare Marines with shadowtrons on hand.  
 
    “This is Ambassador Petra of the Transcend Interstellar Alliance calling on the Marsian for aid. We’re having a class A9 priority event and need assistance.” 
 
    The ISF’s ‘A9’ classification meant that a member of their leadership was in mortal danger. It was the most effective way to get the immediate attention of whomever commanded that vessel. 
 
    And it’s also not a lie. 
 
    A response came back from the Marsian a few seconds later, and Petra put it on the main holo, only to be met with a visual of a veritable tank of a man. 
 
    “Ambassador, this is Colonel Usef at your service. How can I help you?” 
 
    “Colonel, Tangel is in a shitstorm, and I need Marines equipped with shadowtrons to get her out.” 
 
    “Tangel?” His eyes widened. “I’m on my way to Aldebaran to reinforce security for her meetings there. Is that where she is?” 
 
    “No,” Petra shook her head. “Open a bay for us. I’ll explain in person. Be there with as many Marines as you have shadowtrons.” 
 
    “Understood. Passing a bay and a vector.” The colonel paused. “I’ll be coming with you.” 
 
    “Very well.”  
 
    Petra closed the channel.  
 
    “We have the vector, Alastar?” 
 
    <Yes. They’re boosting toward us as well. Looks like he believes you and isn’t dallying.> 
 
    “ETA till we’re in their bay?”  
 
    <Seven minutes.> 
 
    “Alright. I’m going to go check on Mike. Make sure he’s fully baked.” 
 
    The ISF Marine met her in the corridor outside the medbay. His shoulder was fully repaired, but his armor still had the hole in it.  
 
    “We made the jump?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “We’re in Spica as we speak. There was a cruiser near our exit point, and I spoke with a Colonel Usef. He’s going to assemble as many trigger-pullers as they have shadowtrons.” 
 
    “Colonel Usef?” Mike’s eyes turned to saucers. “We hit the jackpot, ma’am. He’s one of the ISF’s top people.” 
 
    “Good.” Petra nodded past the Marine. “We need to rearm. Follow me.” 
 
    She led him to the ship’s armory, where the Marine grabbed a canister of formation material and slotted it into his armor’s injection port, resupplying his gear with the raw materials necessary for it to fully repair itself.  
 
    “Batteries.” Petra gestured to a rack holding a dozen sizes of superconductor power storage units.  
 
    While he checked which were necessary for his weapons, Petra backed into the armorer, glad she’d seen fit to program all of the Impera Protego ships with her loadout.  
 
    It only took a few seconds for the automated system to select the ideal configuration for her winged body, and a minute later, she was sheathed in matte black carbon-fiber protection—a layer of the material was even stretched across her wings, both above and below—while extra a-grav units were mounted to her back in order to maintain flight.  
 
    “Looking badass, ma’am,” Mike said with a nod when she stepped out of the armorer. “I half want to try wings myself. Looks fun.” 
 
    “They are,” she grinned while clipping a helmet to her belt and looking over the available weapons.  
 
    It only took a moment for her to select a multifunction rifle, a sidearm, and a bandolier of grenades.  
 
    “Grab that, Private.” 
 
    “What is that?” the Marine asked, looking where she pointed.  
 
    “Crew-served electron cannon.” 
 
    “Oh fuck yeah,” he said with a laugh, grabbing the case and heaving it onto his shoulder. 
 
    <Entering the Marsian’s bay now,> Alastar advised.  
 
    “Let’s get to the lock,” Petra urged Mike. 
 
    A minute later, they were walking down a ramp to where Colonel Usef stood with seventeen ISF Marines, each one fully armored and armed to the visor. Most importantly, they all held shadowtrons.  
 
    “Ambassador Petra,” Usef greeted with a nod. “Where are we headed? Planetside? Are we taking your ship?” 
 
    “Neither,” she replied. “In fact, we won’t be taking a ship at all.” 
 
    Usef cocked his head to the side. “What are you—” 
 
    A moment later, a silver figure appeared to Petra’s right in a burst of silver energy, and hovered in the air.  
 
    ~It’s time to go.~ 
 
    Every Marine in the bay brought their weapon to bear on the silver woman—though she seemed unfazed by the threat the ISF force posed.  
 
    “Are you a Magus?” Petra asked, doing her best to appear outwardly calm.  
 
    ~I am. I am Void, a friend of Amanda’s. They’ve located Matt and are getting ready to strike.~ 
 
    “I’ll say you’re void,” Usef muttered, “…of features. How are we getting there?” 
 
    ~The same way I got here.~ 
 
    The Marine colonel squared his shoulders. “Alright, everyone. Looks like we’re going into an unknown situation, but the idea is we’re backup for Tangel, Petra, and Void here. Eyes sharp and check your targets.” 
 
    <I’ll tag friendlies on the combat net,> Alastar chimed in. <Watch the alerts on your HUD. A lot of the humans we’re going up against are as powerful as ascended AIs.> 
 
    “Do shadowtrons work against them?” Usef asked.  
 
    <A little, but save those for the caretaker and the goons he’s stuffed with shards.> 
 
    The colonel nodded soberly. “And what’s our objective?” 
 
    ~Rescue Matt. Kill the Reavers. Kill the caretaker.~ 
 
    “And protect Tangel,” Petra added. 
 
    Usef grunted. “Okay. So why are we still standing here?” 
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    “New York,” Amanda whispered.  
 
    It was the obvious answer to where someone could hurt her the most.  
 
    There was almost no chance of Morden ever finding her Quantum Realm, but it was well known that she hailed from Manhattan and considered the city her home. If Morden had done his research—and it was highly likely that he had—then New York was by far the most obvious place.  
 
    “New York?” Tangel echoed.  
 
    “Where I live,” Amanda confirmed. “We should head there now.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tangel replied. “I think we might look a little out of place, though.”  
 
    Amanda regarded the other woman’s armored body, and then glanced at the Marines. ”Eh, you’d be surprised. But you’ll be in my house, so don’t worry just yet.” 
 
    “You’ll be in my house, so don’t worry just yet. Come on,” she replied, eager to get to the city.  
 
    Setting her teacup down, she walked over to a door near the one that had led to Union Spire, and opened it. She could feel the Magic leaking off the Portal on the other side of the threshold, the one that would lead to her Null Realm lobby.  
 
    She stepped through into the modest room, with its fireplace and ornate wooden chairs with dark green leather cushions, and headed for the door at the other side. As she reached it, she looked back to see Tangel admiring a couple of the framed illustrations on the wall.  
 
    Tangel held out a hand, stopping a few centimeters from one of the pieces. “Are these…?” 
 
    “Original Da Vinci sketches, yep.” 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    “They’re stunning, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Valuable too, I’m guessing.” 
 
    Amanda shrugged. “I would suspect so. I’ve never had them appraised.” 
 
    “You didn’t buy them?” 
 
    “Ach, no. Leonardo gave them to me.” 
 
    “You met him?” 
 
    “I did. Mozart and a few others, too. Come on, this way,” she urged, pulling Tangel away from the images and leading her through the door, followed by the Marines.  
 
    Passing through the next Portal one by one, they appeared on the mid-landing between the first and second floors of Amanda’s dwelling. The warm, homey smell of the brownstone was a welcome one, and the Magus led the group down to the entrance hall, and then into the front room.  
 
    Right away, Tangel and the others moved to the windows and peered outside, to the busy city street.  
 
    “This is amazing,” Ferra said, glancing at her fellow Marines. “We’ve actually traveled back in time.” 
 
    “Well, not technically,” one replied. “We’re just in another universe. But still, this is amazing.” 
 
    Amanda watched the Marines soak up the view with a smile on her face.  
 
    Tangel retreated to join her. “It’s incredible to see.”  
 
    “So was Cerka and the I2 for me. I’ve never seen a ship like that, or met an AI like Bob.” 
 
    “It’s all just a matter of perspective, I guess.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Amanda agreed.  
 
    “Oh!” exclaimed a voice from the doorway. 
 
    Amanda looked over to see her apprentice, eyes wide and fixed on the Marines as they stared out the windows.  
 
    “Bringing your work home with you, Mandy?” the blonde woman asked. She stepped into the room and smiled up at Tangel. “Hi, I’m Liz, Amanda’s apprentice.” 
 
    “Tangel,” the taller woman replied. “I’m from another universe.” 
 
    “Did you say universe?” Liz turned to Amanda. “Aaah, bollocks. What’s going on?”  
 
    “A little Reaver trouble,” the Magus explained.  
 
    “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    “What doesn’t sound good?” a female voice asked.  
 
    Two dark-haired ladies walked into the room, followed by a broad-shouldered black man. All of them looked bemused by the scene before them.  
 
    Brennen moved to stand next to Tangel as the other Marines looked on, talking quietly between themselves now that they’d had their fill of the view outside.  
 
    “More Magi?” Tangel asked Amanda.  
 
    “Okay, I think we need some introductions. I lead a coven known as the Sigil. Liz you’ve met.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Brennen gave a nod.  
 
    “Ma’am? Ooh, I like that,” Liz smirked.  
 
    “This is my daughter, Maya,” Amanda continued, gesturing to one of the three new arrivals into the room.  
 
    Maya nodded but said nothing.  
 
    “Next up is Sabine,” Amanda said. 
 
    Sabine smiled and waved. “It’s a pleasure to meet ya, sugah.” 
 
    “And finally, this is Howie,” Amanda finished, waving toward the man behind them.  
 
    “Hey,” he said.  
 
    Amanda then introduced Tangel and the Marines to her coven, and briefly went over the situation they’d found themselves in, explaining the attack from Morden, and Matt’s capture.  
 
    “Sounds like you’re in a mess,” Sabine commented.  
 
    “I can’t believe he’s been kidnapped again,” Howie rolled his eyes. “I’m gonna give him so much shit for this.” 
 
    “It’s because of me,” Amanda replied.  
 
    “Well, of course it is. It’s always because of you. This is his lot in life now,” Howie replied with a wry smile.  
 
    “Yeah. He knows, I think.” 
 
    “Well, whatever happens,” Liz replied, “we’re in.” 
 
    “For sure,” Howie added.  
 
    “Kicking Reaver ass?” Sabine said. “Sign me up.” 
 
    “You know I’m there,” Maya added with her French accent.  
 
    “I do. And thank you, all.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tangel said. “So five Magi and six Marines. Should be enough to do the trick.” 
 
    “Well, Liz and Sabine are Magi, Maya is a vampire.” 
 
    Tangel cocked a brow. “Vampires this far back in time? I didn’t expect that.” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” Maya shrugged. 
 
    “And Howie?” 
 
    “I’m a former bouncer,” he replied with a confident wink.  
 
    “Ha! Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you all. I just hope that Petra has what we need when you Port her back, Amanda. That caretaker is no joke. Without our shadowtrons to keep him at bay, he can shred reality.” 
 
    “Hope’s the best we have. In the meantime…” Amanda shrugged. “There’s really not much we can do. I’ve got Shaun scouring the city for any reports of strange activity, so if anything noteworthy happens, we’ll know.” 
 
    “Can you not float up above the city and look for unusual activity?” Tangel asked.  
 
    “I could, but there’s so much Magical activity in a city this size that it would take ages to investigate, and we risk getting drawn into other problems. Plus, I expect that Morden will be trying to hide anyway.”  
 
    “Fair enough. Good ol’ hurry up and wait, then.” 
 
    “For us, perhaps,” Amanda murmured, wondering where Morden might be. “Hey, would you like a better view of the city?” 
 
    “That would be tactically wise,” Brennen replied.  
 
    Amanda led them all upstairs, past the first and second floors, and up onto the roof terrace, making sure a glamour was in place to hide the futuristic soldiers from any passersby.  
 
    “Damn…I know it’s not the same thing, but this sure is like going back in time,” Brennen said.  
 
    “Yeah, but I have to admit, it’s smaller than I’d expected,” Ferra added, scanning the horizon. “Like…the I2 is a lot bigger than this city.” 
 
    Brennen turned to the west and choked back a gasp. “Where the fuck is the rest of Jerhattan?” 
 
    “Jerhattan?” Liz asked. 
 
    Tangel smiled at the residents of the twenty-first century. “Eventually, everything from Boston to Washington D.C. is one massive city. It’s had a bunch of different official names, but most folks just call it Jerhattan. The majority of the city’s central spires are over five kilometers tall.” 
 
    “This version is really quaint, though,” one of the Marines said. “I could hang here and have fun, I think.” 
 
    “Let’s try to keep it frosty, people,” Brennen admonished. “We’re not here for fun.” 
 
    Amanda wasn’t surprised by the Marines’ reactions. There were far more impressive views in their own galaxy; of course, none of those were like uncovering a time capsule of their homeworld’s past.  
 
    The minutes ticked by as they remained on the roof, each group asking questions of the other.  
 
    “You know,” Amanda said to Tangel. “I have more friends I can bring in on this.” 
 
    “More Magi?” 
 
    Amanda nodded. “Some of them would be free, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “We’ll take all the help we can get. Speaking of, how long until we bring Petra back?” 
 
    “She’s got fifteen more minutes till I grab her. Hopefully she’s got what you need.” 
 
    Tangel nodded, staring off into the distance. 
 
    The two lapsed into silence, and a Link flared in Amanda’s mind. She got a vision of a door looking out over New York—the particular vantage giving her an idea of location—and a brief message.  
 
    ~I’m here.~ 
 
    “I’ve got him,” Amanda said, standing up suddenly.  
 
    “Matt?” Tangel asked.  
 
    She nodded. “I know where he is.” 
 
    “Damn. We need Petra,” Tangel said, frustrated. “We can’t go back in without those shadowtrons.” 
 
    “Right, hold on,” Amanda said.  
 
    She reached out, trying to get a fix on the ambassador, when suddenly another Link flared in her mind.  
 
    ~Amanda,~ It was Void. ~I will bring her to you. Transuniversal portals will exhaust you before the fight you are about to face.~ 
 
    ~Very well, please be quick.~ 
 
    ~I will, and I will join you as well.~ 
 
    ~Thank you,~ she replied, and cut the Link.  
 
    “What’s up?” Tangel asked. “You look relieved.” 
 
    “Void’s bringing Petra.” 
 
    Tangel’s brows furrowed. “That’s your liquid-metal-looking friend, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Gotta tell you…” The field marshal pushed off from the low wall and nodded to Brennen, who instantly had the Marines ready to roll. “You have some interesting friends.”  
 
    “Says the woman with a purple friend who has alien bacteria in her cells.” Amanda chuckled. “Ready, everyone? Looks like we’re headed to a warehouse district in Queens. I’ll drop us far enough back that Morden won’t see us.” 
 
    The Marines sounded off, as did Amanda’s team. She gave them a moment to get ready and then Ported them, focusing on the commercial units where she knew Matt to be held.  
 
    With a snap of air, they arrived outside a warehouse that had seen better days. Immediately, Amanda could sense the telltale hint of Magic that leaked from the structure, and could make out the Aegis just inside its walls.  
 
    “They’re in there,” she said, nodding to the building. “I just need to destroy their Aegis.” 
 
    Tangel nodded and pointed down one side of the building, sending three Marines into a flanking position. 
 
    “Liz, Sabine,” Amanda prompted. “Ready? We do this as one and bring that Aegis down quick, got it?” 
 
    “Understood,” Sabine replied, while Liz nodded.  
 
    On her signal, all three Magi released an onslaught of Essentia strikes at the Aegis, tearing at it with their Magic.  
 
    The Aegis was a subtle one, and not especially powerful; it was never meant to protect Morden and his people, just hide them. It was no surprise, then, that it fell within moments, its Magical shell cracking and then disintegrating with little real effort.  
 
    With the Aegis down, Amanda Ported herself, her coven, and Tangel inside, while the Marines burst through a side door, weapons discharging seconds later.  
 
     Appearing inside, Amanda took in the scene. Gunfire erupted throughout the building as Reaver soldiers fought back.  
 
    Maya sprinted off. Her unnatural vampiric speed and strength propelled her into the Reavers, and she put her claws to work in a blur of pale skin and blood.  
 
    Elsewhere, Howie—protected by some Nexus armor—opened fire with an enchanted rifle that he’d grabbed from home. 
 
    Amanda’s gaze settled on Matt a moment later, and she moved to Port him from his bindings, only for a blast of energy to rip from his hands, allowing him to free himself.  
 
    “No need for me to hold back now that you’re here.” He grinned. 
 
    Smiling, Amanda turned to Morden just as he threw a gout of energy at her, the attack splashing over her Aegis. She returned the favor and lashed out with a roar of thunderous Essentia and energetic particles.  
 
    Beside her, Sabine and Liz attacked the other two Magi accompanying Morden, occupying them, and to her right, she spotted the third Magus, engaging with Tangel.  
 
    The admiral defended herself well, but Amanda couldn’t worry about her, or where the ascended AI might be lurking; Morden was vulnerable.  
 
    He stood against her, alone for the first time. His troops were occupied, his Magi busy elsewhere. This was her chance.  
 
    With a thought, Amanda cloned herself, feeling sure this was something Morden could not do. Three copies of her appeared around him and attacked at once, their vicious Essentia strikes tearing at his Aegis.  
 
    The time for holding back was long gone. She needed to finish this and end Morden, otherwise this would never be over, and he would be back to cause more trouble.  
 
    As she pressed her advantage, another of her minds conjured an Aegis around the building, and then another around just herselves and Morden. He was going nowhere.  
 
    The Reaver leader struggled against her all-out attack, his Aegis buckling beneath her assault as he desperately tried to refuel it.  
 
    “This is it, Morden. This is the end for you. Give up, make this easy on yourself.” 
 
    “Never,” he hissed, sounding like some fanatical villain from the silver screen as Magic flared from him again.  
 
    He attempted to punch through the universe and escape, but she’d seen him do this too many times now, so she was prepared. She’d already keyed the Aegis surrounding them to stop him.  
 
    He roared in frustration as his Magic failed him. “You bitch! What have you done?” 
 
    “No more than you deserve,” she growled, and all four versions of herself launched a simultaneous attack on the Reaver captain.  
 
    His Aegis wobbled, cracked, and burst, his defensive Magics blown to the four winds, leaving him defenseless.  
 
    Without another thought, Amanda gripped him in her Magic and ripped him apart, disintegrating his body into a bloody smear on the floor of the warehouse.  
 
    She took a moment and stared down at the remains. He’d forced her into committing a horrendous, violent act, and now it was done.  
 
    Honestly, she was a bit relieved. 
 
    <Amanda? I…I need help!> Tangel called out.  
 
    Looking to her right, Amanda saw her friend locked in combat with the only Reaver left. As she watched, silvery tendrils of light broke the surface of the Magus’s body, driving the admiral to her knees.  
 
    “Oh shite!” 
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    A few minutes earlier… 
 
      
 
    Tangel cast about her immediate vicinity, searching for any sign of the caretaker. As much as she appreciated Amanda’s ability to simply Port to wherever she wished to go, landing in the middle of an active situation without any clear understanding of the terrain and what enemies might be nearby was nearly enough to give her hives.  
 
    Luckily for me, assessing a situation at the speed of light is a trivial task. 
 
    Amanda had located Matt, and her coven—something Tangel was still wrapping her head around—was engaging two of the other Magi.  
 
    She nodded to Brennen to cover her as she leapt onto a stack of crates and tossed a nanocloud into the air, the tiny drones spreading out with the aid of brownian motion to get a clear view of the facility.  
 
    Her Marines were working their way through the Reaver soldiers, though after taking out several without shards, they were now up against the sharded troops, using their shadowtrons to extract the pieces of the caretaker before swapping to conventional weapons to take the enemy down. 
 
    On her left, Amanda was taking on Morden.  
 
    Are those clones of herself? Seems like cheating—which I endorse.  
 
    Directly ahead, the last of the Reaver Magi stepped around a milling machine, hands extended, with energy crackling between outstretched fingers, the highlights in her dark hair glowing as the strands lifted around her in a dark halo. 
 
    “Alright then.” Tangel jumped down from the crate. “Everyone else is busy, so you’ll do for now.” 
 
    The Reaver’s lips pulled back in a snarl, her eyes narrowing as she released the energy she’d been building up.  
 
    Tangel already had her shield up, the combination of a quantum brane and a graviton field easily deflecting the surge and routing it to the ground.  
 
    In response, she pulled apart a nearby crate, drawing the atomic energy into herself, letting it flow along her skin until it erupted from the palms of her hands. She hadn’t bothered to refine the slurry of matter and energy, curious as to what the Magus would do. 
 
    With a wave of her hand, Tangel’s enemy shifted the barrage into a nearby machine, melting it half to slag, bolts of lightning arcing around them as the raw power grounded out.  
 
    Better than I expected, it would seem. 
 
    Shifting her tack, Tangel flung a positive graviton field at a stack of crates next to the woman. The faux mass toppled the stack, burying the Magus in splintered wood and what appeared to be saw blades of some sort. 
 
    At the same time, she slammed another field into the molten remains of the machine her previous attack had struck. The metal ignited the crates’ wood, and she fanned the blaze. Nothing moved inside the wreckage, so Tangel turned her attention to the feeds from her nanocloud, looking for any sign of the caretaker. 
 
    “Missed me.” 
 
    The whisper came from behind Tangel, and she only caught sight of the Reaver for an instant before being thrown into the burning mass she’d created.  
 
    Oh shit.  
 
    She pulled herself out of the flames, her armor easily shrugging off the impact and heat.  
 
    That wasn’t Amanda’s Essentia, that was a graviton field.  
 
    Tangel erected her brane once more, bolstering it with her own graviton field while throwing both energy attacks and half the objects in reach at the Reaver, who she now suspected was in fact two separate beings in one body. 
 
    The Reaver-caretaker let her batter it for a minute before unleashing a torrent of energy at Tangel—so much that her entire world went white, and she fell to a knee, barely able to keep her protective shield more than a centimeter from her armor. The pool of available energy shrank, and she began to cannibalize the floor beneath herself in a desperate attempt to stay alive. 
 
    <Amanda? I…I need help!> 
 
    She had no idea if the Magi heard her, nor if she’d be able to render any assistance. With the Reaver and caretaker combined, their sum was far greater than the separate individuals had been.  
 
    Her world shrank to a single thought: draw energy from the narrow sliver of world she had access to through the ground beneath her, and funnel it into the brane. Nothing else mattered, nothing else existed. 
 
    It wasn’t enough.  
 
    She could feel her enemy’s inexorable attack wearing her down, sapping her strength, until her brane was pressed against her armor. Then it was within, ablative plating burning away, followed by her baselayer. The skin on her knee was next, then her kneecap and shin bone.  
 
    Fuck…what do I do? 
 
    The only thing she could think of was to bore a shaft beneath herself in a last-ditch attempt to escape.  
 
    She began to tear apart the ground beneath herself, when suddenly, the assault ceased. 
 
    It took what felt like an hour for Tangel to finally perceive the world around her again, every sense she possessed overwhelmed by the onslaught she’d just endured.  
 
    “Tangel, here.” 
 
    She looked up to see an armored Marine, a man larger than any in Brennen’s team. “Usef?” 
 
    “Take it,” he said, shaking a cylinder in his hand. “You’re going to need to fix your leg.” 
 
    Flowmetal.  
 
    She grabbed the cylinder and looked down at the ruin that was her left leg, blood seeping out of her charred flesh and pooling around the remains of her boot.  
 
    At her command, the metal rose out of the cylinder and coated her leg, forming new bone and muscle, rebuilding what she lost.  
 
    While that process continued, she stood, surprised to see herself in a charred pit, the edge nearly four meters above her head. 
 
    “Shit…now that’s a crater.” 
 
    “Sure is, Admiral,” Usef said. “You’re lucky we got here when we did. Amanda and her…coven…had their hands full. Luckily, adding Chroma over there to the mix, plus Petra and a squad of Marines, did the trick.” 
 
    Tangel looked around the rim of the crater to see over a dozen faces staring down at her. “Did you get him?” 
 
    Amanda shook her head and sighed. “We didn’t…he used Zenobia’s ability to port, and got away at the last moment.” 
 
    “Shit,” Tangel muttered as she lifted herself out of the crater. “We need to stop them. That amount of power…it could do anything.” 
 
    ~That is correct,~ Void’s response entered their minds. ~But I know where they went.~ 
 
    Something about the silver woman’s statement sent a shiver down Tangel’s spine as she settled down on the warehouse floor, testing the new knee she’d constructed on the fly.  
 
    “Where would that be?” 
 
    ~Your universe.~
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    “That caretaker could change everything,” Tangel groaned, pulling her helmet off to tighten her ponytail. “It could…Fuck, this is serious. I don’t know how to take it out, but we have to stop it.” 
 
    “You’ve faced a lot worse, ma’am,” Usef replied.  
 
    “Agreed,” Brennen added.  
 
    Tangel grimaced. “I’m pretty sure I haven’t.” 
 
    “We chased it off this time,” Petra stated, sweeping her gaze around the assembled group. “Together, we can take it out.”  
 
    Amanda nodded, but the power she’d seen that caretaker AI use was incredible.  
 
    She’d moved to Tangel’s aid the moment she’d heard her call, attacking the AI with her Magic, only for it to defend itself against her with little effort while still unleashing an unbelievable barrage in an attempt to kill Tangel.  
 
    And it had nearly succeeded. Only Void’s appearance and the concentrated attacks of Usef and his Marines with their shadowtrons had given the caretaker pause.  
 
    Could we have beaten that abomination?  
 
    She had no idea, but they had to try.  
 
    She couldn’t help but wonder what on earth Morden had been thinking by allying himself with such a being. Had he willingly given one of his Reaver Magi to the AI?  
 
    The very thought was monstrous;  a Magus possessed by an ascended AI. The power that such a being would wield…How could anyone match that? 
 
    “Amanda? Can we follow it?” Tangel asked. 
 
    “We can,” Void answered for her, “I know where it traveled to.” 
 
    “Then we need to move fast.” 
 
    “I agree it needs to be stopped,” Amanda said, “but can we stop it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Brennen asked.  
 
    “Well, did it seem at all pressed to you?” she asked Tangel. “Like, did we have that creature on the ropes?” 
 
    Tangel frowned. “No. I didn’t get that impression at all—granted, I could barely perceive the world beyond its assault.” 
 
    “Yet he left,” Amanda insisted.  
 
    “He did.” 
 
    She turned to Usef. “Did those shadowtrons of yours work as well as usual?” 
 
    “They helped, but…I get your point. No, their effect was greatly reduced.” 
 
    “We weren’t winning,” Amanda summed up. “Matching it, maybe, possibly even getting an edge over it, but I’m not convinced we could have won that fight.” 
 
    “So why did it leave?” Liz asked.  
 
    “I can’t be sure, but I did notice a few things.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “It was powerful, no doubt—scarily so—but its Magic felt a little clumsy, like it was still learning to understand it. Which I guess makes sense, now that we know the Magus was being borrowed.” 
 
    “I saw that clumsiness too,” Void replied.  
 
    “And I sensed some emotions coming from it,” Amanda continued. “Like, a longing, a need to be elsewhere.” 
 
    “You’re telling me that an ascended AI is homesick?” Usef asked skeptically.  
 
    “I get it,” Tangel shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Petra admitted. “Don’t get me wrong, this universe is lovely and all, but I’ll be glad to be home.” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” Tangel said. “Things are different here on a fundamental level. The balance of energies, the way the dimensions work…something only an ascended being would understand.” 
 
    “So, if it’s on home ground, it could be stronger?” Amanda suggested. 
 
    “And it might have allies,” Tangel added, a note of worry in her words.  
 
    “It won’t find Magic any easier in your universe. If anything, it’s harder to get it to cooperate,” Amanda said. “But, given time….” 
 
    “So what do you suggest?” Tangel asked.  
 
    “It’s a long shot, but I think we need to fight fire with fire.” 
 
    Tangel heaved a sigh. “And how do we do that? Give me Magic? Make you ascend?” 
 
    “If I’m right, one of those things is easier to do than the other, no?” 
 
    “Alright, I’m intrigued. And it’s not as if this trip can get much trippier.” 
 
    “Okay Give me a moment, and hold onto your knickers,” Amanda gave a wry smile.  
 
    She held her hand out, and Tangel took it. As she gripped the other woman’s hand, Amanda closed her eyes and concentrated on the one being she felt sure could help her.  
 
    ~Mother, I need you.~  
 
    The search seemed to both last forever and end in an instant, and as she opened her eyes, the world around her and Tangel burst into a pure white, featureless environment. Energy flared nearby, and a figure faded into view.  
 
    Their shape was female, and as she became visible, she bore a distinct similarity to Amanda, including the bright red hair.  
 
    “My child,” the being said.  
 
    Amanda could feel love and empathy flooding out from her, wrapping her in its embrace, making her feel welcome as her mother smiled at her.  
 
    Amanda stepped closer and pulled the woman in for a hug. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    “I am always but a thought away.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Though I know why you and Tangel are here,” her mother said.  
 
    Tangel’s brows knit. “You know my name?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “What are you?” she asked, frowning. “What is this place? Everything is different here, but also…” 
 
    “We, and this realm have many names. To Amanda, I am an Aeon, and this realm—our home—is Pleroma. But that is not what we call ourselves in our own language, or what others in other universes call us. But to you, I suppose, we are extradimensional beings, born into the state you call ascension. We are currently within a higher dimension.” 
 
    The admiral smoothed her hair back, once again tightening her ponytail. “I see.” 
 
    “The multiverse is vast, bigger than what even we can comprehend.” 
 
    “I’m starting to get that idea,” Tangel snorted. “So, what do I call you?” 
 
    “You may call me Sophia, the name Amanda knows me by. But you didn’t come here to discuss cosmology, did you?” 
 
    “No, Mother,” Amanda replied.  
 
    “And that’s another thing I’d like to know more about,” Tangel muttered.  
 
    “Another time,” Amanda assured her.  
 
    “You have a rogue being,” Sophia continued. “A Magus possessed by an AI has crossed the gulf between universes.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Amanda nodded. “It needs to be stopped, and I wondered if I might ask for help. If maybe my Aeon Soul—” 
 
    “I have a name now, sister.” 
 
    Amanda turned to see another figure materialize in the pure white space. She looked similar to herself and her mother, but also different, more elfin in appearance.  
 
    The newcomer smiled a mischievous smile, and Amanda could feel the affection that poured off both Aeons.  
 
    “It’s wonderful to see you,” Amanda said. “I feel like I know you so well, and yet, don’t.” 
 
    “I share the same feeling,” the Aeon replied. “But please, call me Arete.” 
 
    “Arete? I like it.” 
 
    “How might I assist you against this new threat?” 
 
    “You and I were one, until recently. You were part of me. This AI, this caretaker, has possessed a Magus, making it powerful…too powerful. I believe that in order to beat it, to end the threat it poses to Tangel’s reality, we need to match it. If Tangel were to have access to Magic, we might be able to stand against it.” 
 
    “So you want me to merge with Tangel, giving her access to Magic?” 
 
    “Yes. I believe it would be our best hope, if Tangel agrees.” 
 
    Arete glanced over at Tangel and then back to Amanda, inclining her head. Then she smiled. “This sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Tangel,” Sophia said, taking a step toward the blonde woman. “We will only do this with your permission—your express, freely given permission. We will also leave you as we found you once the threat has passed. You have my word on this, and I believe Amanda will vouch for us.” 
 
    Amanda nodded once. “They will not harm you.” 
 
    “Gotta say, this makes my hair stand on end,” Tangel replied, clearly following what was being suggested. “But that caretaker needs to be stopped and if my brain has to be turned to soup to do it, then…well, it won’t be the first time.” 
 
    “It won’t be that bad,” Amanda replied.  
 
    “Just to be clear,” Tangel’s gaze flicked between Amanda and her mother. “This will work? I’ll be able to defeat the caretaker?” 
 
    “That AI will never know what hit it.” 
 
    Tangel nodded, taking a moment to think the idea through. “Then I grant you my permission,” she said, turning to Arete.  
 
    “Very well,” the Aeon replied. “You will not know my thoughts, and your body will be your own, but you will know exactly how to use Magic, as if born with it. Also, I won’t lie, I think this will feel a little strange.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” Tangel squared her shoulders. “I’m ready.” 
 
    With that, Arete approached Tangel, the Aeon’s body disintegrating into a golden mist that drifted toward the ascended woman.  
 
    Upon contact, Tangel went rigid, throwing her head back and spreading her arms wide as the Aeon flowed into her. Then she dropped to her knees, and Amanda could feel the Magical energies rolling off her; she could feel Arete inside her friend. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Amanda asked.  
 
    Tangel didn’t reply, only rose slowly, her legs wobbling slightly as she straightened. But as the seconds passed, that initial frailty passed, and she stood tall.  
 
    “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Good, actually. Really good. It’s curious, I can’t hear her. It’s not like having an AI in your head. But I can feel her, a presence inside me.” 
 
    “And Magic? Do you know how to use Magic?” 
 
    Tangel smiled and held up her hand, and lightning arced between her fingers. “It’s like I’ve always known how.” 
 
    Amanda nodded in approval.  
 
    “Go now, stop this creature,” Sophia said. “And good luck.” 
 
    The white place disappeared with a flash, and Amanda opened her eyes, finding herself back in the warehouse, still holding Tangel’s hand. She let out a breath and glanced at the other woman, both nodding in understanding. 
 
    “Sooo, when does this thing happen?” Petra prodded.  
 
    “We just did it,” Amanda replied.  
 
    “You did? But…you just closed your eyes for a second.” 
 
    “Magic, baby,” Howie commented with a smile.  
 
    “So what happened, ma’am?” Brennen asked.  
 
    Tangel winked at the lieutenant. “I got a little power-up.” 
 
    “I can see,” Void murmured, a smile spreading over her reflective face.  
 
    “Right,” Amanda said, raising her voice a touch to get everyone’s attention. “We go now. Void, you know where the caretaker is. Get us there as quick as you can. You and I will focus on holding it in place with our Aegises. It’s part Magus now, so our Aegises will hold it like any other Magus and keep it in both that universe and in the lower dimensions. Tangel, you hit it as hard as you can. The rest of you, do whatever you can to help. I have no idea what we’ll find there.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Usef answered, his right eyelid twitching for a moment before he ordered the Marines to get ready.  
 
    Amanda turned to Tangel. “You good to go?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Good.” She turned to Void. “So, where is it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    LOOSE ENDS 
 
    EARTH DATE: 10.03.8949 
 
    LOCATION: Unknown 
 
    REGION: Unknown 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tangel followed Void through the portal, marveling at how, this time, it wasn’t just an instantaneous transfer. She could see how the Magical construct was built, how it functioned, and how it transmitted matter from one place to another. 
 
    Fascinating.  
 
    In the next instant, the group of over twenty found themselves spread out along a catwalk within an asteroid, overlooking a ship-building drydock. Over a dozen ships were stretched out in a trio of assembly lines, each one several kilometers from bow to engine bells. 
 
    The vessels were strange; there were few enclosed areas. Most of each craft consisted of a long, thin spine with supporting arches wrapped around it. In a way, it was reminiscent of the Intrepid, but without the habitation cylinders. It reminded her of something else from long ago…. 
 
    Shit…that’s a Fishbone! 
 
    “What the heck is this place?” Howie asked, peering over the gantry. “Oh shit…that’s a long way down.” 
 
    Tangel nodded emphatically, half her thoughts lost in the threat the Alliance faced from an AI-controlled fishbone fleet. “We need to get off this thing. We’re sitting ducks.” 
 
    “That way,” Amanda pointed to a wide platform half a kilometer away.  
 
    Usef gestured for the Marines to get on the move, but Tangel laughed.  
 
    “Not like that.”  
 
    A second later, the group appeared on the platform, Amanda chuckling as she nodded appreciatively.  
 
    “You’re going to miss this ability when it’s gone.” 
 
    “Stars yes, I—”  
 
    Tangel’s statement was interrupted by an explosion that shook the shipyard. The weapons were hot on two of the starships, and beams lanced out, striking the gantry in a dozen places, cutting it to pieces in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “Shield! Now!” Amanda shouted.  
 
    Liz, Sabine, and Void joined her in erecting an Aegis around the platform, while the Marines moved to cover and opened fire on the ships half a kilometer away, targeting the beam emitters that were turning toward the platform. 
 
    Tangel focused on the hunt for the caretaker, searching with both her Magic and extradimensional vision until it dawned on her that the facility already had eyes, she just had to tap into them. 
 
    Stars, we were gone only a few hours, but I missed technology! 
 
    She reached out, tapping into the networks around her, utilizing Angela’s skill as one of the best breachers in Sol to worm her way through the system’s defenses and access the shipyard’s sensors and feeds. 
 
    For a moment, the amount of data was overwhelming, forcing Tangel to sift through a million views of shipyards until she realized that they were deep within a moonlet that was honeycombed with chambers similar to the one she and her team were in.  
 
    Where are you, you bastard? 
 
    A feeling of mild amazement came from Arete as Tangel sped through the feeds at the speed of light, searching for signs of the caretaker-Magi. Chamber after chamber, the sensor arrays inside the facility came up empty, but as she passed through more and more, she came to a startling conclusion. 
 
    “There are at least a hundred ascended AIs in this place.” She shook her head.  
 
    Petra groaned. “I guess now we know the caretaker isn’t just one AI.” 
 
    “Or even just a few,” Tangel replied. “Usef! Get those shadowtrons ready.” 
 
    “You got it!” the colonel called back as two of the Marines next to him set up a crew-served beam cannon and opened fire on the nearest ship. 
 
    Hot damn…they came ready for serious action. 
 
    “Wait a second,” she muttered. “Two can play this starship game.” 
 
    Slipping from the sensor arrays to the construction management networks, Tangel tapped into the onboard systems for the ships in the chamber that weren’t yet firing on the intruders. Four of them had functional weapons systems, and she brought them online, targeting the two vessels that were firing on the platform.  
 
    The battle was brief but furious as the fishbone ships tore at each other, explosions and flares of blinding light flooding the chamber. Hot plasma washed over the Aegis, and in its wake, the only sound was the crash of chunks of destroyed ships drifting into one another and the curved walls of the facility. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Amanda called over her shoulder. “There’s no way we can hold off starship debris and the enemy.” 
 
    “Right.” Tangel nodded. “This way.” She gestured to a wide door on the far side of the platform that abutted the rough wall of the chamber.  
 
    Brennen led his team through first, followed by a squad of Usef’s Marines. Tangel and Petra followed after, and the Magi brought up the rear, covered by the second squad of Marines.  
 
    They traveled through a short passage to a long boulevard that stretched several hundred kilometers through the station. Thousands of automated cargo haulers sped through the air above their heads.  
 
    “Aha! I have him,” Tangel said, and passed the location to the other Magi.  
 
    An instant later, they were seventy kilometers further down the boulevard, facing not just the caretaker occupying Zenobia’s body, but an array of the ascended beings, at least a hundred of the nimbus entities.  
 
    Amanda and the Magi wasted no time erecting an Aegis around the entire area to keep the enemy trapped, while also establishing a barrier to protect them against the enemy, unconcerned by the facility’s a-grav haulers that were now slamming into the invisible barrier. 
 
    “Do you really think that will stop me?” the caretaker asked, its voice echoing across multiple dimensions.  
 
    Petra shrugged. “Figured we’d give it a shot.” 
 
    Beside her, Usef ordered the Marines to open fire on the ascended AIs, but it sounded like he was a thousand kilometers away, as her focus narrowed in on the ascended AI who also wielded Magic. 
 
    Just like me…though I suppose I’m only half-AI.  
 
    She formed a black brane, letting her enemy think she would be an easy target, just like it had back in the warehouse.  
 
    Seeming eager to finish what they’d started, the ascended being homed in on her and immediately unleashing a barrage of energy that spanned half a dozen dimensions, slipping past the Magi’s Aegis and slamming into Tangel’s brane. 
 
    In an instant, she bolstered it with Magical energy, creating the barrier with practiced ease, though it was the first time she’d ever done it. 
 
    Thank you, Arete. 
 
    Rather than direct the overflow of energy back to the ground, Tangel simply produced an opposite waveform on every single wavelength, completely nullifying the caretaker-Magus’s assault.  
 
    The flow of power from the Magus to Tangel was so great that it took her enemy several seconds to even realize it was having no effect.  
 
    That was all the time Tangel needed to slide a tendril of energy right back up the center of the torrent, a Magic-infused limb from her own body protected by a null-field that held the destructive blast at bay. 
 
    She hesitated before touching the caretaker-Magus, unsure of how successful her plan would be. Either way, she had to move quickly, as there was no way her friends could hold out against this many ascended beings for long.  
 
    Steeling herself, she pushed through the enemy’s Aegis, her transdimensional limb touching its body. There was a sensation of shock as she connected to the caretaker-Magus’s mind.  
 
    She instantly learned that its name was Krishna, and that the Reaver Magi had not joined with it willingly. 
 
    With the knowledge granted her by the Aeon, Tangel put Zenobia’s mind into a deep sleep, making it all but impossible for the caretaker to access her Magical abilities. Then she wrapped the ascended being inside a black brane, drawing it out of the Magus’s body, which fell to the floor in a heap.  
 
    ~How?~ Krishna wailed. ~You should not be able to do this. You cannot do this!~ 
 
    ~Amazing how much better things work when you ask for help and are nice to people,~ Tangel replied. ~Unfortunately, you’ve marked yourself as too big a threat, I can’t let you go on.~ 
 
    ~You’re just going to murder me? You think it’ll be that easy? I’ll—~ 
 
    The caretaker tried to break free, but Tangel held it in a vise-like grip, her brane not even wavering as the being tried to escape.  
 
    ~I’ll tell you anything, I’ll share Epsilon’s plan!~ 
 
    ~You know I can’t trust anything you say,~ Tangel replied.  
 
    A sensation of frustration and sorrow filled her as she slowly shrank the brane, allowing the quantum magnetic field to compress the ascended AI further and further until it was the size of a small ball.  
 
    It thrashed and tore at the barrier in one final attempt to liberate itself before Tangel crushed it down to the size of a pinhead.  
 
    Can it re-constitute itself?  
 
    A sensation of uncertainty came from Arete, so Tangel decided that a more permanent solution was necessary.  
 
    One of her limbs whipped out and touched the mind of another ascended AI, stripping the location of the asteroid’s main power source. It was just as she hoped: a black hole lay at the center of the facility.  
 
    Without a second thought, she Ported the AI to it, dropping the being’s compressed mass into the darkness, where it could never escape. 
 
    With that task complete, she brought her attention back to the fight raging around her. The ascended AIs seemed unfazed by the defeat of Krishna, and were pushing against the Magi’s Aegis. Only a few dozen of their number had been captured by the Marines’ slepton weapons. 
 
    An idea came into her head. Using the tendril of self that was still within the enemy AI’s ranks, she cast a new Aegis around them and then wrapped that in a brane.  
 
    Like a switch had been thrown, the battle ceased, the remaining ascended AIs railing against the barrier that had them contained.  
 
    Little more than a thought was required on Tangel’s part to Port them into the black hole at the center of the asteroid.  
 
    With that, the boulevard fell entirely silent, save for the groan of plas and steel coming from the hundreds of cargo drones that had slammed into Amanda’s Aegis and where now piled around it, twenty meters high.  
 
    “We should go,” Tangel said. “This place is about to experience something very unpleasant.” 
 
    “Unpleasant?” Liz asked. “Are there more of them?” 
 
    Tangel nodded. “Oh yeah, undoubtedly, but that’s not what I was referring to. There’s a black hole thirty kilometers beneath our feet, and it’s just broken free of the magnetic field holding it in place…” She winked. “You know, as these things do.” 
 
    Petra’s face went white. “Uh…what are we waiting for?” 
 
    Amanda smiled. “I’ll get us out of here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    FAREWELLS 
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    With a snap of air and Magic, the group appeared back in Amanda’s Quantum Realm, atop a grassy hill in bright sunlight.  
 
    The calm, tranquil landscape was a welcome change to the chaos that had surrounded them moments before. Gasps and deep breaths sounded all around.  
 
    Amanda sighed in relief too, pleased that the caretaker-Magus was gone for good.  
 
    Watching Tangel work Magic had been impressive, but as she looked at the admiral, she could see the Essentia inside of her, marking her as a Magus, slowly fade.  
 
    Tangel clearly felt it. She glanced at her hands, and then relaxed and closed her eyes as the Aeon soul left her body, appearing as a glittering mist of Essentia in Amanda’s Aetheric Sight.  
 
    ~Your friend did well, sister,~ Arete said through her Mental Link with Amanda. ~I am glad I could help.~ 
 
    ~Thank you. I hope you and Mother won’t get into trouble with the other Aeons for interfering in mortal affairs again.~ 
 
    ~I did nothing,~ Arete replied mischievously. ~Tangel did all the work, I just happened to be in her body at the time.~  
 
    ~Of course, how could I have been so blind?~ 
 
    ~Easily done, sister. Easily done.~ Amanda could hear the Aeon’s smile. ~I hope to see you soon.~ 
 
    ~Me too,~ she answered. ~Let’s not leave it so long again.~ 
 
    A final feeling of love and affection radiated from Arete before it finally faded away to nothing.  
 
    <She’s gone,> Tangel said privately to her the next instant.  
 
    ~She is. Are you okay?~ 
 
    <I’m going to miss that power, but yeah, I’m fine. Thanks.> 
 
    ~My pleasure. Thank you for trusting me.~ 
 
    “Is that a dragon?” Usef asked from nearby, cutting through the general hubbub. 
 
    Amanda looked over at the man as he pointed to the creature soaring over the distant landscape on the rising thermals.  
 
    Beside him, Brennen smiled and put his hands on his hips. “First time?” 
 
    Amanda smirked before she cleared her throat. “Thank you, all of you, for helping me in the fight against the Reavers and the caretaker. I could not have done it without you, and we would be in much worse shape right now had I taken them on alone. I’m sure you’re all busy people, so if you need to get out of here, Void and I will get you where you need to be. But please don’t feel like I’m pushing you out. You can stay here as long as you wish. I have refreshments.” 
 
    “You know…” Usef glanced at the admiral. “A quick drink wouldn’t go amiss.” 
 
    “And maybe a BLT?” Tangel suggested. “Then we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Coming right up,” Amanda replied with a grin.  
 
    Ten minutes later, the group was seated outside, around a long table laden with food and drink. There were BLTs piled high, bottles of beer and wine and soft drinks, plates of cookies, several baked vanilla cheesecakes, and lots of other snacks on offer.  
 
    The group laughed and joked, swapping stories and talking things through. Amanda attempted to explain how Sophia came to be her mother, while Tangel told her about how she’d ascended, and updated her on Jessica and Cheeky and Sabrina’s crew.  
 
    Amanda Ported Jinx to the meal as well, who was thrilled to hear how things were going back home, and enthralled Tangel and Petra with tales from her time here in this universe.  
 
    “So, I called it the Mandy,” Tangel said.  
 
    “Aww, thank you. That’s really nice of you. I hope it serves you well.” 
 
    “It’s already been out to the LMC,” Tangel grinned.  
 
    “So it’s getting some mileage, then,” Amanda laughed. 
 
    “You could say that.” 
 
    “Well,” Petra said, “as much as I’d love to stay and hang out, I really should be getting back. Diana will be having kittens, wondering where I am.” 
 
    “Of course, we’ll get you home,” Amanda replied.  
 
    “Thank you. It’s been a wild ride.” 
 
    “Hopefully next time, our visit will just be a social call,” Tangel added.  
 
    “That would be a nice change,” Amanda agreed.  
 
    Tangel held out her hand. “So goodbye for now.” 
 
    “A handshake? Not bloody likely.” Amanda swatted her hand away and pulled her in for an embrace.  
 
    Hugs, kisses, and kind words were exchanged between the groups before Amanda Ported them all back. 
 
    With them gone, her Quantum Realm was suddenly a lot quieter. Her coven sat around the table in silence for a moment.  
 
    “At least Morden’s gone now,” Matt ventured from beside her.  
 
    “Yeah,” Howie smirked. “I don’t think you’d be able to live down being kidnapped a third time.” 
 
    “He just likes being rescued by Mandy,” Sabine teased.  
 
    “Is she your white knight?” Howie asked.  
 
    “My red knight,” Matt corrected, squeezing her hand.  
 
    “I’ll never get bored of saving you,” Amanda answered lovingly.  
 
    Howie made a retching noise. “Get a room, you two.” 
 
    “I think it’s nice,” Jinx said. “They have found one another in this vast multiverse. That is something to be celebrated.” 
 
    “I didn’t take you for a hopeless romantic, Jinx,” Howie replied.  
 
    The AI shrugged. “It’s probably fueled by seeing Tangel and thinking about home. It’s made me all misty-eyed.” 
 
    “Do you think that’s it for the Reavers, though?” Liz asked Void. “Are they gone?” 
 
    “They are not,” Void answered from where she hovered nearby. 
 
    “Void’s right,” Amanda replied. “There are many more where he came from, but as far as I know, he’s the only one that had a personal vendetta against me.” 
 
    “So things should calm down on that front, for now?” Liz asked. 
 
    Amanda nodded. “For now.”  
 
      
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Tangel, Petra, and the Marines appeared on Kapalicarsi’s imperial spire, staring at each other in a mixture of wonder and amusement.  
 
    “That was…trippy,” Usef finally said. “Did it really happen, or did we just go through the most amazing sim ever?” 
 
    Tangel still felt like she was vibrating inside, a leftover effect from channeling so much Essentia, along with expending physical energy. Not only that, but there was a little hole in her mind where Arete had been, where the knowledge of how to use Magic had lain.  
 
    Maybe I could figure that out again on my own. 
 
    “Not a sim,” Petra replied, answering the colonel’s question. “No chance. We just went to…what, two or three different universes?” 
 
    “Two,” Tangel replied. “That caretaker base was in the Sagittarius Arm. I’m going to alert the Transcend and have them make sure the black hole finished it off. If they’re building shipyards in our backyard, we’re facing a bigger threat from the core than we thought.” 
 
    “Out of the pan and into the fire,” Usef muttered. “Speaking of which, we should get back to the Marsian and get our asses to Aldebaran…some admiral wants us to bolster security there.” 
 
    “Me?” Tangel placed a hand on her chest. “I didn’t know I wanted that.” 
 
    The colonel snorted. “No. Your husband.” 
 
    “Ahh…that makes sense. Do you need a ride back to Spica? Although, it might be a bit tight, cramming all of you in the Mandy.” 
 
    Usef tapped the side of his head. “Too smart for you, ma’am. I had the Marsian jump here. A shuttle is already inbound to pick us up.” 
 
    “Well then,” Tangel turned Brennen and his fireteam. “Who wants to race Usef to Aldebaran?” 
 
    “Not going to come downworld to visit Diana?” Petra asked as she spread her arms to embrace the field marshal. 
 
    “Umm…I mean, I would, but she tends to add a lot of pomp and ceremony to things, and I’m on the clock to attend a session of the League of Sentients.” 
 
    The winged woman snorted. “A likely story. I’ll tell her you said hi.” 
 
    “And thank her for loaning you to me. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Anytime. Now I need to make sure no remnant of the Reaver operation is here.” She rolled her eyes. “Lots to do.” 
 
    Tangel sighed. “Stars, I hope that’s over. I’m done with Magic.” 
 
    “Really?” Petra cocked an eyebrow.  
 
    “Umm…well…for now, at least. I have a feeling I’m going to miss having Arete before long.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    * * * * * 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    AFTERWORD 
 
      
 
    This book has been a lot of fun to create, and I’m thrilled with the final story. Writing these collabs has been a lot of fun, and I’m incredibly grateful to Mal for allowing me to play in her world.  
 
    For now, this wraps up the Quantum Legends books. I hope you have enjoyed reading them as much as I have writing them.  
 
    Many thanks,
Andrew Dobell 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    I’m really glad that Andrew suggested the idea of doing crossovers a couple of years back. Getting to do two of the Quantum Legends books has been a great way to have my characters play with powers and settings they would not normally experience. 
 
    And, you know…if their quantum physics turns out to have the multiverse idea right (and I think it does), then there might just be universes that developed like ours, but the laws of physics make other things possible.  
 
    Traveling between them would be quite the adventure…and maybe we’ll see it in more Aeon 14 books. ;) 
 
    See you in the next tale,
Malorie Cooper 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    BOOKS BY ANDREW DOBELL 
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    Book 1 of the Magi Saga.  
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