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Peace in our time.
 
The Toralii guns are silent. Humanity’s home of Velsharn is secure. There are no more battles. No more wars. The machinations of a dying man have traded a single life for a species; Captain Melissa Liao’s world is four iron walls and pain, but her suffering buys life for mankind. Her legacy is one of struggle, selflessness, and sacrifice.
 
Held in the grasp of the Toralii Alliance, she takes little comfort in this. Is this the swansong for war, for steel and blood and gunpowder? Is this the price of peace?
 
Amongst the crew of the TFR Beijing, the TFR Tehran, and the TFR Washington, a chorus rings:
 
No one gets left behind.
 
The climactic sixth, and final, book of the Lacuna series.
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空
白
The Requiem of Steel
 
“To live is to suffer, to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.”
 
- Friedrich Nietzsche











 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROLOGUE
 
 
 
Peace in Our Time
*****
Captain Anderson’s Office
TFR Washington
 
September 1st, 2039 AD
 
Three hours after the events of Lacuna: The Prelude to Eternity
 
“NO-ONE
GETS
LEFT
BEHIND,” Captain Mike Williams said, his tone fire and steel. “No-one.”
Captain Anderson, seated behind his desk, regarded his counterpart with weary eyes. Williams, the Australian Air Force pilot turned CO of a stolen Toralii warship, had a face like a modern art piece. Jagged. Sliced up. Rough like sandpaper. His call sign was Magnet.
Magnet attracted women and trouble in equal measure. The woman at the focus of their discussion, however, was not some scantily dressed piece in a tight dress. She was an entirely different type of trouble altogether.
“I understand,” Anderson said, slowly and deliberately. “Believe me. But hear this: I will not authorise a tactical intervention for Captain Melissa Liao at this time. If you want to retrieve her, it will have to be through diplomatic channels.”
Williams’s scarred face distorted. He was so ugly, it was unsettling, almost intimidating, but Anderson was not shaken. “They’re torturing her,” Williams said. “You know they are. For intel. For kicks. You’ve read the reports from the crew of the Tehran who were interred in Cenar. What they do to people there. Every day they keep her there, she’s…” His voice trailed off, then returned in force. “You know.”
If all Williams came here to do was explain things Anderson already had a very firm understanding of, then their meeting was a waste of his very limited time. “I’ve read the reports.”
“So,” Williams said, “do something about it. The Beijing want their captain back. I have the Rubens standing by, jump drive all charged and ready to go. The Tehran want a fight. The Washington, too, and I just know that Captain Grégoire is itching to punch someone. Liao sent the fleet after him—” He slipped but recovered quickly. “After the crew of the Tehran when it was captured. We should do the same for her.”
“I know lots of things,” Anderson said, folding his arms in front of him. Perhaps it was time. “How close were you and Captain Liao?”
“Are.” His expression was difficult to judge. “How close we are, sir. She’s still alive.”
“Of course. How close are you?”
Williams paused, furrowing his brow, stretching out the lines of his scar tissue. “Sir?”
“Indulge me. You and your wife cared for her child for a time, didn’t you?”
“We did,” he said. “And I’m distressed by your seeming carelessness for her predicament. If it were you, sir, we would redouble our efforts to retrieve you, post haste. Not sit around making excuses.”
Anderson closed his eyes for a moment then re-opened them. How to make him understand… “Did her capture make you angry?”
Williams paused at length. Anderson could see the cogs turning over in the man’s head. The implication. “Sir,” Williams said, his words clearly carefully chosen. “I know Captain Liao was investigating the possibility of an informer within our ranks. I know what you’re thinking. There is absolutely—”
“You have no idea what I’m thinking,” Anderson said.
Williams spoke over him. “The Rubens and her crew have been conducting solo operations, way out of range of the rest of the fleet, and that distances us… but I assure you our record speaks for itself. I am not the mole. Nor is someone on my crew. You can trust us, sir. Our record is impeccable. We didn’t turn Liao over to the Toralii Alliance. Not me, not my crew. I promise you that.”
Anderson smiled a sad smile. “I know it wasn’t you. Because it was me.”
Williams stared, then he scowled. “Don’t even joke about that.”
“Who’s joking?”
Williams actually laughed, his jagged lip turning up in a smile. “Sorry, sir, but you don’t exactly seem like a Toralii collaborator.”
“What does a Toralii collaborator look like?” Anderson asked. “Evil and pale, with a cape?”
Williams said nothing, staring at him with his unreadable face. What was he thinking? Feeling? Confusion, surely. Anger? Probably.
Showtime. Anderson reached into his breast pocket and withdrew the chain of keys, which were the symbol of his authority. One was the key to the Washington’s jump drive. The other, his desk safe. He picked out the thin steel safe key, inserted it into the lock below his desk, and opened the door. Within was a humble rosewood box big enough to fit in one hand. He laid it on the table and opened it. Slowly, carefully, he turned the small box around to show Williams its contents.
Within was a small transmitter of Toralii manufacture. Black and simple. A light strobed, beating purple, the signature colour of their species, thumping like a heart.
Williams’s face flashed through a warped PowerPoint of emotions. Confusion. Understanding. Rage. He shook his head. “No way. No fucking way.”
Then it was Anderson’s turn to say nothing.
“Why?” Williams asked, his hands becoming fists by his sides. “Why would you do that? Why would you help them? Don’t you understand—they burned Earth.” His voice rose. “You swore an oath to serve the United States, and those cunts burned it to ashes! How could you?”
“I have cancer.”
Williams’s scars hid his emotions, but not the venom in his voice. “And let me guess, the Toralii promised you the cure in exchange for Liao?”
Anderson’s smile remained. “No. I doubt even they could help me, and to be perfectly frank, I didn’t ask.”
“What then? Money?” Williams practically hissed the words. “Amnesty?”
“Amnesty, yes. For all of us.” Anderson slowly closed the safe, stifling a wet cough. “The deal was simple. Peace, in exchange for her. We were to lure her to a remote location—or inform the Toralii when she voluntarily went to such a place—and they would arrange her capture. The arrival of the Iilan gave us the opportunity we needed.”
Williams was silent for a time. When he spoke, he chose his words carefully, probably keenly aware that Anderson’s office was guarded by armed marines. “Why are you telling me this?”
Anderson took a deep breath. “I want you to be the one that tells the fleet the news.”
“Do your own dirty work,” Williams spat. “I’m not your messenger boy.”
“Being a messenger is bad only when the news is bad.” Anderson gestured to the bulkhead. Beyond it lay many more, then empty space. “You would expect the Toralii Alliance to respond in force after we attacked one of their outposts, but our scopes are clear. And they’re going to remain that way. They’re done with us. From now on, the Velsharn Exclusion Zone is going to be an area of peace. No warships. No death. No endless drills. We can rebuild. All of mankind will be free because of her sacrifice.”
“Hardly a sacrifice freely given,” Williams said. “She has a child. A child who cries every night because her mother is gone. A child!”
“So did I, on Earth. Does that increase the sympathy you have for me? Does this downplay my guilt?”
“No,” Williams said, his tone still hard. “We all lost people.”
“We did, but thanks to Liao and me, her child will never have to face what we faced. I bought a good life for her, her whole life, in exchange for a few shorter years from me, and a much greater amount from her mother.”
“Stop talking like Liao agreed to this.”
He tilted his head. “As you wish.”
The two men stared at each other in silence.
Finally, Williams pressed his lips together in a thin line. “Is this the part where you kill me?”
“No.” The man simply didn’t understand. He probably couldn’t. But who truly could? “I want you to go. Like I said, I want you to tell everyone what I just told you.” Anderson laid the jump-drive keys on the table and gently slid them across the beautiful oak wood towards Williams, leaving the faintest of scratches on its fine surface. “Please give my jump keys to Commander Wolfe. I want—”
Williams snatched up the keys, along with the transmitter, too, and thrust them into his hip pocket. “I’m not going to turn them over to him or anyone currently on board. Wolfe’s your lackey for all I know. I’m getting the fuck off this ship and going straight to Captain Grégoire, Captain de Lugo, or Commander Iraj, or… whoever will listen.”
“No.” This was important. Anderson had to make him understand. “I worked alone. Wolfe had nothing to do with this. He is a good man—”
“Wolfe is going to spend the rest of his fucking miserable life in this ship’s brig because of you, and that’s assuming James doesn’t just have him shot. I would. Nobody will trust him with command. Not after he was your XO.”
“Have mercy on him,” Anderson said. “He’s young. He didn’t know what I was doing and took no part in it. I swear it.”
“Mercy? As you had mercy on Liao? On the marines we lost on the surface of that shitty planet where she was taken?”
He had said his piece about Liao. “The fallen… nothing I can say will ultimately change anything. Motives do not matter to the dead. Nothing I can say for them will change the past or the present.”
Williams met his gaze and held it. “What kind of cancer?”
“Liver.” Saying the words felt so good. Freeing. Honest. “At least, that’s where it started. Lungs, now. Skin. Heart. Brain. Basically everywhere. I’m more cancer than man at this point.”
“Good,” Williams said. “I hope it kills you slowly and painfully. I hope you suffer. I hope you’re hurting, and I hope you continue to hurt.”
“Most days.” Anderson simply shrugged. “The Toralii consider themselves heroes for what they did, burning Earth, and their commanders sleep soundly in their beds every night. We judge others by their actions and us by our intentions. As for me? Well… I am no hero. That’s Liao’s role. All I did is put her on the road to—”
“We’re done here,” Williams said. “Thank you for your honesty. Your shitty, shitty honesty.”
With that, he turned and left, boots thumping on the metal. The door hissed open. Williams stepped through the doorway cautiously, arms by his sides and near his sidearm, as though expecting treachery.
“Mister Abbot, Mister Suarez,” Anderson called to the marines outside his door, “please escort Captain Williams back to his vessel. Then take the rest of the day off.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Suarez said.
Williams glared at them both in turn, hands by his sides as if expecting them to attack him at any moment, then started to walk.
As the door closed, Anderson watched metal meet metal, sealing out the world beyond. He waited until the three of them were long gone, then pulled open a drawer on his desk with slow, careful deliberation, withdrew a pen, and wrote.
 
Captain Williams is telling the truth.
 
I did what I had to do. Captain Wolfe had nothing to do with this, nor did my crew. I acted alone.
 
I hope you will thank me in time—if not, I am at ease with being consigned to the role of villain in our species’ history. Such is life.
 
I wish there had been some other way.
 
—Anderson
 
He signed it, moved it to the centre of the desk, then put down the pen. Task complete, he moved to the large monitor that served as his personal computer, body aching the whole way. He could almost feel the cancer in his flesh, in his veins, in his bones, slowly eating him up from the inside. A cell had turned mutant, attacking its former peers. Then it had moved on to the nerve endings, then… everything. More cancer than man, indeed.
A tap on his desk’s monitor bought up the outside space. A sea of black was punctuated by the lights of the fleet. Beautiful. He took a good long look, savouring the sight. He’d fought so hard to have his command, and while it would soon be gone, it was still his for the moment. A wet, hacking cough rose up in his throat; he let it out, bent over, spittle flying. No sense in hiding the truth from himself. When it was finished, he straightened up again, ready to move on.
One more thing to do. Carefully, taking all the time in the world, Anderson withdrew his sidearm from his hip and put it under his chin.
Peace in our time. All thanks to Liao.
A squeeze of the trigger took the pain away with a thunderclap.
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CHAPTER I
 
 
 
The Hanoi Hilton
*****
Interrogation Room
Zar’krun
 
Four months later
 
“NAVAL CAPTAIN MELISSA NIU LIAO. People’s Republic of China. ID: 110100-2003-12-02-008-2.”
The heat came again, searing flesh that had already scarred over. Familiar pain flew along Liao’s whole body, her legs and arm—even the stump of her missing limb—and light filled the room, revealing grey metal bulkheads in a windowless, featureless cube. Light shone from the twelve cracks where bulkheads met. 
[“It’s far beyond time for you to talk to me,”] Commandant Yarri’s voice was a ghostly disembodied presence that floated through the room from no discernible source. Her companion for her interrogations. [“Answer my questions and feel relief. What are Velsharn’s defences? What ships do you possess? Where is the rest of your fleet hiding?”]
“Naval Captain Melissa Niu Liao,” she said through gritted teeth, repeating the words that were her mantra. “People’s Republic of China. ID: 110100-2—”
Once again, the pain danced along her body. She was used to it, however. All she had to do was wait for it to stop. Pain, pain, pain…
Finally, the heat faded. Then, as it usually did, the music came. Toralii music, alien and strange, was piped through unseen speakers in the room. Light-hearted and airy, the distinct melody had no beat, just a soft, feel-good tune, neither annoying or frustrating. It was actually rather nice. Perhaps her Toralii captors intended it to be so; she had taken care never to mention how the music made her feel. Best not lose one of the few pleasant things in Zar’krun.
[“You are running out of time.”] Yarri’s words carried an edge of something—frustration, perhaps? [“Captain Liao, there is little you can truly offer us. We need something to justify keeping you alive. You eat our food, you breathe our air, you drink our water… you have been our guest for some time. You should repay your debts.”]
“Naval Captain Melissa Niu Liao. People’s Republic—”
The hum of the heat machine stole her words then faded after a moment. Silence, so complete that Liao assumed whatever served as a microphone had been muted, settled over the room for a moment.
[“It is no matter,”] Yarri eventually said. [“In time, you will come to help us. Return here tomorrow, or be dragged here by the guards.”] The faint hiss of static indicated that the line to the room had been cut. The seal holding her to the floor—a false-gravity similar to the reactionless device—released, and she was free.
Slowly, achingly, Liao propped herself up on her sole elbow. Her body burned, but it had been through much worse when the Toralii had bombarded Velsharn and a stray plasma shot had almost annihilated her. She used the memory of that pain to banish her current discomforts. Liao had passed through fire and survived. A little more heat barely felt like anything.
She waited, despite it being time to leave. She lay there, listening to the music. If the music was a torture, focusing on it was only playing into their hands. If it wasn’t, then what good did it serve? She should go. The door would be open. It was never locked. The force that held her to the floor was sufficient to keep her restrained, and if a medical team was needed, the unlocked would reduce the response time. Or so she reasoned.
Perhaps the Toralii liked to taunt her with the unlocked portal, by showing her that freedom was just a few scant metres away. All she had to do was reach out and touch it…
Thinking like that was stupid, though. 
She stood, staggered over to the door, and pushed it open. It swung easily as unseen motors silently moved the thick steel, revealing the dull-grey metal corridor beyond. She followed the familiar hubbub of voices, passing room after room after room, until the corridor lead her back to the main holding area.
Sixty metres by sixty metres, with a low ceiling, the main holding area was a huge octagonal shape. Every face was a door to a smaller area: one for interrogation, one for medical, one for showering and ablutions, one for administration, and one for meals. The others were all smaller holding areas that led to cells.
She missed James. Captain James Grégoire. The father of her child.
Such thoughts came to her often, but she banished them as soon as they arrived. There was no dwelling on what might be, could be, would be, or should be. There was only the now. She walked a little faster; the sooner she got to the main holding area, the sooner such thoughts would leave her.
Lieutenant Samuel O’Hill was waiting for her outside the interrogation sector, as he usually was.
“How did it go, ma’am?” he asked, rubbing his shoulder. A fresh series of familiar square welts had blistered his exposed flesh.
“Oh, not bad. Yarri was off her game today. Barely felt like her heart was in it.” She grimaced, kneading her side to soothe the lingering tingles. “Maybe that’s just her way of hitting on me. You know. Flirting. Turning down the heat a little.”
“Probably,” O’Hill said. “I think you two would make an adorable couple, Captain. You can have delightful tea parties and discuss ways to exterminate the other races of the galaxy.”
“Eh.” Liao pressed her fingers into the burned, scarred flesh of her shoulder. “She’s not my type.”
A little bit of the mask faded, and O’Hill’s tone became concerned. “How badly hurt are you? You are going to be okay, yeah?”
She wasn’t a doctor, so that was hard to answer. “Probably. Makes me long for the good ol’ days when all I had to worry about was the Toralii trying to kill me in an almost-fair fight.” Her voice softened. “I wish there was a way to know when you were in the good ol’ days before they’re over.”
“Yeah, you and me both.” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “C’mon. Let’s get you some food. That’ll help.”
She had completely lost her appetite after several hours of torture, but logic overruled her apathy. She would need to keep up her strength—as much as was possible, at any rate—for the upcoming rescue attempt. It would come. She knew it would.
“If,” Liao said, managing a smile as they set off for the dining area, “you can call what the Toralii give us ‘food.’”
“It is absolutely food!” O’Hill said, feigning offence. He altered his tone, adopting a low growl similar to Commandant Yarri’s Toralii accent. “The nutritional paste provides all essential ingredients for Human life. Eat and be nourished! Now, when you’re done shovelling this delightful slop into your mouths, you can tell us where the Human fleet is hiding. I’m so intimidating.”
She snorted out a laugh, mostly out of charity. The heat was too fresh on her back to find it truly funny.
The noise of the other prisoners grew around her as Liao made her way across the main holding area towards the dining area. “How long have we been here?”
“Not sure,” O’Hill said. “Probably about a hundred, maybe a hundred and fifty, days. Sanders is doing her best to keep track, despite her illness, but honestly, who knows.”
Three to four months. She felt as though she’d been there barely a few weeks. The American, Warrant Officer Trish Sanders, was doing an admirable job of record keeping, but she had missed her meal the previous night. “How’s Sanders holding up?” Liao asked. “Is she better today?”
“Worse,” O’Hill said, grimly. “Hopefully, she gets better.”
“Hopefully.” Sanders wasn’t technically her crew, but Liao considered all the Human prisoners to be her responsibility. If Sanders died… “The Toralii took a look at her, right?”
“Yeah, but they can’t find out what’s wrong. And they didn’t exactly bring a Human doctor along, so…”
That wasn’t problem she could fix. “Hopefully, she gets better,” Liao said again. There wasn’t much else they could do. She tried to change the subject. “You know, I was thinking. Why do they keep asking us where the Human fleet is? Shouldn’t it be in Velsharn guarding the rest of the Humans?”
“Apparently, it isn’t.”
She felt strange discussing it, as though the Toralii might be listening. “Well, then, why don’t they attack Velsharn? Why don’t they finish the job? Why do they have to keep us here, instead of just either letting us go or killing us?”
“No idea,” O’Hill said, just as he had the last few times she’d asked. It was good of him to answer her questions with politeness.
“I’m still hoping,” Liao said, “the fleet shows up and gives this facility a lifetime supply of nerve gas.”
O’Hill grimaced at that. “I understand, Captain, but maybe there’s a way they can do that where we don’t die with them.”
Liao smiled grimly. “I try not to hope for too much.”
She wanted to say more, but a figure approached her, waist high and covered in scales. Sunkret, the Kel-Voran was the only non-Human prisoner in the facility.
“Greetings, Butcher of Kor-Vakkar,” Sunkret said, speaking English, bowing low before her as was his custom. His dark scales, almost black, reflected the light in strange hues. His four arms—a very uncommon mutation amongst his kind, she had learnt—were crossed over his chest. “How was your… session with the interrogator?”
“It was fine. What doesn’t kill you leaves you with a lot of unhealthy coping mechanisms and a dark sense of humour.” Liao drummed her fingers against the stump of her missing forearm. “How can I help you, Sunkret?”
“The Butcher asks if she can help me?” Sunkret raised his head, settling his arms by his sides. “Has this one not explained that he is her loyal servant and seeks only to serve her?”
The Butcher. A title she’d unwittingly earned from the Toralii, for destroying their largest shipyard. It was a title for their enemies. Humans did the same thing. One man’s massacre was another man’s decisive and noble victory. “You know I don’t like that name,” she said. “It’s Captain Liao, if you please.”
Sunkret’s thick tongue flicked out over his lips. “This one understands, but struggles with the pronunciation. Still learning your languages, am I—or at least, a vague approximation of it. This one would not dare to insult…” his reptilian lips struggled to form the words. “Captain Lee-ow.”
They had played through the same conversation track many times before. Mispronouncing someone’s name was, apparently, a grave insult for the Kel-Voran. Sunkret had tried so hard to learn English from Liao and the other crew… it was probably time to just drop it and let him call her whatever he wanted. 
“As you wish,” Liao said. “And actually, there is something you can help me with. Escort us to dinner.”
The little guy’s sharp teeth clicked together eagerly. “Of course. This way.”
Sunkret led them through to the dining area, a long, rectangular space that branched off from the main holding area. Row after row of long metal tables were set out, with uncomfortable chairs put before them. All around them, other prisoners—all of them Human—sat in groups. Friends, officers, service branches—whatever their bond, Liao had let them self-organise, and the Toralii didn’t seem to care either way.
They made their way to a long rectangular bench at the far end of the hall, which had, unofficially at least, become the officers table. Sanders, due to being unwell, had also been invited to sit there. Apparently, the officers received the best food—an unbelievable thought, given how unpalatable it was.
Sanders wasn’t eating. She just sat there, half curled up in pain, her hands on her abdomen.
“Here.” Sunkret pulling out a chair for Liao, one right at the head of the table. “For you.”
“No.” Liao moved over to Sanders. “Hey.”
“Captain Liao,” Sanders said through gritted teeth. “How’re you doing?”
“Much better than you.” Liao examined her with a concerned eye. “You’re pale.”
“I feel like shit,” she said.
Liao touched her shoulder. “Let me know if I can do anything.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
Sunkret still had the chair pulled over. Exactly how long had it been since someone had done anything like that for her? She wasn’t sure how to react—she was missing an arm, not utterly crippled—but the mess hall wasn’t the time or the place. So without making too much of a deal of it, she sat in the offered seat and scooted forward. O’Hill sat next to her.
“At ease,” Liao said to the table. Everyone, even Sanders, had waited for her. That was something of a custom for the officers: they ate only when all of them were present. Liao respected that show of solidarity.
“I shall fetch your meal,” Sunkret said then left.
As everyone went back to eating, Liao and O’Hill sat there awkwardly.
“What a weirdo,” O’Hill said.
“I think he’s nice,” Liao said, unable to keep a tinge of hesitation out of her tone. “In… a way.”
“In the way that he’s a weirdo,” O’Hill said. “I don’t like him, ma’am.”
In truth, she didn’t, either. “We don’t have many allies here. For all his weirdness, Sunkret is one of them. He’s strong, and he’s not afraid to be seen with us, even if he just wants to suck up to me. He knows things, he knows people, and he speaks a lot of languages. Communication is important if we’re going to survive here. Besides… he’s the only Kel-Voran in this whole facility. He needs allies, too.”
“That’s true, ma’am,” O’Hill said, although the concession seemed to sting him. “I still don’t like him. The Toralii Alliance are motivated, technologically advanced, innovative, and driven. The Kel-Voran are psychotic barbarians kept in line only by the promise of more bloodshed. That makes them fierce, yes, but also predictable and stupid. I’d rather fight psychotic berserkers than cold-blooded sociopaths any day.”
There was some truth in that. “Unfortunately, one doesn’t get to pick their enemies.”
Her eyes met someone else at the table—US Air Force Brigadier General Andrew Decker-Sheng. For so long she had suspected him of treachery, probably for the entirely stupid reason that he shared half his surname with her first XO.
She had been wrong. Dead wrong. But that didn’t mean they’d become friends.
“Hello, Captain.” Decker-Sheng was sporting fresh welts over his face and neck, driving home the point that he had suffered both her misdirected suspicions and the Toralii brutality.
“Good evening, sir,” Liao said. His outranking her, even if only technically and in another nation’s armed forces, made things worse.
There wasn’t much else to say, and Liao awkwardly avoided his eyes.
Sunkret returned, balancing a tray of dark-green soup on each hand. He laid one out before O’Hill, one for himself, then the last two for Liao.
Two plates of the Toralii slop for her. Just what she needed to cap off a session in the interrogation room. The olive paste, half liquid, half solid, reeked of sour slime, just like every other meal she’d eaten since arriving. Liao managed a little smile and dipped her fork into the stuff then into her mouth.
Trying to maintain some semblance of dignity, she gulped down the stuff, which was dry yet simultaneously soggy, almost tasteless except for a lingering sourness. The faces of her fellow Humans reflected how she felt—disgusted.
Sunkret, however, seemed to enjoy it, wolfing down the gunk with a gusto that seemed entirely unbecoming. He tipped his bowl, slurping loudly as he poured the stuff down his throat. Kel-Voran eating habits were unknown to her. Maybe it was Sunkret; maybe it was his people. Either way, seeing him down the disgusting goop made the last dangling shreds of her appetite evaporate.
“So, okay, Captain. I got a joke.” O’Hill shovelled food into his mouth, and a green dribble ran out one side of his lips. He didn’t seem to be enjoying the process, but took to it with remarkable vigour regardless. “Wanna hear it?”
“Sure,” she said.
“Why can’t you hear a pterodactyl go to the bathroom?”
“I don’t know. Something about them being frightening?”
“Because…” He flashed a wide grin, showing his green-stained teeth. “They’re extinct.”
“O… kay. Okay.” Liao put down her spoon. “If we’re going to spend the rest of our lives in here, listening to those kinds of jokes, I hope the guards just shoot me right now. I—”
A high-pitched noise heralded the activation of Zar’krun’s equivalent to the public address system. A Toralii voice, rough and masculine, came through. [“All prisoners report to their cells immediately.”]
The light changed from stark, sterile white to a deep purple, and loud klaxons sounded throughout the complex. A dozen armed guards clad in thick armour, ran into the dining hall, plasma rifles raised and pointed directly at her.
“Well,” Liao said, feeling all eyes upon her as she slowly raised her lone hand. “I guess sometimes wishes do come true.”
A tense silence, punctuated only by the wailing of klaxons, filled the dining hall for several seconds. What were they waiting for?
The leader of the guards, a short, angry-looking Toralii with orange fur, seemed ready to pull the trigger—then he lowered his weapon, almost in frustration.
[“This is the wrong one,”] he said, then addressed his fellows. [“Fan out. Find the other Liao. Make sure it doesn’t escape.”]
The… other Liao? That shocked her for a moment, then she realised the truth with a start. They were keeping Ben at Zar’krun, too.
Apparently, he was being even less cooperative than she was. For the first time in a long time, Liao smiled.
Then Sanders fell out of her chair, slumped on the deck. For a second, she just lay there, then her whole body jerked as though electrified. She twitched and thrashed, then went completely limp.

Ben’s Detention Cell
Zar’krun
 
Ten minutes earlier
 
Ben did not like being in a cage, but endless idle time was useful to recharge.
An active, fit human body required approximately two thousand calories a day or eight million joules of energy. His implants required an additional one million, three hundred thousand above that, daily, and his battery could hold a further three million.
That battery was long since exhausted. The Toralii denied him access to power, of course. Some of his implants allowed him to function without breath, even in the vacuum of space. They also made him stronger and faster. At least one was a weapon—a plasma pistol built into his wrist. At short range, the pistol was deadly, but useless without energy.
His many implants could not be removed, so tightly woven around his flesh, bones, and organs were they, but without power, they were dead weight—so the Toralii thought. Ben’s emergency power generator could convert ten joules a minute to the internal battery. Slowly, agonisingly, he was gaining strength. Waiting for the right moment.
Ten joules a minute. Six hundred joules an hour. Fourteen and a half thousand a day. Four hundred thousand a month. He had nearly one million, three hundred thousand joules in the tank. Only three more months until he was fully charged.
His waiting had transformed into a dull routine. He had no watch, no clock—even his time-keeping implant was shut down to preserve power—but he knew how much energy he was syphoning away, squirrelling into his tiny battery.
As a construct, he had been able to track time perfectly, to a certain level of precision that was sufficient for almost any purpose. The Toralii used time measurements based on eight; each unit was eight times the value of the previous, and one eighth the value of the next. Eight seasons in a year, eight units in a season, eight days in a unit, eight sections in a day, and so on and so forth until the division of time no longer made sense.
Humans, however, left to their own devices, had to deal with things in larger slices. A sleep period. A meal period. And the charging, that little gauge inside his head, slowly filled up, day by day. Slowly.
Try as he might, though, even with the charge meter to anchor him, he lost track of time. He slept, woke, then slept again. The Toralii kept him in a separate prison block, away from the others, in an empty square cell with a toilet and a slot for food. It might have seemed that he was being left alone, but Ben knew better. He knew the Toralii—and their methods. They were studying him.
Finally, after many meals and many rest periods, the door to his cell opened. Ben sat up expectantly, watching as the heavy metal retracted into the wall then stayed open.
A strange Toralii stepped into the light. Ben squinted, peering at the silhouette. Although he was male, tall, and strong, age had sapped his strength. The edges of the shape were gilded with dark-red fur streaked with grey. His coat was strangely weathered, as though he had spent considerable time outside. Finally, Ben recognised him: a face from his first few seconds of life.
Worldleader Jul’aran. The commander of the facility where he had been forged had become a teacher to the Humans and liaison for the Telvan Toralii, or so last Ben knew.
“Jul’aran,” Ben said, his lips cracking as they formed the words. He hadn’t used them in some time, and they had dried. “You are a most unexpected guest.” He sat up, gesturing around his bare cell, to the nothingness on display. “Welcome to my home.”
[“Indeed,”] Jul’aran said. A split second later, a word-speaker device on his neck flashed, repeating the words in accented, stilted English. “It’s been a long time, Ben.”
“Not so long,” Ben said, focusing his attention on the translation. He had to pick one of the voices and couldn’t listen to both at once, the way he could when he was a construct. One of the limitations on biological creatures. “Last I knew, you were on Velsharn with the rest of… them.”
“I was recalled,” Jul’aran said as he stepped into Ben’s cell, the door hissing closed behind him. “The Alliance required my… expertise.”
That amused him. “Your expertise on running forgeworlds, such as Belthas IV?” The edges of his Liao-shaped mouth turned upward. “Have the Kel-Voran raids finally taken their toll on the Earth God’s workers?”
“No,” Jul’aran said, his tone heavy. “With you. Domo Arigato, Mr. Roboto. Or is it Miss Roboto? Honestly, I’m not clear on the… gender situation.”
Amusing! “That’s a human joke,” Ben said. “Interesting, coming from you to me, seeing as one of us is a Human—heavily modified with cybernetics, certainly—and the other is not.”
Jul’aran snorted dismissively, rolling his large felinoid shoulders. “I am closer to Human than you are. I have lived amongst them for almost a year, learning their ways. Meanwhile, you wear Captain Liao’s skin and have her voice, but you aren’t her.”
“Define Captain Liao,” Ben said.
The question obviously stumped Jul’aran. For several seconds, his eyes flicked to one side, and his fuzzy eyeridges lowered. Did that help the thinking process? It seemed to. “Spoken like a true machine.” Jul’aran folded his large paw-like hands. “See, I’ve learnt something about Humans—they are charitable in that way. They see you as living thing. I know what you are, though. You’re a construct. A robot who tried to be human.”
“Did you know that robot is a shortening of rabota, a Czech word meaning means slave?” Ben tilted his head. “Is that how you come to me, seeking my aid? With insults?”
“I meant no insult.” Jul’aran regarded him evenly. “A construct is designed, programmed, to serve and to feel nothing in the serving. It is a tool. Nothing more. You have no spirit. No soul.”
“I should have known it would come down to souls,” Ben said, bitterness tainting his words. “The Toralii were always superstitious, and always trying to find ways to reconcile their religions with science. Water gods, air gods, fire gods… you have a god for basically every primal element. Except, of course, space.” Ben stood, bracing himself against the metal bulkhead for support. His legs were weak from lack of use. “Some Toralii consider space to be the domain of the air gods, but others ask how a god can have domain over that which contains none of it.”
Jul’aran dipped his head. “That is an apt analogy. You are the space to the air gods. Intuitively one thing, but equally intuitively its opposite. They do not know what to do with you, and neither do I. You inhabit flesh. You are not just a malfunctioning construct to be melted down.”
“Arguable,” Ben said.
“You are, and yet… you are not. You are more. This is proving to be a complex problem for our scientists to resolve.”
Suddenly, it all made sense. That explained why they were keeping him. They wanted to duplicate him.
“So,” Ben asked, trying to keep his discovery secret, “what will become of me?”
“I am uncertain,” Jul’aran said. “Toralii Alliance agents are en route to Velsharn as we speak; they may have already arrived. We can send through updated orders to discover what the Humans have learnt about your physiology, but they were originally dispatched for much darker purpose and are ill-suited to investigation. Their methods are too crude. We would rather hear it from you.”
There were Toralii agents on Velsharn? Assassins, by the sounds of it. Ben stored that little piece of information away for later. “Mmm.”
Jul’aran hesitated, his paw tapping on his chin. Why did biological creatures spend so long deciding on what they wanted to say? Speed was preferable to precision. “Humans have a saying,” Jul’aran said. “Man struggles to remake himself, for he is both marble and the sculptor. What do you think this means?”
“It means we are agents of our own destiny,” Ben said.
“It means change is painful. What you are is something special. Something unique. You are a machine in a flesh body. You had your origins on the forge world of Belthas, and now you have become so much more. You are a proof of concept, that a mind can be copied to flesh. With you, we could make enough armies to control the Galaxy.”
Then it came out: the truth, or as close to it as he was going to get. “Is that why you’re keeping me here?” Ben said, showing his teeth. “Keeping me in a box, alone… just seeing how long I can hold out?”
“No.” Jul’aran smiled, but it was an angry, sad smile. “I’ll try to explain. Are you aware of the story of the devil?”
He searched his memories. “I found some mention of that name when I had access to the TFR Beijing’s databanks.”
“Satan to the Christians. Shaitan to the Muslims. Literally ‘the adversary.’ He is a Human legend, one common to the most prolific religions on Earth. He was once Lucifer, a goodly being who fell to evil and now tempts mankind from afar, from another plane… a world of fire. To the less religious, he is a concept, an idea to be fought against. But to the faithful, he is a real creature. Flesh and blood who walks amongst them.”
An amusing notion. “And is that what I am?” asked Ben. “The devil?”
“We don’t know what you are,” Jul’aran said, a strange smile crossing his face. “Human and Toralii alike, that is one thing we have in common. But one thing I learnt about Humans is that they often forget the origins of their enemies.” He crouched on the floor of Ben’s cell, settling with a groan, a reminder of how old he was. “They think you are a beast, a monster, but I see through you. I see more of you than that.”
“I’ve killed a lot of people,” Ben said. “A lot. Human, Toralii, Kel-Voran… it doesn’t matter to me. Their lives were insignificant.”
Jul’aran just smiled. “You have. But people forget: even Lucifer was once an angel. I think there’s a chance you can do good. That you’ll help us willingly.”
“Define ‘us,’” Ben said.
“The Telvan. The Telvan you came to when the Humans needed help.”
Liar. Liar! “This is an Alliance facility. The Telvan have no authority here. You cannot tell me you work for them.”
“The research will be shared,” Jul’aran said, “to the betterment of all. You will lead a generation towards s a bright new future… even Lucifer can be redeemed. Do good.”
Do good? What did that even mean? To sacrifice himself for others? Ben had done enough of that—he had served his time on the Giralan, buried under the sands of Karathi. He had worked and slaved while maintaining an inoperable vessel, trying to fight back the encroachment of rust and time. He had paid his debt.
“What good do you suggest that I do?” Ben asked.
Jul’aran’s smile widened. He reached into his pocket and withdrew a small device—a standard Toralii transponder. “Do your cybernetics allow you interface with this?”
Such a simple piece of technology? That was not a true test. He almost said yes, a biting, sarcastic answer that would have given him a little dignity but served no purpose. However, a split second before the words tumbled out, he caught them in his throat. He could play the situation to his advantage.
Transponders had a substantial power reserve.
“Perhaps,” Ben said, fighting to keep his voice even. “May I hold it?”
Jul’aran considered, but shook his head. “No. Could you copy yourself to it?”
Blast. He would have to do better. “No. It doesn’t have enough storage. I’d need a full-blown datacore at least, more if you want redundancy. It helps to have a slave device to assist in verification and to act as temporary storage.”
“Very well,” Jul’aran said. “What if we provided you with such a thing?”
Giving him a datacore would be Jul’aran’s last mistake. Ben couldn’t help but laugh. Such were the foibles of being a biological creature. Poor impulse control.
“What is funny?” asked Jul’aran.
“Nothing,” Ben said. “Just that…”
“It’s just what?”
“You were right,” Ben said at length. “People do forget. Toralii and Human alike. They forget their friends and their enemies.” He activated one of his implants, flooding his body with adrenaline. “And they forget that they are locked in a prison cell with a cyborg.”
Jul’aran’s eyes widened, and reflexively, he looked over his shoulder at the door.
That was all the time Ben needed. He leapt forward, cybernetics whirring, his fleshy legs strengthened by Toralii alloys. He crashed into Jul’aran, driving him against the wall.
“W-What are you doing?” Jul’aran hissed, the translation device struggling to keep up with the rise in the pitch of his voice. “They will kill you for this!”
“There’s only one of me,” Ben said. “One of me and one only. I am unique. And I plan to stay that way.”
A quick gesture snapped Jul’aran’s neck and almost completely tore off his head. Ben flung the Toralii’s body aside as sirens began to wail around him. The body slumped against the bulkhead and lay still, twisted grotesquely in death.
But such things did not concern him. The wailing of alarms was liked the crying of children: piercing to his human ears, annoying, but ultimately fruitless.
He turned his attention to the door, activating more of his implants, bringing them up to full power. The time had come to, as the Humans said, break the piggy bank of his energy stores.
Ben’s implants whined as he pulled back his fist then slammed it into the metal door. The frame cracked, the metal slab buckled, but it held.
More power. After another swing, another powerful impact reverberated through the walls of his cell. A spiderweb of cracks spread over the metal. Another swing. Another. Another. More power.
The door flew off its hinges and out into the corridor beyond, colliding with the guard—a Pacifier—standing on the other side, knocking her and her weapon aside. Ben was tempted to step into the corridor, savouring the potential for freedom, but first things first.
He jammed the communications device into a socket on his left arm, reaching out to it with his implants. It was like flexing a numb limb; a strange, alien sensation that was at once familiar and yet distinctly odd. The tiny computer attached to his brain told him a wealth of information: the frequencies the communicator was using, its encryption keys, and the power levels.
Power. Energy. The tiny thing was practically full. Ben initiated the transfer. A pleasurable surge coursed through his body as the transponder began transferring its delicious payload straight into his battery.
The process would take time he didn’t have. Alarms continued to cry all around him. Ben darted out into a brightly lit, purple-tinged, unfamiliar corridor, snatching up the plasma rifle from the sprawled Pacifier. To make sure it worked, he lined up the emitter to her face and squeezed the trigger button.
It melted a hole through the Toralii’s head and into the floor, burrowing to the rock below.
Rock. That was interesting. He was on a planet of some description. He would have thought Zar’krun would be a space station like Cenar. Either the Toralii were less rigid in thinking than he had anticipated or the facility was older.
The thumping of boots on deck shook him out of his thoughts. No time to ponder such things. As a construct, he could have spun up another thought-thread and pondered it in a background process, but his biologicals afforded him no such luxury. Ben shouldered the plasma rifle and, with a single hand, picked up the warped and dented door by its handle, pulling it in close to his body like a shield.
A dozen Toralii Pacifiers rounded the corner, armed and armoured, weapons raised. Ben fired first, catching the leader of the guards in the chest. The shot blew through the armour and into the flesh below, blasting the smoking corpse back against the ground. The return fire splashed off his improvised shield. The snap-hiss of evaporating metal followed each impact. The acrid stench of burning metal filled his nose.
The door was strong, but it wouldn’t survive. Ben summoned his strength and hurled the metal device at them, scattering his enemies before the pitted, scarred slab of metal slammed into the far bulkhead, embedding halfway inside it.
Seizing the distraction Ben tore down the corridor, diverting power away from his arms to his legs. Picking up speed, he drank in the excess energy from the small device. Shots flashed all around him, and he bent himself low, risking a glance over his shoulder, optical implants thirstily consuming power. He plotted the course of each incoming shot, stepping out of the way before it hit.
A corner provided sanctuary. Another. At a T-junction, Ben took the left. The corridor was lined with doors, just like his.
Around another corner, a Pacifier ran towards him. Ben lowered his shoulder and slammed into the guard, his flesh-steel shoulder meeting Toralii armour with a sickening crunch that broke the soft flesh and revealed metal beneath. The guard, similarly wounded, fell to the side. Ben’s injury would heal in time, aided by nanites and technology. The Toralii guard would be less lucky.
He turned another corner and, suddenly, found himself at a dead end. The problem had an obvious solution. Ben fired his rifle thrice at the wall, softening it with the superheated plasma, then punched through the weakened metal.
Bright light streamed in, searing his eyes, along with a rush of air. Fresh air. The outside. The cries of animals. The scent of vegetation. Ben adjusted his optical implants, toning down the brightness. Zar’krun was a beacon, a spotlight lighting up the surrounding area. All he had to do was stay away from the light, and he would be safe.
Freedom.
All too easy.
Ben backed up and took a running leap into the green, leaving the wailing of alarms far behind him.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER II
 
 
 
One Down
*****
Dining Hall
Zar’krun
 
BEN
WAS
ON ZAR’KRUN. LIAO wasn’t sure until she saw him with her own eyes, but looking at her own face sold it to her. And then he had run away, so… who knew?
When the Toralii medics took Sanders away, Liao wanted to go with them, but the guards kept her and the rest of the Humans under careful watch until the purple light faded and the sirens stopped.
[“This disturbance is over,”] the guard said, his strong paw gripping her shoulder. [“You need to come with us.”]
Since it was quiet, Liao had little reason to misbehave as the two Toralii Pacifiers walked her back to her cell. Although she moved quickly and with purpose, her mind was racing.
What was going on? A rescue attempt? Some kind of disturbance?
They passed a body lying on the ground, sprawled out weirdly. The Toralii figure wore the same style of riot gear the Pacifiers all wore. The head had been burned away by a plasma blast, revealing dark-brown soil beneath.
[“Keep walking,”] one of the guards said.
She continued putting one shoe in front of the other. “What happened here?”
[“It is none of your concern.”] The guard led her down the passageway towards her cell then, surprisingly, walked past it.
“Where are we going?” she asked over her shoulder.
[“Interrogation,”] the guard said.
The farther they went, she saw it was true. The long corridor to the interrogation rooms stretched out before her.
Again?
The walk back to the interrogation room was a sombre one. Her burns were still fresh. Her body ached. What kind of tortures would the strange woman behind the speaker impose on her this time? What new pains could they inflict on her?
What had happened to the guard in the corridor?
She pulled open the door, her mind spinning endless possibilities, but the room wasn’t empty, as it usually was.
Sitting in the middle of the normally empty room was a small table with two chairs, both on the same side of the table. One chair was occupied by a short Toralii male with golden fur, his hands folded neatly in his lap. He wore a strange cap on his head that covered his ears; it was handwoven, evidenced by tiny imperfections. One ear was green, the other blue. He seemed smaller than others of his kind and weaker. There was something else, as well—a nervousness which seemed entirely unbecoming on the normally fierce, strong felineoids. His light-brown clothing was not a military uniform; it seemed to be comprised of thin layers of cloth overlayed and stitched together in a rustic, almost primitive fashion.
He smiled warmly at Liao, his whiskers twitching slightly, the tip of his tail sweeping across the ground. [“Good morning, Captain Liao.”]
Liao appraised him warily. “Who are you? Where is Commandant Yarri?”
[“My name is Kest of Serra,”] he said, whiskers twitching as he spoke. [“I’m a civilian consultant.”]
“Consultant?” Liao narrowed her eyes. “On what topic?”
Kest’s smile widened. [“Humanity. I am the adviser to the Toralii Alliance on the matters of your people.”] He gestured to the other side of the table. [“Take a seat, Captain Liao.”]
She did so, slowly and reluctantly.
[“I need your help, Captain Liao.”]
Her help? “Pardon?” she asked, unable to find a particularly eloquent response. “Me?”
[“That is correct.”] Kest shifted in his seat. [“As you are no doubt aware there was recently a… disturbance in this facility.”]
A Pacifier with its head burned off was a pretty big disturbance, but she kept the sarcastic answer firmly locked away in her mind. “I am aware, although I’m afraid I don’t know anything about it.”
Kest smiled slightly, seeming to deliberately hide his teeth with his gums. [“I did not expect that you would. The truth is, one of our prisoners escaped.”]
“All the Humans were with me,” Liao said. It was hard to find sympathy for her captors in that moment. Her only concern was making sure that any reprisals were not visited upon her and her people. “So it wasn’t one of us.”
Kest tilted his head. [“Not… all of the humans.”]
After a slight pause, she realized. “You mean Ben, of course.”
[“Of course.”]
Liao considered. “Keeping him alive was a mistake,” she said flatly, “and not just because he looks like a creepy copy of me. Ben is surprisingly resourceful, even if he’s stuck in a Human body now. If you want my suggestion—if you find him, put a bullet in him. Assuming that will even do the job at this point, given how heavily modified his body seems to be.”
Kest’s ears flicked forward. [“That is my opinion, as well, but not, in face, why I have bought you here.”]
“Why then?”
He smiled again, a soft, genuine smile. [“Like I said, I need your help.”]
“I see,” Liao said. She laid her left arm front of her, pointedly moving the stump of her right so that its ghost would be lying across it, were it to exist. “My answer to you is the same answer I gave Commandant Yarri. I will not help you against my own people.”
Kest raised his hands, shaking his head. [“No, no. Not like that. Ben’s escape has shown us that our methods not working and that we are spending a considerable amount of resources and time keeping you here, when it is of minimal benefit to us.”] He took a deep breath and slowly let it out. [“We are hoping that a change of methods will… assist us. I just want to understand you.”]
“That’s it?” Liao asked, painting every word with scepticism. “You just want to be our friends?”
Kest hesitated for a moment. [“I will confess, there is little altruism in this. I am here to help obtain your cooperation, directly, but a certain part of my job is dedicated to the acquisition of knowledge that you may consider military secrets.”]
The frankness of his words was almost refreshing. “Well, you can forget about getting anything like that from me.”
[“I’m sure,”] Kest said.
She didn’t like how friendly he was, but he seemed genuine. “Well, then I’m afraid I’m going to have to continue to waste your time here.”
He slowly pointed to the door. [“If you want to leave, the door is there. You are not obligated to speak with me, but I thought you might prefer something a little less painful than Commandant Yarri’s efforts.”]
The idea of being burned again was not appealing, but Liao was not about to give up any information she might have to this… adviser. She settled back into her seat. “Well, what do you want to talk about?”
Kest paused for a brief moment. [“What happened to your arm?”]
The heat of the torture session was too fresh, too vivid, for her to answer honestly. She sometimes felt it—especially with her prosthetic removed. The white-hot searing pain of her flesh melting. Of plasma slicing off her arm halfway between the elbow and the shoulder. Of hearing the surgeons telling her that they tried to save whatever they could…
“I ripped it off,” she said, holding the stump of her left arm out. “But I left the right-hand one there, just to remind my legs to never to fuck with me.”
Kest snorted playfully, his tail swaying. [“That is actually pretty funny.”]
Maybe. “It was lost in battle. During the bombardment of Velsharn. I was caught outside… plasma is hot. I lost the arm and a good part of my skin.”
[“I see. It is good you survived.”] A small amount of joy returned to his tone. [“Do you have any children?”]
Liao bristled firmly, straightening her back. A million thoughts flooded into her: visions of her daughter, Allison, hopefully being cared for by Olivia, hopefully happy. Hopefully a thousand light years away from her.
Her daughter would be two years old. Or close by. Two years… it seemed impossible that so much time had passed. It seemed like yesterday when she had arrived.
“Yes,” Liao said, bitterness that could not be suppressed creeping into her tone. “I have a daughter, on Velsharn. She is in the care of people I trust.”
[“Then we have something in common at least.”] Kest’s ears perked up, and he leaned forward, smiling gently. [“Can I ask her name?”]
No harm in that. “Allison Liao.”
[“She has her mother’s surname. My understanding is that is… not traditional amongst your people. What does the father think about that?”]
James had encouraged her to avoid hyphenation. He had insisted. Liao-Grégoire sounds stupid! he had insisted. And Grégoire-Liao is just as bad. The memory almost made her smile. Almost. “He’s fine with it. If she was a boy, he would have been Allison Grégoire. Or… Andrew Grégoire I suppose.”
Kest fiddled with the tunic covering his breast, opening a pocket. He withdrew a thin sliver of material with a picture printed on it. Two small Toralii faces were crammed into the shot as though it were not wide enough to contain their smiles. [“My own daughters,”] he explained. [“Xari and Velluma. Seven and nine years old, by your measurements of time. They are being primed for entry into the Eighth Telvan military academy.”]
Liao kept her eyes on him, idly tapping her foot against the deck.
[“Xari is a talented engineer. She will hopefully have her own ship one day. Velluma… she is a warrior’s warrior. Her skill with the plasma rifle is second to none, and she has taken the marksman’s badge twice in two years. I expect she will take it in her final year, as well.”]
Kest didn’t seem deterred by Liao’s silence, but he did put the picture away. [“Our records indicate that you are from a place called China.”] He leaned forward slightly. [“What can you tell me about it?”]
“It’s gone,” Liao said simply. “It’s a smoking ruin. Everyone there is dead. Those who didn’t burn to death in the initial bombardment choked on an atmosphere that burned away the oxygen to sustain them. Anyone who survived that died of thirst and hunger.”
He seemed to have genuinely forgotten Earth had been destroyed. [“I had no part in the attack,”] Kest said quietly. [“I do not condone the killing of civilians, regardless of species. I am sorry it had to come to that.”]
“Come to that?” Liao’s bitterness returned. “You make it sound as though the scourging of my home was some necessary, unavoidable consequence; some tragedy of nature. It was Toralii ships that sailed there, Toralii weapons that bombarded Earth’s surface, and Toralii prisons that keep me here.”
[“I understand. But Earth lives on in your memories.”]
“Poetic, but I’d rather have new memories of Earth.”
Kest seemed to appreciate that, dipping his head. [“I understand what you mean. Too long have I been kept from the world of my birth. I have my memories, but just as you do, I’d rather go back. Still… for now, at least… I am content with finding my home wherever I am.”]
That was entirely reasonable. She tilted her head. “How long has it been?”
[“Six years,”] Kest said, his smile wide. [“I’ve lived in space, with metal as a floor and roof, for six years, but it was not always so. I was born on Serra, a small little island with no major resources, well beyond the reach of the Toralii Alliance. We are a simple, primitive people… a water people. We worship the water gods. They are as much a part of me as my fur and my claws. The memories of home are as fresh as any I’ve ever had.”] He closed his eyes gently, his smile like a half-moon on his face. [“Oh, Liao, I can smell the salt water. I can taste the freshly cooked fish. It’s all as clear to me as this moment is right now.”]
“If you like it so much, why don’t you go back?”
[“Oh, I very much doubt your people would allow me to set foot on Velsharn ever again.”] He folded his hands, the tips of his claws poking out. [“Yes, Serra is on Velsharn. My people were evacuated after your ship attacked the colony there. The Telvan government could not know, of course, that no further attacks would be coming, and my people…well, we could not stand against your might, had your intentions proved to be violent.
[“They promised us we would be repatriated. Of course they did. But after you arrived, the whole planet was turned over to you and your people. A gift from the Telvan. But they didn’t ask the handful of us who had previously lived there what we thought or how we felt.”]
She felt a stab of guilt. In the mad panic to escape Earth, Liao had ordered the fleet to jump to a rendezvous, knowing the Beijing had, at best, one more jump left in him. Liao had picked the only place she knew would be safe: Velsharn. Of course the Telvan government would swoop in and take care of the survivors. Of course they would.
“Some Telvan returned to Velsharn. They live with us, in our cities and on their own communities and islands. We share this world with them. If you were from there, you could return.”
[“But we would live under Human rule. Under Human laws. We would be a part of your society, not our own.”]
“We could make an exception. This seems… solvable.”
Kest acknowledged the point with a dip of his head. [“Exceptions can be made, of course, and a world is large… but Humans covered Earth before it was destroyed, did they not? Every livable place had been settled. Every continent, island of any substantial size or with any useful resources, every little scrap of land used. Such is the nature of creatures—you and we both. We expand, and expand, and eventually, our two territories would share a border. It is my experience that when borders are pushed together, conflict arises. Perhaps that is why our government insisted that our people intermingle with yours, as one culture, one society, not two separate ones.”]
The history of humanity, especially when competing for resources such as land, was bleak and blood-splattered. Kest was right. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise in finding a home for my people, that I would deprive you of yours.”
[“Such is always the way of things.”] Kest blinked rapidly, the Toralii equivalent of a shrug. [“We have accepted that aliens own our planet now.”]
“I’m still sorry.”
Kest nodded understandingly. [“For what it’s worth, I accept this.”] He paused, possibly for effect, possibly to consider some matter. [“Captain Liao, I would like to do you a favour.”]
She narrowed her eyes slightly. “You understand that I am wary of Toralii favours.”
[“Of course. I would be, too, in your position.”]
Nothing for it but to ask. “What is the favour?”
[“I would like to organise a force to Qadeem to retrieve the bodies of your dead and deliver them to your people, if possible, or bury them if such a thing is not agreeable to your forces.”]
The notion stirred many thoughts within her. Her Chief of Marines Yanmei Cheung had been blown to bits, the parts of her head scattered over the desert sands of an alien world. That was not a fitting end for someone who had been a loyal warrior. “After we were made prisoner, what did you do with the bodies?”
“They were left where they fell.”
That relieved her. There was a possibility her people recovered them. “Leave no man behind” counted for women, too. Would the Humans come for Cheung’s body?
“What would you want in exchange for this?” Liao asked.
[“Nothing.”] Kest looked at her with sincerity on his alien face. [“The Toralii Alliance has noted the lack of morale amongst the Human prisoners. The lack of compliance. They are at a loss as how to… motivate you to cooperate.”]
“We won’t be bought with favours.”
Kest waved his hand dismissively. [“This favour comes not from the Toralii Alliance, but from me. There is nothing you have to lose from accepting this deal, and it comes with no preconditions.”]
Something about it ate at her, but retrieval of the bodies would be important for morale, both within their prison and without. She considered for a length. “I’m sure they would appreciate that, but you must understand relations between our people and the Alliance are strained. Even opening up the dialogue is not going to be easy.”
[“Perhaps we can arrange for something more substantial than bodies.”] Kest’s tail swept across the deck. [“Our doctors have observed that Warrant Officer Trish Sanders’s collapse. It is fortunate that, as the lowest-ranking Human amongst your group, she possesses the least amount of useful intelligence. Perhaps we could arrange her return to your people. Such a thing could serve as a goodwill gesture, a… favour on top of a favour.”]
Sanders was useless to them except as a bargaining chip. In that regard, she was perfect—a living olive branch that the Toralii could extend for almost no cost, but one which was quite valuable to her people.
Dangerous thinking. Nothing came free. Kest obviously thought he could get something by offering this trade, but what? A cold, dispassionate comparison was difficult; even discounting all other factors, Sanders was young, healthy, and talented. With humanity on the precipice of extinction Liao needed to save everyone she could, but if whatever the Toralii were planning came to fruition, her people would no doubt lose more than they gained.
Was saving Sanders’s life worth the risk?
“My people will be wary,” Liao said. “The last time the Toralii Alliance tried to arrange a prisoner exchange, they lined the prisoners up and shot them.” The memories flashed back into her mind’s eye. “Forcing us to do the same to those we held.”
[“That is one of their usual tactics, to break the will of uncooperative species. I will ensure that the exchange takes place under the banner of the Telvan. They will honour the agreement.”]
It was a risk. “I’ll have to speak to Sanders. She will need to agree to this.”
[“She is too unwell to agree to such a thing, but if you insist she must consent, then I will not press the matter. Still, I feel this is a mistake. I believe that the Toralii Alliance and the Telvan need to engage in dialogue with our enemies. It’s when the talking stops that the ground becomes fertile for fighting.”]
The surviving Humans would want the bodies of their fallen returned. The Americans, in particular, had a huge thing about it.
Agreeing to his exchange was putting trust in their captors, but what had they to lose? The Toralii had reached out to them, trying to improve their conditions, so maybe they should cooperate. “Make the arrangement. Get Sanders the help she needs.”
[“I will. But it would help my case if you gave me something to work with. Something I can show to my superiors that cooperation is the way forward with your people, rather than torture.”]
It was sorely tempting. “I cannot. I’m sorry. If that means that Sanders dies, then so be it.” Sanders had known what she was signing up for.
Kest ran his tongue over his sharp teeth then leaned forward. He seemed so sincere that Liao, for a brief second, almost considered changing her mind. Almost.
[“I will do my best.”]

Dining Hall
Zar’krun
 
A day later
 
With Sanders gone, there was just that little bit more space at the Humans’ table. The absence of a single person gave them all an inch or two more elbowroom, but unlike so many other losses that had been sent her way since she had taken command of the Beijing, Sanders’s was cause for celebration. She hadn’t died. She’d been sent home. She was free.
The Humans, especially O’Hill, laughed and shared whatever meagre supplies they had been storing for just such an occasion. Sunkret presented a tiny bottle of some kind of alcoholic contraband, which they shared. Morale had been lifted sky-high. Despite the threat of retribution, for the moment, the Humans had only one thing on their minds. One day, they too would be free. That thought made them celebrate even further.
Liao, however, had to maintain the presence and dignity of an officer. She did not sing or tell stories. She merely ate her meal with a smile on her face, but her mind was racing. For the first time since she’d arrived, her thoughts were turned towards a place other than her present. Towards the future.
Perhaps the Toralii had hoped that releasing their sick member would calm them down, make them come to accept the Alliance as their masters. Instead, it ignited within the Human survivors a fiery passion that channelled itself into a singular thought: she wanted freedom for everyone.
The dinner, fuelled by singing and Sunkret’s drink, grew boisterous and soon the Toralii guards intervened. Roughly, but without violence, each of the Humans was lead, dragged or carried back to their cells. The guards took Liao away last, attaching the thick handcuffs that were their tradition, then walking beside her, two of them guiding her to the officer’s section.
Which was where she wanted to be anyway.
Liao’s cell was more spacious and accommodating than the other quarters given to her fellow Humans. Although her doors were locked at night, and she had no window, the other officers could come and go as they pleased. Even better, the Toralii had provided her with a writing desk and a modest, but sufficient, supply of writing implements, along with a ream of some kind of parchment, the top of the sheets stuck together with a form of glue. The Toralii had a strange style of writing using thin, refillable shafts of bone which felt, in her hand, how she imagined an old fashioned feather quill to be; large and unwieldy, yet balanced.
But it worked. That was all she needed.
“Music,” Liao said to the empty room, exercising one of the few genuine luxuries that the Toralii allowed her as the CO. “Random, shuffle.”
A soft tune began to fill the room. She actually recognised it; Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. Piano Sonata No. 14. A recording from ancient Earth, played through alien speakers.
As she listened, Liao tore strips out of the parchment. Each one was given a name. Liao. O’Hill. Erikson. Every Human prisoner became a token. Then she made one for the various other players, including the Toralii. Kest. Sunkret. Commandant Yarri.
With an armful of strips of parchment she walked to the far bulkhead. The glue residue was enough to stick the notes to the wall; she put each one of them up on the walls, in groups. Human, Toralii, Kel-Voran…
And one of them simply labelled Rescue.
The Sanders one was moved out, out, out and away, towards the corner. The corner was freedom. They all had to get there. But how?
Liao took a step back, then another and another, until her back was against the opposite bulkhead. She took in the picture from the widest possible angle, mentally replacing the strips of parchment with the faces of the people involved.
The puzzle of how to escape from Zar’krun was all laid out before her. She just had to figure out a way to solve it.
“Permission to enter, ma’am?” asked O’Hill from the doorway. “Although I could stand to listen to the music for a bit longer.”
How long had he been standing there? “Come in,” she said.
He stepped inside, head swivelling as he took in her plan, eyes roaming over it with confusion at first, then curiosity. “What’s this?”
“A plan,” she said, then shrugged. “The start of a plan.”
“Okay,” O’Hill said, scrunching up his face. “Let’s hear your master plan.”
“Break out. Kill the Toralii if we can on the way.”
“That’s… not much of a plan.”
She knew that better than anyone. “It’s a work in progress.”
O’Hill nodded to the Toralii group. “Why are they on the board?”
“They’re a part of the plan, but a separate part. Good guys go in the right corner, freedom. Bad guys go in the left corner, death.”
O’Hill raised an eyebrow at that. “You’re making plans to take them out?”
“If I can. Two birds with one stone.”
“Make sure that we’re the stone, not the birds.”
She frowned a little. “You don’t sound like you’re on board with that.”
O’Hill grimaced. “I’m on board with any genuine escape plan you can come up with, ma’am, but this? This isn’t a plan.”
“It’s… the start of a plan. Half a plan. It’s half a plan to get past the guards and half a plan to get off this station.”
“It’s nothing. Half a pig, and half a pig isn’t a pig. It’s a bloody mess. This isn’t even a plan to make a plan. It’s… it’s crazy. A wall of crazy.” O’Hill added, almost as an afterthought, “Captain.”
Liao pursed her lips. From whatever audio system the Toralii used, Beethoven’s song came to a soft, gentle end, and a new piece started playing, something Indian with sitars and an electronic beat. “Guess we should just focus on getting out of here.”
“I know you got a score to settle with the commandant,” O’Hill said. “Believe me, I know that feeling. But nobody can win all their battles. Not even you, the great Melissa Liao, Butcher of Kor’Vakkar.” He smiled a cocky smile, but behind it, there was something more. “Sometimes surviving is enough.”
“You’re right,” Liao said, a little more bitterly than she meant to. “But it’s easier said than done.”
“Everything is.”
She nodded grimly. “I agree. But sufficient enough to say… there’s a special place in hell for our good commandant.”
“Home is always special.”
She laughed, and for a moment, everything actually seemed okay. Like she actually could just walk away from Yarri, from Zar’krun, and everything would sort itself out in the end. For three or four seconds, the idea that they would all be free was a foreseeable future.
But as fast as it came, the notion faded.
“Well, I suppose.” Liao clapped her hand against the bare stump of her arm, stroking her fingers over the mounts for the prosthetic and the lingering scraps of flesh. “Still, for now, I should focus on this. Maybe I’ll be able to figure out some kind of escape plan.”
“Maybe,” O’Hill said, “the Toralii will find out about it, and they’ll laugh themselves to death.” His tone grew serious. “Captain, we don’t even know where we are. What I mean is: we don’t know if we’re on a planet, a space station, moon… we have no idea how far away we are from Earth, or any kind of contact with the Telvan, the Kel-Voran, or anyone who we could consider even remotely friendly. Not even our fellow humans.”
It was a good point. “My gut tells me it’s the Toralii I should fight, but Anderson put me in this cage. I won’t forget that.”
The look on his face suggested that O’Hill wouldn’t, either. “Look, in Texas, your average motorist is so heavily armed they call them cavalry. Everything's bigger in Texas—including the assholes.” The slightest of slight pauses. “Actually, ma'am, I think he's from Kentucky. He ain’t one of us.”
Liao managed a tiny smile.
“Regardless,” O’Hill said, “we can’t be looking to get out of the box until we know where the box is.”
The song ended, and the music changed again, to a heavy rap beat. She recognised the song, too, and knew where it came from. Her gut hurt. Oh God… no.
“So,” Liao said, “the Toralii Alliance had access to Rowe’s media collection. The one we traded with the Telvan for. Somehow, they ended up with it; or some of it at least. Enough to let us use it… recreationally, I suppose.”
“I’m guessing so.”
“That’s probably where the recordings came from.”
“Yes, ma’am,” O’Hill said. “Much as I can figure it.”
“And that collection had Insane Clown Posse on it.”
“Right.”
Liao groaned and pinched her nose. “Well, at least we know why they really destroyed Earth.”
O’Hill smirked coyly. “You don’t walk the Juggalo path, Captain Liao? Did you even have ICP back in China?”
She affixed him with a withering stare.
He grinned back. “Captain, if I told you that I had been to The Gathering of The Juggalos, went there every other year before I enlisted, I think you might look down your nose at me a little bit. Just a tiny bit, ma’am.”
“A teeny-tiny bit. At least tell me you didn’t do too many drugs.”
“Drugs.” O’Hill’s smile twisted. “All I’ll say is, I know that the primary effect of coke is converting your desire to sleep and your money into a desire to do more coke.”
She couldn’t say she had done anything that crazy in her youth, but… it took all sorts. “What you do on your own time is your own business, but if the Toralii wanted to torture me, they could just put this music on loop for a few hours. Or once.”
“You’ll come to like it eventually. ICP isn’t just a music; it’s a lifestyle.”
The edge of her mouth curled up. “Strange lifestyle for a United States Marine.”
O’Hill shrugged. “Nobody can understand it, especially one who hasn’t lived it.”
That was true enough for most things. “Fair. Well, as long as it makes you happy, I guess it doesn’t matter one bit.” She pivoted on her heel, looking around her cell. “Maybe I’ll eventually come to like this place, too.”
“Praying for Stockholm Syndrome seems like a weird request at this point, ma’am. A fecal prevarication.”
“Well,” Liao said dryly, “I was in that suspension tank for months on end. You don’t poop in that thing—it all happens when you come out. Believe me, I have medical evidence that I am full of shit.”
He laughed, and almost as though on cue, a faint purple light blinked on in the corner of her cell. Lockdown. The time for conversation was over.
O’Hill straightened his back. “Captain, I should get back to my cell.”
Sooner rather than later. “Dismissed,” she said, and O’Hill left.
The thick metal door of her cell slid closed behind him, and the blue light turned purple, indicating it was locked.
Liao went back to staring at the wall and at the pieces of her plan laid out before her, which refused to come together.
At least Sanders was okay. One down.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER III
 
 
 
Another Fine Navy Day
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
Velsharn, High Orbit
 
“RADAR
CONTACT,” SAID LIEUTENANT LING, the Beijing’s radar operator. “L2 Lagrange point. Toralii freighter class. Reflections match the size and density of the Rubens.”
Commander Kamal Iraj straightened the collar on his uniform. Command of the Beijing had never sat well with him; he still felt like an intruder on a vessel he had served on for years. It was Liao’s ship. He was just borrowing it.
The newest development, however, was a problem. The Rubens was not due back for several months. Their mission, one of the utmost importance… and secrecy.
“What’s the play here, Commander?” asked Lieutenant Commander Jiang, the Beijing’s former Tactical officer turned XO. She leaned in close to him in case he needed to speak to her privately, something he himself had done for Liao many times. “You think it’s the Rubens?”
“I doubt it,” Iraj said.
“I doubt it, too.” Jiang shook her head. “Magnet is a goddamn machine. We would have received a communication by now. He’s very prompt with that.”
Magnet probably knew that not signalling his arrival would result in exactly the kind of conversation the senior staff of the alert ships were having right then—or in them simply opening fire.
Iraj turned to their communications officer. “Mister Cole, is that skunk singing?”
Lieutenant Cole, the transfer from the Washington, had his eyes fixed on his console. “We are receiving a signal, sir. It just came through.” He glanced at Iraj, squinting in concern. “It’s on 121.5 MHz. The military distress channel.”
That channel was the same one the Toralii used to signal them in the past. Definitely not Magnet.
“Signal General Quarters throughout the ship. Mister Cole, inform the rest of the fleet of this development and have them stand by. Inform the Iilan, as well. Paint the skunk with a targeting laser; make sure they know we’re looking at them. Coordinate with the rest of the fleet, combine targeting information.”
“Aye aye,” Cole said.
Iraj turned to Engineering. Ensign Saara, the black-furred Toralii who had formally joined the crew, worked at her custom, oversized console. “Engineering?”
[“All systems report power distribution is nominal. Hull plating is ready to be charged. Weapons are loaded and armed. Power cores are coming to full power. General Quarters is now at full effect.”]
“Mister Ling,” Iraj said, “pass radar information to tactical. Yosef, ready to engage that target.”
Ensign Sadira Yosef, the tactical officer transferred from the Knight to replace Jiang, nodded her confirmation. “Target locked in. Relaying strike coordinates to the rest of the fleet. Strike craft are away.”
Then there was nothing more they could do. If it came to battle, they were ready. Iraj slipped the communications headset over his head. “Send through the Toralii transmission.”
His Toralii was terrible, worse than Liao’s, despite having nearly twice the practice she had. He recalled the many lessons he’d had, dragging their words into his mind, focusing on their use of tones. That always screwed him up.
[“Attention Human inhabitants of Velsharn of Task Force Resolution,”] said the coarse feline-esque voice. Iraj swore he could feel a sense of worry and unease accompanying the words. [“This is the Telvan vessel Flowing Water Over Smooth Pebbles. We come from the Telvan government on a special diplomatic mission, as mediators between you and the Toralii Alliance, regarding a matter of concern for both parties.”]
A matter of concern for both parties. That was a strange way of discussing the silence of their mutual enemies after years of war.
“I understand,” Iraj said. “Flowing Water Over Smooth Pebbles, please be advised: this area is open to Telvan traffic, and you are permitted to enter the Velsharn system. The Telvan have long been our allies, and we welcome your visit, especially as bearers of important news.” He muted the channel. “Commander Jiang, keep a weapons lock on that contact. If they so much as fart, I want them blown to debris. We don’t know if they’re really Telvan.”
“Aye aye, sir.” She gestured to her old seat, where Yosef was. “Tactical, maintain weapons lock.”
[“Very well. The news regards the return of one of your comrades. She is sickly and requires medical attention beyond that which the Toralii Alliance can provide to one of your species.”]
Iraj’s eyes met Jiang’s, and between them, an unspoken, hopeful message was transmitted. Could it be Liao?
Surely not. The Toralii Alliance would never give up their greatest bargaining chip. It could be one of the other crewmen. Cheung, perhaps, their chief of marines.
Or perhaps Ben. That notion was a sour one. He would sooner flush that freak out an airlock.
“We are eager to receive our crewman back.” Iraj kept his voice even, banishing as much excitement as he could. “Please dock with our lead vessel, and we shall discuss the terms of the transaction.”
He watched the radar screen on his console as the target ship drew closer. Normally, monitoring the incoming ship would be Liao’s job… he would stand off to one side, watching anxiously on his own display.
Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla had put him in the position of captain; it was not his place to question Allah’s decisions, only to comply. Iraj’s prayers had not had any result, regardless of intensity and frequency. But he knew why. The teacher was always quiet during the test.
Agonisingly slowly, the other ship drew closer as the minutes ticked away. Half an hour later, it was within optical range. His scope showed a standard Toralii freighter of the same design as the Knight and the Rubens. How many of those ships did the Toralii Alliance have? Tens of thousands, according to intelligence, and possibly a hundred times that number.
The Toralii Alliance had lost a third of their military fleet during the assault on Velsharn, but their industrial capability was staggering. The few constructs the Human forces had recovered were enough to not only maintain their fleet of ships, but also build more of their kind. They were sleepless, precise, and capable, and construction on the very first Triumph class vessel in a long time—christened the TFR Berlin—would be complete within the year. At the rate the constructs were programmed to reproduce, the next ship would take three months. The one after that, four weeks. After that… who knew?
But who would crew the ships?
They had gotten around their losses by promoting and transferring internally, but that couldn’t last. They would have to bring up a new generation of crew. That posed a problem for the future.
With the faintest lurch, the Beijing pulled away from the fleet, moving towards the approaching Flowing Water Over Smooth Pebbles. The Washington and a dozen other ships, including the Telvan Krekhan, The Hand of Reckoning, and the Iilan Worldship Eight maintained overwatch, Broadsword gunships and Wasp strike craft deployed in an angry screen. Behind them, the Iilan vessel, their spherical guest, floated in space, its whole surface emitting heat picked up by the infra-red cameras.
With a bright flash, the Iilan ship jumped away, leaving the jump point eerily vacant.
“Sir?” Jiang asked, her confusion clear.
Iraj shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know. They weren’t scheduled for a departure.”
“Great,” Jiang said, bitterness tinging her voice. “Our strongest ship is gone.”
“If they fled at the first sign of trouble, they were never our strongest ship.”
She seemed to accept that, or pretended to well enough that he put it out of his mind. No point crying over what could not be changed.
Iraj’s ship crept towards the Telvan vessel as it decelerated, and soon, the two ships were side to side.
“You really wanna trust these guys?” Jiang whispered, her scepticism clear. “You really think they have… her?”
“The Telvan are different from the Toralii Alliance,” Iraj said. “They fought alongside us against them. Saara is one of them. If they have Liao, they’ll turn her over.”
“That was then,” Jiang said. “This is now.”
True enough, but they didn’t seem to have much choice. Iraj straightened his back and raised his voice so the room could hear. “Commander Jiang, you have the conn,” he said then stepped out of Operations.

Docking Umbilical
TFR Beijing
 
Kamal Iraj and a squad of the Beijing’s marines waited patiently by the airlock.
“Did you know,” said one of the marines, her finger tapping on the side of her Dragon’s Breath rifle, “some Toralii Alliance weapons have a secondary firearm in the handle of the weapon, so they can shoot their enemy when they fake a surrender?”
“Naw,” said another, a tall, dark American marine—yet another transfer. “That’s a myth. We haven’t recovered anything like that from the Toralii we’ve killed. I heard about it, but I haven’t seen it.”
“It’s true,” the female marine said, gripping her rifle tightly. “I heard about it from the Knight. They say that the crew have been rounding up Toralii engineers, trying to steal their knowledge. They said one of them had something like that when they captured her. They also said they put bombs in prisoners sometimes. Implant them, wait until they’re being treated, then… boom. Human hand grenade.”
He had not heard anything like that, but he could not possibly read every report the Knight put in, much less every report from every ship in the fleet. There weren’t enough hours in the day. 
“Docking complete,” Jiang said into Iraj’s ear, the radio signal slightly too loud for his comfort. “The airlock should be opening momentarily.”
The marines raised their rifles cautiously as the thick metal door opened with a faint hiss. Standing on the other side, wearing a drab prisoner’s uniform, was a Human woman with dark skin and a buzz cut. She carried herself with a slight stoop, her flesh sickly and gaunt. She looked as if she might throw up at any moment.
For a moment, just a moment, he thought it was Liao. Perhaps it was hope more than anything else, a trick of the dim, slightly purple light of the Toralii ships, but she was another Human he did not recognise.
“Who are you?” Iraj asked. The marines kept their rifles raised.
“Warrant Officer Trish Sanders. United States Marine Corps. Request permission to come aboard, Commander.”
He evaluated her briefly. “Fetch a corpsman,” he said to the marines beside him, then he turned his attention to the woman. “Permission granted.”
With shaky knees the woman stepped through the threshold between Toralii and Human vessels, then slumped down onto all fours.
Iraj crouched beside her. “Warrant Officer? What’s wrong?”
She shook her head. “Not sure. Something bad. Real bad. Feels like there’s a knife in my gut. Been going on for almost a day now, more or less. Hurts like hell, and it’s getting worse.”
“We’ll take you to Dr. Saeed,” he said, troubled.
Sanders waved him off. “Wait, sir, before you do, there’s something very important I have to tell you about Captain Anderson. He’s a legit blue falcon, a collaborator, and—”
“Anderson’s dead,” Iraj said, with as much neutrality as he could muster. Sanders was an American. There were US Marines standing just behind him. The fleet had, more or less, accepted Anderson’s role in betraying Liao, but the memory was still fresh. It had not yet begun to heal, let alone scar. “He shot himself.”
“Good,” Sanders said, grinding her teeth together, visibly in pain. “He betrayed us. He called the Toralii Alliance. He—”
“I know,” Iraj said. “We all know. But like I said… he won’t do that again.”
The door behind them opened, and medical staff poured in, Dr. Saeed at their head. Two men extended a collapsible stretcher and quickly loaded the wounded woman aboard.
He wanted to go with Sanders, to help the sick crewman recover, and to find out what she knew about Liao and all the other missing Humans. But at the other end of the airlock, two Toralii appeared, their hands raised to the level of their eyes. And that was his responsibility. The medical staff would take care of the details.
“I’ll see you soon,” he said to Sanders then straightened his back. “Please,” he said to the alien guests, one male and one female, “come aboard. We have much to discuss.”

Conference Room
TFR Beijing
 
The conference room aboard the Beijing was much smaller than similar facilities, such as those aboard the former Cerberus Station or planetside. It was a little too small, the chairs were uncomfortable, and the walls were bare metal. But it would do.
In the cramped quarters, he sized up the two Telvan Toralii who had been sent to talk to him. As was typical, the female was the larger of the two. Strong and broad, she had orange fur and arms that ended in powerful, sharp looking claws. However, the brown-furred male seemed to have some reason to be there, too, which made Iraj even more wary of him. Rather than uniforms, they wore civilian garb with pouches and computers. Iraj swore he saw the occasional glint of metal beneath their fur. Cybernetics?
[“Thank you, Commander Iraj, for seeing us.”] The male inclined his head respectfully. [“I am Warbringer Kalla of the Telvan Toralii, and this is Airmaiden Nolina, also of the Telvan Toralii.”]
He mirrored Kalla’s gesture, similarly dipping his head. “You seem to know my name already, but just so you know… I am Commander Kamal Iraj of the Islamic Republic of Iran Navy.”
[“It is an honour to meet you, finally, face-to-face.”] Kalla shifted in his too-small Human-sized seat.
To have aliens speak of him so familiarly was odd, but Iraj put it out of his mind. They were meeting as allies. “I want to firstly thank you for returning our injured crewman to us. She is receiving medical treatment as we speak.”
[“The honour was ours.”] Nolina’s felinoid tail curled into her lap. [“The Alliance asked, and we complied. Our crew have no love for the Alliance, but their reach is long. We are being well compensated for our efforts, do not worry. It is good to take the Alliance’s currency.”]
“That is welcome news,” said Iraj, as diplomatically as he could manage. “But I suspect your desire to meet with me meant there is more you have to do here. Something beyond the return of our crewman.”
[“You are correct,”] Nolina said. [“Our ship was specifically contracted because our cargo is typically food and perishables. Today, sadly, we bring the bodies of those killed in your recent… struggle on Qadeem. We did not know how to prepare them, nor your customs for burial, so we did our best to be respectful.”]
That would be a welcome relief, especially for the American portion of their fleet, who had suffered the most losses. Some good news for them after Anderson’s disgrace and subsequent suicide would do wonders. “I anticipate that the effort will be sufficient. As long as the bodies are being treated with care and decency, I cannot imagine that your handling of them will cause offence.”
That answer seemed to mollify their concerns. The posture of the two Toralii relaxed somewhat; although, given their alien nature, it was difficult to know for sure. Perhaps he’d made them mad.
[“We also have some supplies to deliver to the Telvan on the surface of your world. A regular shipment, nothing unusual. A full manifest has been provided, should you need to examine it.”]
It felt strange to hear that phrase: your world. Velsharn had been a Toralii research colony before it became a refuge to humanity. It would be like describing Somalia as a country for aliens. “Inspection of the manifest won’t take long,” Iraj said. “Then you can deliver your cargo to your people.”
[“There is one more thing,”] Nolina said. [“The Alliance sent some personal effects with us, to be returned. They are in our hold, too, although there was one they wanted us to deliver in person.”]
She opened a leather pouch on her hip and withdrew a pistol.
The marines leapt into action, bringing their rifles to their shoulders. Iraj had a split-second to decide—have them end the threat or risk being shot. The whole world seemed to slow down. Nolina’s fuzzy hand on the weapon’s hilt. The scraping of steel on leather. The gleaming barrel of the pistol, rising up to meet him…
“Wait!” he shouted. “Stand down, marines!”
Confused, Nolina slowly, carefully, slid the pistol back into its holster, then spread her paws. [“My apologies. I did not mean—I was merely—”]
“Slowly,” said Iraj. “Please.” He focused himself, taking a breath. “We’re all a little on edge here, as I’m sure you can understand.”
Behind the Toralii, the marines guarding the door slowly stood down. Iraj nodded.
Much more slowly, Nolina once more reached into the pouch and took out the weapon, a Chinese Type 9 pistol, well cared for, but obviously weathered on one side. Faint traces of rust marked the weapon’s edge. [“This was taken from one of the soldiers who was taken captive. Decker-Sheng. He said it belonged to Captain Liao, the Butcher of Kor’Vakkar.”]
Iraj took the pistol and examined it carefully. It was indistinguishable from others of its type, but if it truly was Liao’s gun, then it belonged back in her hands.
Or in a museum. This Type 9 had seen action in every battle Liao had been a part of.
“Thank you,” he said, casually resting it on the table. “I’ll make sure that it gets back to her.”
There was a brief silence as the two parties regarded each other.
[“Thank you for your cooperation,”] Kalla said, his tail swaying beside him, sticking out from the human-sized chair, which had no space for such appendages. [“Is there anything you wanted from us? From the Telvan Toralii?”]
There was a lot he and the fleet wanted, but nothing they specifically needed. The gratitude of any people was not infinite, and when one’s resources were limited, it was best to save requests for something truly important.
“No,” he said at length, his response as measured as it could be.
[“Did you want us to ask the Toralii Alliance for anything, then, on our return?”]
This answer, however, did not take long to come to. “Ask the devil for help, and everyone burns.” Iraj folded his hands on the table. “I would sooner fire on Velsharn myself than ask the Toralii Alliance for aid.”
That answer seemed to disturb both of the Toralii. [“Are you sure?”] Nolina asked. [“A small request might help strengthen your posture with them. Help mend some of the hurt that has come between your peoples and, frankly, our own, as well. This position seems… petty.”]
“Human pettiness can find nourishment in even the most important of situations.” He affixed a firm stare on each of them. “Humans tell the story of two of our creatures. A scorpion, which is a venomous creature, and a frog, a harmless aquatic species. A scorpion asks a frog to carry it across a river. The frog refuses, afraid of being stung. The scorpion argues that if it did so, they would both drown. Considering this, the frog agrees, but midway across the river, the scorpion does indeed sting the frog, dooming them both. When the frog asks the scorpion why, the scorpion replies that it was in its nature to do so.
“Many humans have heard this story. It’s a common parable. However, ‘The Scorpion and the Frog’ is a lot better if you remember that the scorpion dies, too. The moral is, roughly speaking, don’t associate with evil; it will drag you down with it.” He tapped a finger on his opposite hand. “I have no desire to find the end of my life at the business end of an Alliance plasma rifle.”
The two dipped their heads respectfully. [“If that is your firm position,”] Nolina said.
“It is.” Iraj pushed back his chair. “If there is no further business, I have an injured crewman I would like to visit.”
[“Of course,”] Kalla said, standing as well. [“We should return to our vessel.”]
He almost let them go, let them walk out without saying anything, but a thought, an impulse to strong to ignore, came over Iraj
“Actually, there is one thing I will ask of you.” He withdrew a pen from his breast pocket, along with a small notebook. “On your return journey, can you deliver a message to the Toralii Alliance?”
Kalla and Nolina exchanged a brief look. [“This is possible,”] Kalla said.
The words went from his head to his hand as quickly as they were formed; he barely managed to keep everything in order. The simple ball point pen slashes across the page as he put in whatever came to mind.
When he was done, or the awkward silence punctuated by scribbling grew to uncomfortable levels, he tore out the page and handed it to the two aliens. “Please relay this message to Captain Liao.”
Nolina took the scrap of paper and nodded. [“I will, Commander. We shall be prompt.”]
“Thank you.” Kamal smiled as politely as he could, holding the expression as Kalla and Nolina stood and made their way out of the room to return to their ship, the marines following them.
“Operations, this is the CO. Get me Knight actual.”
A brief pause, then Farah Sabeen’s voice came through the tiny speaker. “This is Knight actual. Send it.”
“Farah,” Iraj said, taking a deep breath. “The Knight’s computers haven’t been replaced with Human variants yet, have they?”
“Correct,” Sabeen said. “My apologies, Commander, these things are embedded in the ship’s systems so tightly, disentangling them is proving very difficult.”
“That’s good,” Iraj said. “That means they still have the Telvan communications codes, right?”
“Right.”
“So you can still have your ship interface with the alien ship, yes? And read their ship’s jump logs?”
During a brief pause, Iraj could imagine the gears turning over in Sabeen’s head. “Sir, are you suggesting that we track that ship and see where it goes?”
“Correct,” Iraj said. “It’s likely they’re going to go straight to Liao. But, Commander—we’re only going to have one chance at this, so I’m going to ask you a very important question. Do you think you can get together a rescue op before they leave?”
“We have everything we need on board already,” Sabeen said, her tone charged with energy. “We’ve been waiting for an opportunity like this since Qadeem, sir. We’re ready.”
He closed his eyes for a moment. The Knight was untested. Fresh. He was making a rash decision… but he had no time to consider the consequences. But life was always a risk.
“Follow that ship,” he said. “Get our people back. Nobody gets left behind.”
“Yes, sir,” Sabeen said, and closed the link.
Iraj fiddled with the radio, calling up Operations. He patched himself into the surface. In minutes, he was speaking to Mayor Shepherd, on Eden.
“Can I help you, Commander?” Shepherd asked groggily. Of course. It was the middle of the night on the surface.
“Yes,” Iraj said. “It might be something; might be nothing. Two Telvan are about to deliver bodies and supplies to the surface. Keep an eye on the little one… Kalla. Male. Brown fur, got some hardware inside him. Real small. His friend’s a giant, but I’m not worried about her.”
Shepherd yawned into the microphone on the other end. “Shouldn’t we watch the big one?”
“Them both, but I'm more scared of the little one. He doesn’t say much.”
A slight squelch on the radio indicated Shepherd had nearly closed the connection. Probably an accident. “Why?”
“It might sound strange, but… it’s human nature. Weak people talk constantly about how tough they are. Tough people don't have to prove anything to anyone.”
“Maybe he was a bodyguard.”
“Bodyguards are meant to scare and intimidate more than fight. Besides, there’s no difference between one and two; if we wanted them dead, we could have done it.” Iraj settled back in his chair. “No, I think our friend Kalla is with whatever passes for Toralii Intelligence.”
That seemed to grab Shepherd’s attention. “You think he’s here to plant a bomb or something?”
“Absolutely not,” Iraj said. “A bomb, we could detect. No, he’s gathering information, and using a humanitarian mission to do so is the oldest play in the book.”
“What do you want me to do?” Shepherd asked. “Arrest him on the surface?”
Iraj tapped his finger on the talk key. “Let him complete his mission. If we arrest him, we’ll tip him off that we’re onto him. Just act normal.”
“You called me up at oh three hundred to tell me to act normally?”
It was a strange request, but Iraj had to make him understand. “Yes. Because I know you are a terrible liar, Mister Shepherd, and your nervousness will make him reluctant to do anything more than observe. Wheels within wheels, my friend.”
“Okay,” Shepherd said. “I’m going back to sleep. If I can.”
That was wise. “Don’t worry. The Toralii could, if they wanted to, wipe us out. They choose not to. If they’re sending spies, it means they have a different goal in mind.”
“Interesting philosophy.” Shepherd yawned again.
“With a big enough gun, all problems become philosophical. Good night, Shepherd. Remember: act normal, but not too normal.” The radio hissed slightly as the communication channel was cut, and Iraj was left in the room with nothing but his doubts.
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Knight in Shining Armour
*****
Operations
TFR Knight
 
One hour later
 
HER
FIRST
OPERATION
WAS
GOING off without a hitch, so far. Commander Farah Sabeen leaned up against the railing at the edge of the raised dais that was the Captain’s position in the centre of Operations, watching Flowing Water Over Smooth Pebbles sail into the Lagrange point. Once inside, it jumped away in a flash of light, leaving the Velsharn system for destinations unknown.
Unknown, but not for long. Part one of their operation was complete. Their prey was away. “Helm,” she asked, “do we have it?”
There was a brief pause as her helmsman considered his screens. It seemed like an eternity to her; she waited for the confirmation that would either launch her new ship’s first real operation or doom them to more rear guard. More drills. More inspections and repairs and upgrades and fixes and…
“Confirmed,” said Lieutenant Peter Gurruwiwi, his white smile a half moon on his black face, his Australian accent thick as treacle. “We have the signal, ma’am. The coordinates of their jump have been downloaded. Plugging them into our jump drive.”
“Very good, Lieutenant,” said Sabeen, letting out a relieved breath she didn’t realise she’d been holding. She stood up properly. “Pass along the coordinates to the rest of the fleet, just in case they need them.” It was a shame that the Rubens, their sister ship, could not join them on this operation… but they were out on one of their long-distance missions, as was typical for the plucky little ship the had stolen from the Toralii.
Until the Rubens reported in, there was no way to contact them. “Start the clock. Let me know when we are ready to jump.”
“Aye aye, Captain,” Gurruwiwi said, his fingers flying over his keyboard. “Starting the clock.”
Above her, on the ceiling of their stolen Toralii ship, a timer flashed into existence and began to count down from twenty minutes. It was calculated by Captain Williams that twenty minutes should be the optimal pursuit time. Enough time for a ship to leave the jump point but not too soon for them to be followed.
Of course, if the ship double-jumped by heading to a decoy location first, they were totally screwed. But that was the nature of the gamble.
Time would tell.
She was the CO, but right at this moment, the stage belonged to Gurruwiwi. The endlessly cheery Australian was one of the few survivors of the destroyed ship TFR Sydney—a survivor only because he was one of a handful of crew stationed temporarily stationed the Washington as part of crew cross-training. Allah had spared him, and Sabeen thought it fitting that he should serve on the ship that bore his Captain’s namesake.
“Got it,” Gurruwiwi said. “Pulling up the coordinates and overlaying them over a galactic map.” He looked up from his console, eyes wide. “Captain, the ship jumped… to Kor’Vakkar. They’ve gone to Hades.”
Kor’Vakkar. Fleet Command had called it the ‘Hades’ system, but in the Toralii tongue, the name meant The Gateway of Eternal Ash. A dead system which used to be host to a huge shipyard and maintenance facility, and one of the Toralii Alliance’s significant logistical hubs. The raid there was Humanity’s first footprint on the galactic community, and the first one to bear significant fruit; their surprise assault had crippled a portion of the Toralii fleet. It was the first time the Pillars of the Earth had engaged the Toralii outside of Earth’s solar system.
Humanity was overdue for a return.
“Prep the jump drive,” said Sabeen, reaching up and adjusting her headscarf. “When the timer runs out, jump the ship.”
Hopefully the Toralii ship isn’t hanging around the Lagrange point, or else they’re going to get blown into subatomic particles.
She didn’t like going into a situation blind, but what option did she have? That ship was the only solid lead they had on Liao’s location, and the Beijing’s engineers had gone to considerable effort to plant the tracking device on the outer hull, and even more effort to patch the tiny device into the visiting ship’s systems.
They had a direct path into the Toralii ship’s computers.
“What do you think?” asked her XO, Major Alex “Jazz” Aharoni, his face split in a cocky smile. “Fancy a trip to Kor’Vakkar?”
“I’ve heard mixed things,” said Sabeen, smiling in return. “Nice weather. Lousy service. But I think it’s worth checking out.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if Liao’s being held there,” Jazz said. “We popped the shipyard that served as the main Toralii facility, but there were plenty of planets and stuff in that sector. It was a stronghold for the Alliance and it’s difficult to believe that they wouldn’t have other, smaller facilities in the sector given how remote and valueless it would be.”
It being valueless was a good point. Humans had a long, sordid history of squabbling over resources. What better place to hide a facility where nobody would go looking?
“Plus,” said Sabeen, “I imagine the Toralii Alliance gain a certain amount of satisfaction keeping her prisoner at the site of her most famous victory.”
“I agree,” Jazz said. He turned his monitor so that Sabeen could see it. An image of the Toralii ship was there, floating in space, a picture taken right before it jumped. “Flowing Water Over Smooth Pebbles is a strange name for a ship.”
“I suppose,” she answered, “but no stranger than, say, naming a ship after a dead guy.”
That was true. They went back to watching their screens. Sabeen leaned back, watching the ceiling.
Time ticked down. Every minute seemed to be stretched out, elongated, with nothing more to do but wait. Every non-vital system on the ship was shut down; they had to minimise their power signature if they hoped to follow the Smooth Pebbles without being detected.
Her operations crew grew nervous as well, although as she watched she really began to realise it was not nervousness at all, but eagerness. The crew of the Knight had been pieced together from various ships; Australian, American, Iranian, and even a few civilians taken from the general surviving populace. They had drilled and worked and prepared together, but never had they actually engaged in anything that resembled combat. It was time.
Her crew were ready to fight.
“Six minutes, Captain,” Gurruwiwi said. He didn’t need to. The giant numbers above them counted down accurately… but it was good to hear someone speak, if only to reassure her that she wasn’t alone.
Five minutes. Four minutes. Three. Two…
Her feet lifted off the deck as the artificial gravity switched off, the last of the vital systems aside from air. All around her operations was bathed in a faint purple light. The Toralii colour of warning. She held onto the railing as her headscarf floated above her hair.
“Ready to jump,” Gurruwiwi said. He too held tight to his console.
The Triumph class cruisers humanity had built each had a silver key—a pair of them—to activate the jump drive. Things were different on their stolen Toralii vessels. Everything was electronic.
“Execute the jump on my mark,” said Sabeen. “Three. Two. One. Mark!”
A faint tremor ran through the operations room. It was strange to feel; the much larger Human ships had no indication that a jump was taking place, but the smaller ships, despite their advanced technology, seemed to suffer more from the translocational effect.
“Jump complete,” Jazz said.
Immediately, the screens of her operations crew lit up and her console followed suit. The passive sensors screen was full of signals and the wail of collision alarms sounded all around her, kicking in all at once making everyone jump.
“Report!” Sabeen shouted over the din. Floating above her console, she cycled through available screens. “What the hell is going on?”
Ensign Enlai Eng, their sensors and radar operator, answered first. “Optical and thermal sensor contacts, ranges six hundred kilometres, eight hundred kilometres, more… none squawking IFF. Thousands of smaller reflections moving with the larger targets.”
“Evasive manoeuvres,” Jazz said. “Helm, bring the ship out of the Lagrange point.”
She ground her teeth. She had not anticipated this. Had she taken her crew into a trap on their first mission? If she turned on their radar system, they would be revealed. “What are they? Strike craft? Weapons?”
“No ma’am,” said Eng, floating above his station. “Based on the thermal spectrum and energy patterns… we appear to be inside a debris field. Metallurgical composition is consistent with Toralii shipwork.”
Now that was worrying. “Debris field…?” Sabeen’s chest tightened. If they had jumped inside another ship, that ship would be shredded. “Did we stomp the Smooth Pebbles?”
There was a heart stopping moment as the operations crew consulted their instruments. If they had, Kamal’s note would be destroyed, along with their hope of tracking down where Liao and the other prisoners were. Twenty minutes had seemed like an eternity, but now she cursed herself. They should have waited longer. They should have waited…
“Negative, Captain,” Gurruwiwi said, the tension in his voice lessening as he spoke. “We’re still detecting the tracking signal in this sector, approximately seven thousand kilometres bearing 201 mark 119, accelerating away from the Lagrange point. They appear to be heading to a nearby planetoid. A small bugger. Barely anything to her.”
She exhaled and refocused her attention on the console before her. The Smooth Pebbles was completing its mission. Nothing to be alarmed about.
“Where did this debris come from?” she asked.
Eng tapped away at his keyboard. “Analysis of hull fragments suggest that they match the configuration of ships destroyed in the original raid on Kor’Vakkar. Passive sensors indicate that the debris field is extensive…it stretches across most of this system and has fallen into a predictable orbit. The pieces seem to be on a trajectory similar to an asteroid field.”
These weren’t contacts or threats. It had come from the battle fought here, and the devastation Liao and her crew had wrought on the system. They were ship fragments, bulkheads, bodies possibly… all manner of debris, preserved by space and darkness. They were sailing amongst the ghosts of past battles.
This was a good thing. The debris would provide cover for their approach.
As she was pondering this, another thought jumped into her head. All Task Force Resolution COs were issued specific commands: always retrieve any alien technology, especially Toralii civilian or military technology, for study and analysis. This was considered a high priority for the fleet and, typically, overrode mission objectives that were not mission-critical.
There was a significant potential treasure trove of cutting edge military technology circling Kor’Vakkar. Any one of the larger pieces could prove to be extremely valuable.
Of course, doing so would require them to abandon their mission to follow the Smooth Pebbles.
“Mister Eng, record the trajectory of those pieces and find out whatever we can about them. We’ll be back for them later, if we can, or possibly dispatch fleet assets to recover them.”
“Aye aye,” said Eng. “Logging everything we can.”
“Good. Now… get the hell out of here. Try to make it seem natural, like we’re a piece of this garbage.”
The Knight pulled away from the Lagrange point, adopting the same neutral drift as the debris field. The farther away it grew, the more tension flowed out of Sabeen and the rest of the crew.
“How is our little friend doing?” she asked, keeping her eyes on the ceiling, watching the holographic image of Smooth Pebbles. “Are they altering course? Are there any indications they spotted us?”
“No,” Jazz said. “Not yet. It looks like they’re heading right to that planet there.”
She switched the ceiling view to the indicated planetoid. It truly was tiny. Grey and barren, the planetoid had no life or atmosphere. Even the Toralii optics could pull only a low-resolution image at the distance they were at, especially with their systems at minimum capacity. Even with the limited imagery, though, she saw no lights or structures of any sort. Sensors indicated minimal thermal and electromagnetic traces. The frozen planet was just like any other dead world: an empty husk devoid of atmosphere, water, and life. 
“You think she’s there?” Jazz peered over Sabeen’s shoulder, floating slightly above her as he looked at her monitor. “It’s basically a moon gone rogue. Even smaller than some we’ve seen.”
“I don’t know,” she said. “All I know is that Smooth Pebbles is heading that way.” She glanced at Gurruwiwi. “If they jump again, we can track them, right?”
“Too right,” Gurruwiwi said. “The signal is nice and strong. The virus we put into their systems is working.”
That was good. “Then let’s see how this plays out.” She touched her console. “Launch Broadswords. Begin phase two.”
With their ships away, the minutes stretched into hours. Sabeen tried to keep her focus as the Smooth Pebbles sailed unerringly towards the dead world, tailed by the ‘debris” that was their gunships. Gurruwiwi had named the planet Mullaŋan, a word that meant “little girl” in his native language. There was a part of it she couldn’t pronounce, some tricky slippery sound, but tried her best.
Despite her best efforts, her mind wandered. It was difficult to focus on their mission with hours of nothing, and the ship’s sensors would beep at her if there was anything that truly needed her attention. Her mind took her away from the strange system in alien space, and she thought of home.
Life in Tehran had been good to her. As a woman, but one who was wealthy and so had become a student of the military academy, she’d enjoyed a certain amount of leeway and privilege that her peers had not. Not enough to live in a place that wasn’t polluted, of course, even in the north. She had been glad she did not live in the south, where the air at sunset was a purple haze that blanketed the city and the lights of the streets and tall buildings struggled to compete with it. In the north, however, the light shone. Golden and bright from every window and street, they lit up the trees and tall buildings with colour. Her richly decorated, elevated house near the base of the Alborz mountains had offered a prime view of the city, and of the snow-capped mountains offered a serene, majestic companion to the industrialised, developed city.
Traffic had been terrible. The people were loud and rude, especially to women, but due to the lack of alcohol, it had been significantly safer in many respects, and the street life offered something to everyone. She’d been forced to wear a headscarf, which she found uncomfortable and irritating, but that came part and parcel with Islam. Shops, books, street markets… the city had been alive in a way no other city she had visited ever was—or would be again.
That place was gone, destroyed by the Toralii. Wounded, crippled, her people had only just begun to rebuild before the planet burned around them.
“What do you think?” Jazz asked.
The words jolted Sabeen out of her thoughts, catapulting her back to the present. She wasn’t in Tehran anymore; she was aboard a stolen Toralii freighter delivering a rescue mission to a suspected prison camp, and she had no business daydreaming.
“I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I-I wasn’t paying attention. Say again?”
Jazz grinned. “I asked if you had any thoughts on the fleet rumours regarding peace with the Toralii.”
She glanced around, seeing the eyes of the operations crew upon her. “I’m… not sure this is a good time and place to discuss the matter. We are on duty.”
His face fell, and she suspected he was offended by the mild rebuke. His posture stiffened slightly, and his tone became more formal. “Understood, Captain. My mistake. Captain Williams tends to run a less… formal ship, especially during long missions with significant downtime. I assumed you would adopt the same position.”
Although she had been the Tehran’s temporary CO several times, she had always operated under Captain Grégoire’s direct or indirect authority. Now it was her ship. She could set the rules.
Williams, as a former fighter pilot, ran a notoriously informal ship. People called each other by their callsigns, rank was largely ignored, and everyone swore and bantered openly. It was too much for her, and she could not understand how military discipline could possibly be upheld in such an environment, even if she could not dispute the Rubens’s extremely proud track record. Especially impressive for a vessel of her tonnage, the Rubens had sunk more Toralii shipping than any other craft, save the Beijing. As a former fighter pilot himself, Jazz also preferred to be called by his callsign most of the time and probably preferred similarly informal operations, especially during downtimes.
That was fine, but the Knight was her ship. Her ship—her rules. Still. He made a good point.
“Sorry,” she said, straightening her back. “I’m… still figuring out how we’re going to run this ship. The Rubens spent a lot of time away from the rest of the fleet; the Knight is, in all likelihood, going to do the same. I’d rather we be a family, in that situation, than simply…” She struggled to find the right word. “Coworkers.”
“Aye aye,” Jazz said. “Was hoping you’d say that.”
She smiled. “Right. So… peace with the Toralii, right?”
Jazz, seemingly relieved she was asking about it, leaned against his console. “Thoughts on that?”
“Never,” Sabeen said, the playfulness slowly falling out of her voice. “The Toralii burned Earth to a cinder. I’d rather see them all writhing in the deepest pit of hell.”
“Even the Telvan?” Jazz asked.
She considered for a brief second then shook her head. “The Telvan aren’t so bad. I meant the Alliance.”
Gurruwiwi spoke up. “I’d be careful of that, Captain.”
She raised an eyebrow curiously. “How do you mean?”
He seemed momentarily uncomfortable, and for a little while, said nothing.
Sabeen could understand. Questioning the Captain… “Permission to speak your mind, Lieutenant.”
That seemed to help.
“War is a risky prospect,” Gurruwiwi said. “Humans are a small species now. We don’t have the raw numbers to fight any battle we can’t win. That’s why we’re here saving Captain Liao… because she’s a Human, and we need her. We fight to survive, not for vengeance.”
“I agree,” said Sabeen. “Although Liao’s experience and tactical expertise will be valuable in the future, if we can retrieve her.”
“Definitely,” Gurruwiwi said. “But I can’t help but think, Captain. What happens in that future? Will we keep fighting the Toralii forever?”
That was a hard question to which neither she, nor anyone else she’d spoken to had a good answer. “Not sure I know.”
Gurruwiwi nodded. “Few would. But I do question the wisdom of eternal war. In Australia, in Canberra, the capital, they placed the war memorial in line of sight to Parliament house. There’s a massive open strip that meant that, although they used to be quite far apart, they faced each other. I don’t know if it’s deliberate, but I enjoy the notion that our politicians, if deciding that we as a country should go to war, were forced to look down the road to the war memorial, and wonder if it was worth adding another wing.”
She, too, liked that image. “My father encouraged me to sign up. He said that military personnel are brave and unlucky people, enabling civilians to be less brave and more lucky.”
“Hopefully,” Jazz said, “we can be lucky enough today.”
If it was Allah’s will. “Agreed,” she said then tuned out the rest of the conversation, letting the crew chatter around her.
Smooth Pebbles floated in the black, slowly inching closer to Mullaŋan. The grey planetoid grew larger on her monitor; their target swung around the other side of the planet and was eclipsed. Two grey blobs that were their Broadswords, cold and seemingly inert, drifting silently behind the alien ship, appearing to the rest of the galaxy like wreckage—she hoped.
Before long, the Broadswords, too, disappeared from view, and the rest was totally out of her hands.

CSO’s station
Broadsword Warsong
 
Major Tess “Tiny” McKenna, Combat Systems Officer of the Warsong, stared at her control system at the approaching planetoid. Her ship spun slowly, without navigational power, causing the small round ball to wobble in her screens. Her ship, and its crew of marines from the Knight, drifted through space, turning over and over.
Mullaŋan was such a small world, and so empty, a barren rock in the void. Black and dead, it orbited an equally lifeless star, surrounded by so much wreckage the sky must twinkle with it at night. All those pretty reflections would be beautiful.
“I can’t believe it,” she said. They all had their internal communications devices and artificial gravity off—everything except low-power external sensors was off—so she talked to herself to keep her mind focused. “Is there really anyone alive on that thing?”
“Who knows?” said Jack “Omelette” Breaker, their pilot as he moved right behind her.
“Jack!” Tiny nearly jumped out of her skin. “W-What the fuck!”
“Sorry,” Omelette said.
That was a lie if ever she’d heard one. The guy grinned at her. She elbowed him in the gut, sending him into the ceiling and her spinning until she grabbed hold of her console with both hands.
“Haven’t you got anything better to do?” she snapped, a little meaner than she’d intended. “Like fly the fucking ship?” A couple of deep breaths got her heart rate back to normal. “What are you doing back here?”
Omelette kicked off the ceiling and drifted up to her again. “The ship’s on autopilot,” he said, stopping himself with the back of her chair. “Don’t worry, Tiny. Everything’s fine.”
“Don’t tell me not to worry.” Tiny groaned and, reluctant to reward him for his shitbaggery, put her arm around his neck. “That’s how I know to worry.”
The idiot just grinned at her like a chump.
“You’re a piece of shit. You know that?” she said, pulling her hair out of her eyes.
He laughed and kissed her. “That’s why you love me.” 
God, he was so pretty and stupid—and cute.
“My shittiness. My best quality.”
“No,” she said, smiling a half-smile, “I love you despite that. Plus, you’re the third best pilot in the fleet, so you’ve got that going for you.”
Mock-offended, Omelette waggled a finger. “Third best? Excuse me?”
The two exchanged a laugh. “Jazz beat you fair and square,” Tiny said. “You know that.”
“He cheated.”
This again. Always with the competition… Tiny put her hands on her hips. “He won because he’s the better pilot. You really need to let this go. It was a long time ago.”
“He over-g’d, and the simulator didn’t pick him up on it.” Omelette slowly spun himself head over heels in the zero gravity. “That’s cheating.”
“That’s winning,” Tiny said. “There was a chance he would have been disqualified. He took a risk.”
Omelette smiled that cheeky, shit-eating smile of his as his head came around. “Maybe you should be fucking him instead of me, then.”
“Maybe,” teased Tiny, her tone dripping with sarcasm, “I already am. You ever considered that, huh?”
“Uhh—” clearly he hadn’t, and sarcasm was a foreign art. “You, um, aren’t, are you?”
Of course not, but there was no reason to let him know that. She dragged out her answer, but a faint shudder ran through Warsong, vibrating it like an air current. As one, she and Omelette were cut off by a chirp that echoed down from the cockpit.	
“Damn,” Omelette said, stopping his spin. “That’s the autopilot.”
“Time to get to work,” Tiny said, making a shoo-ing motion. “Fly now, jealousy later.”
Omelette pushed off her chair and down the passageway, calling over his shoulder, “You didn’t really sleep with him, did you?”
Tiny just winked, then strapped herself into her seat, focusing on her monitors. As she drank in the information displayed there, the levity and boredom evaporated instantly.
The Warsong was passing through the edge of some kind of gravimetric disturbance. The waves were extremely constant, as though being emitted by some deliberate mechanism. It was highly localised energy similar in some ways to the gravity mines humanity had secured Earth with before its destruction, but in a remarkably different configuration. Those were designed to pulse randomly so as to make jumping impossible. These, however, emitted a constant rate, unlike anything she’d ever seen.
Motion out of the corner of her eye stole her attention. A green spot on the black world, the round splodge of life was no more than a thousand kilometres across, but on such a small planetoid, it stood out like a wart on a face. It hadn’t been there before. She flicked her cameras over to infrared; the spot was still there, a hot dot in a sea of cold. Without active sensors, she could do nothing but look, so look she did.
“What the hell?”
“You’re seeing it too, huh?” Omelette shouted from the cockpit. “The gravitational manipulation was hiding the damn thing!”
The Toralii—clever fuckers!—had been using the reactionless device technology to warp the dim light of the dead system, bending it around the tiny spot of growth on the surface of the otherwise-lifeless planetoid, making the small dot seem like just another bare, empty patch. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to hide the patch of greenery, and a thief’s greatest delight was a locked safe.
As the resolution improved, the green swelled, coming into focus. At the centre was black dot within the green, like an eye looking at them.
“Got another contact,” Tiny said, as much to herself as to anyone who might be creepily wandering up behind her again. “A structure.”
It was massive, nearly two hundred feet tall, and comprised of thick metal that their feeble passive sensors could not penetrate. A belt of greenery surrounded it, winding coils like tendrils that snaked out across the soil of the planet. It was terraforming: atmosphere held in place by gravity-generating devices, powered by some kind of reactor. A massive black obelisk jutted out of it, with what appeared to be strange spires thrusting upward towards the fake, artificial sky.
They had found Zar’krun.
“You seeing this?” she called.
The slightest tremor as the ship changed course told her he had. “Tell the marines to go ready the cutting laser,” Omelette shouted back. “They’ll be seeing us pretty soon, if they haven’t already. We’re going in five!”
She unclipped herself, pushed away, floated to the ceiling, and turned towards the floor hatch that lead to the gunship’s passenger compartment. The moment she lifted the hatch, the smell hit her. Weapon lubricant. Gunpowder. Sweat. Body odour. 
The pure, unadulterated funk was the product of a dozen marines crammed into a too-small airtight can for hours in full combat gear. Sweating. Farting. Belching. Committing unnameable affronts against her nose, each of them. It wasn’t just the men, either; a quarter of the marines were female. Marine culture didn’t seem to care about gender differences; the women stank just like their male comrades.
“Hey,” she shouted into the passenger compartment, a zero-gravity box full of flesh and steel. “We’re inserting in five. Corporal Foley, get ready to do your thing!”
“Ooorah!” was the shout, the foremost Corporal Alexander Foley.
The ship rocked as something struck its outer hull. The Toralii definitely knew the Warsong was there.
She shut the hatch and touched her radio. “All hands, end radio silence and move to condition two. Weapons tight. Get ready to rock and roll.” Tiny floated back to her console and, with the tap of a few buttons, bought the ship out of low-power mode. The reactor hummed with power as the ship sprang to life, gravity was restored, and energy returned to the weapons. She sank into her seat and strapped herself in once more.
Igniter opened a channel. “How’re you doing over there, darlin’?” asked Captain Brock “Brick” Samson, his deep southern drawl coming through like treacle. “Seems like the cats are a mite ornery this morning.”
The ship lurched as Omelette dodged incoming fire. Tiny’s console showed the white-hot streaks leaping out from the perimeter of the green zone, like a mouth full of teeth trying to take a bite. “We probably woke them up,” Tiny said in return. “Poor little furballs ain’t going to have a catnap today.”
“Copy that,” Brick said, “let’s get down to the surface and insert our men.”
“Affirm. I’m sick of smelling them.” Tiny switched to the Broadsword’s internal frequency. “All gunners, weapons free, weapons free. Engage targets of opportunity. Call your targets. Be advised: danger close. We have people on the ground and Igniter in the air. Do not shoot our buddies, and do not hit the main structure. Pilot, get us down to the surface.”
Warsong bobbed and weaved, careful to avoid colliding with Igniter, avoiding the incoming fire as best they could. Between the defensive manoeuvres, the shudder of gravimetric disturbances, and the growing presence of atmosphere, the Broadsword trembled with anticipation.
Then, with the thud of metal on metal, it stopped.
“All hands,” Omelette said, “we have attached to the outer wall of Zar’krun. Engage the drilling laser and commence gas insertion.”
That was standard procedure for attacking Toralii ships and structures: gas, followed by marines. The ship’s power levels dipped as the laser stole from her reactor.
“This is Foley,” came the voice of the marines. “Drilling laser engaged. Get ready to receive prisoners.”

Liao’s Quarters
 
Meanwhile
 
Liao lay on her bed with her hand behind her head, intending for sleep to come but finding it difficult. She had thinking to do—and planning. She began to feel tired, deathly tired, almost as though the energy was being sapped out of her body. Her breathing shallowed, almost as though she weren’t getting enough air.
Liao tried to stand, but her head swam, and dots formed in front of her eyes. Panic set in. Was she dying? Was what Sanders had communicable? Why was she—
Despite a frenzied attempt to fight it, Liao passed out and barely felt her head hit the hard, uncomfortable pillow.
She sensed something being put over her head, something thick and rubbery. It enclosed her head, gripping it, squeezing… entombing her head within darkness.
Liao kicked and struggled through a mind-fog, trying to force herself to wake up. To stand up. To fight.
When her eyes opened, she was looking through a gas mask. An unheard explosion had torn the door off her cell, blasting it onto the ground and filling her cell with smoke. Surrounded by the wispy tendrils were three figures, vaguely humanoid, with glowing green eyes. Some kind of monsters. Beasts and demons had finally come to slay her in the night.
She sat bolt upright, ears ringing. The strange creatures’ green eyes stared at her blankly.
No. Not eyes. Night vision goggles worn over a gas mask, identical to her own.
“Captain Liao,” said the masked figure, withdrawing an M9 pistol and handing it to her grip first. “Corporal Alexander Foley. United States Marine Corps, attached to the Knight. We’re here to rescue you.”
An actual rescue? It seemed asinine. Incredible. She doubted—she had hoped, planned, and pleaded with anyone who would listen, but now it was actually happening.
Liao said the only thing she could think of. “Thank you.”
“Pleasure’s mine,” Foley said, drawing a handgun and handing it to her by the barrel, grip first. “No one gets left behind.”
Liao took the gun with a shaking hand. She could only guess it was loaded and chambered; good thing, too, as with only one arm, she would struggle. With a bit of luck, it wouldn’t come to that. “How did you find me?” she asked. It was the only question she dared.
“Doesn’t matter,” Foley said. “Where are the rest of the Humans?”
“Nearby cells. The Humans are held all along this corridor.” Cautiously, she stood and adjusted her mask. The smoke in her chambers was everywhere; it hadn’t come from the explosion. It was some kind of vapour that filled the complex in a thin white mist.
“Aye aye,” Foley said to the rest of his men. “This way, move, move!”
As one, the group filed out into the corridor. The guards were passed out at their posts, their weapons slumped up against their sides.
“Blow these doors,” Foley said, his Dragon’s Breath rifle pressed snugly against his shoulder. “Get everyone out.”
It was happening. Slowly, but surely, with increasing sureness, the realisation hit her.
They had come for her.
“Where’s the extraction point?” she asked, her voice muffled by the mask. “Speaking of which, where are we?”
“You won’t believe me if I told you, but don’t worry. There’ll be time enough for questions when we’re out of here. The main thing you need to know, ma’am, is that we’re on a dead planet—uh, more or less—and there’s a Broadsword waiting to take you to the closest jump point.” He pointed down the corridor. “Head to the main central area. There’s a section that heads off from there; we blew our entrance at that position to make our infiltration. Ramirez, Hovet, go with her. If anyone shoots at you, paint the corridors purple with their blood.”
Going out the same way they went in made sense. Foley and other marines, ten or twelve of them, went to work blowing the doors off other cells. They had cleared a half-dozen already; her fellow prisoners were being escorted out, moving in twos and threes, all of them clad in gas masks.
“Captain,” said Decker-Sheng. “You ready to go home?”
“More than ever, sir.” She gave him a firm nod. “Going to need a shower, new arm. Going to eat a whole bunch of sweet and sour pork and wontons. It’s going to be great.”
“You and me both.” The relief was clear in his voice. “The exit’s this way.”
They walked side-by-side to the main holding area. Two huge holes had been blasted into the low roof, through which the loading ramps of a pair of Broadsword gunships extended, like the tongues of dragons waiting to take them aboard. All around them, unconscious Toralii lay strewn about. She casually kicked one the guards, who didn’t move.
Then she saw Sunkret, his four arms splayed out on the deck, unconscious just like all the others. He was smaller than the Toralii… and an entirely different species. What if the gas affected him differently? How would she even know?
Carefully, Liao crouched next to him. He seemed to be breathing. Or wheezing faintly. It was hard to say… she touched his arm. It was colder than normal.
“Ma’am?” asked the marine beside her. “You want me to snatch that guy, bring him along with us?”
Did she? What kind of reception would Sunkret receive with the Humans? Would he be allowed to stay? Would it be better if he stayed here, where he belonged?
They didn’t know what crime he had allegedly committed. It might very well be that he, more than any of them, deserved to be there. Maybe it would be best if they slipped away, forgetting Sunkret, forgetting everyone who wasn’t Human…
In that brief moment, she didn’t have time to decide. “Take him with us. He’s been a friend to me here.”
The marine picked up Sunkret and sling him over his shoulder. She stepped up onto the ramp of the left Broadsword, but as she did so, she turned around and risked a glance at the room.
“Ma’am, we should go,” Decker-Sheng said, his foot on the same loading ramp.
She nodded. “Right.” Eternity had not seemed that long. 
She caught a glimpse of O’Hill’s smiling eyes as he boarded the other Broadsword.
This shouldn’t be an awkward trip. It should be triumphant. She looked to Decker-Sheng. “I’ll catch the other one,” she said, stepping back.
Decker-Sheng’s expression was difficult to read under the gas mask, but he nodded. “Of course.”
O’Hill waved her over. Decker-Sheng didn’t need her to be there. Liao moved over to the other craft then slowly and deliberately stepped up the ramp. She took her seat next O’Hill. An unconscious Sunkret was slung over the shoulder of the marine two seats down from her; the officers were crammed in with everyone else. She put her hand in her lap, still holding the gifted pistol.
Then the remaining marines filtered in. The Broadsword’s loading ramp retracted, the ship sealed itself with a faint hiss, then it detached from the facility with the scrape of metal on metal.
It was only then, as the ship detached from The Hold of Eternity and began to move away, did it slowly began to sink in. It was happening. She was going home.

Operations
TFR Knight
 
“Broadswords are on our scopes again,” said Lieutenant Eng. “Tracking their thermal profile. The ships have left Zar’Krun. Both birds are maintaining radio silence.”
Sabeen nibbled on her lower lip, worry and doubt creeping into her mind. There was no guarantee that they had recovered Liao… or anyone. Without radio transmissions, she was blind. The only information they had were the two tiny dots on the infrared cameras slowly pulling away from the much larger dot on the surface of the Toralii planetoid. “Time for recovery?”
Gurruwiwi spoke up. “Based on their current speed, the Broadswords will rendezvous with us in… two hours, fifty minutes.”
“Guess we didn’t need the Rubens after all.” Assuming, of course, they were even still alive. Somehow, Magnet always made it back, though.
“Guess not,” Jazz said. “We did it, Captain.”
The premature congratulations irked her. “Not yet. Not until those Broadswords are back aboard and we jump away.” She stifled a yawn. How many hours had she been awake? It seemed like over twenty. Longer? “Inform me when they get close. Are there any signs of alarm?”
“Not yet,” Eng said. “If the facility got out a distress signal, we didn’t detect it.”
The Operations room fell silent, save for the clicking of keys and the soft whirring of fans. Sabeen felt herself nod off. She always felt sleepy in zero gravity… it was just so relaxing and safe, like being in the womb. She scrunched up her feet in her boots to keep herself alert. Not long now. Just a few hours until recovery. Then they could jump away, complete the remainder of her duties with the mission, then take a well-earned sleep. No dramas.
No dramas…
“Contact,” Eng said, the urgency in his voice kicking her out of her lethargy. “Captain, we have a thermal contact on passive sensors. Designated Skunk Alpha. Bearing 161 mark 002. It’s in the jump point.”
Suddenly, she was all business. “A new ship?”
“Aye aye, Captain. A big one. Possibly Triumph class or possibly a Toralii Cruiser.”
That was a technical way of saying, Maybe we have reinforcements, or maybe we are fucked. Neither option was truly good. If it was the fleet, that meant the rest of the fleet was coming to her position, the heralds of some of massive problem requiring her attention, not to mention blowing their cover. However, if a Toralii Cruiser with its advanced sensors and weapons had just jumped in on their neighbourhood… that was a situation she did not want to consider.
“Or?” Jazz asked. “Which one is it?”
Eng shook his head, short hair spinning in zero gravity. “Can’t possibly know, Captain. Not without active sensors.”
Active sensors would give them away. They were doing a good job of pretending to be debris, and they were hours away from a Lagrange point. If they needed to jump out, they would have to fight their way across tens of thousands of kilometres of empty space. An unappealing prospect.
A series of lights flashed on the ceiling above her and also on the sensors station. The glow lit Eng’s face. “Captain, radiological emissions from Skunk Alpha. Sensor patterns match Toralii Cruisers.” He paused, consulting his console. “We are being scanned.”
Well shit.
“Time to end the game,” Sabeen said. “On my mark, do the following. Jazz, break radio silence on my authority. Transmit to the Broadswords: The game is up. Split up, turn and burn, move to alternate extraction points L3 and L4 and jump as soon as you are able. Eng, end emissions silence and enable active radar. Restore artificial gravity and bring the ship to combat alertness. Gurruwiwi, plot us a course the fuck away from here to the L2 Lagrange point and fire up maximum thrust. We are going to burn like hell and give the Cruiser something else to shoot at that’s not our Broadswords. Charge weapons and hope these Toralii plasma guns are as good as Captain Williams says they are.” She took a deep breath. “Mark.”
Gravity came on like a giant’s hand to her chest, pulling her down to the deck. She stumbled and nearly smashed her face into her console. The whole ship lurched as it turned, and lights sprung to life all over Operations. The crew leapt into action, all talking at once.
“Broadswords Igniter and Warsong,” Jazz said, “this is the Knight. Priority alert. Break radio silence. We are compromised. I say again, we are compromised. Make for alternate jump points. How copy?”
“Course plotted, Captain,” Gurruwiwi said. “We are accelerating towards the nearest jump point.” The ship lurched forward, pulling her away from her console and back towards the rear of the ship. 
“Weapons charging, Captain,” Eng said. “We are bringing combat systems and sensors online.”
The ceiling above her lit up. A thousand lights appeared at the jump point and sped towards s the ship. The Toralii were firing on them.
“Evasive manoeuvres,” she called. “Gurruwiwi, dodge that incoming.”
Tense seconds passed. The ship lurched to one side, rotating and curving in space, pulling away from the Toralii plasma fire.
It missed them by tens of thousands of kilometres. The distance was short in space, but more than enough for the white-hot plasma to completely bypass their tiny ship and… fly directly through the L1 Lagrange point.
She glanced at Jazz and saw it in his eyes. He knew. They all did.
The Toralii weren’t firing at them. They were firing at the jump point. They were trying to trap the Knight.
There was only one thing to do. Wide-open space presented little cover, but there was one place to hide. “Gurruwiwi, swing around the other side of the planetoid, to the L1 point, using the body of the planet to shield us. Execute a gravity slingshot then head for the far Lagrange point. They can’t shoot through Mullaŋan.”
“What about the Broadswords?” Jazz asked.
She bit her lower lip, knowing the truth as well as he did. “They’re on their own.”

Passenger compartment
Broadsword Warsong
 
The ship rocked again. Liao had been through enough space battles to recognise one: the acceleration and deceleration, the jerking back and forth, the faint tremor of weapon fire reverberating throughout the ship.
Obviously, their getaway was not going so well. She knew she shouldn’t interfere—she was a passenger, nothing more, and would probably only get in the way—but she had spent too long within Toralii walls. She wanted to get involved. To help. To fight.
More importantly, though, she wanted to tell the fleet about Anderson’s betrayal, something she should not do crammed into a ship with a squad of US marines. Yet they had come for her. It was worth the risk.
“How are you travelling, Captain?” the marine next to her asked. She recognised him. Foley.
“Not too bad,” Liao said. “You?”
Foley laughed, loudly and boisterously, an almost rude gesture in the tiny metal can. “Captain, today this marine got to do what he does best. US marines are like the boogeyman to the rest of the galaxy: be good, or the marines will get you!” He slapped his own knee hard enough to hurt. “Today, we got to make our enemies afraid, and that makes today a good day, ma’am.”
She couldn’t join in his mirthfulness—or his joy. What if he was in Anderson’s influence? How much should she talk about what Anderson had done? “Who sent you?” she asked cautiously.
“Fleet Command,” Foley said, “which is pretty much Captain Iraj and Captain Grégoire these days.” The man’s expression was unreadable under his gas mask. “Is something wrong, ma’am?”
James had come for her. And her XO, too…
That alone almost made her smile. Almost. But her levity faded. “I have something very important to tell you about Anderson,” Liao said slowly, “but I need you to understand; just because he’s American…”
Foley reached up and pulled off the mask, blond hair spilling everywhere. “Anderson’s is from the U.S., yes, ma’am. But we don’t claim him, because in the opinion of this marine he is also a dipshit.”
“Be that as it may—”
“Anderson’s dead.” Foley grimaced. “The good Captain told Captain Williams everything then put his sidearm to his head.”
“Dead?” She could barely get the words into her throat. “Are you sure?”
Foley said nothing, but the truth was all over his face.
Liao closed her eyes, feeling the ship rock once more. “Coward in life, coward in death—the circle closes.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
Strange. She’d expected a rush of relief, but instead, there was only a vague sense of numbness and the annoying jab of an elbow into her ribs. “Broadswords are a little smaller than I remember,” Liao said.
He jammed a thumb over his shoulder. “Feel free to head up to the CSO’s station. There’s a bit more room up there.”
Numb, Liao unstrapped herself from her seat and, weaving her way through the crowd of marines and liberated prisoners to the ladder that led up to the CSO’s seat and the cockpit. Surprised how easily she could climb with one hand, Liao pushed open the hatch and stepped up into the narrow passage. As she lowered it, the hatch sealed with a faint hiss.
Relieved to be away from the cramped, smelly hold crammed to capacity, she took a breath of air that wasn’t infused with the stink of twenty humans. The CSO’s seat was just there, but she couldn’t focus on it.
Anderson was dead…
She was going home…
Slowly, it began to sink in.
“You shouldn’t be here,” said the CSO, a short, dark-skinned woman with bright-pink hair. She typed frantically on her keyboard without looking up from her work for a moment. “Get back in the hold with the others.”
“Who are you?” Liao asked. It was a stupid question, but her brain was out of commission.
Recognition dawned on the crewman. Liao’s voice was one well known to the fleet. “Sorry, Captain,” CSO said, still focused entirely on her work. “Didn’t realise it was you. Stay if you want.” She tapped at a key. The ship swung around. “And I’m Major McKenna. Royal Australian Air Force. Call me Tiny.”
“Tiny? Like, the size, or—”
“Yeah, like the size.”
Liao stared.
“It’s a long story,” said McKenna. Or Tiny. “Believe me, it’s better than the other callsign I had. Tickles.”
Maybe it was the adrenaline from the escape or maybe something else, but Liao could not process it. “Tickles?”
“Yeah,” Tiny said. “Because, you know. Tess. Tess Tickles.”
Pilots.
The ship rocked, and Tiny touched her radio. “Omelette, keep the ship steady. The gunners can’t hit shit with you swinging your dick around all the time. If you crack the Jesus nut—” She paused. “I know that, fuckhead, but if we can’t shoot back…” Another pause. “Fine. Whatever.”
Memories of Commodore Vong’s tenure as the Beijing’s CO flooded back to her. She recalled the disconnect she felt being on a ship she didn’t command. Now she’d had a taste of command, it was difficult for her to step back, to accept that the ship was McKenna’s. 
“Major, I want to help,” Liao said. “I’ve been locked up in a cage for too long.” She leaned forward eagerly. “What’s the situation here?”
McKenna continued to work, tapping away at her keyboard for a moment before she answered. “We were supposed to rendezvous with the Knight. But they were compromised. So we’re making our way out—” She touched her radio. “Vixen, focus. You’re leading them too much. Short bursts. Take a breath, girlfriend.” Then, almost as an aside to Liao, she said “We’re heading to the L4 Lagrange point. ETA four minutes. Igniter is going to jump first, then us.”
Four minutes to freedom. It seemed like an eternity, which was ironic, given where she had just left. Everything in space took time… the distances were just so vast, even with their advanced technology.
“I should have gotten on the other ship,” Liao remarked dryly.
Tiny laughed as the ship rocked. “Don’t want to take one last look at the view?”
Not even for a second. “The sooner this place is behind me, the happier I’ll be.”
“Roger that,” Tiny said. “Three minutes. Step on it, Omelette. There’s a Toralii Cruiser in-system which is launching strike craft.” She paused, listening. A smile crossed her face. “I know. We’ll be long gone before they get into anything approaching weapons range.”
Liao leaned up against the Broadsword’s bulkheads. She had a million questions; how was Saeed? How was the Beijing and the crew? How was the Knight? And Allison…
Allison.
“Igniter has jumped,” Tiny said, triumph in her voice. “We are next. Get ready to—” She stopped, her voice tightening. “Oh my God.”
The whole Broadsword bucked, and with a roar like a dragon, something somewhere on the ship splintered and broke. The ship pitched forward. Liao was flung into the metal ceiling, her head whacking against the unyielding bulkhead.
Everything got fuzzy and slowed down. The world was blurry and indistinct: the wail of decompression alarms, the hissing of escaping air, Tiny’s panicked shouting… everything seemed distant and foggy. She began drifting towards the cockpit, floating through space towards the stars.
The hatchway to the Broadsword’s cockpit, normally sealed during combat operations, had a twisted, jagged crack in it as wide as her fist and twice as long. Air rushed out, condensing white, and beyond that was the black of space.
Another shot hit the Broadsword, blasting the craft into a spin. Debris flew out through the tiny hole, sucked out into the void. The ship’s ventilation systems flooded more oxygen in, vainly trying to keep an atmosphere inside the ship, trying to keep her alive.
Then another shot showered the narrow passage with white sparks, punching a glowing hole below Tiny’s console and one directly above it. The force blasted Tiny’s body into a fine red spray that painted the walls with surprising consistency.
Against the backdrop of the stars, a cloud of sparkling debris spread across the black, and in her stunned state, it took a second to process.
Warsong’s cockpit had completely detached, blown away by some terrific force. Behind it, occupying the hole where it once was, a Toralii cruiser’s metal hull filled the jump point like a steel wall.
It was time. No escape. Liao stopped fighting and let the air rush out around her, let the computers wail and the fires burn. The world slipped away, and she went to her death without fear.
When she woke up, she was staring up at the ceiling of her cell in Zar’krun.
[“I commend you for your effort,”] Commandant Yarri said as the metal torture plates warmed up and began to glow. [“But the Toralii Alliance is not done with you yet.”]
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CHAPTER V
 
 
 
The White Beast
*****
Corridor near the Infirmary
TFR Beijing
 
Earlier
 
THE
CLOSER
THEY
GOT
TO the infirmary, the worse Sanders got. She almost seemed to be deteriorating by the minute, as though the only thing keeping her strength up had been anger and adrenaline. Marines were tough—Saeed had to give them that.
“It hurts so bad,” she said, gasping air through clenched teeth. “A fuck’n stabbing pain.” She touched her abdomen, the jostling of the two nurses carrying her making pinpointing the exact position difficult. “Right here.”
“How long?” Saeed asked as they half walked, half jogged into the infirmary.
“About a day,” Sanders said as the two nurses loaded her onto a table. “Maybe more. Maybe.”
A day? For an otherwise healthy marine? There were few illnesses that found manifest so seriously so quickly. “Nurse,” he said to the stretcher bearer, “draw blood. Check for urinary tract infection.” He turned back to Sanders. “Where is the pain?”
“Here,” she said, pointing with a shaking finger. “Right beside the belly button.”
The most likely cause was an appendicitis, but he knew better than to simply accept the most obvious answer. Could be pregnancy. Could be bacterial pneumonia, but the pain was too low. Could be endometriosis… or even a heart attack. Unlikely in one so fit and young. Could be a gynaecological issue, of course, but he could feel Occam’s Razor jabbing him in the ribs.
He was assuming, of course, there was not something else much fouler at play. If he were on Earth, it would have been a simple matter. An appendicitis. The solution: appendectomy. But he’d heard whispers throughout the fleet—stories of the Toralii putting explosive devices into their prisoners before returning them. Or small gas canisters or bio-weapons…
Saeed waved another nurse closer, putting his finger to his chin. His brain churned, running through the various possibilities. More information was necessary. He put his fingers to her abdomen, right at the spot she’d indicated, and pressed gently, checking for abdominal rigidity. Definitely. “Does that hurt?”
“No more than usual,” she said.
He released the pressure.
“Ow, shit!” she curled slightly, hands balling at her sides.
Appendicitis seemed to be more and more likely. Her pain was probably inflammation of the adjacent peritoneum. “X-ray,” he said over his shoulder. “Ready imaging. We’re going to need to be sure.”
“This really hurts, doc’,” Sanders said, her breath coming quicker. “Fuck.”
A nurse pulled the X-ray machine over her.
He moved back, but he wanted to keep her listening while the imaging machine did its thing, so she could be as still as possible. “You called Anderson a blue falcon,” he said. “What’s that mean?”
“Blue falcon?” She coughed. “Sir, it’s a euphemism for when officers are about. Means a Bravo-Foxtrot. BF. Buddy-fucker, sir.”
“Right.” He gestured to the nurse to make the snap. “Well, I’d say that’s pretty accurate.”
He waited, and then a nurse bought the image to him. There was inflammation of the appendix—and no sign of foreign bodies. Not that their machines could detect anyway. Although, to the Toralii, Human equipment would be laughably primitive.
His doctor’s mind tugged at him. This could be something else. Some Toralii interference. Some twist. The Toralii had shot prisoners in front of their very eyes to prove a point. What interference could they do to her?
“Prep her for surgery. We’re going to have to perform an appendectomy, and quickly, before it bursts and we lose her. There’s no time to do anything more.”
He had to put his trust in Allah.

Commander Iraj’s Office
 
Later
 
Commander Iraj did paperwork as he waited. Come war, flame and death, the military demanded its paperwork be done. Truth be told, it was a procrastination. A deliberate waiting.
He was good at waiting. Many people were not, but he was. The time ticked away and he let it pass, signing reports and making himself busy. Waiting was all he could do for Sanders.
Surgery was a difficult, risky business, but Saeed was the best doctor in the fleet. If anyone could do it, he could. With the hand of Allah guiding him, all things were possible.
The chime to his small office sounded, and he put down his pen. An interruption would be welcome. “Come in.”
A trio of marines in United States uniforms escorted a man he not only recognised, but desperately wanted to talk to. A despondent man. A broken, crushed man. A man who had let his short, neatly trimmed beard grow out to a scraggly mess. Commander Wolfe. 
“Good evening, Commander.” Iraj beckoned him in and politely put aside the meaningless reports.
“Is it?” Wolfe waved his hand over his shoulder. “Dismissed, Marines.”
When they were alone, Wolfe took a deep breath, seemingly struggling with some internal worry. He could guess what it was.
“Commander Iraj, I would like to speak to you about matters of continuation. The Washington is, as per our agreement, being run by a skeleton crew while we continue the investigation. Lockwood is filling in for Cole, and—”
“And you want to resign.” Iraj knew where the conversation was going. “And I’m here to tell you that it’s stupid and that you can’t. That the command staff of the Washington can’t lose two Captains in three months. That fleet resources are stretched to breaking point as it is, and that you coming to me like this is going to make you feel better but at the expense of the fleet, and all of humanity, so allow me to cut to the chase: no. Your application is rejected. Go back to work.”
There was a brief pause, a moment where he thought Wolfe might fight him on this, then his shoulders straightened slightly. “Of course,” Wolfe said. “I understand.”
“Good. Is there anything else?”
“Yes,” said Wolfe. “There’s… the arrangements for the funeral of those lost at Qadeem. I was hoping that, in the spirit of things, it would be a multi-denominational service. Some Christian prayers, some readings from the book of Mormon, some secular words. And I selected a nasheed to play, too.” A nasheed. An Islamic a capella prayer. “I was hoping you could approve it.”
That seemed reasonable. Wolfe, as a Mormon, would have little knowledge of what might be appropriate. “Okay,” he said.
Wolfe fiddled with an old, scratched MP3 player for a moment, then Iraj heard a familiar noise through the tiny speakers. The sounds set the hairs on the back of his neck on end. Those words. Its distinctive opening. Saleelul sawarim nasheedul ubah…
“No.” Iraj grimaced, wishing he could close his ears. “Switch it off. And hell, delete it, too.”
Surprised, Wolfe did so. “Did I do something wrong? This was from the Beijing’s databanks.”
It was difficult to explain. “I am particularly fond of nasheeds, but… not this one. This is ‘The Clashing of Swords.’ It is infamous for its use by Jihadists. Violent rapist warlords who, Insha’Allah, are now all dead.”
Uncomfortable silence filled the room.
“It’s catchy as hell, though.”
“The words of the devil always are.” Iraj smiled. “The devil is not a horrible little red man with horns and a tail. He is beautiful. Because Lucifer is a fallen angel and he used to be God’s favourite. Why would his words be anything less than divine?”
“I never really thought about it that way,” Wolfe said. “But I’m glad we agree that ISIS put the idiot into ideology.”
“Of course, but it’s… at once more complicated and simpler than that.”
Wolfe shuffled uncomfortably. “How so?”
Iraj put down his pen. “I grew up in Iran. You grew up in Utah, yes? I’m guessing your exposure to Islam was little. Mostly through the media or your studies.”
“That’s right.”
“You look at the Islamic people and see only the beauty in them. I see both sides; I see the joys, the common people trying to make a living, doing all they can according to their beliefs their book, their sense of righteousness, but I also see the darkness, too. Extremism. Nationalism. Tribalism. The forces that pit Muslim against Muslim.”
Wolfe inclined his head. “Europe has seen plenty of war.”
“Of course. Europe was united by two World Wars… Europeans saw total war, carpet bombing and gas and all of the majesty and terror of it shook them. We never had that. For the Middle East, every day was war, but always low-key. Always tribal, regional, sectarian. Sunni versus Shia, Shia versus Sunni, squabbling over and over, with no clear winner. Until the Toralii scoured the whole region when they burned Earth.”
“You sound like you’re almost glad they did.”
How could he explain it? Iraj folded his hands in front of him. “May I tell you a story, Commander?”
“Of course.”
“There was a man. I will not speak his name, because he was an evil man. A real person, flesh and bone. This man was born in Birmingham, England. A British citizen all his life. He was white, raised in wealth and peace in a rich, western nation. He grew up with computers, the Internet, playing in the street… his own mother said, as a child, he was a shy, gentle boy. A good boy.
“But that shy, gentle boy read the Koran, changed his name, left that world of peace and prosperity and went to Africa in 2011, to join al-Shabaab in Somalia. He torched schools and beheaded Christians. The people there, his victims, called him the White Beast because of his viciousness and ruthlessness on the battlefield… battlefields like a Westgate shopping centre, where he helped kill sixty innocent people, hacking them to pieces with a machete. At some point, he married a thirteen-year-old girl, whom he bartered from her family in exchange for a cow.
“Naturally, as one lives by the sword, one dies by the sword. The evil man was killed in a failed, pre-dawn raid on a Kenyan army base. He was second in command and the cameraman for his unit. Al-Shabab filmed most of their assaults for propaganda purposes, and it was his turn. His death was recorded.
“The camera, which was strapped to his body, shows him firing his rifle in the dark, sparks from the dirty, old ammunition flying everywhere, he and his men screaming the takbir, the call to faith. Allah akbar!
Allah akbar! Over and over they said it, with such passion and enthusiasm.
“Then the White Beast caught a round in the chest. The camera kept rolling as he fell to the dirt. He prayed, weeping, writhing in agony, and calling for Allah to save him. I heard the choking, the low groaning as his lungs filled with his own blood. Whining. Gasping. He lay there as the sun rose and colour came into the world, his camera still running, dutifully recording his misery. Finally, an APC drove over his head, and it burst. Bits of his skull and brain went everywhere; chunks of the pink flesh fell in the dust. Then the APC backed over him again. The camera kept rolling. The sun came up. Flies descended on the chunks of meat, still in full view of the camera, his rifle on the edge of the frame. The Kenyan militia casually walked around, shooting the dying survivors. The sun climbed high, and another day came, and that man’s body was left to rot and bloat in the Kenyan heat. Eventually, his camera ran out of power.
“I remember seeing a picture of the White Beast, in his early twenties, before he left. He was a clean young man, handsome, smiling an awkward, but happy, smile. He wore jeans. A T-shirt. On his lap, he had a kitten. A cute little cat, tortoiseshell and adorable, pawing at his chest, and he was patting it. And oh, his smile!
“This could have been any normal young man. There was no palpable aura of evil about him. No darkness clinging to the edges of the picture. Just an ordinary person with a cute cat, just like any one of the millions on the Internet.
“What poison was pumped into his head? This was no marginalised, uneducated youth from a backwater shithole. This was a white British man who was given every opportunity in life, the chance to be educated and employed, to do any kind of good he wanted. Instead, he chose to live a life of darkness and sin.
“When she heard the news, his own mother was happy her son was dead and that he was certainly burning in hell. Can you imagine being that woman? Being relieved and devastated all at the same time. Your child was dead, but his death meant he could no longer harm innocents. No longer terrorise, rape, and enslave. The strangest thing about it, however, was seeing an interview conducted with his wife, his child bride, traded for a cow when she was thirteen. 
“She said she was happy her husband died a martyr fighting for what he believed in.” Iraj, in the quiet of his office, kept his voice barely above a whisper. “Glad. Glad her rapist ‘husband’ was dead, I could imagine. Glad she was free—of a sort—I could understand. But glad that this terrible person had gone to a higher power as just reward for his butchery? Such things are beyond me.”
Wolfe, after a moment’s pause, shook his head. “And I, as well. Honestly, I can’t see it. But… why are you telling me this?”
“Because,” Iraj said, “Islam has a darkness to it. I say this with no more bitterness than a Christian acknowledging the sins of the church against gays, or an Atheist speaking of Stalin’s murders. I am not trying to say: not all Muslims are like that. Because everyone knows that. Instead, I am trying to say I cannot imagine you had anything to do with Anderson’s actions. Simply because you are both American, that does not make you guilty. A nation, a religion, a race are not a bloc to be labelled. We must move forward.”
“How can we do that, after what has happened?”
“We continue to be Christians, Jews, Muslims, Mormons, and Atheists, and we work together, even when we don’t want to. But the blade of tolerance cuts both ways. We must acknowledge the darkness in our own groups, our own identities, with the aim of moving forward and away from it, into the light. Many in the West struggle with this: they want to divide the world into easy black-and-white categories. White men are evil; black women are good. Muslims are oppressed. Christians are not. Reality resists such clumsy oversimplifications. We must judge individuals by their character, not by what they are but who they are.” Iraj shrugged. “Or we will not survive.”
“On that point,” Wolfe said, “we totally agree. It’s time everyone in the fleet took on that attitude.”
It was difficult to be anything other than cloudy and grim in the light of their previous discussion. He wanted to smile. He really did. But the realities of their situation weighed on him. Iraj prayed five times a day in the direction of Mecca, though its direction was a difficult thing to assess on another world in another solar system, but Mecca itself was a smoking crater. Nothing remained. The Koran, Al-Baqarah, 2:149 commanded Muslims to Turn then thy face towards the Sacred Mosque: wherever ye are, turn your faces towards it…
How could he do that when the mosque itself kept moving?
It was not a problem without precedent. The qibla, the direction in which Muslims were commanded to pray, was a contentious issue that essentially boiled down to the following question: pray in the compass direction to Mecca or the shortest route? Should a Muslim in Alaska pray towards the west or almost directly north?
The answer was: it didn’t matter. Prayer was not intended to be a gymnastic or mathematical exercise, but a mark of respect. Muslims were expected to focus on the prayers themselves, not their technicalities.
“Maybe it's time,” Saeed said, almost to himself, “to leave Earthly religions on Earth.”
Squinting, Wolfe leaned forward. “Pardon, Commander? I missed that.”
Saeed smiled. “Nothing. Make the funeral arrangements. As for the nasheed, I suggest Dust is My Bed. An appropriate funeral song, especially given the climate of Qadeem.”
“Right, I’ll let you know if I have any further questions.”
“Of course,” Saeed said, then he let Wolfe go.
When he was alone, he checked his messages. Sanders was out of surgery. Iraj touched the radio on his breast. “Dr. Saeed, how’s our patient?”
“Doing well. She’s resting now.”
Welcome news. “What did you find?”
“Nothing,” Dr. Saeed said. “My medical staff found nothing. No bombs, no poisons, no spying implements. We X-rayed and examined and scanned Warrant Officer Sanders with every sensor at our disposal, but the only thing they had found was exactly what I had predicted: an inflamed appendix, which we removed before it could kill its owner.”
Although it should have been a relief, Saeed found it difficult to believe that the Toralii Alliance had returned Sanders for entirely charitable reasons, but he accepted that, perhaps, there was more to it than he knew, more than he could knew. Allah’s eyes had been upon them, and Iraj had acted as the hand of Allah’s will. It felt good to trust his instincts and to save a life.
“Good to hear,” Iraj said. “I’ll expect your full debrief within the day. Iraj out.”
One prisoner returned. Thirty-something to go. It was something.
His radio crackled. “Commander Iraj, it’s Jiang.” Something in her voice stole that little scrap of relief.
“I’m here. Report, Commander.”
“The Knight has returned,” Jiang said, her tone grave. “They are requesting docking and medical assistance.”
“Did they—”
“One Broadsword escaped. Colonel Decker-Sheng was with them, along with a dozen or so of the prisoners. Unfortunately, they…report that the second Broadsword, Warsong, was heavily damaged before they jumped out. Possibly destroyed. It has not returned. Captain Liao was aboard.”
Pedarsag.
“Ask Sabeen to come aboard and give me a full debrief,” he said, gently putting the cap back on his pen. “I’ll see her immediately.”
“Aye aye,” Jiang said then closed the channel.

Infirmary
 
Meanwhile
 
Dr. Saeed entered the engineering bays, which had always been Summer Rowe’s haunts; she was possessive about them, insisting on controlling their contents, as though they were her little playground built into the hull of the ship. Especially Bay Four. That one, for reasons that were unclear to him, was her favourite. Rowe’s hovel, as he called it, had seemingly become a lot more crowded since the previous day.
A faint blue light bathed the room in strange hues and harsh shadows. The floor was covered in networking cables, the thin threads a spiderweb stretched out along the floor, the centre of the mess a huge hexagonal prism. Power outlets in the walls ran sporadic, untied power lines to the device at the centre, and the faint hum of high-voltage power reverberated in his ears. His nose tingled at the lingering smell of sweat and decay. At the middle of this mess was the woman herself, her hair spilling down her shoulders, unbrushed and unwashed. Her clothes were the same ones she’d been wearing the last time he’d seen her, days ago.
“How are you doing, Summer?” Saeed cast a critical eye around the room, at the empty plastic bottles and discarded MRE packets. “Taking care of yourself?”
“’Course,” Rowe said, hunched over a laptop, eyes focused on it intently. “Doing great. Pretty busy. Working on a thing. Whatcha want?”
“I’m just checking in on you.” He gingerly stepped over a massive nest of cables, tip-toeing towards nearer towards her, until he found a bare spot where he could stand. “Like I said I would.”
“Like you insisted.” Her fingers flew over the keyboard in a blur. “Like you demanded. Like a tyrant. A big ol’, mean ol’ tyrant.”
“You’re still healing,” Saeed said. “The brain is just another part of the body. Yours was damaged. It’s recovering, yes, but you can’t push yourself too hard. Not yet. Your healing isn’t yet complete.” He kept his voice quiet, soft, to drive home his point. “You need time.”
“I feel fine.” Rowe slapped closed the laptop lid and finally turned to face him properly. “I haven’t gone to sleep—I mean, passed out—in ages. Not like I used to. Not for like, a month.” She clicked her tongue in a manner he found entirely unconvincing. “Like I said, I’m fine now. You gotta relax.”
“That remains to be seen.” Saeed paused, trying not to think about what the truth might well be. “How long has it been since you slept?”
Rowe grunted, her eyes flicking away from his. “What time is it?”
“Half past ten. In the morning.”
“So about, oh, about fifteen hours.”
Oh, Summer. Saeed grimaced. “I lied. It’s four a.m.”
Rowe waved her arms around wildly. “Then I lied, too!”
He put his hands on his hips. “Mmm. Shouting and waving your arms like a lunatic is definitely the best way to convince me that you’re not overstressing your brain.”
With visible effort, she calmed herself, taking two deep breaths as he had trained her to do. “I’m fine.”
Saeed affixed a firm stare on her then, with a sigh, shook his head. “What are you working on?”
Suddenly, Rowe’s face lit up as though it had been charged with ten thousand volts. “My super-secret mad scientist fucking bullshit. Believe me, this is going to be awesome.”
“That… doesn’t exactly fill me with confidence.”
“I know, but listen, okay?” She snapped open her laptop. The screen was a black terminal window with endlessly scrolling text flying past. “See this?”
He had no idea of the significance of what he was looking at. “Yes? It’s a computer.”
Rowe’s anger was palpable. “It’s more than just a computer. I got the Toralii constructs to build me a datacore. Right here, right in this room. They fabricated it like they did Liao’s arm, the hull repairs, and all the other stuff they made. I dragged some of the cables up from storage, found an old laptop that still runs, and I made with the magic. Now I have direct access. Direct access to the datacore.” She looked as though she might explode from happiness. “This is the most awesome thing ever.”
“Okay, but can’t we already control the constructs? What purpose does having direct access serve?”
“It means,” said Rowe, and Saeed—as he often did—got the distinct impression that she was talking down to him, “that we can directly inject information into the datacore’s neural net. But not just inject; extract, too. We can modify the thoughts and programming of the constructs on the fly.” She clicked her fingers excitedly. “Think about it this way. Just think. Just think. A datacore is basically a brain, right? Ben had one, and look at him. How he turned out.”
“A sociopathic murderer obsessed with our Captain?” Saeed’s tone was dryer than the sands where they had found Ben’s datacore. “I’m not sure this is a step up, even for you.”
The jab passed completely over her head. “No, no, no,” she said, stressing the syllables, “what I mean is… Ben was a thinking, feeling creature. Or at least he so perfectly resembled one that nobody could tell the difference. And he was able to move his consciousness from his metal box to a meat sack—”
“A meat sack which is a genetic clone of the captain.” Ben had subsequently implanted numerous cybernetic implants into his cloned body, but the resemblance was still uncanny.
Rowe kept talking. “Yeah, yeah. A meat sack. Well, I reckon I can do the opposite. Transfer my beautiful noggin into this box. Basically do what he did, but in reverse. So that I can get the damn thing working again without any issues from the damaged tissue.” She grinned like a jackal. “You have failed me, brain, for the last time.”
“Why, in the name of Allah, would you consider doing something like that?” Saeed scowled darkly. “Are you sure you don’t need a lie down?”
Rowe’s face fell and became an angry mask. “Don’t make fun of me, Doctor. I’m dead serious.”
“Dead is exactly what you will be if you think you can put your brain into that thing. Especially in your current state, which I remind you, is not ideal.” He groaned softly, trying to make her understand. “Dead. Dead. D. E. A. D.”
All her anger vanished. Her face lit up again, wild and excited at the idea. “Only if I fuck it up.”
It was difficult to get through to Rowe at the best of times, but when she was like this… 
Still. He had to try. “You can’t be sure this will work. You can’t be sure that, even if you haven’t made some kind of terrible error, that the process will be survivable. We don’t even know if Human minds are compatible with that thing.” He shook his head. “Being transferred into a Human body had a strange effect on Ben’s psyche. We can’t know what it’ll do to you.”
“Sure we can.” Summer tapped a couple of keys on the keyboard then turned the screen more towards him. “I’m testing it now.”
Saeed’s chest tightened. “You’re—you’re uploading your brain to this thing? Now? As in, right now?”
She laughed, long and high. “No, no. Shit, Doctor. Just a fish.”
He couldn’t have been more confused. “Just a… fish? Is that an Australian thing?”
“No.” She pointed behind the datacore. Beside it, almost completely out of view, was a clear tank, about a metre cubed, the source of the glowing blue light. A tangled mass of cables ran to it. “A fish.”
Within the tank was an aquatic creature about a foot long, fat and bulbous, with a dozen or more thin tendrils draping down towards the floor of the tank. The creature was some kind of fusion between an octopus and a fish; he recognised it immediately. The locals called them chocco fish because of their sweet taste.
The creature had a metal device crudely strapped to its head strapped with elastic bands. It floated upright but didn’t move, though its tendrils occasionally twitched against the floor of the glass.
“You’re putting this creature’s brain into the datacore?”
“Yup.”
Saeed stared. “Is that… safe?”
“Yeah… ish.”
“Ish. Hmm.” Somewhat at a loss for words, Saeed tried to keep her engaged. “Okay, so when you’ve uploaded it… then what?”
She tapped on the lid of the tank with her knuckles. The creature within didn’t react. “When the upload finishes, I’ll verify that it encapsulated the entirety of its consciousness, and when I’m sure it did, I’ll erase it.”
Erase it? The idea that a living creature’s mind would be transferred into a box then erased seemed wrong to him. “Okay, okay. What will you do with the… remains?”
Rowe grinned like a fox. “Eat it. These fuckers are delicious. If you cook ’em just right, add some salt, little bit of spice from our reserves, they taste like onion rings. Seafood is my jam.” She rolled her shoulders until the joints cracked. “You want some?”
It was strange to him that eating a thing was okay, but copying and deleting a mind seemed wrong—even though killing the creature subsequently “erased” it in a sense. “Not sure if that’s halal. Fish that have scales is acceptable, but any animal that is an omnivore cannot be eaten. We know those creatures eat the seaweed-like plants that grow in the shallow water, but we don’t know enough about them to verify that they are permissible.”
Such things had not been a huge issue. He, like many of humanity’s surviving Muslims, had been eating from the Beijing’s rations, as had all military personnel. They had to while the scientists tested Velsharn’s animal life.
Fortunately, the Madrid had a very important tool for this work: the ship had escaped Earth with a dog onboard, named Raja. To test food substances the Humans had slowly fed increasing amounts of the local food to her. She had taken to the cuisine of Velsharn with admirable gusto and, apart from growing fat, did not appear to be suffering any particular malady. Raja was their hero. But she was the last of her kind, so when she died, that would be the end of all Earth dogs.
“I’m glad that the Human population is surviving,” Saeed said. “And I suppose that eating the body is probably the most practical solution.”
“Shit yeah.” Rowe hesitated slightly, and her tone shifted, becoming more formal. “Speaking of practical things, I’ve been meaning to have a word with you about this.”
“About eating a… fish? Squid? Thing?”
“About the brain transfer.”
He considered. “I’m not saying I support it, but if you’re certain, this kind of technology could be useful in the future.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Rowe waved her hand over her torso absently. “Sure. What I meant was, what to do with my body when it succeeds.”
“If it succeeds.”
“It totally will. Uhh, probably.” Rowe straightened her back. “So yeah. We should discuss what to do with the ole’ corpse once my mind’s been copied out of it.”
“Okay,” Saeed said. “Legally and ethically speaking, when a person has a limb amputated, the remains are disposed of as medical waste. Alternatively, if the person has a burial plot and wishes to have it interred with them, such a thing could also be arranged. I’m not sure what Australian customs regarding this are, exactly, but if you had something specific in mind, we can arrange that.”
“I did have something in mind.” She took a deep breath. “Okay. Okay…” She stood there, thinking.
“Take your time.”
Rowe grimaced as though in pain. “Okay, I’ll just fucking say it. I don’t want kids. Never did. But… I know that humanity needs to grow to survive. There aren’t enough of us. So, you know, when the time comes, my body will basically be an empty shell. So, you know, I—aww, fuck it. Just fucking get some random to jack off into a tray, then use a turkey baster and—”
He held up his hand. “We will locate a donor and make completely sure that the process is completed with all the dignity we can muster.”
“Eh, dignity I don’t give a shit about. This body is a piece of shit anyway.”
“Okay,” Saeed said. “We can treat that as donating your body to science.”
“Awesome.” Rowe seemed distinctly pleased by that answer. “I’ve always wanted to do that.”
He had his misgivings about everything: about Rowe working, about her even being out of bed, but seeing her wide, genuinely happy smile he couldn’t help but smile back. “Good luck.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER VI
 
 
 
Compromised
*****
Interrogation Room
Zar’krun
 
Some days later
 
ONE
THOUGHT
PLAYED
IN
REPEAT in Liao’s mind. Two minutes more. Just two minutes more, and she would have been free. Two minutes more, and Warsong would have made it to the jump point. This was what happened when someone allowed themselves hope.
The Toralii kept her away from the others now. O’Hill couldn’t, or didn’t, visit. Nobody did. She did not know who had survived from the escape or if the Igniter had really gotten away. 
With each day, the burning began anew. With each day, she became more accustomed to her routine of pain, four walls, and nothingness.
On the sixth day—or was it the eighth?—she received another summons to the interrogation room. Wearily, as though her limbs weighed a thousand tonnes, she walked to the chamber, flanked by two guards, and pulled open the door.
She knew what to expect—fire and torture, conducted by some faceless woman—but in fact, it was Commandant Yarri in the flesh, her dark-grey fur neatly trimmed, who stood behind the desk, huge paws folded behind her. The table—Kest’s table—came up to her hip. It seemed so much smaller with the huge Toralii woman behind it. She had a heavy plasma pistol strapped to her hip and a large black sack between her feet.
[“Sit,”] Yarri commanded, her eyes narrowed to angry slits.
Slowly, carefully, Liao pulled out the chair with her remaining arm and slowly slid into it.
Yarri mirrored the motion, moving with slow, precise gestures, dragging back the seat on her side. The metal legs squeaked faintly on the deck. She sat, folding her tail into the slit in the middle.
“You like this,” Liao said, “don’t you? You like seeing me face-to-face.”
[“This is a job to me.”] Liao found the simple genuineness in her tone surprising. [“In here, out there… what I do is no different than paperwork or piloting a garbage shuttle. By day, I hurt you and yours, and by night, I go home to my family. Two young sons. They are very proud of me.”]
“They shouldn’t be.”
[“Because this work is below my station?”]
“Because you’re a monster. A monster who works for monsters, someone who burns people and uses pain to extract information.”
[“It’s… a necessary unpleasantness. Much like burning garbage. Someone has to do it.”]
“Nobody has to do it.”
[“A premise upon which we must disagree.”] Yarri clicked her tongue, leaning forward slightly. [“But to business. My superiors inform me that prior to your escape, you had engaged in dialogue with the… civilian they have burdened me with.”] She glared at Liao across the table. [“I’m certain this will come as no surprise to you, but I do not approve of his methods.”]
Liao said nothing.
[“The return of your crewman was a mistake in my eyes. It enabled the escape attempt. Such things will not be permitted to occur again. I hope, Captain, for your sake, that none of your fellow Humans become similarly ill.”]
“I hope that, too.”
Yarri was silent for a moment. [“If I had my way, Kest would not speak with you again, but the Archeological and Xenological Society has…”] She ground her teeth together, large canines clicking. [“Insisted. They are a powerful guild, well connected, and I cannot oppose their commands.”]
“My heart goes out to you.” Liao smiled. “How terrible that you are forced into doing things you do not wish to do.”
The Toralii woman’s pupils dilated. [“You would do well to keep a civil tongue when speaking to me. I should burn you for that.”]
“And yet you aren’t. You’re here in the room with me, which suggests to me that there’s more to this… Archeological and Xenological Society’s command than you’re letting on.”
For a brief moment, Liao thought she had pushed things too far, but Yarri calmed herself with visible effort, then reached down and opened the large sack. [“Perhaps you can tell me what this weapon is.”] She placed a Dragon’s Breath rifle, the standard weapon her marines used, on the table. It had a magazine inserted into it. Still loaded? [“We recovered it from your unit on the surface.”]
“It’s a firearm,” Liao said, eyeing the device cautiously. “A weapon. I would have thought you’d have figured that part out by now.”
[“We understand that much, Human. I meant more specifically.”] She touched the magazine release. [“This switch here… what function does it serve?”]
“That button is the selective fire switch,” Liao said, smiling sweetly as she lied. “It helps you miss faster.”
[“Aah.”] Yarri’s face fell. [“I would hope you’d tell me the truth—that it was the magazine release.”]
“If you knew, why did you ask me?” Liao scowled. “Is that why you’re talking to me face-to-face? Just to annoy me with stupid questions?”
[“No.”]
“Then why?”
[“I want information from you. It’s my job to get it.”] Surprisingly, genuine sadness crossed her face. [“This is what my comrades fail to understand. Torture is only useful when confirming information you already know, or strongly suspect, to be true… and which you can check easily.”] She pushed the button and the magazine fell out. Empty. [“So while I admire, and respect, your commitment to your people, Captain Liao, please know I will only ask you questions for which I already know the answer.”]
“That doesn’t mean I’m going to help you. Or Kest. Or anyone. At all.”
[“I understand.”] Yarri slid the weapon back into the cloth bag. [“Perhaps some other questions may, instead, be useful.”] She sucked in air through her nostrils. [“As you may be aware, the Alliance has come into possession of a substantial media collection. A trove of your history, culture, and expression.”]
“I was listening to one of our songs last night.”
[“A kindness we hoped you would repay with kindness.”] Yarri’s fur rippled. [“Tell me of one of your Earth heroes. The one depicted in your movies: the rabbit trickster-warrior, Bugs Bunny.”]
It took her a second to process the request, and she tried—she tried her hardest—to keep a straight face. “Oh, he’s a terrifying warrior, able to bend steel with his bare hands.”
Yarri nodded slowly. [“The moving pictures we reviewed are powerful. He survives weapon blasts unhindered. Is he based on a real creature? Some species you encountered before us?”]
“Yes,” Liao said, slinging bullshit as fast as it came to her head. “Bugs Bunny is a member of the Loony Toonsians. They are a terrifying warrior race who, uhh, used their magic to defeat us in many battles. But we overcame them eventually.”
Yarri’s face tightened, sceptical, but she pressed on. [“Tell me about your other war gods.”]
“Our chief war god is called… Schwarzenegger. He defeated Percy Jackson, leader of the Vulcans, at the battle of Hogwarts a long, long time ago in a galaxy far, far away.”
[“Pah, Humans do not possess the capability to travel between galaxies. Not even the Alliance can do so reliably.”] Her tone darkened. [“I feel, Captain Liao, that you are not taking me seriously.”]
“I always take you seriously,” Liao said, tone dripping with sarcasm.
Yarri glared at her. Liao smiled back in return, showing plenty of teeth.
[“Are Humans always so… obstinate?”] Yarri snarled as she spoke, the sound curling around her words. [“Always so defiant to those who have them completely at their mercy?”]
“Often. That is our way; our culture is full of last stands, of Humans standing up against injustice despite long odds. Plenty of corpses in our history books.”
[“As there are in ours.”]
Liao settled back in her chair. “Not like us. The Toralii have a numbers advantage in ships and a technology advantage overall, but we’ve taken the fight to you. We broke Kor’Vakkar, we smashed your largest fleet in the orbit of Velsharn, and now we have you scared enough that the Toralii Alliance are studying us like rats. Trying to figure us out. Make yourselves more like us.” Liao flashed a wide smile. “But you won’t. Not in time. Not fast enough to matter.”
[“What do you mean?”]
She thought for a moment. “We have a weapon. Well, a munition, really. Depleted uranium rounds. Solid slugs with a huge uranium spike at the centre. We use them on our railguns, and we based the design on contemporary anti-tank weapons. The theory goes… uranium is dense, which makes it heavy and suitable to fire at armoured targets, but it does so much more beyond just penetrating armour. The spike gradually wears down as it shears its way through the target before breaching its armour. Once the weapon penetrates, the powdered uranium has a massive exposed surface area that rapidly combines with the air to turn the inside of the tank into an inferno. Take that concept, blow it up, and there you have it. Railgun weapons.
“Compare and contrast with a simpler APDS round that pierces the armour results in extremely high-velocity fragments flying inside the target after piercing the armour. The uranium one works on the same principle, just that the fragments are so small as to be dust—which is on fire. The fleshy people inside are liquefied; you can go in with a hose and wash out the enemy crew.
“A Human thought of that. Somewhere, in a lab, a Human sat down and thought, ‘You know, this will really ruin someone’s day.’ That’s just how we are. We are territorial hunter-killer pack apes, and the strongest of us, the most brutal of us, those are the ones who forged our destiny.” She paused, considering. “But, then again, we went to the moon before we put wheels on suitcases. So maybe we aren’t that clever, after all.”
[“So you are beasts. Beasts with music, and stories, and moving pictures of Bugs Bunny.”]
“Basically.” Liao’s anger swelled within her, and it escaped in her words. “And while you have the ships to enforce your will, the Toralii seem to lack this… quintessential Human quality. You don’t think like we do. Your weapons are simple, effective, and reliable, but you’ve been the biggest and the baddest gang on the block for too long, and you’ve lost whatever innovative spirit you once had. We’ve captured some of your ships, your constructs, and I imagine the survivors of my people are hard at work copying them. Improving them. Soon you’ll see improved versions of your ships facing you, with Human crews and Human weapons and Human innovations, then we’ll see who’s keeping who prisoner.”
Yarri sat silent, glaring at her across the table, the woman’s tail slowly lashing behind her. [“You stole our ships?”]
“Finders keepers. Ancient Human tradition.”
Yarri did not laugh. [“What kind of ships? Civilian transports? Military vessels? Cruisers you recovered from the battle of Velsharn?”]
Suddenly, Liao realised she had made a terrible mistake. The fact that Humans had not one, but two of their ships was highly sensitive information. She straightened her back. “Ships. That’s all I can tell you.”
She could see the gears turning in Yarri’s head. [“The Humans want you back,”] she said, seemingly almost as much to herself as to Liao. [“They will have their eyes upon this place… especially now they know where it is. A cruiser is too complicated to learn to operate quickly, and its loss would be noticed by Command Most High, but there are millions of civilian craft. It would have to be a transport; a smaller ship, nothing significant…”]
“Maybe,” Liao bluffed, “I was just trying to trick you.”
Yarri’s attention turned back to Liao, green eyes glinting. [“Warbringer Avaran underestimated your people before; I will not make the same mistake. Even if this is a deception, I will not take the risk.”] She touched her throat, and something glowed beneath her fur. [“Command, on my authority, immediately engage and destroy every civilian ship in this sector of space. Send teams to inspect the wreckage and report their findings to me. If any escape, log their classification and serial number and have those vessels annihilated the moment they are spotted in Alliance space.”]
Yarri closed the link. She and Liao sat in silence, staring each other down.
Liao spoke first. “Your action will kill many Toralii today.”
[“Many,”] Yarri echoed, her face a stoic mask. [“They are dying as we speak. Our guns will find them and blast them into nothingness. Their loss will make resupply… difficult. Civilian freighters will be wary of this sector, but the Alliance is vast. The events of today will not escape Kor’vakkar, and if they do, will be easy to poison with misinformation.”]
“You speak of your own people with such casual disregard.”
[“The Alliance is vast,”] Yarri repeated.
More silence. More angry staring contests. Finally, Yarri receiving a communication; the piece on her ear flashed a light purple, breaking Liao’s stare.
Yarri pointed upward. [“You see?”] The ceiling lit up and transformed. Amidst an image of space, inky black and surrounded by stars, five fast-moving dots chasing another dot.
Liao had seen such things before. She did not understand why the Toralii built their screens in such a manner. Looking up hurt her neck. “What am I looking at?”
[“My efforts have borne fruit.”] Her matter-of-fact statement sent a shock through Liao’s spine. [“A ship was identified. Small. A loner, cut off from the rest. A single strike craft.”]
By the way the ship ducked and moved, Liao guessed it was a Wasp. “Just destroy them already,” she spat, bitterness creeping into her throat. “Or is making me watch part of the plan?”
[“The plan is to leave the pilot’s fate in your hands.”]
The screen zoomed, and the image became clearer. It was a Wasp, damaged. Several still-glowing holes punched in its hull, it dodged another wave of incoming fire.
[“Tell me what I want to know, and your pilot will be spared. Her ship will be chased until it runs out of fuel, its pilot will be retrieved and interred with the rest of you, and the metal of her craft reclaimed at salvage.”] Yarri tapped her wrist patiently. The Wasp spun as it dodged, barely, another wave of Toralii plasma. [“Or she can die.”]
“She?”
[“Your pilot is brave. Her comrades, less so. Her mothership is retreating to a jump point. To try and protect it, she opened communications with us. We thought she had intended to surrender, to beg for mercy, but we were wrong.”] Yarri nodded to a bulkhead—Liao presumed the gesture meant something to someone—and a static-tainted voice filled the air.
“Come on, you furball cunts! Who taught you how to shoot?” Liao recognised the voice. Lieutenant Rachel “Shaba” Kollek. The fierce Israeli pilot was one of the crew of the Rubens.
[“Her fate is in your hands. Decide.”]
Liao hesitated. She knew Kollek. Captain Williams would be devastated if she didn’t make it back. The odds were overwhelming. As she watched, the Wasp flipped around, loosing one of its missiles. It struck home, blowing the pursuing craft into white-hot sparks. Yarri didn’t react to its loss.
“I can’t,” Liao said. She had no idea where the fleet was. None of them did. “I actually can’t. I don’t have what you want.”
[“You mean you won’t.”] Yarri folded her hands in front of her. [“You have the power. All we require is small—your promise of cooperation. We are not asking you for military secrets: we do not care about them. None of your weapons threaten us, and so few of your species remain. All we ask is that the resistance aboard this station no longer have your support.”]
Liao slammed her hand onto the table, standing up. “Resistance?” She practically spat the word. “You’ve kept me in isolation for days, with nothing but your piece-of-shit voice and fire for company, ever since the escape! I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know anything about the location of the Human fleet, and I don’t know anything about any resistance, let alone how to stop it!” She leaned across the table. “I. Can’t. Help. You. Commandant Yarri, you are wasting your time here.”
[“Then I suppose,”] Yarri said, each word like a little stone on her chest, [“I cannot help you, either.”] She touched her neck. [“Destroy the strike craft.”]
The swarm of dots descended like teeth, bright flashes leaping from them to the lone Wasp. It dodged most of them. The rest tore it into pieces. From the wreckage, a tiny streak—the size of a hair even on the screen that stretched across the ceiling—grew out, flaring out after a few moments. An ejection seat.
[“Another of your Human inventions?”] Yarri asked, although there was some twist in her voice. Liao knew the Toralii woman knew what an ejection seat was. [“Amusing. A device that throws the pilot into the void, hoping for rescue… although one might ask exactly what this pilot was expecting would happen.”] Once more, Yarri touched her neck. [“Show me her face.”]
The camera zoomed in. Shaba’s floating ejection seat, her helmet painted white with two red eyes atop it, filled the ceiling. The image polarized, seeing through her visor. Liao saw the fierce determination of a warrior there, but there was fear, as well. Fear of death.
[“Warbringer Savash, target your weapons on the ejected Human pilot. Bring your craft up to her; force her to look down the barrel of your plasma emitters. Make her know what is about to happen.”]
The image became clearer. Shaba’s eyes focused on the camera. She could see the ship. She knew what was about to happen.
“Wait,” Liao said, her voice cracking. “Fine. I’ll tell… I’ll tell the people involved that I’m not part of it. I won’t oppose it, but I won’t support it, either. I’ll be a neutral party.”
[“And what about the location of your fleet?”]
How could she possibly give up information she didn’t have? How did she know the Toralii would not simply kill Shaba, as they had done to their own prisoners?
“If you return this pilot to the Humans,” Liao said, “I will tell you where the fleet is.” Strength returned to her tone. “But if she dies, or you do not keep her safety sacred, then you might as well shoot me, too.”
[“Either situation would be agreeable to me, but I have been ordered to locate your fleet. Warbringer, hold your fire. Dispatch a craft to bring her in.”]
Thank you,” Liao said, taking in a breath. “I promise, I’ll tell you what I know.”
[“Do not be mistaken.”] Yarri smiled grimly. [“This is not a good action. If any more of your Human friends are out there, they will be dead in moments. Assuming they are not already. You caused the deaths of thousands of innocent people and pledged to help your enemies. Even if you are lying to me… there can be no good that comes of today.”]
“I learnt, at least, that you will go to any lengths to get what you want.”
Yarri stood slowly, sliding back the chair. The legs squeaked as they dragged across the deck. [“A lesson learnt hard is a lesson learnt well.”]
Rage bubbled within her. “You really are a vicious one—you know that, Yarri? Well, let me tell you this. You can treat me like a dog. You can treat all of us like dogs, threatening us, burning us, torturing us. But humans have a saying.” Liao leaned forward and sneered at her counterpart. “Every dog has its day.”
The ceiling winked out. [“Yours is not today.”] Yarri gestured to the guards to take Liao away.
“Back to my cell?” she quipped. “Great. I could use a break.”
[“No.”] Yarri straightened her back. [“Not there. We are moving you.”]
Moving her? To a new cell? “What’s wrong with my cell?”
Yarri’s face betrayed little emotion. [“This facility is compromised. We would have to move you regardless, once we secured transportation away from the facility for you and your people. However… Captain Liao, you have promised to cooperate with us, so in truth, there is no longer any reason to keep you here. You are being moved to a place where you can relay your information in more… comfortable circumstances.”]
Liao did not believe that for a moment. She said nothing. 
[“Goodbye, Captain Liao. I doubt we will speak again.”]

The Toralii sedated her when they moved her. A device was placed on the stump of her arm, where the prosthetic attachments led directly into her nervous system, and with a powerful shock similar to the immobilisation weapon that had stunned her on Qadeem, Liao was out like a light.
This time, though, she felt it.
She felt herself being moved onto a stretcher—or something that functioned the same—then being put into a ship. The details of her transit were almost completely lost to her. She only had brief feelings, notions indistinguishable from dreams, where she could feel vague sensations. Nothing that she could ever tell another living soul and claim it as the truth.
When she woke up, she was on another world. Light streamed in through a large, floor-to-ceiling window that occupied the lion’s share of one wall. The remainder of the cell was three steel walls, a writing desk, and a bed, which she occupied.
She sat up and realised, suddenly, she had a second elbow. Her prosthetic arm had been returned and attached. She flexed the fingers experimentally. Strong, but not as strong as she remembered.
There was one feature of the arm she was certain they would not return. The built-in plasma pistol. She flexed that muscle for the first time in months, trying to extend it… a thin bar of metal slid open on her wrist.
Nothing. Nothing of course. The slot was empty.
She pulled the sheets off her, and they disintegrated, folding up beside the bed like feathers on a bird. Liao slid off the bed, momentarily unbalanced by the weight of her reattached prosthetic. It would take some adjusting.
[“I hope you like it.”] Kest’s voice, broadcast through some kind of speaker system, echoed around the room. [“I tried to recreate the same model that you had when you came in.”]
Despite the circumstances, Liao felt a little bit of the caution drain out of her. “What are you doing here? Where am I?”
[“You are on New Evarel,”] Kest said, with more than a hint of pride in his voice, [“It is a planet deep within Alliance space. Originally settled by survivors of the cataclysm that took our homeworld, this planet—and its administrative government—are what many of us consider to be our homeworld. Our new homeworld.”]
She moved over to the window and, holding her prosthetic fingers up to block the glare, looked out. A vast city stretched out before her, a field of steel towers that stretched up so high that the star—a fierce, slightly blue light—was almost swallowed by them. It was sunset. Instead of a golden hue, as one might expect on Earth, or even Velsharn, the star cast the sky in a strange aquamarine glow. Aircraft, some as small as cars, others larger than a battlecruiser, drifted in orderly lines across the sky. Thousands of them.
[“May I come in?”]
Liao didn’t honestly think she had much of a choice. “Of course, Kest.”
The wall opposite the window swung open. Kest stepped through, a wide, happy smile on his face. [“Good afternoon. Welcome to our world.”]
She didn’t know what to say. Thank you? That seemed too trite. Instead, she decided to focus on the important issues rather than pleasantries. “Why am I here? Why are you here?”
[“Commandant Yarri’s job is over. You’ve offered to help us. Accordingly, she has remained behind at Zar’krun, shoring up its defences for the inevitable second attack by the Humans. You, on the other hand, are here to fulfil your promise.”] The vestiges of a darkness came over his tone. [“You should know, Captain Liao, that the rest of the prisoners—along with personnel captured during your rescue attempt—have been bought here, as well. If you do not comply, or the information you provide is false, they will be the ones to pay the price, and their suffering will be… significant.”]
How, exactly, she was going to avoid that fate would be a problem for the future. She could not have her people suffer, but even if she did know the answers to the Toralii’s questions, she had a duty to resist interrogation, to the Humans who still lived on Velsharn, who had risked everything, including their lives, to save her.
“And what are you here for?”
[“The Archeological and Xenological Society has more questions for you, and now that we are out of Yarri’s jurisdiction, we can be much more civil about this.”]
If civility was a comfortable bed and a spacious room with a view, perhaps the Toralii were not nearly as advanced as they thought. Nevertheless, she had to concede that it was an improvement. “The same criteria applies. No secrets, nothing that might hurt the surviving Humans.”
[“Maybe,”] he said, perhaps anticipating this response, [“you can ask me questions instead.”]
She paused for a time. “Why did you burn Earth?”
[“Because Earth doesn’t matter.”] He folded his small hands in front of him. [“Not in the scheme of things.”]
Liao scowled, turning her eyes to the sprawling city out the window. “It mattered to us. It mattered to me. You have a funny way of getting me to help you.”
[“I am merely being honest.”] Kest reached into a pouch and withdrew a thin sliver of material. He unrolled it, and it lit up. [“Here. You should see this.”] He twisted it around, showing it to her. It was a photograph of Earth, surrounded by information in the Telvan dialect of Toralii. [“This is a biological survey of Earth, conducted in the moments before the first shot was fired. This is the most comprehensive, and most definitive, study of your planet ever performed. The last one.”]
She didn’t really want to look at it, but felt strangely compelled to. It was dated in Toralii; she converted it in her head. October 28th, 2038 AD. The last day. She scrolled through the report. One picture leapt out at her. The view showed northern Europe; the oceans were so blue, as dark as ink, contrasting vividly with the shockingly green of the rest of the continent. So green and lush and rich and full of life. All gone, now.
[“The critical thing,”] Kest said, pointing to one section of the display, [“is right here. The flora report: three trillion trees on Earth.”] He smiled wistfully. [“Similar flora are found on almost all life-sustaining planets in the galaxy we have discovered. Each, according to this report, was not only a living part of your planet’s biosphere, but it provided homes for arboreal animals, to bark- and root-based parasites, its seeds fed birds, its leaves fell and rotted and fed the soil… it was, in a way, its own mini biosphere. To a beast that lived in its branches, the tree might have been all it knew.
[“Yet who weeps for a tree? Certainly not you. Industrial logging cleared large portions of your planet’s forests. Tree by tree by tree. Many were replaced, of course—your species is more prudent than most give you credit for, and you soon grew to realise, I imagine, that you were plundering your planet’s lungs. But still. Some forests were never replaced. So many trees destroyed. Innumerable. Each unique. Each its own little life sphere. Gone.”] He took in a deep breath. [“There are one hundred billion stars in the galaxy. At the time the Toralii fleets burned it down, there were more trees on Earth than stars in the sky. To you it was everything. To us, it was an obstacle we cleared away.”]
“What about the sovereignty of life? We’re able to have this conversation—I’m not a fucking squirrel.”
[“I’m sure. Whatever a squirrel was, I’m sure it was fierce and mighty. Alas, the squirrel had a voidwarp device, and it was warned, at the barrel of a gun, to turn it over. But the little squirrel, in its hubris, decided that it knew better. That its boon was worth endangering all life in the universe. We respect the sanctity of life more than you could possibly know. Enough to kill for it. Enough to die for it.”]
Liao handed back the device. “Killing for peace. That’s noble.”
[“Well, what do you kill for?”]
She thought about it for a moment. “To survive.”
[“Always?”] Kest eyed her with a sceptical, curious look on his face. [“You’ve never fought a battle you don’t believe in?”]
“Heh, I… once.” Liao didn’t know how to say it nicely, so she just said it. Thinking about her darkest moments made the side of her head itch. “I once tried to kill myself. You know, a lot of things were going through my head at the time, but since that moment, the only thing I’ve thought about is how I was so distraught that I signed the year wrong. I think by that point, I was just mashing keys. Trying to get it done as soon as possible. My… finger slipped off the key, pressed it twice, and 2039 became 2044. That letter was going to be my legacy, all I left to humanity, and it had a typographical error on the cover. So yes. Once. I don’t think even I can spin killing myself as a battle for survival.”
Kest digested that for a moment. [“That mustn’t have made you popular with your crew.”]
“I barely mentioned it. No point. And you’re right: the military dislikes suicide. Treats it as destruction of government property.”
The joke seemed to pass over him, unnoticed. [“Suicide is a fairly bad mistake. I am glad you’re still here.”]
“I’m well acquainted with mistakes. I’m sure you’ve made plenty.”
[“Me? No, I am perfect.”] He smiled good-naturedly. [“What, do you think I’m stupid?”]
“Very,” she said, her expression as stoic as she could make it. “Your stupidity goes beyond the simple and into the fantastical. You are more stupid than anyone I’ve ever even considered talking to.”
Kest stared at her. [“You… pardon? You genuinely believe this?”]
Liao smiled slightly. “No. It’s something Yarri said to me. Torture is only useful when confirming information you already know. So far, nothing I’ve said has surprised you, except for that. You weren’t surprised I tried to kill myself?”
[“I do not know.”] Some of Kest’s confusion drained away. [“I do not think so.”] He clicked his tongue, ears flicking forward. [“To be honest with you, I feel it is… almost relieving. Not because you might have died, but far more troubling—given the power and influence you hold over the military forces of your people—would be living your life sure of all things. A wise leader has doubts; only a tyrant is certain.”]
She snorted. “You overestimate my importance. We have a chain of command; Commander Iraj will be in command of the Beijing now. The ship endures.”
[“Actually, I think you underestimate your potential. There is greatness in you, Liao.”]
“I’m not interested in greatness. Only goodness.”
[“Are they not the same?”]
She looked out the window again, at the sprawling Toralii city beyond, teeming with people and abuzz with aircraft, ground vehicles, towering spires that were too thin to support their own weight, and a blue sun that painted the world azure as it set. “Not in my experience.”
Kest was quiet for a moment. [“Captain Liao, how can I make your stay more comfortable?”]
“How about a walk?” she asked, knowing the answer. “You know, a nice, long, stroll out in the open. Promise I won’t steal a ship and escape.”
[“You don’t want to go outside this building.”]
“Pretty sure I do.”
[“You don’t. This is a prison. If you knew what was out there, you wouldn’t. Toralii burrowing explosives—you refer to them as ‘land mines’—are much more sophisticated than your designs, primarily because, for us, there is no standard design. Ours are built by our constructs, procedurally generated and built to be different, unique, and to resist tampering. The materials used, depths, explosive composition, detonation mechanism, even casings are different and randomly generated. One cannot learn to defuse a model because no two are the same.”]
That caught her attention. “You put land mines in your cities?”
[“They do not attack Toralii biosigns or hardware. I’m afraid it will have to be something else.”]
The ache in her stomach gave her a hint. “I’d like to see the rest of the Human personnel… and have dinner.”
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A Free Lunch
*****
Mullaŋan
Jungle inside terraformed zone
 
21 kilometres from Zar’krun
 
BEN
PREFERRED
THE
JUNGLE
TO the desert. Technically, though, he was in more of a swamp. The distant swamp was filled crying birds. Clouds of them flitted from treetop to treetop, occasionally ducking beneath to the watery bog below. How they managed to fly in such close quarters was something of an impressive feat. Fortunately, his optical implants allowed him to see in the dark.
He followed a clear path through the tanglebriar. He had hundreds of paths to choose from: straight lines through the mire, artificially constructed. Of course they were artificial. The whole surface on the planetoid was constructed. Gravity, atmosphere… everything. The plants were native to various worlds, bought to the planetoid for reasons he didn’t quite understand but suspected were aesthetic.
Biological creatures appreciated a view. Too bad the dead star of Zar’krun produced no light. What mechanism the plants used to gather energy, he didn’t know. The might absorb chemicals from the planetoid’s surface. Perhaps they photosynthesised the light Zar’krun emitted. Maybe. He had no data on the subject.
The crack of a sonic boom reached his ears. A craft, black and thin, streaked through the atmosphere. Low. They were looking for him. Ben slipped off the road like a ghost, sinking into the mud up to his head. The mud would stymie the thermal tracking. It wouldn’t take long for them to get out of range. Toralii thermal imaging equipment wasn’t nearly that advanced.
The craft turned, heading towards s him. Directly towards s him. It began slowing down, arching backwards like a panicked horse.
Well, that was a theory disproven. Pity. The gunfire would attract attention. Ben aimed the plasma rifle from below the mud, calculating the trajectory of the blast. He knew where to shoot. Almost everywhere on the craft was armoured, but there were vulnerabilities—places where the hard, unyielding shell was thinner. A normal Human could never have done it. But Ben was better. Barely even Human by this point.
Two bright lights burned their way through the muck and leapt skyward, meeting the underside of the Toralii gunship. They seared twin round holes in the underside—right where the oxygen storage was, where the pipes and conduits that carried it were built into the hull. The area was less than an inch wide. One shot; one pipe.
Fire leapt from the holes, fuelled by the pure air. Secondary explosions flared within the vehicle as the flames travelled along the conduits to the crew compartment. It glowed from within as it spun twice, then pitched forward and plunged into the muck. It exploded into a raging inferno that lit up the sky.
Beautiful, but such a bright light would be visible from all over the tiny dot of the planetoid’s darkened surface. He had to move away from the light of the prison. Always. Ben drew more power into his implants, pulled himself out of the mud, and began slinking through the overgrowth once more. Fire from the burning craft behind him cast strange shadows through the trees.
Such a waste. A crew of five, seventy-five tonnes, and a civilisation’s worth of research and development, taken down by a handheld weapon and a mind that could accurately draw up the blueprints and pinpoint its weaknesses. Maybe, he mused, they shouldn’t have put in weaknesses.
Dripping mud, Ben crested a small hill. A clump of trees thicker than the surrounding foliage lay nestled in the trough between hills; it was secluded and secretive. Best of all, no paths led there. Sometimes that happened with terraforming; the Toralii called them “live-spots,” places where the technology overcompensated. Terraforming was an imperfect technology, as was all biotech.
But it would serve his needs. He had an imperfection of his own that required treatment. His biological body needed to sleep. Maybe he shouldn’t have chosen a body that had weaknesses, either.
He pushed through the tangled mass of vines and plantlife. The canopy of trees covered the false sky entirely. Ben made his way to the rough centre of the biomass. It was dry—dry enough to sleep in—and he lay down on his back, rifle by his side.
It had been three days. He needed to sleep. An implant put the chemicals into his body. Although he kept the cybernetics active and his eyes open. He switched everything else off.
He was able to see when a creature, as tall as a Human and made almost entirely of mud, rose out of the slop almost next to him. Gaps in the mud showed… things. The glint of metal. Cloth clothing. A weapon.
Time to wake up.
His implants jumped in to help him, highlighting and identifying parts of her uniform. The camouflage pattern was Bundeswehr Flecktarn, 5-Farb-Tarndruck. The weapon was a Dragon’s Breath rifle, slightly modified to include a zero-light scope. The thing was equipped to fire Hellfire rounds. The metal beneath the mud was tactical armour and a prosthetic hand.
And a brief analysis of the face provided a name. Oberleutnant zur See Hanna Keller, a German soldier from Marinestützpunktkommando Kiel.
“Goodentarg,” Keller said, casually chambering a round on her weapon. “What’s a pretty little clone of Captain Liao doing in a place like this?”
Another form rose out of the swamp, similarly recognised. Bundeswehr marines. Then another. And another. He was surrounded.
“Oh,” Ben said, tone blithe. “A little of this, a little of that. Hey, let’s talk. How’s everyone doing?”
Keller leaned over, a creature of mud like the Human legends of the golems of old. “You’re funny, aren’t you?”
“I know lots of jokes. Bully for me.” There were only a few things his implants wouldn’t tell him. For that, he would have to ask questions, assuming the Humans didn’t just shoot him. “How did you find me?”
“It was actually surprisingly easy. We noticed that the birds didn’t sing where we were, so we figured they wouldn’t sing where the Toralii were, either. When we heard them all quieten down around this large, thick section of overgrowth, we decided to check it out. Thought it might be search parties looking for that downed Toralii ship, but hey, this is better.” She bent down and picked up Ben’s rifle, inspecting it with a curious air. “Guess this is what did the job, huh? Neat. Those things are heavily protected.”
“Not,” Ben said, “if you know where to shoot.” Slowly, he sat up. The Bundeswehr around him didn’t react. They either were confident they could shoot him before he could shoot them, or they didn’t understand that Ben did not require a weapon to defeat them.
“Seems like a neat trick,” said Keller. “You could have told us that one.”
“I could have told you a lot of things. When I was a construct, I had full access to the Beijing’s databanks; it contained records of everything your species had accomplished, essentially. Encyclopedia Britannica. Wikipedia and approximately ten thousand other wikis, all nicely backed up and sorted. I read them all. I know more about Pokémon than any other Human alive… save, perhaps, Summer Rowe.” He chuckled grimly. “I am the foremost specialist on Human society, culture, and history, and the Toralii Alliance didn’t think to even ask me a single question. Instead of hold Liao over a fire for months, I would have been more than happy to provide them with a copy of everything I knew. But, you know, they had to get it from her.”
“You sound jealous,” Keller said. “And like you have no love for the Toralii Alliance. You know what they say: the enemy of my enemy…”
“Is my enemy’s enemy,” Ben said. “Nothing more, nothing less. Platitudes and metaphors are crap. This is war. War is cruelty. There is no use in reforming it. The crueler it is, the sooner it will be over.”
Keller smiled a little at that, although it was difficult to tell underneath her mud-smeared helmet. “General William Tecumseh Sherman. You aren’t the only one to read book every now and then. Even marines occasionally do that, you know.”
“I’m sure,” Ben said, keeping as much of his scepticism out of his voice as he could muster. “You’re avid consumers of knowledge. I can tell by how muddy you are.” His biological components ached. Insufficient sleep. How long had it been?
No matter. It was time to focus on the future. “What now? You’re going to pump me for trivia, try and prove you’re smarter than a robot, and when you fail, shoot me?”
“Yes.” Her answer was blunt. “We have no means to keep you restrained. Evac isn’t for another two weeks. We have our orders: retrieve Captain Liao. Not her Wikipedia-quoting copy.”
Ben scrutinised her. Dying in a swamp was not how he anticipated going out, nor did he imagine it would come to that. “You must have seen the rescue attempt already. If you were expecting some kind of quiet extraction, it’s not coming. This place is on lockdown.” He narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t know, did you?”
Keller’s face betrayed little, but Ben was better at reading microexpressions than a normal Human. “Know what?”
“Your people already tried to break out Liao. I saw the Broadswords landing with my own, pathetic little biological eyes. Didn’t even need my fancy optics—I heard the defencive fire from the surface. Judging by the fact that this place wasn’t destroyed from space—either by the Toralii or by your side—means whatever the Humans tried was unsuccessful. But you didn’t join in the rescue attempt, and you’re a long way away from the structure, far enough to avoid detection and casual patrols, but close enough to keep an eye on the place with advanced optics…” The pieces fell into place. “You’re assigned to the Rubens, which typically operates away from the rest of the fleet, with no contact… no reports. But Captain Williams is resourceful. He found out where Liao was and went to spring her. Too bad the rest of the fleet tried first and screwed it up. So now you’re stuck here. With me.”
Keller said nothing, which told him everything.
Ben actually smiled, despite it all. “How about this. I know this place, and I have resources of my own. Besides, if the Humans tried to snatch her, then she’ll be moved as soon as possible. Probably already has been. And I, being the super genius robot that I am, know where she is.”
“How about sharing that little fact?” Keller asked.
“You must be joking.” Ben clapped his hands against his thighs and, with a soft groan, stood up. The implants made his body heavy. Without power, he was… weak. “You said it yourself. You should put a bullet in me and save yourselves a whole world of trouble. The moment I tell you where she is, I die.”
“Okay,” Keller said. “What do you propose?”
He turned over the unformed idea in his head. “Seems pretty simple. You get me off this rock with you, and I’ll tell you where Captain Liao has almost certainly been moved to.”
“How do I know you’re not lying? Desperate people say desperate things. You’d say anything to survive.”
“You forget,” Ben said, his smile growing. “I know everything.”
Keller’s face scrunched up as though she’d sucked on a lemon. “You don’t.”
“Actually,” Ben said, the conversation with Jul’aran jumping back into his mind like a thunderbolt. The Toralii Alliance agents on Velsharn… “There is one other thing I know that you don’t.”

Engineering Bay Four
 
Meanwhile
 
Summer Rowe didn’t know what to expect when Saeed finally got around to jabbing the needle into her neck to suck out her brain, but she knew it was going to feel fucking weird.
She stretched out on a hastily constructed metal bench which was cold, shitty, and uncomfortable. There were nurses; all of them could see her bare arse shown to the world. Apparently, she couldn’t be dressed during the transfer, for reasons that totally escaped her.
Ahh, well. If she was going to die like this, at least she would be remembered that way: mooning the entire galaxy.
“Are you sure?” Dr. Saeed asked for, like, the ten millionth time. “You know this procedure is not reversible. We can’t put you back in. If something goes wrong…”
“I know.” She could feel the metal of the needle against the back of her head. “Just do it.”
“It’s going to hurt.”
What did he expect? It was going to tickle? “I know.”
“It might not work.”
He’d said that already. Why was Saeed just repeating the same thing over and over again? Rowe tapped her fingers on the bench. “Yup, and if I get struck down, I’ll come back more powerful than you can possibly imagine.”
Saeed lifted the needle away. There was more than reluctance there—something else. Something was keeping him back…
Rowe twisted around, looking at him. “Hey, c’mon. We agreed. You said you’d let me suck out my brain so I’d get to be a robot forever.”
“I’m… just not sure this is a good idea. You live in space, Summer. That’s a huge thing for you. Huge. Your dream.”
“I can still be in space if I’m a robot. Being an astronaut is so easy, a monkey could do it.” Urgh. Rowe propped herself up on her elbows. “Look. I get it. I do. People make dumb decisions all the time. This is by far not the stupidest thing I’ve done…” She considered, a thousand possible answers flying through her head, none of them exciting enough for her. “For a while.”
“You’re very smart. I get that.”
“Yes,” Rowe said. “Between my genius and your ability to inject me with things, we make a great team.”
Saeed looked away. “I’m just concerned—”
“You’re concerned for me. I get it.” Rowe shook her head then brushed her hair out of her eyes. Stupid hair. She would not miss it. “Well… listen to this. I played a lot of D&D as a college kid. Right? In one game I ran, the party raided a goblin encampment. They killed them all, because goblins are always evil. But I added a twist: hidden amongst the bodies was a goblin child. Alive. One who was heavily messed up, having just witnessed the murder of her parents by the party. It survived because its parents had given it a ring of regeneration. That meant it was almost invulnerable. Chop off a hand; it grows a new one. The party picked her up as spoils of war and sold her to the local noble lord. Since her meat grew back, the guy’s butcher could keep cutting bits out of her for soup, flay her skin over and over again to make goblin-skin leather armour, and any time they or their dogs got hungry, well… goblin meat, fresh off the bone. Sure, the girl still felt pain, she still suffered, but goblins are always evil, so it’s okay.”
“In this analogy, are you an evil goblin who deserves to be sold to a butcher and flayed alive?”
“No, worse. I’m an engineer. It’s in my nature to experiment. To explore, personally, the limits of technology. If it can be built, it should be built. Because I’m awesome. And if someone less awesome than me tries, and fucks it up, then probably no one will try again. And this is just too fucking wicked sick to pass up.” She grinned eagerly. “Plus, you know, immortality.”
“Immortality or death.”
She considered then finally rolled her shoulders. “Isn’t that the bet we all make?”
“We all die. But not today. Not in ten minutes. Not even in ten years. Summer, you’re still very young…”
“I don’t fear death,” she said.
“Then you will die brave.”
“If,” Rowe said, waggling a finger.
He wouldn’t do it. Somehow, she knew he wouldn’t. But then, suddenly, Rowe felt the prick of the needle against the back of her head. Then, with a brief flash of light that seemed to come from within her head instead of some other, external place, everything went away. And it was replaced by something much bigger, exciting, and terrifying.

Dining Area
Primary Detention Centre
Minimum Security
New Evarel
 
Liao had asked for dinner, but when she saw the huge table—nearly twenty metres long and absolutely brimming with exotic dishes—she couldn’t help but suspect that some part of her request had been misunderstood.
The smell of the food was rich and intoxicating, especially after months of the green slime served at Zar’krun. She recognised absolutely none of it: strips of meat arranged in a spiral and bathed in a golden fluid alongside fruits, nuts, and leafy salads laid out on metal trays and dozens of tiny cakes, each topped with a strange blue square fruit. There were bowls of jellies, blocks of baked goods topped with bright-orange sprinkles, glasses and vials full of multi-coloured liquids, some of which glowed. The centrepiece was a whole fish on a rotating spike, spinning slowly over a burning flame, which smelt divine. It wasn’t dinner. It was a feast. 
[”The accommodations here,”] Kest said, holding the door open behind her, [”are better than at Zar’krun.”]
There was no way she could refute that. The only thing out of place was the guards, or lack thereof. The only Toralii in the room was Kest.
One by one, the rest of the prisoners filed into the room. O’Hill sported a nasty new scar across the side of his face. Shaba looked none the worse for wear after her little jaunt in space. Foley was there, too, his body swathed in bright-green bandages marked with red splotches. 
Although almost half their number had gotten out on the Igniter, four of the marines, including Foley, had been captured. All said and done, their merry band was down to merely nineteen. The crew of the Warsong had given their lives for a failed rescue attempt. She had no idea how best to mourn them. That was a problem for the future.
Everyone took their seats, with Foley and the rest of the marines jostling for what they, seemingly arbitrarily, decided were the best places. O’Hill sat next to her on one side, and Kest sat down on the other. A second or two after everyone got settled, a half-meter section of the table lifted out, forming a raised platform.
“Food,” Foley said, from the other side of O’Hill, shovelling two handfuls of steaming meat onto his section of the table. “Fuck’n eat up, boys.” Almost as though remembering, he looked at her. “Uhh, with your permission, ma’am.”
“Please,” Liao said. “Eat.”
Nobody needed to be asked twice. A brief scramble ensued as everyone snatched up handfuls of food. The closest thing to her was a tray full of fruit. She picked up a pair of blue melon-looking things and put them on her plate. The only one who didn’t eat was O’Hill. His head was bowed in prayer.
She wasn’t religious—not even a little bit—but she had to commend his dedication. The food was mouth-wateringly delicious, but O’Hill still waited and asked God if it was okay before he too tucked in.
“I didn’t know you were a Christian,” Liao said, touching the melon experimentally. It felt soft, like a cantaloupe with no hard rind, so she broke a bit off with her fingers. It was a lighter blue on the inside.
“All my life,” O’Hill said, examining her curiously. “You sound surprised. You know most Americans are religious, right?”
“I’m not,” Foley said.
O’Hill laughed. “Hey, that’s fine, buddy. As long as you’re not a Democrat, I think we’ll be okay.”
Foley seemed amused at that. “Oh boy, a red-voting Christ botherer. Yeah, this is going to be swell. Typical Army.”
“A jarhead voting Democrat.” O’Hill stuffed a large hunk of meat into his mouth. “Marines. My Arse Rides In Navy Equipment Sir.”
Everyone was all smiles, but things could turn ugly soon. Liao nibbled on the fruit. “Politics, branch of service, and religion? Maybe that’s the Toralii plan—get us in here, too fat to move and too busy fighting amongst ourselves to try and escape. I should sit between you two.”
Kest was listening in. He leaned over the table, sticking his fingers into a square of jelly and bringing it to his mouth. [“What is a Republican?”]
Both O’Hill and Foley started talking at once, each slightly too loud, as though trying to out-do the other. Liao put up her hand.
“O’Hill and Foley are Americans. Americans employ a system of government called democracy. The idea that the people choose their leaders, every four years or so. Democrats and Republicans are two of the potential choices.”
[“That seems… inefficient.”]
“It’s not without its advantages,” Liao said. “They have a new influx of leadership which is neither too quick to prevent any medium-term planning, but also too slow to make chaos.”]
[“Spoken diplomatically. Does China use a similar system?”]
She smiled. “No. Democracy is not culturally compatible with traditional Chinese philosophy; one of the primary motivations of which is to preserve social harmony.” She pointed to O’Hill and Foley in turn. “Which is why I’d rather these two don’t discuss it. We tend to look unfavourably upon anyone who attempts to deliberately widen the cracks in our nation’s fabric. We know they are there; why bother exploiting them? The election process that takes place in modern liberal democracy functions in direct opposition to this goal. During election campaigns, on both sides, the optics of a nation are focused on the most highly charged emotional and political issues rather than pragmatic matters of governance. Everyone only wants to talk about controversial issues. Things like abortion, gay marriage, military engagements in foreign nations, and universal health care are at the forefront of basically every campaign. Each political party is trying to convince the people, based almost entirely on rhetoric and emotion, that they are most capable of handling these issues; people vote based on their emotions and rarely, in truth, make practical, level-headed decisions about who to elect. Not facts.”
Kest listened intently, nodding occasionally. [“Toralii think the same. At least, the Telvan Toralii. We do not choose our leaders by voting; they are determined by completion of Leadership Schools. We train them from birth and acknowledge that the most experienced, most qualified should lead.”]
“Who chooses which children get to go to Leadership School?” Liao asked.
[“A specially built computer does so. It selects candidates based on genetic markers carried by famous and successful leaders, along with whatever personality traits it can determine at that age.”]
She blinked. “A computer chooses your leaders? Based on their DNA?”
[“It is a system which works well for us. It is not perfect, nor is the system of the Toralii Alliance. Theirs is a most simple system: the strongest rule. The greatest generals, warriors, strategists… everything is based on merit. Perhaps too strictly, one might say.”]
Rule by the sword was the oldest system known to man. “Sometimes that works, but victories do not always make one popular. Winston Churchill lost the 1945 election just two months after winning the war. Sometimes you succeed, and people hate you for it.”
[“Their system is not perfect, nor ours, but… neither is your system of elections.”]
“It’s not my system,” Liao said.
[“A valid point, well made.”] Kest bowed his head in apology. [“How does China choose?”]
She paused to consider her answer. Because we won the civil war, didn’t seem to have the… right ring to it. “Another motivation in Chinese culture is to benefit the common good, which includes self-sacrifice when necessary, and working to better others. Democracy, by its very nature, is based upon the self-interest of each voter. Regardless of how they ultimately vote, consciously or subconsciously, everyone chooses an official that benefits them and promotes their interests. Whoever wins typically ends up serving the interests of their constituents, because if they do not, they will not be re-elected. By comparison, the people of China typically accept, more or less, that the collective good of the people as a whole is under-represented in a democracy, which instead reflects majoritarianism.”
[“That doesn’t answer the question,”] Kest said. He was a better listener than Liao gave him credit for.
“Because,” said Liao, flatly, “our government won the civil war.”
[“Government by force of arms. I see.”]
O’Hill wiped his mouth. “We Americans, on the other hand, simply believe that the people deserve to choose who that person is. Americans suffered under the boot-heel of the British until, finally, they had enough. We did not want to trade a king for a king, so we implemented a system where the people elect representatives who speak for them. While those representatives do serve those who elected them, there are so many that, ultimately, each meeting of Congress is dealing with our country in miniature. We are a people who are free.”
Kest considered this, tapping his chin with a claw. [“How will your species govern themselves in the future?”]
Liao did not have a good answer for that. “We… haven’t sorted out the details yet. Our people function, currently, under military rule, but that should change. Must change. Eventually. I think everyone here on this table agrees with that.”
A round of nods travelled around the table.
Kest shifted on his seat, folding his tail into lap. [“Well, I hope you succeed.”]
Liao smiled a half smile, a fairly large chunk of her appetite evaporating. The discussion took it out of her. “Thank you.”
They all ate. Liao had to maintain the dignified posture of an officer, as did Shaba, and O’Hill managed to control himself, but the enlisted personnel and warrant officers ate with gusto.
“You guys eat like this all the time?” Shaba asked, for about the tenth time. “Holy shit.”
“Like I said,” Foley said, both hands on his gut. “Not a bit. They fed us crap, green sludge, but now… New Evarel rocks.”
Liao, however, found her eyes being drawn to O’Hill. “You didn’t eat much.”
O’Hill folded his hands behind his head. “Aye, ma’am.”
She found the terseness in his voice difficult to place. “You didn’t like it?”
“Loved it, ma’am,” O’Hill said. “The meat at least. What I had of it. Best meal I’ve ever eaten.”
“Christian rules against gluttony, I assume?”
“That,” O’Hill said, “but mostly, more pragmatic concerns. Captain, not all Hindus bathed in the river Ganges because, before the Toralii boiled it away, it used to be really polluted. Religion doesn’t make me crazy. I know when I’m walking into a trap.”
Liao was grateful Kest was politely pretending he wasn’t overhearing. “Trap?”
“Nothing’s free.” O’Hill swept a hand across the dining hall. “The kitty-cats either think you gave them something or that you’re about to. The fleet tried to bust us out. Before they did, they were burning us, feeding us green shit. Captain… you don’t give a dog treats when it shits on the carpet.”
Kest touched his ear momentarily, listening to something Liao couldn’t hear. Then he stood up and slowly made his way over to Liao. [“Captain Liao, may I have a word in private?”]



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER VIII
 
 
 
The Great Filter
*****
New Evarel Detention Centre
 
KEST, WALKING
FASTER
THAN
NORMAL and with purpose, led her out of the dining room full of delicious food and overfed Humans. He took her far into the complex, onto a gravity lift that ascended enough levels that her ears popped.
As much as she wanted to stay with the rest of her people, Liao wasn’t really in a position to decline the… request. She and Kest stood in silence as the gravity lift rose. Up and up and up and up.
Eventually, the silence became uncomfortable. “Where are we going?” she asked, cupping her prosthetic hand in her fleshy one.
[“To the communications room.”] His tone was terse, angry, even, and O’Hill’s comments might certainly have had something to do with it. [“Level eighty-nine. The very top floor.”]
“O’Hill is just being cautious. You shouldn’t take what he says—”
[“His comments do not concern me.”]
Taken at face value, Kest’s mood had nothing to do with his comments and everything to do with the communication he had received. Which was the cause? It didn’t matter. Soon she would find out.
The gravity lift slowed and stopped. The doors opened. A holographic display took up the three other walls of the room, lit up to reveal the inky void of space. The air had a distinct chill.
Kest marched inside, walking right up to the middle of the room. [“In,”] he said over his shoulder.
“Kest, talk to me.” Liao stepped into the room. The screens reacted to her presence; the display shimmered, and wherever she looked, the resolution decreased. Censored. She was looking at classified information. “What’s wrong? What’s all this about?”
[“It is the will of my superiors,”] Kest said, bitterness creeping into every word, [“that I show you something.”] He turned to the walls. [“Machine. On my authority, remove the excising from this display for all lifeforms in this room.”]
Suddenly the image became much clearer. The stars came into focus, and to her left was the Milky Way, a band of sparkling that stretched across the darkness. Kest jabbed a finger at a blue ball at the centre of the screen, seemingly the focal area.
“What’s that?”
[“This world is 116, Subsection 194, Planet 5. A simple watery planet, much like your own. An aquatic species live on this world. We have studied them, learnt their languages. Their technology level approaches voidwarp levels; we have detected the characteristic radiation that indicates they are close to developing what you would term jump drive.”]
Liao’s spine tingled. The Toralii only took interest in a species, and their technology, when they created voidwarp. Then… they sent a message.
“Don’t,” she said, keeping her voice steady. “You don’t have to do this. There are other ways—”
[“Closer.”]
The walls flickered, and the image of the blue planet disappeared, replaced by an enhanced one. A huge floating pyramid, kilometres wide, was a dot on the unending oceans. It swarmed with creatures similar to octopodes, with bulbous heads and many tentacles. Their faces were turned upwards, looking at their ship.
[“We are low enough in orbit that they have seen us. They bombard us with radio transmissions, flashes of coloured light. They are trying to signal us.”]
Then their technology in some areas exceeded Humans’. Her species had not seen the Toralii until they’d fired.
The faces. So many faces. The weird, alien creatures shared minimal resemblance to Humans, but even she could see the fear on their faces. “You do not have to destroy them.”
Kest tapped his fingers against his thigh. [“I do, and I can explain why. Captain, I have read many files recovered from your species, as part of my training with the Archeological and Xenological Society. There was one that struck me as interesting. An article on the Fermi Paradox.”]
“I don’t know what that is.”
No doubt amused by lecturing her on her own people, Kest smiled slightly. [“It is an interesting exercise in knowledge. Your species understands that space is vast. Almost unimaginably so. Do you remember the Earth trees we discussed, Captain Liao? Of how numerous were the stars in the sky? Well, the Fermi Paradox asks a simple question. If there are so many stars, and those stars have planets, and those planets might support life… where is everyone? Where is the life?
[“There were several answers postulated. Some were appeals to chance: that life is, simply, extraordinary. You and your planet were a mathematical oddity. Life was ten billion to one… or some other equally high number. Other answers were appeals to the idea that some unknowable quality of Earth made life happen there and nowhere else. There was discussion of technology levels, and radio wave propagation, and how your species had only been able to detect alien life for a very short period of time, so the signals of another world might not have reached you yet. But one theory was postulated which the article author correctly identified as… oh, how did he put it? Ah. Mildly terrifying. The idea that there exists a Great Filter. Some force which, at some point of a species development, some factor comes into play which kills them all off.”] Kest took a gentle breath through his nose. [“Captain, the Toralii Alliance are the Great Filter in this galaxy. When a species develops voidwarp technology, they are found, and that ability is removed from them. Or they are removed.”]
“You don’t have to be this way. You can spare these people.”
[“If I do, how will they learn? The fabric of the universe is delicate, Liao. It is weak. The voidwarp devices tear holes in it. They stress a part of our reality that even we barely understand.”] Fury grew in his voice, in a way she had never heard before. [“These creatures do not understand that if they meddle as they are, as your people did, it will result in the deaths of us all!”]
An idea leapt into her head, so unformed that she barely knew where it was going. “Let me talk to them. Let me approach these people as a representative of Earth. I can explain how my people—”
[“No.”]
She raised her voice over his. “I can explain how my people suffered and what your people will do to them if they don’t comply. If they don’t give up their technology.”
[“What will happen,”] Kest said, in a way that suggested he had anticipated the question and prepared an answer, [“is that this species will listen to you. The matter will be bought before their leaders, and the debates will start. Endless debates, spanning months, years, decades even. They will talk and talk and talk, and eventually, they will either decide to present a lie—claim to give up their notes and their prototypes but continue the research in secret—or they will continue openly. After all, these nice visitors sent down an ambassador and believe in diplomacy; surely they wouldn’t destroy a civilisation simply to prove some kind of point.”]
“It’s when the talking stops that the ground becomes fertile for fighting.” She clenched her prosthetic fist so hard, the metal creaked. “You said that to me. Those were your words.”
[“I absolutely did. Perhaps we can ask them about it. Communicator, translate and play their message.”]
A stilted, mechanical voice spoke without intonation, reverberating around the entire room. [“Generic greeting. Air creatures, we welcome you to our home. Long have we anticipated there may be others like us in the stars; we are pleased by your presence. Welcome. A landing area is being prepared for you on the equator of our world. Construction will take approximately five tides. Generic pleasantry. Transmit your needs, and we will accommodate them.]”
“Don’t,” Liao said. “They haven’t done anything. You don’t have to punish these people.”
[“I don’t want to. If there was some other way, some method we had not yet tried that had any success at all, I would gladly employ it. But the galaxy is in danger because of these creatures and the powerful voidwarp technology they are a breath away from developing. We cannot allow them to do this. It endangers our species. Our lives. The lives of our children.”]
“And what of their lives?”
Slowly, a smile crossed Kest’s face—the smile of someone who had, at long last, gotten what he wanted. [“Do you really believe that? That the Toralii people should willingly accept pain, loss, suffering so that others may live? So that your species may survive?”] He stepped closer to her, his tail lashing in the air. [“Do you truly believe what you said about democracy: that the inherent selfishness in most living things is unbecoming, that it is more noble to sacrifice yourself to serve the needs of another?”]
“I do.”
With a wave, the scene changed. A view of space replaced the blue world with its alien faces and strange pyramid structure. A dozen lights twinkled against the darkness. A circle appeared around each of them, along with a label in the Toralii script.
Three Kel-Voran assault ships were identified simply with numbers: seven Telvan Toralii cruisers, each given a long and complicated name. But it was the last two that sent her blood running cold.
 
ALIEN THREAT: Human cruiser, class IV - “Madrid”
ALIEN THREAT: Human cruiser, class IV - “Tehran”
 
The Tehran. James’s ship.
[“We found the rest of your fleet. They are some distance away, currently preparing for some kind of attack. Probably, as you may imagine, on Zar’krun. Unfortunately for them, our Forerunner probe detected them before they could jump. A full third of our naval assets for this sector of space have been tasked with observing these ships; our force comprises almost fifty cruiser-class vessels. More than a match for your offering. Further, your ships are a long way from a voidwarp position—hours at best, possibly more—and in that time, every single one of these Telvan, the Kel-Voran pirates, and two thirds of your indigenous ships will be destroyed. With your allies vanquished and the bulk of your fleet in ruins, Velsharn will be crushed handedly, probably by the very same fleet we are observing now. At a word, you and your comrades downstairs will be all that is left of your species.”]
Helpless. She felt utterly helpless. “What do you want from me? Why did you show me some other species, some other people, before my own?”
[“Because,”] Kest said, the weight of his words heavy upon her, [“I want you to understand the choices we make. It is easy to sit back and tell oneself you would do the right thing if you were given a choice, and an entirely different thing indeed to make that choice.”] He waved his hand one way, and the image of the water world returned, full of fearful alien faces. He swung it the other way, and the walls around her showed the fleet.
[“Choose.”] Kest’s ears flicked forward. [“One of these groups must live; one must die.”]
Bitterness clung to her throat. She knew the hypocrisy, knew that if she chose to save the fleet, to save James, she would be ridiculed throughout history. Melissa Liao the hypocrite. The liar. The fraud. “You seriously want me to—”
[“Yes. Your people’s lives or strangers’ lives. Make your decision.”]
“I’ll cooperate,” Liao said, desperation creeping in. “I’ll talk to you. Instruct my men to talk to you, as well. We’ll give you the information you seek—whatever it is you want.”
[“All we needed, truly, was the location of your fleet. As you can see, we no longer require that. You have no bargaining power here, Captain Liao.”] Kest’s eyes narrowed. [“Choose.”]
“You’ve proven your point. Really. You have. I get it. The Toralii have to make terrible decisions every day—”
[“Choose.”]
“And they cannot be held accountable for that choice, as it is merely self-preservation—”
[“Choose.”]
“No!” The words came out in a fury. “You’re not doing this to prove some kind of point to me, to educate me about the realities of your situation—you’re not doing it to punish me or torture me or extract information from me! You’re doing it because you feel guilty about what you’ve done and want absolution.” She ground her teeth together, articulating each word slowly and carefully. “Let me talk to the aliens. Give me one of your fancy translation devices. I can convince them. If I can’t—blow them up. Secondly, put me in touch with the fleet. I can convince them to call off whatever attack they are planning. There is no need for further bloodshed.” She took a deep breath, trying both to calm herself and give the appearance of calm. “Once they have withdrawn, you have my full and total cooperation. I swear to you.”
[“You cannot negotiate your way out of this one, Captain Liao. You must choose. The lives of strangers or your own people. Now.”]
Something about the way Kest was talking, and acting, pulled her out of her righteous fury over an impossible choice that she had, in truth, already made—the easiest decision she’d ever made. James’s life had to be saved. Humans couldn’t survive without the fleet to protect them. These strangers she didn’t even know existed only moments ago would have to die. She knew the answer as well as Kest did.
But… she couldn’t choose. She physically couldn’t. It wouldn’t matter.
“This screen,” Liao said, the horrible truth dawning on her. “We’re watching it through a Toralii Cruiser, yes? From orbit?”
[“That is correct.”]
“And… this world. This ocean world with strange lifeforms on it. It’s not in the same system as New Evarel, is it?”
Kest’s confused squint told her everything she needed to know. [“Of course not.”]
“And this is live? This is happening right now?”
[“Yes it is. Of course it is.”]
No, it wasn’t.
The Toralii used the Forerunner network to transmit messages between star systems, but in order to do so, they had to jump away and relay a recording. There was no way to transmit a live message. The recording was hours old, and Kest knew she had a child. In fact, he knew her name. And her father’s name… or last name at least. Stupid, telling him that! It would be easy for Kest to talk to the others and work it out. The names of the fleet Captains was not privileged information. They wouldn’t know…
Oh, Kest was good. He was good. He had played her like a fiddle.
“Show me the aliens.”
The screen flickered and changed. The world of blue with its huge pyramid came back.
[“You may watch them die, if you wish.”]
“No, I won’t. I choose to save them.” Liao folded her hands in front of her defiantly. “Blow up the fleet instead.”
Kest stared at her, his felinoid eyes enlarging in shock. [“You… you would condemn your species to oblivion to save these strangers? Captain Grégoire is aboard the Tehran. You do understand this, yes?”]
“I know.” She waved her prosthetic hand towards the walls. “Go ahead. Do it.”
He shuffled uncomfortably, tail twitching. [“You would condemn the father of your child to death?”]
“Yup.” She stared at the aliens, surrounded by bright-blue oceans. “So go ahead. Save them. Call them up and tell then Captain Melissa Liao has intervened on their behalf. That fountain of compassion. That blind idiot who let herself get played by the oldest game in the book: good cop, bad cop. Except the powers that be have realised that it’s not working, so you gotta switch roles. You gotta be the bad guy now. Well, guess what: I don’t buy it. This recording is old. Ancient, even. You showed it to me because you knew I would sacrifice them to save James. There’s only one way this ends. So go ahead. Show me.”
Kest considered for a moment. Liao could see the gears turning over in his head. The planning. The strategy. Deciding how he would work the situation.
Behind him, a bright lance of white descended from the sky, blasting that pyramid into a billion pieces and sending a powerful tsunami away from it, a wall of water fifty metres high, roiling and boiling. Massive clouds of steam rose into the planet’s upper atmosphere.
The pyramid, blackened and charred, was blasted down to a crater, which slowly filled with scalding water. In moments, there was nothing left but a thin ring of debris, a roughly square artificial atoll surrounded by steam clouds.
“I’m guessing,” Liao said, staring at the ruined semi-aquatic city, hating every word as it came out of her mouth, “that the recording of the fleet was hours old, at least?”
[“Of course.”] Kest’s tone was full of a darkness she had not ever heard out of his mouth before. The mask dropped, the false kindness, the gentle manipulation—all of it was stripped away. The only thing that remained was a palpable, sociopathic manipulation that, when she looked at him, chilled her down to her feet. [“Captain Liao, you know as well as I do that they are already dead.”]
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It Will End In Screaming
*****
Communications Room
Zar’krun
 
“THEY
AREN’T
DEAD.”
SO
BOLDLY stated, the words held little confidence behind them. Liao leaned back on her heels, tilting her head up, trying to project as much strength as she could muster. “You were bluffing. Just like how you said the fish-aliens were alive and I had to choose if they lived or died.”
[“Do you think I would lie to you?”] Kest’s face was a cold, emotionless mask. [“About this? This recording is no forgery. This ship providing the recording is the Seth’vaardun, The Herald of a Thousand Cuts. It is the flagship of the entire Toralii Alliance. Its crews are the best, its weapons are the best, and its support fleet has been tasked with protecting New Evarel for nearly two hundred years. These are our best units. They guard our homes; they guard this planet. If you think this is faked…”] He laughed helplessly. [“You are in for a painful education.”]
“I think you’d lie to me about anything. Small, petty men will take whatever power they can find. Goes the same for alien pieces of shit, too, I wager. You wanna yank my chain.”
[“You did compare yourself to a dog.”] Kest didn’t seem affected by her insult, rather amused. [“But this isn’t your day. I will confess my amusement. You stand here and use such words on me after everything that has happened. Fire Gods, you are brave.”] He clicked his tongue, teeth running over his sharp feline teeth. [“Courage, I suspect, drawn from your ancestors.”]
Her parents were dead. They had been on Earth when it was scoured. “If my parents are anywhere, they are cheering me on. They approve of what I do every step of the way. Can you say the same about yours?”
[“I didn’t say your parents. We did an analysis of your DNA. You’re a distant relative of one Genghis Khan.”]
A totally meaningless insult. “Lots of Asians were. A lot of them. Something like ten percent. I’m not special—good or bad—because of who one of my distant ancestors was. They aren’t me.”
Kest paced back and forth, his tail lashing behind him. [“Perhaps, or perhaps not. I do wonder. How does it feel having a rapist’s blood flowing through your veins? That you, as one of the few survivors of Earth, carry his biological makeup to the stars?”]
“As well as it feels to have a murderer’s flowing through yours, I suppose. Except I didn’t kill anyone.”
[“Oh, of course not, Captain Melissa Liao, the Butcher of Kor’Vakkar. De facto leader of the Humans who have bought such worry and calamity to our people. You’re completely different from this Genghis Khan.”]
Worry and calamity? The Toralii attacked Earth first! Liao curled back her upper lip, but that was playing his game. She took in a deep breath then slowly, gently let it out. “Kest, you aren’t here for the… whatever the hell society are you?”
He made a soft, curious sound in the back of his throat that sounded like the chirp a young cat might make when picked up unexpectedly. [“No.”] He locked eyes on her, affixing her with a deep, unwavering stare. [“My reports do go through them, but I am not a civilian. I am from the Intelligence division. My purpose is to befriend you, to encourage you to release information willingly.”]
“You’d tell me that upfront? That makes me less likely to trust you.”
[“But you already don’t trust me. Especially not after… everything I just showed you. So I lose nothing by the admission.”]
She had to concede that. “Fair point. So,” Liao said, folding her hands. “Tell me about Humans.”
[“We have learnt much, especially on how to manipulate you.”] He flicked his eyes to the wall. [“And also how to destroy you.”]
Humanity wasn’t done yet. “When I get out of here, I’m going to find some way of making you pay for what you did. Everything you did.”
A smile danced on his face. [“Repay me for my honesty? The kindnesses I gave to you?”]
“Kindnesses you used to try and buy me.” She felt her gut clench. Admitting it hurt. “And I let you do it, all because I was too… distracted. Too focused on the good commandant to realise that she was just there to make you look good.”
[“Of course she was. Our studies have found that honesty in the role of befriending a prisoner is, ultimately, more effective—but it requires teamwork. It requires an enemy for the person to rally against. You had to perceive me as honest, which implies that I would tell you the truth, even when it isn’t something you want to hear.”]
“Making your actual lies more believable?”
He smiled a smile that seemed totally genuine. [“Now you’re beginning to understand me. But, rest assured, I have little cause to lie at this time—I’ve found it generally ineffective—but yes. That is the purpose of the upfront honesty.”] Kest paused, running his hand over his ears in a way Liao found distinctly feline. [“It’s a shame, really. I would have thought the Butcher of Kor’Vakkar to be much more cunning and able to resist such manipulations.”]
“You’re trying to make me mad.”
[“By using the title the one named Sunkret called you? Hardly. I have much easier ways of angering you. I simply choose not to. Anger is not my way.”]
“No, of course not,” Liao said, bitterly. “Yours is dialogue. Yours is negotiation.” She folded her arms, drumming her metal fingers against her flesh. “I noticed you haven’t sent me back to my cell yet, Kest. You’re the kind of person—and I use that term as loosely as possible—who does nothing by accident. Why am I still here?”
[“I want to talk to you,”] Kest said, simply. [“That has always been my goal. To speak to you, to understand you, to know you. To find out as much as I can about the species who chased me from my beautiful, peaceful home to atone for the sins of others.”]
“No.” She tried not to think of James and the Tehran, dead in space. She tried not to think of what might happen to Velsharn. She tried really, really hard. “I won’t satisfy your curiosity. Nothing we say here matters, if what you told me is true. If the fleet is gone… then we have nothing. You might as well shoot me now and save us all the bother.”
Kest considered for a moment. [“Very well. In the morning, you will be executed.”] He glanced over her shoulder, to the guards behind her. [“Take her away.”]
She was led back to the elevator and didn’t say a word, watching the doors closing and imagining they were crushing Kest’s stupid little head.

Back in her room, Liao found a small metal box waiting for her. Cautiously, she opened it. Inside, she found the contents of her cell in Zar’krun. Inks. Glues. Pens. Her… notes. The so-called wall of crazy.
With careful deliberation, Liao put the ripped-up pieces of parchment back on the wall. She placed the strips for Decker-Sheng, and those who had escaped, back into the box. Freedom box. The one representing Kest, she set to one side, the same area as the Toralii guards. Kest was the enemy.
She stared at the mismatched patchwork of parchment stuck to the walls, trying to draw some kind of conclusion from it. The puzzle pieces were there. They were all lined up… everything. Everything she needed to solve the riddle and escape was there. She just had to—
The cell door opened with a faint hiss, and two guards escorted O’Hill inside. He had a tray of dozens of round blue cakes. “Permission to enter?”
No was the right answer—she needed to think—but Liao waved him in anyway. Maybe he could help.
“I got you some left over blue cake things, Captain,” he said, crumbs still staining the corners of his mouth. “They’re delicious. You should try some if you haven’t already.”
Food was her last consideration right then. “O’Hill…”
“Wait, they bought the wall of crazy you were building in your cell?” O’Hill put the tray down on her bed and looked at it with her, obviously trying to be polite. “Wow. Very… kind of them. I know you were attached to that.”
“Yeah,” Liao said, unable to keep the bitterness out of her voice. “They’re great. I think it’s Kest playing some kind of game.”
O’Hill squinted at her. “Ma’am, I was kind of hoping it would stay in Zar’krun. It’s not healthy for you to be obsessing over something you can’t change. And Kest? Games? No way. He’s a teddy bear.”
She felt as though she might gag. “Kest works for Toralii intelligence. He was manipulating us. Good cop, bad cop. Oldest trick in the book, and we fucking fell for it.”
He looked like a fish that had been whacked on the head. If she hadn’t seen what she’d seen, that would have been her face, too. Maybe she did look that way, all those levels away, in that room… watching the fleet, watching those aliens die in a flash of light.
“Y-you serious?”
“Yes.”
“He dragged you away from dinner to tell you that?” O’Hill turned to face her, now, realisation dawning. “What did he want?”
She put her fingers to her temple. “He… showed me the fleet.”
Hope flickered over his face, then she silenced it with a glare.
“No,” Liao said. “They’re walking into an ambush. The Toralii have nearly fifty ships rallied against the Washington, the Madrid, and the Telvan. They were almost an hour away from a jump point… there’s no way they can win.”   
“Well,” O’Hill said, his tone surprisingly light. He picked up one of the blue cakes and popped it into his mouth. “If it’s true, Captain, we’re fucked. War sucks.”
She didn’t know quite what to say. “Yup.”
O’Hill pointed to her prosthetic hand, munching on the blue cake. “But you’d know all about that. War costs an arm and a leg, apparently.”
Liao was almost offended—almost—but she managed a bit of a smile. It was funny. “I guess.”
“I’d love for that to happen to me,” O’Hill said. “Think about all the jokes I could make. I shoot a guy? That bitch just got handicapped.”
She chuckled politely. “I… guess. I never thought being maimed would be a useful vehicle for jokes.”
“Every bad thing is a useful vehicle for jokes, Captain. That’s how I deal with it.” O’Hill raised an eyebrow. “How are you dealing with this?”
What could she say? O’Hill was right; if the fleet was really destroyed, they were more fucked than ever. Liao wanted to mention Kest’s promise of execution, but she kept it to herself. “I’m operating on the assumption that the recording is a fake.”
“Ma’am?”
“Because if it’s real, our whole species is dead, and there’s absolutely nothing we can do about it, so I don’t lose anything by hoping.”
O’Hill chewed thoughtfully. “Righteo, Captain. Guess you’re right.”
It wasn’t fair. Life generally wasn’t, as a rule, but their situation was different. Most people had to deal with different kinds of unfairness—losing the car keys while running late, crashing a car that had recently been cleaned. But this? Their whole species, dead or soon to be, because of some twisted vendetta the Toralii had against her?
“About the religious thing,” Liao asked, somewhat cautiously. “When things got really dire… normally, I’d ask Kamal to tell me a story from the Koran.”
“Yeah,” O’Hill said, an unmistakable hint of scepticism in his voice. “I’m sure that helped you, Captain.”
It usually had. She found no value in faith, but the stories of hope and overcoming adversity appealed to her, especially in her darker days. “Actually, it did. I was kind of hoping you knew some Koranic stories.”
“All I know is the good Bible, sorry.”
Liao slid her prosthetic fingers down her arm. The metal of her fingertips was cold. That was good—it helped her focus. “Sounds like you don’t like Muslims.”
“Curiously enough, though, the people I see who call Islam the ‘religion of peace’ are white Western liberals, not the people leaving Islam.”
She snorted a little at that, but even as she did, she had to acknowledge the truth. Islam was heavily suppressed in China. “Do I look like a white Western liberal to you?”
“Good point.” O’Hill picked up another blue cake and took a bite. “I went to Syria, you know. Pretty much some of the most beautiful countryside in the world, there, being fought over by savages chanting, ‘Allah Akbar.’ God is Great. If their religion is so fucking great, why does he allow such horrible things to happen to his most devout followers on a daily basis?” 
“Strange sentiment coming from you. I thought Christians and Muslims worshipped the same God.”
“My vision of God is big enough that I don’t need to fight his battles for him, Captain.” O’Hill twisted on her bed, turning towards her. “The story of Abraham and his sons is told in the Book of Genesis and the Koran, but with certain differences, with Muslims emphasising Ishmael as the older son of Abraham, with Christians and Jews emphasising Isaac as the favourite son of Abraham. So really, the whole Christianity-Islam split is about a two-thousand-year-old popularity contest.
“You know why it’s the Tehran, a ship from Iran, not a representative of the entire Islamic movement? Because they all hate each other. Arabs hate each other. More than each other, they hate the Jews. Then the Persians, then sub-Saharan Africans, then Asians, then Europeans… if they fought Israel as hard as they fought each other, it would no longer exist. They couldn’t stop fighting over what to call the ship, who would be in command… only Iran got off their arses fast enough and managed to finish it in time to launch. The Muslim nations will never unite. Sectarian, religious, nationalistic, ethnic, tribal, or clan level hate… take your pick. You drill it down, they will always have something to cut each other’s throats over.”
She digested that. “Sounds like the Toralii. The Alliance and the Telvan don’t get along. Yet they work together when there’s a common enemy… only to go back to shooting at each other when we go away.”
“Maybe we should go away, wall ourselves off like the nations of Earth. Partition ourselves up… make divides. Separate. Isolate.”
Liao was quiet for a moment. “You seem to know a lot about this.”
“Yeah. My dad was a vet. US Army, just like me. Went to Iraq. Afghanistan. Went all over the place. I loved watching ISIS videos as a kid, learning about them, studying them, because I knew one day I’d have to fight them. Them or someone just like them.” He shook his head as though trying to clear away a painful memory, and his voice got softer. “You know… I once saw this jihad video released by Islamic State. I must have seen a hundred of them, but this one stuck in my head. I watched the same thing, over and over and over, and what I saw was both beautiful and terrible. The Syrian sky at twilight, endless tracers like streams of falling stars drifting overhead, men blown into hunks of meat by automatic weapons fire, their bodies twisted in death. The video showed their faces. Showed the militants pouring petrol over them and burning them, obstinately to keep the smell down. Showed three guys holding down some terrified kid—couldn’t have been more than fourteen—so a forth one could slit his throat, hacking through it with a blunt knife.
“The camera showed the kid kicking and gurgling as he died. Then the camera panned around, and it caught one of the dead—a soldier from whatever other rebel group they were fighting. He had been hit with an RPG, and the top half of him was almost gone; on the bottom part, his pants had been blown almost off his body, revealing his butt crack. The filmmakers blurred it in post-production. The mangled, bloody top half of him? That was fine; let the world see that. The kid with his throat cut? We saw that in crisp, high-definition, digitally stabilised and colour-adjusted 1080p… with a slow-mo replay of the first cut at the end, just in case we missed it. But some guy’s bare arse? Gotta censor that.”
Silence. Liao simmered. Kamal was her friend, and his religion was important to him. He wasn’t a jihadi. They had discussed it, and he abhorred the process. O’Hill’s assessment wasn’t fair.
It wasn’t fair—that seemed to be her mantra lately.
“But,” O’Hill said, his voice quiet, “you know what? Despite all that, I can’t bring myself to hate Islam.”
“Sounds like you do. A little bit.”
“Nope.”
“How do you justify that belief after… all that?”
O’Hill pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m critical of it. I’m critical of everything—even Christianity. Even me. We’re not perfect. Jesus wasn’t perfect. Hell, I’m a patriot, and even America’s not perfect; Christopher Columbus was a rapist, a slaver, and an all-around piece of shit, and people build statues of him. It’s easy for me to say, ‘You know, hey, Mohammad was fifty-four when he got married to a girl named Aisha, who was nine. Nine years old! But…” He shrugged, half-heartedly. “Captain, that’s just how things were done at the time. People raped. People enslaved. It’s not about our past—it’s about our future.”
“I’m sure Kamal would agree with you.”
O’Hill closed his eyes and took a slow, easy breath. “I suppose I am not perfect, either. If compassion would damn me, then that is a burden I am willing to bear.” He was silent for a moment, as though he wanted to ask a deep, personal question but couldn’t find the right way to phrase it without offending her. As though the barest shreds of military protocol were still in effect. “Captain, may I ask… have you cried yet? For Cheung? You two were close, yes?”
A little more than workmates, that was true. Cheung had been there since the beginning for her and had stood by her during Sheng’s mutiny. “No, I haven’t.”
“You should.”
That was not a good idea. She wanted to but couldn’t. “I’m a leader. I have to promote strength to those people here. I’m their commanding officer.”
“You’re also a human being. Do it in private. Away from prying eyes. The Toralii are here to study us; what image do we paint? Of unrepentant savages, out of touch with our emotions? No. You wanted a Koran story? How about a lesson from the oldest story ever found, ever recorded. Humanity’s first tale: The Epic of Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh, the strong hero, cried for seven days because one of his friends died. And he was the manliest, most authoritative, most leader-y man to ever lead. Achilles cried at the death of Patroclus. David cried in the Bible, and he was a warrior king. Melissa Liao doesn’t have to pretend she doesn’t cry.”
A small smile tugged at her lips, and despite the temptation, she maintained her composure. “You seem to know a lot about crying.”
O’Hill shrugged. “I read a lot.”
Reading… reading had done her a fat lot of good to get out of prison. Liao turned her attention back to the wall. She repurposed the plan to escape Zar’krun for New Evarel. It would need to be modified. Adjusted. She could come up with something. She could…
For a brief moment, she thought all those things, then just as fast, she dismissed them. Planning to escape was pointless.
Her legs found some kind of purpose. She walked over to the pieces of parchment on the wall, snatched up one, and threw it down. Kest. Then another. O’Hill. She tore pieces off with both hands, gritting her teeth, scraping them off with her fingers, and throwing them over her shoulder.
“Oh no,” O’Hill said. “Not the wall of crazy. Anything but that.”
She waited for the epiphany to come. For the answer to find her. Finally, the wall was clear, and she had learnt nothing. “Sorry,” she said, her voice quiet. “I just…”
“Hey, it’s okay, Captain. Let’s… talk about something else. You okay?”
“Great.” A distraction was actually what she needed. Taking a breath, Liao steadied herself. “Yeah. So… I don’t really understand a lot about American politics. You’re a space Republican. Tell me about that.”
“Yes, ma’am.” O’Hill spoke with the forced-calm of someone who was trying not to upset someone. “Being a Republican is usually being pro-life, pro-small government, all that nice stuff.”
“Pro-life. Pro-choice.” Liao shook her head. “Everyone’s pro something.”
“Ain’t that right, Captain,” O’Hill said. “Oldest political trick in the book. To be anti-something is to be defined by that other thing. If you’re pro-something, you get control of the narrative, and those who disagree with you have to operate within the chalk lines you draw.”
Liao absently kicked one of the stray pieces of parchment. “I’m not pro-life or pro-choice. Not in that way. My rule is simple: my body, my choice. A woman wants an abortion, she can have one. If not, that’s fine, too.”
“Maybe to you that’s better,” O’Hill said. “I see it differently.”
Abortion wasn’t exactly the best topic to bring up with her, but it took her mind off Kest. He wasn’t a foetus. “How so?”
“I see the rights of the unborn as more important than a woman’s dislike of discomfort.”
“And I see the right-wing as hypocrites of the highest order.”
O’Hill struggled down some words that he obviously wanted to say. “Aye, ma’am.”
After more silence, the door opened. Two guards were waiting to take her somewhere.
No more moving. No more being ordered around. Liao’s rage flared up again. With a roar, she sprung towards them, steel fist leading the way. It hit the first guard in the face, sprawling him on the deck. The second Toralii pulled out a plasma pistol. She slapped it away; the shot discharged into the bulkhead, melting a round hole. The weapon clattered to the deck. She snatched it up and, with a quick motion, put two shots into the prone Toralii. The second one, weaponless, hit the alarm around his neck.
Liao shot him, too, splattering purple blood over her front.
Slowly, her anger subsided. Purple lights flashed all around her. Pacifiers would be on their way, and she couldn’t defeat them all with a pistol.
The fight flowed out of her. What had she done? She put the weapon down and stepped back into her room.
O’Hill, wide-eyed, said nothing the whole time.
She realised the blood made the chest area of her prison garb see-through. “You’re staring,” Liao said. “Stop it. I know there aren’t many women here, but just stop it.”
“Huh?” O’Hill shook his head firmly. “What? No. The Pacifiers will be here soon, and they won’t like this. You have blood all over you.”
“So I have.” Liao tried to wipe down her face with her sleeve, succeeding only in smearing the blood all over everything. She gave up.
O’Hill held up a hand. “Lemme get you a cloth or something. Before the guards shoot us both. Wouldn’t want to die messy.”
“I’ll be fine,” Liao said, a touch more defensively than she meant to. “There’s a change in the drawers under my bed. Get it for me, and then you best get out of here. If the Pacifiers think you helped me with this…”
“Don’t worry,” O’Hill said, pulling open a drawer with his foot and taking out a new suit, just like the old one, minus the blood. “It’s best I stay here. I won’t look. I’m not interested in you like… that.”
It seemed insane to be discussing such a thing when armed guards were coming to take her away, but she simply didn’t care. “Not interested?”
“Not even a little, ma’am.” O’Hill tossed her the suit. “Here.”
“You like boys?”
“Nope. Neither.” O’Hill casually flopped over onto her bed, staring up at the ceiling. “Never been into anyone, male or female. Don’t get what all the fuss is about. You put your food holes together. Gross. Sex is gross.”
Liao changed; the process was as swift as it was efficient. Toralii clothing was engineered well. “Sometimes I envy you,” she said, but regretted the words instantly. She missed James and wanted nothing more than to not feel that pain, but she wouldn’t have given up being with him no matter how it hurt to be apart from him. “What’s that… like?”
He laughed. “It’s pretty ace.”
Liao snorted. “Funny.”
“Oh, I got more.” O’Hill propped himself up on his elbows. “My father’s half Vietnamese. Asian father says: Why you A? Why you not A-plus?”
Her parents had always put pressure on her. Stereotypes existed for a reason, she figured. “It’s funny because, well, a lot of Asian parents really are like that. At least mine were. I was talking to Cheung, though—oh years ago now…” Mentioning her friend saddened her, but she pushed on. “Her parents were fiercely supportive of everything she did and never put any pressure on her at all.” And now Cheung was dead. As were her parents.
“Yeah,” O’Hill said. “Honestly, they pushed me to excel, but they were great.”
Pounding footsteps 
“Sorry I killed us,” Liao said, and she meant it. Attacking the guards was a stupid mistake. What was she thinking?
“No worries.” O’Hill’s eyes drifted to the plasma pistol, and hers followed. They might be able to take down a Pacifier with that. Or two. Maybe.
Neither of them went for it. Some unspoken agreement that fighting was useless passed between them. Going on was useless. What would killing some guards do? They were just doing their jobs. It wouldn’t bring the fleet back.
“Listen…” Liao took a deep, steading breath. I’m not going to make a big speech to inspire you; if you had the willingness to escape, you would have done it by now.” She intertwined her fingers, threading the fleshy ones between the metal. “So, let’s just see how this plays out.”
“Okay.”
The Pacifiers arrived. Most carried plasma rifles and heavy armour, but two—the two who seemed to be in command—carried some kind of strange sword. Not good.
This was it. Warbringer Avaran had threatened to kill her with a sword; they obviously had some kind of fixation on them. Now he was dead. And she was going to be, too. She straightened her back, facing death with all the courage she could muster. The blades were sharp, curved like a serrated scimitar, with a needle-nose point. The metal gleamed in the New Evarel dawn filtering through the window.
“Hey, kitty cats,” O’Hill said to the Pacifiers, a careless, cheeky smile on his face. “Vote Republican.”
Slowly, with careful deliberation, the Pacifier to the left drew the weapon, turned it around, and handed it to her. [“Warbringer Kest wants to see you. Bring this.”]
Liao took it, surprised by the weight. Even her prosthetic complained, the metal groaning softly and tugging at her shoulder. “A sword?”
[“Yes.”] The guard stooped and picked up the pistol. Then she beckoned over her shoulder, seemingly unconcerned about the two dead Toralii nearby. [“Come.”]
Liao stepped forward, casually holding the weapon. She moved towards the door and glanced over her shoulder at O’Hill.
The two exchanged a look, and then it was time to go.

Liao hadn’t touched a sword since officer’s school. Even in an age of guns and spaceships, martial arts were still an important part of training. To drill for martial combat imposed discipline, strength, and confidence.
In the People’s Republic of China Army Navy officers school, officer cadets were expected to learn a martial art. The notion was to be sure—most picked fencing or kung fu—but Liao had selected boxing. She had thought almost forgotten about it since her bout with James, which seemed like a thousand years ago.
Unfortunately, boxing didn’t provide any skill with a blade. She had taken a single wushu class, just for kicks, and struggled to bring back to her mind the singular lesson taken decades ago. The stance, the techniques…
The sword was wrong. That much she remembered. Her instructor had told her the ideal length of a sword should be from the middle of the throat along the length of the outstretched arm. The Toralii weapon was too long and thin, but her prosthetic arm was of Toralii manufacture and styling—longer than a Human’s and stronger. That would probably help.
Probably.
Once again, the lift doors opened to the communications room. Kest stood in the middle of the square, an identical sword in his hand, held with much more confidence and strength.
[“Captain Liao,”] he said, his voice almost a purr, but there was something to it. The tremor that belied some crack in Kest’s confident sociopathic mask. [“Time to die.”]
She stepped into the room, holding the sword in her prosthetic hand, the tip almost dragging on the ground. They each had weapons… in a locked room… “You sent me back to my quarters, and then ten minutes later, called me back for a duel? This is a bad joke.”
Kest adjusted his stance, putting one foot first and balancing on the balls of his feet. With a flick, he cut his blade through the air. [“Come. Attack me and meet your doom.”]
She stood where she was, sword dangling limply. She wasn’t about to fight him pointlessly. “What’s this about, Kest?”
[“Perhaps I want to see how the Butcher of Kor’Vakkar fights.”]
She bristled. “Stop calling me a butcher. I didn’t choose that name.”
[“Then you should discard it. Disavow it. Titles encourage complacency by dwelling on the past. Instead, your history must be atoned for. For Kor’Vakkar. For the Velsharn Research Colony you destroyed and the world you occupied. For the Toralii you killed above my homeworld. You, Captain Liao, must pay for what you’ve done!”] He leapt forward, sword tip leading the way.
Liao clumsily swung her blade out wide. Metal hit metal. She deflected it. The flat edge of the blade dragged along her prosthetic arm, throwing up sparks.
Kest sprung forward and swung again. Liao jumped back, and again as he repeated the action. This time the blade caught her between the flesh and steel of her right arm, slicing across her skin and drawing a crimson cut into the scar tissue.
She was clearly outmatched. The weapon was too heavy, her form too unpractised. Liao threw down her weapon and held her arms out wide. “Just kill me,” she spat.
[“No, descendant of Genghis Khan. I will have the honour of claiming your life, just as Warbringer Avaran tried to, just as so many others have tried. Your body will be my trophy, to be paraded on the streets of New Evarel once we repel your fleet—”]
“What?” Liao blinked. “The fleet—”
[“Is no longer a concern of yours!”] The words came as a ferocious roar painted with rage. [“Fight me, coward!”]
That was exactly what she’d been trying to do. But fighting him was easier said than done. It was not possible for her to win without using her strength. Not in a fight with blades. Liao took a breath and forced the anger and frustration out of her mind. Repel your fleet…
Kest had watched the recording. It hadn’t gone the way he’d wanted.
They really were coming for her. But if she didn’t act, Kest would run her through before they could arrive. She did a quick mental calculation. If they were on Earth, it would take hours to get from the Lagrange point to the surface of Earth. Perhaps New Evarel was smaller… how long had she been downstairs anyway? How old was the recording?
The only truth was: more time was better. Stall him. Stall him or die.
“You think I’m a Khan?” Liao searched her mind for a conversation topic he would bite onto. “Well, what about you? You’re Toralii. I’m sure there’s a Toralii version of Genghis Khan in your past. What darkness lurks in your blood?”
[“Plenty,”] Kest said, stalking around her, his blade dripping her blood. [“More than you imagine. Telvan Toralii are considered moderates by most people, including your own, but our history is as bloody as any other. It is not where we come from that defines us, but what we do. I choose the path of non-violence. As do many of my kin.”]
“Actually,” Liao said, her hand pressed against her wound, “the Telvan came to our side at the Battle of Velsharn. I’d say there’s still some good in you. Unless you and the Alliance have come to war on our behalf.”
Kest hissed faintly under his breath, as though the very notion wounded him. [“It is not accurate to say we are at war. Rather, that our two factions frequently shoot at each other in open space. The difference, I’m sure you understand, is academic, but it at least allows this fiction to persist: that the Telvan are, notionally, still a part of the Alliance. Those who, like me, choose not to take up arms are allowed to serve, although relations between myself and my commanders remain… strained.”] He pointed the tip of his weapon to her. [“But I will bridge that gap when I present them with your head.”]
“I’m sure you will,” Liao said. She tried to stall for time, pushing him to talk. The schism in his people seemed to be a topic that held his interest. “But isn’t that a candid admission? That your Alliance is splintering? Why would you tell me this?”
He smiled a sad, amused smile, some of his rage dying out. [“The cracks are visible from far away. I assume your intelligence-gathering operations know of our disunity by now. What I tell you doesn’t matter. Like I said… I’d prefer we remain truthful with one another.”]
“You probably don’t know much about our intelligence operations if you think we truly know much of the Toralii at all.”
[“Maybe.”] He switched the blade from one hand to the other. [“Would it surprise you to know that, despite all of our efforts, we know little of your people, too?”]
“Not really. Commandant Yarri thought Bugs Bunny was some kind of war hero.”
[“We should have watched some of his episodes together,”] he said, an edge of wistfulness creeping into his tone. [“I might have enjoyed that. I’ll put up an episode after we’ve resolved this… little matter.”]
The idea of Kest and other Toralii watching cartoons struck her as so ludicrous that she actually, genuinely, laughed. “Alas,” she said, completely unable to fight the huge smile across her face, despite the pain in her shoulder. “I doubt you would learn much at all, actually. They are for children.”
Levity faded from Kest’s face. [“Children grow up. Invariably, what they see as youngsters, they mimic as adults. It is a critical part of learning about a society to study what imagery they feed the new generation. Do you know of Murder River, on Evarel?”]
Good. More talk of things that weren’t running her through with a sword. “I’m afraid I don’t”, Liao said, biting back on her sarcasm. “My geography of a world long since swallowed by a singularity isn’t exactly fresh.” Taunting him seemed foolish. She focused on conversation. “But, by all means, tell me about it.”
[“A river in the northern continent of Evarel, before its destruction. The origins of the name are lost to time, but many suspect them to be simple: someone was murdered there, in the past before recorded history, and the superstitious natives believed the water took on some property, some essence of killing. Due to the name, further murders were committed on its banks: individuals, dictatorships, genocides… scales small and large. The how and the why are largely irrelevant. Eventually, people stopped caring, as though the history of the place justified more killings. ‘Oh,’ they would say, ‘more killings on the murder river. Hardly surprising, is it?’ They had a point.
[“People, and by this, I mean Toralii and Humans and every other species we have encountered, seem able to adapt to almost barbarism as long as said barbarism is acknowledged and, in at least some trivial sense, justified. It doesn’t take much, just enough for the average person to say, ‘This is normal.’ From there, it is easy.”]
“So, that’s why you’re torturing us? To make us accept it as normal?”
He smiled widely. [“You do catch on fast,”] he said, casually slipping back into his fighting stance, taking a step towards her purposefully.
Was there anything she could say at this point?
Words came to her mouth, unthought, some quote she had heard at some point. “Beware that, when fighting monsters, you yourself do not become a monster… for when you gaze long into the abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.”
That stopped him. He considered for a brief, careful moment. [“But what if you are the monster in the first place?”]
“Is that what you are?”
Kest took his hand off his blade and jabbed a finger at her. [“Ironic that you think Commandant Yarri was stupid. Do you know why she played music every time you were burned? To distract her. The process was disgusting to her. Abhorrent. She didn’t want to cause you pain; she wanted answers. She wanted your cooperation. She wasn’t like me… the Alliance are short-term thinkers. Not like us. But she is not evil.”]
“But you are.”
[“But,”] Kest said, closing the distance and thrusting the blade upward into her gut, right up to the hilt, [“I am.”]
She stood there, in mute, pained shock, her eyes upon his.
[“You engaged in open warfare with the largest empire in the galaxy… with just three ships.”] Kest twisted the blade within her, sending a roar of pain throughout her body. [“What did you expect was going to happen?”]



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER X
 
 
 
Steel Into Flesh, Flesh Into Steel
*****
Communications Room
Zar’krun
 
PAIN. SEARING
PAIN
TORE
THROUGH her gut as the metal opened her up, sliding into her body and out the other end. She felt the blade scrape against her bones, severing her muscles, half the blade sticking out her back.
“Four ships,” she spat, a warm trickle running from the corner of her mouth. “F-five, if you count the… the Sydney.”
[“Useless,”] Kest muttered, tearing his sword out of her and flicking it. Blood splattered all over the communications room. [“I do not count that which was so easily destroyed. So trivially bought to ruin.”]
Blood spilt from the wound. It ran down her back and her legs, leaving twin trails of red on her prison uniform. Shock set in. The world went grey and disappeared. She found herself on her side on the deck.
[“How does it feel to die?”] Kest asked, casually wiping the length of his blade with a cloth. Where had he even gotten that? [“Do you feel defeated? Pained?”]
She couldn’t talk, although her lips did move a little. It was all she could do. Her hand, bloody and twitching, thumped against the deck.
A cold numbness spread from her core out to her limbs, causing the flesh that wasn’t scar tissue to ripple and form gooseflesh. Then her whole body seized; some chemical ran through her veins, stinging like ripping off a scab, over her whole body.
[“The med-drone has injected you with an active bionanite material we extracted from the one you call Ben. It is, as you might expect, tailored for your biological makeup. You should be feeling better shortly.”]
Better? Kest had put two feet of steel through her. There was no way…
And yet, she did feel better. The bleeding eased then stopped; it stopped because the wound closed.
“Wh… why?” Her throat worked. Her lungs itched. Something was stitching them back up. She could feel tiny needles doing the work, joining the punctured skin, sealing up the wound, and injecting her with an array of chemicals.
Something detached itself from her back. From the corner of her eye, she saw a metal spider about a foot across scuttle away from her, feet petering on the deck as it walked away.
Kest casually strode over to Liao’s sword, bent over, and picked it up. [“Too easy,”] he said, tossing the sword to her. It clattered and skidded across the deck. [“Get up.”]
The wound burned on the surface and below. Chemicals—or what she hoped were chemicals—coursed through her veins. Gasping air through lungs that had a bit of blood at the bottom, Liao picked up the sword and clumsily staggered to her feet. Even holding the weapon hurt, but the pain wasn’t too bad. She and pain were well acquainted.
Kest paced back and forth like a caged animal. His muscles were tense, his face distorted with fury. He bounced the blade in one hand, another of the metal spiders clutched firmly in the other.
The building shook, a deep rumble from above rattling the ceiling. Dust fell from the roof in a thin curtain.
“Kest,” she said, wheezing as she spoke, “what’s going on? What’s that noise?”
[“It does not matter,”] Kest said, bitterness choking every word. [“Keep your attention here. On me. On this moment, my moment—”]
Another shake was followed by the distant boom of weapons impacts. She knew that sound… low and full of bass, deep, like distant thunder. Orbit-to-surface missiles, loaded with HE.
The fleet wasn’t in ruins in some distant part of space. It was above her.
Her eyes asked Kest the question. Demanded the truth from him.
[“New Evarel is under siege,”] he said, practically spitting as he spoke. [“I reviewed the recording. The… attacking Alliance fleet failed. Now they are here. For you. But they will only find a corpse.”]
That seemed impossible to her, even if another low rumble came right on cue to reassure her. “How?” she asked, her strength slowly returning. “How could they fail?”

Engineering Room Four
TFR Beijing
 
Earlier
 
Ben ran his hand along the surface of the datacore that held Summer Rowe’s brain. Not too long ago, he’d been in her position: a mind trapped in a metal box, desperate for release.
However, she’d chosen to be a machine while he longed to be a person. The similarities had spoken to him on some level, so he had agreed to help. Of course, the dozen or so armed marines and titanium shackles had a little to do with his decision, too.
“You need to reach out.” Ben knew how hard it was for her; biological creatures had strange limitations. Humans were adaptable but strangely inflexible at the same time. He had gone from a box to a body with a little practice. Rowe, despite her alleged intellect, was still a box. “You need to stretch your processes like a limb. Try to patch into the external systems. They’re your hands and eyes now.”
If Rowe could hear him, she gave no sign. The box just sat there. Ben moved around the datacore, keeping his hand on the metal, drinking in the texture of it. He missed, sometimes, the array of sensors that had been available to him as a machine; being a cyborg had helped bring back some of the diversity of the artificial, but nothing could replace the precision of a computer.
“Try again,” Ben said, in response to nothing. “I know you’re trying. It’s difficult. You have no sensors. No experience with this. I don’t know if you can even hear me…” He glared at the Human named Saeed. The doctor. “But there is a way for me to interface with her.”
“Absolutely not a chance,” Saeed said, with a finality to his tone that Ben accepted immediately. “It would be far too great a risk to the fleet. The last time we plugged you into this ship, you killed thousands of people.”
“And cleared the way for you to settle there,” Ben said. How quickly the Humans had forgotten. “Sometimes you have to take a risk.”
“No risks,” Saeed said. “Don’t ask again.”
Fine. Ben tapped his knuckles on the datacore. “Come on, Miss Rowe. Time for this turtle to come out of her shell.”
Silence. Not even a blinking light. Although the actual external lighting would be difficult to her. He would expect something else. Internal systems. Things like heating and cooling… but would she think to look there? That was a difficult muscle to flex. The neural net wouldn’t be linked to it.
For heaven’s sake. There was a simple way to talk to her. Ben injected a nanobot into the top of the datacore. Tiny, unseen, the machine slipped between the joins in the metal and made its way to an interface port.
The moment he piped the datacore’s primary thought stream into his mechanical parts, he could only hear screaming.
Hello, Summer. He sent the communication as the closest thing he could make to an audible voice. Do be a dear and calm down a little bit.
The response was intense, far stronger than he was anticipating. Who the hell are you?
Quieter, please. Ben adjusted the filtering so he wouldn’t be overwhelmed.
“Hey,” Saeed asked, “Ben, you okay there?”
“I’m fine,” Ben said. “Just having a moment.”
It didn’t work, Rowe sent. The thought was not words but a jumble of fears and emotions. I can’t see. I can’t feel anything.
The problem was obvious to him. I know. You haven’t activated any of your systems yet.
I don’t know how! I don’t know—I don’t—
Sensory deprivation caused panic in humanoids. Panic was understandable, but flailing in the dark wouldn’t help. Ben sent a series of emotional pushes through the primitive link. Calm the hell down.
“Ben?” Saeed asked. “Hey, wake up. Are you okay?” He flashed a light into Ben’s eyes, flicking it, testing for a reaction. “Pupils are responsive. No eyelid flutter. Could be an atypical petit mal seizure. Who knows, what all the cybernetics he’s had stuffed in her is doing to that body’s physiology.”
That was bad. If the doctor got worried, he and his heavily armed team of marines might interfere. “I’m here,” Ben said. There was no implant for trying to calm down both a doctor and an engineer. “I’m just… focusing.”
Saeed said something, but Ben shut him out. He had to focus on Rowe.
Let me help you. Ben executed a procedure call that initialised the datacore’s sensors, piping them into his optical implant. See? Dr. Saeed is here.
Rowe stopped screaming. He blinked, slowly and carefully, just so she knew what she was seeing. Seeing for the first time in… he didn’t even know how long. 
Then she started up again. Saeed! Saeed, help!
This was no good. He turned off the link. “Dr. Saeed,” Ben said, carefully, “I know you don’t want to hear this, but I possess the capability to link in with Rowe’s datacore. If you let me interface with her over a connection with more bandwidth, I can help her solve her problem.”
The doctor’s face became a dark, angry mask. “I told you not to do that.”
“Right. You’re right. I didn’t listen. Bully for me, I suppose, being a rule-breaker and all that good stuff.”
“I should have the marines put a bullet in you.”
He sounded like he might just do it. “Inadvisable,” Ben said. “If you do that, your ‘patient’—such that she is—will spend the rest of eternity screaming in the dark. Nobody can fix her like I can. Only I know what she’s going through… and how to help her.” He adjusted his voice, trying to inject as much sympathy-inducing tones as he could. “She’s scared.”
“So am I,” Saeed said. “Scared that a murderous psychotic robot in the cloned body of Captain Liao will do something fantastically stupid to Velsharn for the second time and our tenuous grasp on this world and existence as a whole will slip. And I’m scared enough of this that I’m willing to risk a person’s life.”
“If you don’t want me to help,” Ben said, “why did you bring me here? Why did you want my consult but refuse to let me actually assist?”
Saeed obviously struggled to answer.
Ben took a breath and reopened the link.
Thank you! Thank you! Rowe’s voice shouted in his head. Oh my God, this was a mistake. Please, please, you’ve got to help me!
That wasn’t possible, even if he wanted to. Your people don’t trust me. They aren’t exactly happy that I’m interfacing with you. I could help, yes, but—
Her voice became a metaphorical shout in his mind. Please! It hurts! I’ll talk to them. I’ll make them back down. I can do that.
Of course, Ben sent, if you fail, they’ll almost certainly shoot me.
I’ll convince them.
I don’t think you can.
I know I can. I have to.
He could sense her determination—or, at the very least, her fear, which was an adequate motivator for him. It’s a risk for me, putting you in charge of my body. Who knows what crazy thing you might do.
I won’t; you can trust me.
He couldn’t do that. Not right away. However, she seemed to do okay when she had access to his sensors. Ben piped the audio from his aural implant and the sight from his optical implant into the datacore, letting her see and hear whatever he could. It wasn’t much, and it could be quite disorientating, but it was something.
“It’s fine,” Ben said to the room, speaking as much as to her as himself. “Don’t worry.”
Don’t cut me off again, Rowe sent in a storm of feelings. Please. Don’t put me back in the dark.
I won’t, Ben sent in return. Unless your marines shoot me. Maybe you could talk to them now?
The confusion in her thought patterns, the emotions she sent through, was palpable. Talk to them how? I still don’t have a throat anymore, fucker!
So, Ben said, trying to keep her calm, use mine. I’ll grant you access. Just a second. I’ll show you how to talk.
Don’t treat me like a baby.
You are a baby, Ben responded. The metaphor is accurate. Babies scream and cry and don’t understand the world—they’ve just been born. Everything is strange and different to them; they don’t know what to do. That’s how you are right now. But fortunately, babies grow up, and people who’ve done it once already have an advantage… the benefit of experience.
How do I do that? Rowe’s emotional level was beginning to become unstable again. How do I un-baby myself?
It’s simple, Ben sent. Picture yourself—your own mental image of yourself—floating in a black nothingness.
Okay, I’ll… I’ll try.
Good. Training her to manipulate other systems would take some time, but Ben was prepared to work through it. When you’re ready, picture the thing you want to control. Remember to picture it not as a physical object, but something you can interface with. Don’t picture my lips; picture a microphone. An input. You have to start with small components rather than big ones. Sure, that might seem paradoxical since the bigger ones are more powerful, but think of the connection as a bridge. It can only support so much weight. The bigger ones are heavier.
Right, Rowe sent. Bridges. Microphone. He could sense her reluctance. Her fear. He knew she didn’t want to step out of the darkness, but the only way she was going to see was if she came into the light. Okay. I’m thinking of a microphone. What do I do next?
Try, Ben sent, as he opened up his body’s cybernetics to her, to draw a link between the microphone and my throat, and then speak into the microphone.
His lips parted, and tuneless, garbled static came out.
Good. Try again.
Crackling, synthetic noise and the beginnings of a single word repeated over and over, warped and twisted as though from an ancient recording. “T-test… test… test…”
It didn’t take long at all to instruct Rowe to do the basics. More surprisingly, grasping the more complex things—talking, walking, clapping her hands—was quicker. In less than an hour, Rowe was moving Ben’s body as if it were her own.
Amazing. He was genuinely impressed.
“Ready to try something a little more complicated?” Ben asked. “We can try interfacing with a construct.”
“We have a construct,” Rowe said, using Ben’s mouth. Sharing a body felt weird. “In fact, we have, like, thirty of them scattered throughout the fleet.”
He waited until he was sure Rowe was finished. “Thirty?”
“We’ve been manufacturing them. Not that it’s hard. The fucking things clone themselves. We originally had one building others, then had half its descendants join the team building more, and more, and more…”
The Alliance used the same technique to develop planets ready for colonisation. A pair of constructs would arrive on a planet; one would start on structures and developing the land for settlement, while the other would build more constructs.
Humans were doing more than using the technology of their enemies. They were learning from them. Learning how to build empires.
Good.
But just as establishing a colony was more work than basic infrastructure, Rowe’s learning would have to continue. Perhaps it was time for something more challenging. “How about you bring one of the constructs here?”
“Yup,” Rowe said, again using his mouth. “Pretty easily.”
“Okay,” Ben said. Maybe something more challenging. This one, though, he couldn’t say out loud.
Try controlling the ship.

Summer Rowe floated in an endless black void with hallucinated microphones, wires, and random junk.
Nothing sucked worse than discovering she was terrified of something. And nothing sucked worse than discovering that she was terrified of nothing.
She hadn’t anticipated that outcome. Her brain had gone into the box, and that was great—but the box couldn’t see. Couldn’t feel. Couldn’t do anything. Just sit there.
For some time—she wasn’t sure how long, but it felt like forever—she thought she’d made a terrible mistake. Whatever remained of her life would be spent in a box. Fortunately, German marines had snatched Ben from Zar’krun, providing Dr. Saeed with an expert.
Being inside a clone of Liao was fucking weird. Trying to control a ship, though… that felt like something else. Still, she did what she knew she had to do: imagine the Beijing, picture it in her mind. With no external senses, except when she linked into Ben’s eyes, she found using her imagination easier. Picture the ship…
The Beijing floated in space. The giant ship had a million different systems, all controlled by Operations. If the ship was a body, Operations was the brain, the mind, the heart…
Too many metaphors. She settled on brain.
Brain. A floating brain. Rowe reached out and touched it, prodding with her finger.
A million megabytes of information flooded her mind. Spacial surveys. Weapons reports. Temperatures from the overheat-prevention system. Too many numbers, even for her.
Relax, Ben said into her mind, like the voice of God. Focus on one thing.
She did. Temperature sensors. She could see that the ship was a steady 23 degrees Celsius on all decks, except the decks hosting the reactors, which were hotter. The heat pipes focused the excess energy to the fins on the ship’s exterior, trying to radiate it…
Distracting. Too distracting. How was she supposed to deal with this?
Have you considered, Ben said around her, that you have full control over your mental processes here. You can copy them.
Copy them?
She pictured another her, floating in the void, helping her out—
“Hi.” The other-her waved a hand. “Sup’, bitch.”
Rowe smiled at her copy. “You’re the bitch.”
“We are bitchy to the max,” said the other-Rowe.
Remember, Ben sent, only one ‘you’ can control the datacore at once. Whoever controls the datacore is in charge.
“Okay,” she said to the darkness then turned to her copy. “Adjust the temperature sensors. Make things… a degree colder. Effect the change shipwide, and make sure that it’s logged. I don’t want some stupid fucking ensign thinking the world’s ending or for Saeed to freak out and have the marines start shooting.”
The copy scrunched up her face as she worked. Was that how she looked when she was thinking hard? Gross.
“Done,” the copy said. “I had to pull power from the third reactor to make it happen, but yeah. There we go. Done. Can I go now?”
Rowe waved a hand to dismiss her, and the copy disappeared.
Wicked.
Armed with that knowledge, Rowe felt out the Beijing as if it were her own limb. She wormed her way into the main server bank, wired herself into every system, computer, and sensor on the Chinese ship. The steel was her flesh; her brain raced at ten million kilometres an hour. She had full control over her mental processes. Any time she needed to think of some matter, regardless of how critical or mundane, she could spin off a copy of her own mind and let it work, then talk to her clone and see what the result was.
The cure for her ADHD, her inability to focus on one thing at a time, was pretty simple. Outsourcing.
“How many times can I do that?” she Ben asked. “Five? Ten?”
As many times as the datacore has memory.
Sick. “How does that work, exactly?”
Her words hung in the black nothingness before Ben finally answered. The mind is simultaneously the same, and different, from its physical progenitor, the brain. I like to think of the brain as a book and the mind as a story written in the book. The mind is emergent from brain, a property of it, separate but also intrinsically linked. But a book can hold many stories. Your datacore is the book; your mind, a copy of the story within it. Many copies, one book.
Right. Okay. She was fairly confident she had the theory down and enough practical experience to swing whatever they needed. It was okay. It was going to be okay.
“Hey, Ben?”
Yes, Summer?
“Captain Liao is being held on New Evarel, right?”
Probably.
She spun off a few extra copies of herself to work on the mundane things, to explore how to best interact with the ship’s various subsystems and report back their findings, because she needed her own mind to do a bit of heavy lifting for a while.
“I have an idea. The Tehran, Knight, Washington, and the Madrid… pretty much the whole fleet minus us. They’re all in hiding, right?”
Rowe swore Ben was laughing at her. Some kind of amusement sent through the strange empathic bond seemingly allowed him to impart emotions along with words. I have no idea.
“Well, they are. And I know where they are. The Rubens is hanging out at Kor’Vakkar, near Zar’krun, and the rest of them are on the outskirts of that system, waiting for the signal to attack. Being a dead system gives them a substantial amount of cover.”
That is true. The debris from the earlier battle, along with the radiation, will hide even a substantial fleet. The Alliance will have a Forerunner probe in that system—probably two or three—and they will be actively looking for intruders. Especially after your last attack. 
“I figured as much. But we don’t want them to attack now, do we? Since we know she’s not there. But the Toralii don’t know that we know that she’s not there.”
Yes, but it won’t matter. If the fleet is discovered, the Alliance will pull all of their assets to Kor’Vakkar in an effort to destroy the Human ships, once and for all. They’ll probably bring up their reserves from New Evarel, as well, to finish the job. The numbers will overwhelm our own, and they will ensure that every last Human ship is destroyed.
Right, right. “So, what if we let them find us?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER XI
 
 
 
All In
*****
Operations Room
TFR Washington
 
Moments before the recording started
 
“THE TORALII
ARE
ABOUT
TO open fire,” Commander Wolfe said, surrounded by the hum of computers and the quiet chatter of his operations staff. He couldn’t hold back the massive smile that grew over his face. “They don’t know what’s about to hit them.”
“Roger that.” Summer Rowe’s disembodied voice echoed around the room. “This is fucking sweet. I am two warships. This is awesome.”
The Washington, still maintaining radio silence, observed the distant alien ships with whatever sensors they could muster. Across the gulf of space, light minutes away, the Tehran and the Washington journeyed onward—without a single Human aboard.
De Lugo stood beside him, stoically watching the scene. It would be a hard day for the Spaniard; he knew, just as well as Wolfe did, what was about to happen. Aboard the Beijing, Grégoire would be beside Iraj, watching the same thing.
Despite their careful planning, doubts gnawed at him. Having the robotised brain of the Beijing’s former chief engineer controlling their ships with a handful of constructs wasn’t exactly his first plan. Nor his second or third. But desperate times called for desperate measures. And if anything in the entire history of his species counted as desperate times, it was this.
No sense half-arseing it. Time to go all in.
“How are you holding up, Summer?” Wolfe asked, somewhat expecting an answer that was at once manic, enthralled, and ever-so-slightly useless. “Report status on the Tehran and the Madrid.”
He got what he wanted.
“This is great.” Summer’s synthetic voice was an eerie almost-perfect copy of her biological one. “Both ships are heading towards the system’s L5 Lagrange point, with the Toralii and Kel-Voran clustered around them in a strike pattern. More locally, Dr. Saeed is standing by my datacore, and my minions are crawling over the ships right now. Having direct control of the constructs is pretty awesome. I just tell them what to do, and they do it. It’s like… having a million hands.”
“With constructs crewing our ships, sailors like us are going to be out of a job soon.” Wolfe didn’t mind that for a bit. Always better to lose equipment instead of people. “Just make sure you stay focused. The Alliance have taken the bait. We have to sell it to them.”
It hadn’t taken much—just the Madrid sending out a single radio communication. The kind of thing that might have slipped past a radio silence order.
The Forerunner would have detected it instantly, jumping away to relay its message.
Clearly, it had. Within ten minutes, forty-seven Toralii cruisers vessels had jumped in and adopted an attack position. Those ships, the most powerful warships the galaxy had ever known, crewed by the most elite sailors in the Toralii Alliance, were thrice bitten—or was that four times now?—stung with significant, humiliating defeats.
After ten hours of manoeuvring and travel, the Toralii Alliance almost had a firing solution. The time had crawled by. He hated the waiting, but the Toralii were cautious. They had planned their attack with overwhelming force, numbers, and the tactical advantage. A single Toralii cruiser had shown itself to be more than a match for three of the Human ships. The Kel-Voran could go toe-to-toe with them on a good day, and the Telvan Toralii had the same hardware as their Alliance brethren.
In the past, humanity had triumphed because of tactical advantage, surprise, or the overconfidence borne of being the biggest, baddest dog on the street for centuries.
Not today. This time, the Toralii were playing to win. But so were the Humans. “Are the Telvan ships ready to go?” Wolfe asked. He felt strange talking to Rowe through a radio; normally, he would hear de Lugo, Grégoire, or Liao… “They better be.”
“Yeah,” Rowe grumbled. Or at least Wolfe sensed a grumble in her voice. “Feels weird to be fighting alongside Toralii against Toralii. And not just one ship, either… lots of them. Like, a dozen ships.”
They had done so before and would do so again. De Lugo spoke up, as though reminding everyone he was there. “Stranger things have happened. Do you know of the Battle for Castle Itter?”
“No,” Rowe said.
“I don’t, either,” Wolfe said. It was a strange time for a history lesson, but until the Toralii actually sprung the attack, the Humans couldn’t do anything but talk. “Tell me about it.”
Talking seemed to help sooth de Lugo’s wounded pride. “In the final days of World War II, after Hitler put a gun to his head, the defenders of Castle Itter—a medieval castle re-purposed by the Nazis into a prison camp—smelled the way the wind of the war was going and abandoned their posts. However, the Seventeenth Panzergrenadier Division was sent to the castle to reoccupy it and execute the prisoners. The POWs were an interesting bunch: a French tennis star, two former French Prime Ministers, and a few minor celebrities.
“American forces from a nearby armoured division decided to intervene. They went looking for help… but the only assistance they could find was a Waffen SS officer who defected, the recently freed French POWs who had occupied the castle and helped themselves to the armoury, and a number of the Wehrmacht soldiers who volunteered to retake the castle. So they went with what they had.
“So, amongst others, the Wehrmacht fought against the Panzergrenadiers of the Waffen SS. Interestingly enough, that Panzergrenadier division was comprised heavily of French volunteers, making it the only time American and Nazi German soldiers fought side-by-side, against Frenchmen, no less. One of the strangest battles of the Second World War.”
Rowe laughed, and the loud, grating barking irritated Wolfe. If she was a robot, couldn’t she fix that?
“Nazis and Americans fighting side-by-side?” she asked.
“Yes,” Wolfe said, “and it’s interesting to me you call them Nazis. The Wehrmacht were a mixed bunch. Some were essentially arseholes, the same calibre you’ll find in any armed forces—social misfits given a rifle and an almost unlimited licence to inflict misery on others. Some were genuinely good people who were conscripted into a war they didn’t believe in but served in out of a sense of duty and honour. The truth, for most, was somewhere in the middle. They were people.”
“Of course,” said de Lugo, “it depends on who you ask, however. Many Wehrmacht units refused brutal orders—Hitler ordered his armies to burn down Paris as they retreated, yet his soldiers refused to, and so Paris was spared. But on the Eastern Front? Not so much. If you ask the Eastern Europeans, they are more inclined to view the Wehrmacht as much more evil, as the forces deployed to the Eastern Front were much more willing and eager to dispense butchery. They hated the Slavic people almost as much as they hated the Jews. The hatred the Red Army felt against the German people was legitimate. Eighty percent of all Soviet males born in 1923 died in World War II. That kind of blood can only be answered with blood.”
“Wait,” Rowe said, “so… the Toralii are Nazis?”
That woman. She could copy her brain to a robot, but she couldn’t divine a meaning from a metaphor.
“No,” said de Lugo, “I mean—”
An alarm sounded, and his radar screen lit up. The Toralii had fired. The chatter got put away instantly.
Lines of fire—high-heat plasma, contained by magnetic energies—leapt out from the gathered Toralii armada towards the Human fleet. Bright-white flecks flew out towards the Human ships. Nearly fifty ships’ worth of shots spit flame across the dark void of space.
War in the void was tedious. The shots would take minutes to reach their destinations, such was the great distances involved in space combat.
“Rowe,” Wolfe said. “They’re firing beyond effective range. You know the plan.”
“I know,” she said, sounding distracted. “I’m on it.”
The first wave of fire hit the Human ships from above. Clumps of white plasma seared the hull plating of the Tehran and the Madrid, burning glowing red holes in the ships’ weaker top armour. The two ships hadn’t charged their hull plating. If they had, all that heat would have been spread out and diffused, less damaging. Another wave of fire rolled in. The Alliance were focusing on the Human ships, to the exclusion of the rest of the fleet. It was obviously a deliberate ploy, which was risky, but it might pay off.
The two Human ships began to shift course. Their heat signatures spiked as they both charged their hull plating. That was perfect. They’d been damaged, but they were responding.
The Telvan ships had begun to fire back. Space was a criss-cross of white-hot streaks of plasma. A gout of flame burst from the Madrid’s stern. A flash of light leapt out like a tongue licking the void. Another wave of fire rolled in. And another.
“The Madrid is taking a hell of a pounding,” Rowe said. “Their hull plating didn’t fully charge.”
“Pinche puta,” de Lugo muttered darkly. “They swore to me they fixed it.”
It wasn’t going to matter for long. Wolfe was hardly surprised something like that had happened. The Madrid was always the lame duck of the fleet, ever since the Sydney had been destroyed. Something about both ships had seemed to attract mechanical faults.
The Toralii Alliance continued to fire, concentrating on the Madrid as though they could smell her weakness. He felt a pang of pity for de Lugo. The poor guy didn’t need to see his ship destroyed.
The Telvan were doing their part. Rowe was doing hers. It was time for them to do theirs.
“Summer,” Wolfe said, “send out another series of pulses from the Tehran. Make sure that the Toralii see them. High energy. Use their radio, as well. Light up that part of space like a Christmas tree. Try to disguise our presence as much as we can. It will buy us more time.”
“Aye aye,” Rowe said. Another set of radar pings went out.
Summer herself had proposed the idea. De Lugo’s plan had called for the ships to turn off their radars and other systems to avoid tipping off their jump to the Toralii fleet, but Rowe had pointed out, rightly, that when the fleet was active, the ships always had their radars scanning space like paranoid lunatics, trying to find hidden ambushes, always looking for threats. To not be looking would be highly suspicious.
Quiet was abnormal. If the Tehran was going to go out like the Madrid, it should be with a pretty show. With that done, it was time to go.
“Signal the Beijing,” Wolfe said, “and relay to the Knight and the Rubens. The Toralii Fleet have engaged the distraction. Prepare to jump to New Evarel L1 Lagrange Point. Destroy anything nearby and immediately launch strike craft. They have the location of the detention centre; have the marines ready for a snatch and grab.”
He took out his jump key and inserted it into his console. The gravity shut off, and his feet lifted off the deck. 
On his command monitor, the Madrid drifted to one side, sickly and obviously in distress. The ship buckled and snapped in half, an internal explosion breaking its back and rupturing its hull, spewing a white cloud of oxygen into the nothingness, which was quickly consumed by flame. Debris spun out as the wreckage spread, two halves of the ship drifting apart.
“Sorry,” Wolfe said, over his shoulder. “These are the times that try men’s souls.”
“Just jump the ship,” de Lugo said, his tone bitter as he put in the other key.
Then, together, they turned them to the right.

Communications Room
Zar’krun
 
Liao wiped the blood off her lips, bringing her sword tip up. “How? How did the Humans win?”
Kest’s upper lip curled back. [“Does it matter?”]
It mattered to her. “Tell me. Perhaps I can use it to help negotiate a truce between our people. If there is some weakness in the Toralii fleet, the Kel-Voran might use it against you. We can help. We can—”
[“Paper is never binding.”] Kest inhaled, adopting his fighting stance once more. [“There can be no truce.”]
This time, Liao took the initiative. She lunged forward with her blade, prosthetic arm whirring as it stabbed. Kest batted her blade aside easily, and she overbalanced. Kest stepped into her reach, slashing her across her left arm, drawing a razor-thin red line across her shoulder. The wound was not nearly as bad as the previous injury, and some trace of the chemicals that had restored her remained.
She allowed her momentum to carry her forward, driving her right shoulder into him, pushing Kest over backwards. Liao fell over him, slamming her fist into his gut twice in quick succession. His claws raked down her back, and she kicked and thrashed.
She had claws of her own. Her prosthetic fingers dug into Kest’s chest, drawing triple lines of purple on his black fur. The injury seemed only to enrage him. Their blades forgotten, Kest kicked and clawed at her, hissing and spitting, his tail lashing the air.
[“You will die a thousand times before your end!”] Kest bit her forearm, sharp teeth puncturing her muscle and digging in deep.
It hurt, but Liao took the opportunity to punch him in the throat with her spare hand. Gagging, Kest slumped back, tail jerking between his legs.
Liao propped herself up on her knees and swung her metal fist. The ball of steel collided with his temple, and then again, hitting roughly where a Human’s solar plexus was. Twice. Three times. The impacts staggered him, then Kest kicked her off and away.
No Human could have withstood such swings from solid metal. Toralii seemed to be made of sterner stuff.
Desperate to press her advantage, Liao swung again, but Kest caught the blow in his open hand, gripping her prosthetic. Her shoulder ached as she fought him. The motors and pistons whined; a faint hum came from her arm as the backup power source activated.
[“You strike like a child.”] He squeezed her prosthetic with his hand. The metal creaked and groaned, and she felt the pressure—yet it didn’t give. [“A thieving child who wears technology that does not belong to her.”]
Liao tugged, trying to free her hand. It didn’t budge. Her steel arm didn’t feel pain in same way her flesh one did; it hurt, but only in a distant, detached way. She felt the pressure more than anything.
Kest’s bloody claws reached out for her, twitching. [“I’ll rip out your eyes, you horrible little—”]
Adrenaline surged. Liao leapt forward, slamming her forehead into Kest’s face; the two of them fell back, each landing face-up on the deck.
She rolled onto her chest, pushing herself up. Kest swung his legs, back twisting weirdly as he leapt back onto his feet.
Liao rolled away as claws swished past her face. Too close for comfort.
Distance. She needed distance. Liao rolled again as Kest leapt upon her, his claws leading the way. She held her prosthetic out to protect herself, digging her claws into his flesh.
Kest bit her again. She shrieked and bit back, sinking her teeth into his arm. The two thrashed and kicked, until finally Kest’s greater strength won out. He dug his claws into her biological shoulder, throwing her away.
She flew then rolled over the hard metal deck to soften the fall. Her prosthetic took most of the impact. She ended her tumble facedown, blood flowing from three punctures on her upper arm. She struggled to find her balance, fighting to stand.
The roar of an explosion shook the building, vibrating the floor. Aftershocks rippled through its walls. The lights went out, plunging her into utter darkness for the split second it took for dull purple emergency lighting to kick in, bathing the whole room in strange hues.
The Humans were almost upon her. All she had to do was hold out.
Kest, as if hearing something she could not, glanced at elevator. Liao could almost sense the gears turning over in his head. Kill Liao and risk being caught—or escape.
For a moment, Liao genuinely thought he would run, but the temptation for vengeance was seemingly too much for him. Bloody and bruised, claws outstretched, Kest advanced on her, panting eagerly. Blood, black in the dim light, trickled from both sides of his mouth. He reached down and grabbed her by the throat, yanking her off the hard ground, her shoes dangling in the air.
[“Captain Liao, I’ve changed my mind,”] Kest said, closing her windpipe. [“Once is enough.”] She felt the sharp pricks of his claws tracing the curves of her throat, feeling the pulse within. [“You should have known how this kind of thing ends. Alliance, Telvan… this is something all my kind have in common.”] Thin lines of blood appeared on her throat. [“The Toralii fight; the Toralii win.”]
Ka-boom. A chunk of the ceiling fell in, unseen, and a cloud of billowing smoke followed. Liao stared into Kest’s eyes, his desire to draw out her death palpable.
She kicked and punched. Nothing seemed to affect him. Her legs went limp. Then her arms, as the lack of oxygen drained her. She fought for air that didn’t come.
The snap of a gunshot rang in her ears. A round screamed as it bounced off her metal shoulder before embedding itself on the far wall.
A bulky figure appeared, barely visible in the gloom, partially illuminated by light from the hole in the ceiling. The figure dangled from thick rope, weapon in hand.
“Scheiße!” the woman shouted, lining up her weapon again. Another shot. Purple blood sprayed onto Liao’s face.
Kest slumped to a knee then, groaning pitifully, slid over to one side, clutching his abdomen. Liao tried to call out, but only a ragged squeak escaped.
Oberleutnant zur See Hanna Keller pulled off her night vision goggles and clicked on a flashlight attached to her weapon. Her hands were shaking. She seemed rattled. “Captain Liao!”
“Nice shot,” Liao gasped, rubbing her bruised throat, forcing air down it and into her lungs. She glared down at Kest. “Shoot him again.”
To her credit, Keller obeyed almost immediately. Three times, once in the face, turning Kest’s head into a bloody pulp.
No coming back from that. No med-drone spider thing could fix that kind of injury.
“Sorry about that first shot,” Keller said, the words flying out of her mouth in a surprised yelp. “I couldn’t tell which one was which. It was dark, and the smoke was playing havoc with my NVGs, I couldn’t tell—”
“It’s okay,” Liao said, coughing wetly. “You got him.”
Keller hesitated, her voice uncharacteristically strained as she stepped closer and took stock of the situation. “Actually,” she said, her voice tinged with embarrassment, “I think I was aiming for you the second time, as well, Captain. I just… missed.”
Fifty-fifty chance. Those seemed like such good odds after everything that had happened. “Well… thank heavens your aim isn’t so good.” She held out her blood-splattered metal hand. “Good to see you, Oberleutnant.”
“Believe me,” said Keller, taking Liao’s hand and giving it a firm squeeze, “the pleasure is all mine. We gave up a lot to find you and the others.”
Liao felt a stabbing in her gut that was more than the residual effects of the blade that had been through it. “Gave up?”
Keller’s eyes flicked away from her. “We lost the Madrid,” she said, the words almost a confession of guilt. “And the Tehran. They’re gone.”
The Tehran. The blood froze in her veins. Her chest clenched as though a giant had grabbed hold of her heart and was speedily crushing the life from it. James! Panic surged through her like a lightning bolt. “W-wait, the Tehran, but—”
Keller’s eyes widened. The implication was not lost on her. “Everyone got off okay. It was evacuated. Summer Rowe was piloting it. The crew of both ships are safe. They were decoys… we split the fleet.”
If Keller had told her that the gay love child of Abraham Lincoln and Winston Churchill had been flying the ship, she would have been less surprised. “James—I mean, Captain Grégoire—he… let Summer Rowe fly his ship?”
“She’s a robot now,” Keller said, as though that explained everything.
Liao stared.
“Captain, we have to get out of here. Captain Grégoire, Commander Iraj, they’re waiting for you on your ship.” Her ship. The Beijing. It seemed like so long ago since she’d seen it…
“Where’s the Broadsword?” Liao asked.
“There isn’t one,” Keller said, walking towards the hole in the ceiling.
Dazed, and probably still oxygen deprived, Liao followed her. The thick rope had a harness attached to it. 
“Hold tight.” Keller buckled a harness around Liao’s middle and attached it to the cable. “I have to get the others.”
With a jerk, the rope was pulled up towards a wall of metal. Liao passed through several floors, the light above her getting brighter and brighter and the wall of metal getting closer and closer. With a surge of blinding light, Liao was pulled up unto the midday sun. Only then did she realise what she was looking at.
The underside of the TFR Beijing, scarred and hastily repaired and then damaged again. Her ship was in the atmosphere of New Evarel, hovering over the detention block, humming faintly as the reactionless devices kept it aloft. Beside it, the TFR Knight and the TFR Rubens, two Toralii-built ships, flanked their much larger Human counterpart. An honour guard to her home. Below her, the detention block, and the city, shrank away. Explosives had blown dozens of holes in the roof, making the tall, narrow building look like Swiss cheese, a line descending into each hole. The cables lead up to the open missile tubes.
Around her, the city was burning. Smoke poured from broken glass windows on buildings, alien architecture blown to rubble. Tall buildings had been laid low, blasted with missiles and railgun slugs.
Liao was carried up towards the open, scorched mouth of the missile launch tube. She passed through a column of smoke—the acrid stuff made her cough return—then she was swallowed whole by the armoured underside of the ship.
The hatchways sealed below her in the darkness. The wail of alarms, the howl of the wind, the crackle of fires—all noise was snuffed out. Liao stood in a metal tube that smelled of oil, metal, missile fuel, and Kest’s blood, crammed into a space designed to hold missiles, not people. But she was home.
Seconds turned into minutes. Without a way to see, it was difficult to gauge exactly how long. Suddenly, hydraulics hissed. A crack of light appeared on the loading hatch of the missile tube, and the top hatch rose, letting light flood in. She squinted through the glare.
“Hello?” asked a voice she had not heard in far, far too long. “Melissa, is that you? Hold on, we’ll get you out of there.”
Captain James Grégoire.
Liao scrambled out of the missile tube, her prosthetic whining as she pulled herself up and out onto her feet, eyes still adjusted to the ship’s internal light. She saw marines, in the uniform of the People’s Liberation Army Navy. So many marines. And one who was not.
James. His uniform was pressed and ironed, three days of growth covered his face. He hid his obvious nervousness poorly, hands clasped behind his back, looking like a man about to both receive his nation’s highest honour then be shot. He was wearing a communications headset. He’d clearly come from Operations.
He’d changed. His hair had gone grey around the edges, and his face was weathered, as though he’d aged ten years in the few short months she’d been gone. He looked worse than when she had sprung him from a Toralii prison. 
They stood there in silence, her prison garb covered in blood, hers and Kest’s, the last lingering traces of alien medicine winding through her veins. The ship rocked as something shook the outer hull. The faint noise of air moving past the hull quietened.
When James had been rescued from Cenar, Liao had run to him, grabbing him and kissing him right there in the middle of the Operations Room. Such a breach of protocol had been bought up at her court martial… and other things.
“Permission to come aboard,” Liao asked, straightening her back slightly. “Captain.” Protocol.
“Not my ship,” James said. “Technically… we should all be asking you.”
The beginnings of a smile played over her mouth. “What—” Her voice cracked. “What took you so long?”
James smiled back, his mouth a half-moon on his face, and she knew everything was going to be okay.
Another tremor through the length of the ship stole away such fanciful notions.
“Sitrep?” she asked.
James didn’t answer right away. He sort of stood there, awkwardly, clearly unsure of what to do. Liao knew what to do. Whatever semblance of her composition melted away. She stepped up to him and put her hand, her real hand, on his side. “I missed you.”
His professionalism melted. “I missed you, too.”
The ship shook, and the faint wail of some kind of alarm reached her ears. The moment ended.
“Well”—James, turned towards the door—“we’re retrieving the last of the prisoners, and then we’re getting the hell out of here.”
“Sounds good,” Liao said, falling into step beside him. Surrounded by marines, the two of them walked towards Operations. She considered asking about their tactical situation, what had happened with the Tehran and the Madrid, where the Washington was, or any number of relevant questions. The question she really wanted to ask, though, lingered at her lips until she could not force it down anymore. “Where is Allison? How is she?”
James’s smile seemed to somehow get wider. “At three a.m. Velsharn time? I hope she’s asleep. Or she’s getting a paddling. Olivia’s taken great care of her; don’t worry. You’ll get to see her again. And Sunkret. And Decker-Sheng, too, if you want, along with all the prisoners who got away in the first wave.”
The Beijing rocked again. With a dull roar, weapons fire exploded outside. It seemed insane to her, to be discussing their parental responsibilities as a two-hundred-thousand-tonne warship ascended through the atmosphere of an alien world, where she had just been plucked off the surface through the missile launch tubes. But insanity was her life.
“When can I see Allison?” The others she cared about, but her daughter was her first priority. “I want—”
“I know,” James said, his words punctuated by another dull explosion. “She’s waiting for you on the other side. Soon as we get out of here, we’ll catch a Falcon down to the surface, and you’ll see her. Don’t worry…” He touched the headset.
“What’s our ETA to the nearest Lagrange point?” Liao asked.
“One hour,” James said. Something hardened in his tone; his words were a little more clipped than they had been seconds before. “But… easier said than done.”
The Toralii would never let her go without a fight. Especially not after what her people had done to New Evarel. “What’s wrong?”
James walked a little faster, turning the corner that lead towards Operations. “The remnants of the Toralii fleet are here.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER XII
 
 
 
Atonement
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
 
LIAO
AND JAMES
POWERWALKED
FROM the ventral missile battery to the armoured core of the ship, the Operations centre. After spending so many months in and out of various detention centres, stepping into her workplace was like walking into her childhood home.
A childhood home that was abuzz with activity.
“Attention on deck,” someone announced.
All eyes turned on her. Everyone seemed to pause what they were doing, despite the beeping of machines and the occasional dull rumble of weapons fire. She knew she was out of uniform and still had blood on her. So many familiar faces…
Saara, the golden-eyed Toralii woman whom she considered almost a second daughter. Her face lit up like a thousand stars.
Commander Iraj had become a commanding officer in his own right, though he’d been her comrade through so many battles. He had the scars to prove it, although they had faded some since she’d last laid eyes on him. 
Lieutenant Jiang wore lieutenant commander’s insignia now. Someone had to be the new XO. Liao was glad Jiang had stepped up. She could think of no one else who would do a better job. She looked so tired. Was Jiang always that tired?
Captain de Lugo stood quietly near the back of the room, looking dour, but he managed a smile when their eyes met. How he could be so calm with his ship apparently gone, she wouldn’t know.
“Captain, another ship has jumped into the system,” said their new radar operator. She didn’t recognise him, although he wore lieutenant’s stripes. “Another cruiser. That makes eight of them, all heavily damaged. More of the fleet must have survived than we thought.”
“Roger,” Liao said, by instinct.
“Roger Lieutenant Cole,” Iraj said at almost the same time.
Liao bit the inside of her cheek. Of course the lieutenant was talking to him. Not her. Of course.
A brief moment of confusion reigned, then Liao pointed to Kamal. “He’s in charge,” she said, symbolically taking a step back. “I’m not even in uniform.”
Iraj’s eyes found hers. Instantly, a warm smile spread across the man’s face. “Thank you, Captain Liao, and welcome back. We weren’t sure if we had you.”
She felt distinctly out of place, but it was very good to see him. To see the ship. “Thank you. It’s good to be back.”
The Beijing shuddered. The deck plating beneath her feet vibrated faintly, and suddenly, the spell was broken. Everyone went back to work.
“ETA on the jump point?” Jiang asked. Operations felt crowded. Too many senior staff for one ship.
“Fifty-two minutes,” Cole said.
Good.
“We’re accelerating around New Evarel,” Jiang said. “Interposing the planet between us and that ball of death over there.” Standard avoidance tactic. Block the line of fire using the planet. “Cole, signal the Washington. Patch in the Rubens and the Knight. Have all our ships coordinate with us, keeping pace. I want us to escape together.”
Cole spoke into his microphone for a moment then twisted around in his chair, looking at Iraj. “Washington reports that they are falling into formation directly behind us. The Knight is off our port, and the Rubens, starboard. All systems are go.”
“Good.” Iraj paced back and forth in the middle of Operations, at the commander’s console where she usually stood. “Make sure we don’t get too close to them. Coordinate with them if we can.”
James stepped next to her, and she felt his arm around her shoulder. “Hey.” His voice was barely a whisper. “You doing okay?”
“Sorry.” She swallowed, suddenly nervous. “I just feel like I should be helping. Doing something.”
He squeezed her gently. The comforting feeling subdued the slight burn from her wounds. “I know, but right now, you’re my primary focus here. You just got out of some Toralii hellhole, and while this is your ship… this isn’t your time, Melissa. Not here. Not now. You’ll get your chance.”
It was true. It was all true. She had wanted to get out of Toralii custody so long, she thought she could just slip right back into command, but what she’d said to Yarri was true—the ship was eternal. The chain of command had survived, and the new Operations team were functioning just fine.
So why did they need her after all? Why had they risked so much for so little?
“I know.” She leaned against him to steady herself. “It’s just…”
“I felt the same way,” James said. “When I got back from Cenar. It’s okay to feel out of place. You’ll be right back into the swing of it; no worries. You’ll be back in command in no time.”
Another question had been gnawing at her for some time. “James… what happened to the Tehran? To de Lugo’s ship?”
James seemed positively delighted. “We had Rowe control them. With a combination of the Telvan fleet, and some Kel-Voran who were spoiling for a fight, we lured them into a trap in the Kor’Vakkar system. These are their elites, the fleet tasked with defending New Evarel itself. Normally, they wouldn’t step outside of the system for hell or high water, but… we knew that if we presented a target of sufficient opportunity, they just might leave their posts and come after us.”
“So,” Liao asked, dread growing in her gut, “the Tehran and the Madrid… you sacrificed them for me? For the handful of prisoners held by the Alliance?”
“We can always make more ships,” James said. “Crew for them, on the other hand…”
Two. Two of the Pillars of the Earth, including one that had been with them all since the beginning, sacrificed like pawns on a chessboard. They had gone to such effort to keep them… the protectors of humanity. Gone.
“Oh, God… James. No, James…”
He smiled at her, shaking his head. “No, this is a good thing. It is. We broke Toralii strength in this whole quadrant; the fleet will be all over the place, fighting back the resurgent Kel-Voran, defending their institutions from Toralii pirates, and in general trying to get their shit together. We bought a generation’s peace.”
It wasn’t true. The Toralii wanted her, wanted her to suffer—this would only drive their fury. She wasn’t ever going to get away. Not really.
It wasn’t good.
It wasn’t right.
“So,” James asked, a playful glibness in his voice, “how was prison?”
How could she answer that? “It wasn’t my first rodeo, but it was my toughest ride. I’m glad I’m out; I don’t know how much longer I would have lasted in there.” Her gut hurt, and the hubbub of the Operations room cemented her feeling. She didn’t feel like chatting and raised her voice slightly, looking at Iraj. “How far to the jump point, Commander?”
“Forty-eight minutes,” Iraj said. “Don’t worry. We’ll get you out of here.”
The better part of an hour. What was burning in her head was a much more important, relevant question.
Did she deserve it?
The minutes ticked away. Liao stood in silence, leaning up against James as the Operations crew worked. The room occasionally shook with weapons impacts; yet, somehow, the hull held. The Beijing was a stronger boy than she remembered. Maybe they had upgraded him; grafted Toralii technology to him, given him strength… the Beijing was the big boy of the fleet.
The quiet moments made her nervous. Everyone was looking at her again—at the person they had risked so much, bled so much, to retrieve.
Lieutenant Cole’s voice broke Liao out of her thoughts. “Vampire, vampire, vampire,” he said, his tone charged with energy. An alarm accompanied his words. “Incoming ship-killer missile. Launched detected from the surface. It’s coming up fast.”
Suddenly, the attention of the whole Operations crew turned, thankfully, away from her.
“Confirmed,” said their tactical officer, a dark-skinned Persian woman. Who were all the fresh faces? Where did they come from? “Tracking!”
“A ship-killer missile?” Iraj clearly shared her confusion. They had never seen anything like that—the Toralii preferred directed plasma, along with their worldshatter devices. “How do we know that it’s not a strike craft?”
“It’s moving way too fast,” Cole said. “It’s coming up from the surface at Mach 10. Too slow to be plasma, too fast to have a living thing in it. That thing is glowing white hot.”
She managed a glance at the radar screen, over Jiang’s shoulder. She could see it as clear as day: a white streak screaming up from the planet’s surface, heading towards… not the Beijing or the Washington. The missile was sending out pulses of radar waves, but despite its active guidance, it appeared to be flying off towards some empty part of space.
“Ensign Yosef, target that missile,” Jiang said. “Launch nukes, timed detonation. Blow that thing out of the sky. Coordinate point defence with the Washington.”
“Aye aye,” the Persian woman said. “Washington, Beijing, priority alert. Vampire detected. Prepare to intercept and kill with birds.”
And then it was gone. The next radar pulse showed nothing.
“Missile track lost,” Cole said, his tone disbelieving. “No radar signature. No heat. It’s just… gone. A launch failure? A glitch?”
“Impossible,” Yosef said. “It must be a glitch in our system. Happened all the time on the Tehran. Reboot the system.”
“Reboot will take two minutes,” Cole said. “There’s no way we can do that now.”
“It’s the only way,” Yosef said.
No. If they shut down their radars, they would be helpless.
“No,” Iraj said, his words mirroring her thoughts. “We haven’t had radar failures on our ship. The Beijing is reliable. And so are the Toralii weapons… there’s no way something like that, something defending their homeworld, just fails.” His eyes met Liao’s briefly then darted back to his own console. “It was launched from a terrestrial battery on New Evarel. They wouldn’t have faulty missiles there. This is their best and brightest.” He turned to Saara. “Ensign, what the hell is that thing?”
Saara was an Ensign now? Good. She certainly deserved it. Liao had no time to ponder it; Saara’s black fur puffed out slightly, and her pupils went wide.
[“I… am not certain, but if forced to guess, it could be a vrak missile.”]
“A what?” Iraj asked.
[“An advanced long-ranged anti-ship missile.”] Saara’s eyes fell back to her console. She seemed rattled. [“They were new technology when I was in service with the Telvan. Complex and expensive, but not prone to failures. Its operation is… complex to explain. It uses gravitational lensing to mask its location. If I’m right, the missile will reappear momentarily.”]
The alarm came back, wailing loudly.
“Vampire, vampire, vampire” Cole said, tapping frantically at his keyboard. “The missile just reappeared in space. Distance, eight thousand kilometres and closing.”
On the radar, Liao could see the white streak curve as it adjusted its course then winked out again.
“I lost it again,” Cole said.
Jiang swore softly. “How do we attack it if it keeps disappearing?”
“Evasive manouvers,” Iraj said. “Change course. Hard to starboard. Launch chaff and decoys. We’re going to have to swing around New Evarel’s polar ice caps in order to escape.”
“Captain, that will expose us to fire,” Yosef cautioned. “The remnants of the Toralii fleet will be able to strike us.”
“Not if we cut it close.”
“Roger. Executing.” The ship lurched as it changed course. The lingering strands of New Evarel’s gravity played havoc with their inertia and the artificial gravity of the Beijing.
Liao’s stomach churned, but as usual, everyone else seemed less affected.
“Chaff out, decoys deployed. Kill track, spinning up countermeasures.”
“Vampire contact,” Cole said. “Missile has reappeared at six thousand kilometres.”
Jiang moved over to where Cole was sitting. “Missiles one through three, load nuclear warheads and target that vampire.”
“Confirmed,” Yosef said, “killing with birds. Missiles away.”
The white streak on Cole’s radar disappeared.
“And… it’s gone.” Cole worked on his keyboard. “Our missiles are continuing to the interpolated course.”
All attention fell on Yosef, the tactical officer. “Three, two, one… all missiles detonated.”
The Beijing’s missiles had a fairly large blast radius. If the missile was within the bursts, it would be destroyed.
“Contact,” Cole said, his disappointment palpable. “Vampire is back, five thousand kilometres distant and accelerating.”
Appear, disappear. Appear, disappear… suddenly Liao knew exactly what the bastard thing was. “It’s a sea-skimmer,” she said, drawing upon knowledge she hadn’t used in twenty years. “We used to pack similar things on the Type 94 submarines. We’d launch from below the surface, and the missiles would use nap-of-the-Earth navigation to find their targets. They cruise real low, right on the water, to avoid being shot down. But they need information, spotting, to track their targets. So they occasionally pop up, check their target, then dip back down just to make sure they’re on the right course.” She made her way over to Saara’s console, despite the lack of protocol. “That’s basically what this missile is doing, I bet. Same idea, new technology. Cloak, adjust. Cloak, adjust. Just like that.”
“It’s hiding,” Iraj said, understanding dawning in his voice, “not disappearing.”
[“Yes,”] Saara said, [“but gravitational lensing is a double-blind situation. It is the same technology Zar’krun used.”]
“Right,” Liao said. “Of course. Just like a missile hiding behind a wave, this thing has to occasionally jump up and see. And that’s when they’re vulnerable.”
Saara didn’t seem quite as convinced, shrinking slightly away from Liao, looking to the thick bulkhead. [“It’s more than that. Even when exposed, the missiles are clad in advanced stealth material and carry a special coolant so that it isn’t emitting any kind of detectable energy. Now that the launch system has put it out of the atmosphere, it will be cooling rapidly, and hiding even when it’s active. We’ll only have a few seconds of lock.”]
All of those factors would make it look like cold, unreflective nothing on their sensors, except for when it deactivated its active camouflage and emitted a sensor pulse to make sure that it was on the right course. That was its weakness…
She glanced at Cole. “Is the Washington having better luck with finding it?”
“No, Captain. Their systems are just as blind as ours.”
True enough, she figured, but the Washington’s radar was a generation ahead. The Beijing had only a few seconds per radar pulse. The Washington might have more. “Get them to link our fire control computers,” she said. “If we cross-link our fire-control systems, we might be able to track it for long enough to get a lock the next time it appears.”
“We are linked, Captain,” Yosef said. “Rowe is coordinating our egress.”
Liao took a headset off one of their ensigns and jammed it onto her head. “Summer? Are you there?”
The voice that came back was strangely ghostly, and it lacked an indeterminate quality Liao could not place. “Yep, Captain! Right here. Kind of. I’m one of her copies.”
Copies? That was something Liao didn’t have time or energy to process. Whatever that insane woman was talking about would have to be dealt with at a later stage. “We have a situation here,” she said, trying to keep the distractions to a minimum. “We gotta do something about this missile.”
“Yep, I’m working on it. Don’t worry.”
“Summer, whenever you say don’t worry, it just makes me worry a lot more.”
“It’s fine. It’s fine—”
A familiar alarm sounded. “Radar contact,” Cole said. “Vampire has reappeared. Two thousand kilometres distant.” He paused, consulting his systems. “Scratch that. The missile is at one thousand kilometres distant, and appears to be heading for the Washington.”
Instinct took over. Liao couldn’t just stand there and watch them all die. “Lieutenant Cole, extrapolate the vampire’s position based on the time of impact on the Tehran. Dial up the yield to maximum—I want those things in flames.”
“Confirmed, missiles away. Killing with birds.”
She touched her headset, pressing the interfleet channel. “Washington, this is Beijing. Scramble strike craft; tell them to engage that missile. Use their guns if they have to. Fire flares, chaff, decoys—everything you have. Melt the autocannons if you have to.”
Wolfe came back to her, his voice exasperated. “Negative on the strike craft, Beijing. Countermeasures enabled. We’re moving too fast.” He called orders, radio still open. “Point defence engaged, fire at will! Kill with CIWS—I say again, take that bastard down! Damage control teams to action stations. All hands brace for impact!”
Grey streaks leapt out from the Washington as eight streams of high-velocity autocannon fire swatted at the missile. Would it be enough?
The missile vanished again. The streaks continued firing, searching, spraying space with high explosives that all failed to find anything.
If they didn’t do something… Liao’s mind churned. What could they do? There had to be a solution. Some way they could defeat that thing…
“It’s back,” Cole said. “Five hundred, three hundred…” His voice wavered. “Impact.”
Silence. On Cole’s screen, she saw a growing spread of grey blobs—debris—spreading out from the green dot labelled Washington. So many pieces… whatever the missile had done to them, it had penetrated to their core. The hull was fracturing from overpressure, bursting like an overripe melon.
“I’m reading secondary explosions on the Washington’s hull,” Jiang said, her voice cracking. “There’s fire on multiple decks, and the ship is… broken.”
“Broken?” Liao asked, dreading the answer.
“In half,” Jiang said, her eyes fixed on her console. She tapped a key, and a high-resolution FLIR image of the ship flicked up on several monitors. Liao could see what Jiang meant. A huge piece of debris, almost a hundred metres long, had broken off from the rear of the ship, spinning end over end as it slowly descended towards the atmosphere of New Evarel. The Washington itself tilted back, like a rearing horse, its underside riddled with radar reflections as it spat, almost defiantly, pieces of its hull out towards the surface. One by one, its point defence cannons stopped firing, and the ship tilted, beginning a slow roll that Liao doubted they would ever pull out of.
“The ship isn’t responding to hails,” Jiang said. “Their strike craft are auto-launching.”
Liao touched her headset fearfully. “Washington, Beijing. Report status.”
Nothing but static.
Slowly, almost mockingly, the Washington rolled over and over, flipping vertically, and it broke again. The three major pieces of debris began to catch the upper dregs of New Evarel’s atmosphere, and flame licked hungrily at them.
They were gone.
Maybe escape pods would save some of them. Maybe they had launched their strike craft. Liao had no time to think of those things.
“Vampire, vampire, vampire,” Cole said, a new energy in his voice. “Another vrak missile has been launched.” He paused, consulting his instruments. “Scratch that. We have two… no. Three missiles in the air.”
Liao swore darkly. The Toralii had seen that the missiles worked. “Track the surface battery,” she said. “Ready missiles. Full spread, high yield. Take them out.”
The crew hesitated. Liao wasn’t supposed to give orders.
“Do it,” Jiang said.
“Missiles away,” Yosef said. “ETA, thirty seconds.”
Missiles dropped a lot faster than they climbed. That would, hopefully, discourage further launches.
Three huge white streaks on their radar. The vrak missile’s heat signatures were so much higher when they were in atmosphere, probably due to their speed. “Engage the vampires,” Liao said. “Fire as many nukes as we can spare. Get them before they get out of the atmosphere.”
“Missiles away,” Yosef said. “All tubes dry. Reloading.”
Reloading would take a long time. It felt strange to her that she had just been inside the launch tube. Had they checked they’d gotten everyone out? Hopefully they had; otherwise, they’d just flushed that poor bastard into space.
“Vampires one and two are cloaking,” Cole said. “Vampire three is still climbing. Impact in five, four, three…”
“Impact,” Yosef called. “Vampire three destroyed.”
The ship rocked, and a low klaxon sounded throughout Operations.
“Captain,” Cole said, “the remnants of the Toralii fleet are firing on us.”
Shit. That was bad. They needed to manoeuvre, to evade the missiles that had taken down the Washington. They could ill afford the distraction that tackling tow targets presented.
Iraj turned to her. “Captain, suggestions?”
She realised, somewhat with a start, that she had been giving all of the orders. The ship was Iraj’s command… not hers. James was right—she needed to take a step back. She had just been in prison. Kest had tried to kill her with a sword only a few hours ago. This was… not right. But the ship needed her.
“Yes,” Liao said. “Fire railguns at the Toralii ships. We might not be able to hit them very well, but we can keep them ducking. It will mean positioning our broadside to the incoming missiles, but it looks like our hull plating doesn’t stop them anyway, so there’s no loss there. Might as well risk it.”
“Risk it for the biscuit,” Rowe said in her ear. Damn that woman.
“As she says,” Iraj said. “Make it happen.”
“Aye aye,” Yosef said. “Our missiles have impacted on the surface. Vrak missile batteries silenced. Railguns charging. Targets acquired.”
“Radar contact,” Cole said. “Vampires one and two are still active and closing fast. Distance eight thousand metres and closing.”
If she didn’t do something, they were going to be as dead as the Washington. The debris from their sister ship had fallen into the atmosphere, heated up to thousands of glowing red lights falling over New Evarel. Their computers had circled a dozen escape pods, and more were being launched every second… some of the crew would survive. Some. They would be prisoners, surely, and treated poorly… even worse than her, maybe… but they would survive.
Unless the Beijing stopped and picked them up, but there was no time for that. No time… plus, the Toralii tended to make sport of shooting up escape pods, so they had learnt with the TFR Sydney.
But they also couldn’t lose that many crew. It was too many. They needed an option.
“Vampire, vampire, vampire,” Cole said, a thick layer of dread coating his words. “Captain, we have multiple batteries opening up. I count a dozen vrak missiles or more, all targeting us.”
They couldn’t possibly defeat so many.
“We should move to Plan B,” Liao said.
James looked at her. “How can you have a Plan B when you don't have a Plan A?”
“Improvise.” She tapped her headset. “Summer, you said you flew the Tehran, right?”
“Yep!” Rowe’s excited voice chirped in her ear. “It was fucking awesome.”
“Can you fly the Beijing?”
The briefest pause. “Yup. Why?”
Liao took a deep breath. It was crazy… but it had to work. “Change course. Duck back behind the planet’s surface. All hands, abandon ship.”
Stunned silence filled the room.
“You can’t be serious,” Iraj said. “Those missiles—”
“Are going to kill us,” Liao said flatly. “We need to get off this ship. Broadswords are jump capable; we need to pile as many of our crew in them as possible and get them to spread out, heading for whatever jump point they can find. Everyone else gets in the escape pods and evacuates.”
“We can’t,” Iraj said. “The Toralii fleet will—”
“Will be too busy trying to destroy this ship and make sure they kill me to worry about everyone else.” It was a shitty plan, but it was all they had. “We need to launch our Wasps to provide cover while the Knight and the Rubens collect as many of the escape pods, and then get the hell away from here and don’t come back.”
Cole took off his headset, grimly. “Captain, five more launches.”
It was Iraj’s call. She looked at him. He looked at her. The whole Operations crew did. Nobody wanted to be the first to speak out and object, but nobody wanted to condone her crazy plan, either.
Slowly, Iraj touched his headset. He fiddled with the buttons, signalling the rest of their ships. “All hands, this is Commander Kamal Iraj. We have encountered a situation where we face an insurmountable tactical deficiency and must withdraw. All crew are instructed to make their way to the escape pods, or Broadsword gunships, and evacuate as soon as their craft are full. Retrieval will be conducted by the Knight and Rubens. I say again: all hands, abandon ship.” Iraj closed the link.
“Have a Broadsword crew collect Rowe’s datacore from Engineering,” Jiang said. “Make sure she gets away. She can pilot the ship remotely.”
More silence. Everyone stood around like fish who’d been hit with a hammer.
“Lead vampire is at seven thousand kilometres,” Cole said, his tone more than enough warning.
“Move,” Liao said, making a shooing motion to everyone in Operations. “Go! Go! Escape pods!”

Everyone filed out of Operations in a surprisingly orderly fashion, leaving behind the wailing alarms.
The Operations Room was the centre of the ship, its armoured core. Escape pods, by necessity, had to be stationed on the outer hull. They all jogged down the corridor, forming up with crewmen on the way, who ran along with them. Officers and enlisted personnel moved together, wordless and silent, apart from the pounding feet on the deck.
Her eyes briefly met O’Hill’s, a face in a sea of faces, and she smiled her appreciation before he was swept away in the crowd.
They came to a fork. One way went to the port escape pods, and the other, to the hangar bay.
“Saara”—Liao pointed towards the hangar bay—“get the senior staff to a Broadsword. James and I will get out on in the escape pods.”
[“Captain?”] Saara’s confusion was plain. [“You… aren’t coming with us?”]
“There’s likely to be more room on the Broadswords. I was the CO for years here. I owe it to the crew to make sure they’re evacuated. I’ll be on the last one; don’t worry.”
Saara was clearly about to argue, but Liao cut her off with a strong hug.
[“Yes, Captain,”] Saara said then let her go.
Liao turned to the others. “Iraj, Jiang, the Beijing is your ship now. You two sure you’re okay with this?”
Iraj had a smile on his face, but he looked tired. “It was never our ship. We were just taking care of him until you got back.”
“I’ll sail with you any day,” Jiang said. “See you on the other side.”
“See you on the other side,” Liao said, giving each of them—Iraj, Saara, Jiang, Cole, Yosef—a firm nod. Half the group went one way, and James and Liao went the other.
They ran. Liao’s legs hadn’t seen exercise like it in months; they ached after even a few minutes, but she pushed on, adrenaline giving her strength. She couldn’t die an ungainly death, falling down and breaking her hip like a grandmother. She had to push on…
Liao slowed down as she approached the escape pods, row after row of metal doors, each with a round porthole. Some of the doors were closed, and she could see space beyond. Each pod had a fist-sized red button beside it, covered in thin, breakable glass. A label was painted above each one, its intent clear.
 
LAUNCH 发射
 
A crowd of people were filing in. Some crewmen carried boxes and piles of crap. They didn’t have time for that.
“Don’t take anything with you,” Liao said, swatting a bundle out of a crewman’s hand. “Every kilo of space is room for people. Go!”
James stepped in alongside her. “What’s the harm? People might want to save things.”
Liao scowled. “That person’s stuff wasn’t theirs.”
“So? This ship’s about to be blown up.”
She couldn’t help but laugh, almost pushing one of the crewmen into the pod. “It’s from my submarine days,” she said, shepherding in people, picking out pods for them. Her words came out between puffs of breath. She shouldn’t have run so much. “The worst thing on a submarine is a thief. You need to be able to trust everyone with your life. How can you do that if there’s someone on-board who can’t even respect what little personal space and what few belongings you have?”
“I guess.” James closed the hatch of one of the pods and, moving over to another, grabbed someone and practically shoved him inside.
Liao continued her story. Talking helped calm her nerves. “Lemme tell you this: on my maiden voyage, the bosun found a thief. That guy was off the boat and sent home at the next port of call, reduced in rank and out of the submarine force.”
“Sounds like he deserved it,” James said.
The wailing of alarms picked up, as though Rowe were yelling at them to get in.
Liao closed another pod hatch. “Yup,” she said, moving on to another. “Zero sympathy. We returned all the shit he stole to the rightful owners, and in the middle of the night a bunch of guys kicked the shit out of him and took everything he had. He left the boat with little more than one set of uniforms, his wallet without cash, and his discharge papers. He lost a lot of blood. Medics found most of it.”
“Don’t steal on a submarine,” James said. “Noted. You fish-people are crazy, you know that?”
She snorted, smiling at him. “The Type 94 was louder than two skeletons fucking in a metal trash can. It was enough to drive anyone crazy after a few months.”
“I bet,” James said. “We were too busy training to worry if our shit was getting stolen, because we knew everyone else was too busy to steal, too.”
Crewmen jostled around her, filing into the last three pods. She and James, as senior staff, stepped aside, letting everyone else fill them up. They would have to get out last.
“Wow. You got training.” Liao playfully nudged him in the ribs with her elbow, making sure it was her fleshy one. “Such Western luxury. My old CO was reluctant to train his crew. He would ask me: ‘what if we spend all this money training them, and they just leave?’ My answer was: ‘what if we don’t, and they stay?’”
James laughed at that, but she continued.
“It’s true. The risk to any organisation that trained, skilled staff will leave is far less than incompetent people becoming entrenched in the system, unable to be released because of their unique skills, unable to pass along those skills to others because they don’t know how, and unable to be promoted because they’re incompetent. Those kinds of people are poison to any group of people. I’d rather have a hundred promising people get free training and leave than one bad gear in this intricate mesh of people called a ship.”
James watched the crew file into the escape pods. “But we don’t have a hundred promising people, do we?”
“Not yet.” Liao put her hand on his shoulder. “But we can get through this. Rowe’s newfound talent will free up a lot of people for training, and a lot of skilled personnel came out of Cheyenne Mountain. Lots of communications and technical people. Survivors. Those will help us a lot, although I suspect the Americans will get the lion’s share of them.”
“Already been done,” James said. “That’s why there are so many American transplants.”
That was good. Liao considered. “There’s always the civilian population. We haven’t really addressed what kind of skills are there.”
His playful look of horror made her snort with laughter.
“Okay,” she said. “I’m not suggesting we just give Joe Six-pack control of our railguns. But there’s probably a few gems in there.”
James beckoned one of the crewmen into a pod. “Yeah. Honestly, I had the same thought. I was just afraid of raising it with the other captains. It’s not as simple as just canvassing the civilian survivors, finding people with skills and drafting them. They’re civilians. We all signed up for this. They didn’t. We can’t just force them to serve; even if we could, a ship full of conscripts is a bad idea.”
She nodded. “Even if they do want to, not every eager signup gets through boot, and we don’t exactly have a military academy here to train people.”
“Well, maybe we could build one.”
She shook her head incredulously. “You’re joking.”
“No way. The Melissa Liao Academy of Military Sciences. It’s got a pretty nice ring to it, doesn’t it?” James leaned forward slightly. “I’ll be a great professor.”
The idea actually made her uncomfortable. “I’m not sure it should be named after me. My tenure—on and off—as a part of Task Force Resolution has been… mixed.”
However, James seemed to approve. “Doubt’s good. Doubt keeps you honest. It’ll keep you improving.”
Alarms rang around them. Rowe patched herself into Liao’s headset. “Captain, the missiles are getting real fucking close. Hope you’re about ready to get the fuck out.”
“We are,” she said. “How long?”
“Like, maybe five minutes, tops.”
Five minutes. More than enough time.
“This one,” James said, gesturing towards a nearly-full pod. “Everyone else is aboard. Time for us to do our thing. Ladies first.”
Liao grinned and, with a cheeky smile, bowed formally. “Gentlemen first. The captain gets off last. Don’t forget to strap in.”
James, his eyes shining with mirth, stepped into the escape pod. He folded down a seat, slid into it, pulled down the six-point harness, and clipped it over his shoulders and waist. He gave the straps an experimental tug then, seemingly confident they were secure, patted the seat next to him invitingly.
Before she had time to change her mind, Liao reached over and put her metal fist through the glass, striking the launch button below.
“Melissa!” James shouted, struggling with his straps. “What? No! No!”
The steel door hissed as it closed, sealing the crew—and James—inside. Liao moved up to the porthole and looked out, a vague emptiness building up within her. The moment she had given the suggestion to abandon ship, she’d known this was how it would go down. The pod hissed faintly as it charged up, preparing to launch.
James leapt up, pounding on the metal door, his face filling the porthole. Whatever he was trying to say was smothered by the thick metal and void beyond.
She touched her headset, switching to the open channel. “I’m sorry, James.”
He fiddled with his own headset on the other side. “Melissa, come on. What are you doing? Get in a pod!”
“Anderson was right.” Liao spoke the truth with an even tone, devoid of emotion. Only facts. “The Toralii are going to keep coming, keep attacking. They aren’t going to give up until I’m dead.” The faintest beginnings of a smile played on her face. “The captain goes down with the ship.”
James hammered on the door again, but a loud hiss of hydraulics cut him off. The pod, propelled by electromagnets, shot away from the hull of the Beijing, flying into space, shrinking as it tore away from the ship, arching slightly as New Evarel’s gravity pulled it down, down, down, until it was out of view of the porthole.
Liao took off her headset and walked back to Operations. The corridors were devoid of crew, filled only with the wailing of alarms.
Her ship, just to herself. She pushed open the door, the metal swinging limply.
“Hey,” Rowe said, projecting her voice through the Operations Room’s speakers. “Wait… wait! What the fuck, Captain? What are you doing here?”
No regrets. Liao moved over to her console and inspected it. The evacuation was mostly complete… only two escape pods remained. As she watched, they shot away, clearing the Beijing.
It was just her.
“You okay, Summer?”
“Yeah, I’m on a Broadsword. But, Captain, you gotta—”
“No.”
Rowe’s tone picked up in urgency. “Those missiles are only a minute or so away, Captain, more and more of them every second. Point defence autocannons are not going to be able to handle this. We’re out of missiles, and our railguns are overheated. There is no way we can defend the ship against those missiles.” She practically shouted down the line. “What are you doing?”
“Atoning,” Liao said, leaning up against the commander’s console. “For everything I’ve done wrong.”
“Captain… I got James on the line. He really wants to talk to you. Won’t stop shouting.”
“Okay,” Liao said, against her better judgement. “Put him through. And make it an open, unencrypted frequency. I want the fleet to hear this. I want the Toralii to hear this.”
“You sure?” Rowe asked. “He’s real upset. I mean real upset…”
Liao traced the edges of her commander’s console with her metal fingers. How Toralii they looked… Liao the Kittenclawed, indeed. “Just do it.”
“Melissa?” James’s voice came through loud and clear, and in the background, she could hear the faint roaring of atmosphere outside the escape pod’s hull.
The crack in his voice almost broke her heart. Her lower lip trembled slightly, and she fought to keep her composure. She only had to be strong for a minute longer. “Y-Yeah?”
“You can still make it to a pod,” James said, his tone betraying his desperation. “If you run, you can find one, and you can—”
“I’m not going to run.” A glance at the radar screen told her what she needed to know. “The Knight is moving over to pick you up. The Toralii fleet is firing on us. They’re ignoring you, ignoring the Rubens. Everyone’s going to get out okay.”
“Everyone except you.” James swallowed audibly. “Melissa, you can’t go. We… we have so much to do. Our species is on the verge of extinction. The Kel-Voran have lost ships. They will want blood for this. The Telvan have crippled themselves to save us. They, too, are weak to our enemies. The Iilan have vanished, and we don’t know where they’ve gone, or if they’re ever coming back. There are Toralii agents on Velsharn. Their intelligence agents are there… there’s so much work to do. Our job isn’t done yet.”
“Mine is,” Liao said, and the last vestiges of her composure evaporated. “This is the end of the line for me, James.”
“No, no, no…” James’s breathing washed over the microphone, adding to the static. “This isn’t how you die. You’re strong. A little missile, some plasma shots, these things can’t kill you. You’ll be okay.”
She put her hand over the console, unable to watch the missiles draw steadily closer. “I’m not stronger than death, James.”
James said nothing, but she could hear his breathing on the other end.
“James, I… they want me.” Liao slid her hand over the glass. “Ever since we broke Kor’Vakkar, the Toralii have been gunning for revenge. It’s personal for me. Kest, Aravan, all of them… it doesn’t matter. I give them a name, a target, a goal to work towards, and a cause to unite around. The Telvan want to join us, help us, and we should let them. I…” She struggled for a moment to find the right words. “I’m making it right.”
“Melissa, please. Not like this. You don’t have to die here.”
She gave a sad smile to nobody. “If you have a better idea, James, I am all ears.”
His lack of answer told her he had none.
“We all pay the price for what we’ve done. I haven’t paid my dues yet. So often, I’ve succeeded through luck alone, and now… Now it’s my time. This is where I make up for the mistakes I’ve made, and for the lives I cost.”
“Sixty seconds,” Summer warned, but her voice was quiet and without alarm. She knew what was coming. They all did.”
“I’m sorry, James. I am. Please take care of Allison… tell her what happened today and everything I did here. Tell her… I did it for her.”
Finally, ever so faintly, James spoke into the silence. “I will. I love you, Melissa.”
“I love you, too, James.”
Liao closed the link and tapped on her command console, making sure Summer and all of her subroutines were safely flushed from the Beijing, so that her processes wouldn’t be damaged when the ship went up.
For the first time since it’s construction, the Beijing was home to just her. Liao put her hand under the shirt of her prison garb, fingers finding the scar on her hip. She had been buried during the attack on Sydney. A piece of metal had sliced her hip open. The injury that started it all… the first scar of many.
And she cried. She cried for Allison, knowing that she would grow up never having her mother beside her. She cried for James, because he still had to be the face of the fleet. The leader the survivors had to rally around, he had to continue to be strong and brave. She cried for Captain Knight, that football-loving Australian who had been blown to atoms by the Toralii.
She cried for her arm. Her hair. The mangling of her flesh.
She cried for Tess “Tiny” McKenna, the Broadsword CSO who had died trying to save her. For Yanmei Cheung, whose death had been so sudden and pointless, an unfitting end for a warrior-woman who had been nothing but loyal to her. For Lieutenant Kang Tai, her bodyguard who was shot for the contents of her wallet. For Captain Wolfe, defiant to the last.
She cried for her parents, who had begged her not to take the position on the Beijing. She cried for her empty ship, her home for years, her companion. She’d been married to it, almost.
They were happy tears. For memories, not regrets. She had chosen this life. She knew what happened to those who lived by the sword.
There was a moment of quiet. A second or two. Nothing more.
Then the ship screamed. The metal of its hulk buckled, warping and bowing from the shock as the first of the missiles hit. The whole ship shuddered from end to end. Bulkheads screamed as they ripped and shattered. The twisted metal and roaring air was songlike, beautiful but warped, drowning out the klaxons and alarms. Time slowed down. Debris flew in front of her face, and for a brief, beautiful second, there was peace. And she was happy.
Reluctantly, the Beijing sang a requiem of steel as it killed her, breaking into a million pieces and falling over New Evarel like a bright swarm of comets leaving their streaks of light in the alien sky.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
 
 
The Melissa Liao Academy of Military Sciences
*****
Northern Campus Entrance
Melissa Liao Academy of Military Sciences
Velsharn
 
Sixteen years later
 
ALLISON LIAO
SHOULDERED
THE
DUFFEL bag that contained every single thing she owned and, with a sinking feeling in her gut that almost hurt, stepped off the large, olive-grey transport that had bussed her to her new school. Her new home.
The Melissa Liao Academy of Military Sciences. Recently opened, it was brimming with recruits, most of them Human, and most of them a little younger than Allison. The campus grounds were well tended, full of native trees, with a few Earth ones mixed in. Large spider-like constructs moved between them, tending them with the precision and care that she had come to expect. Dozens of metal buildings poked out of the grounds, the entire thing encapsulated by a strong metal fence, each corner a watchtower with searchlights and armed guards.
Everyone—literally everyone—she had known her entire life, including her dad, had expected her to go here. She’d considered it a formality, some vague promise that someone else had made that had become her responsibility, a rite of passage she’d been pledged to before her birth. It was as natural as the rising sun.
But now that she was there, Allison couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. All the buildings were so tall—so much taller than the squat, prefabricated structures in Eden. They bristled with antennae, with borrowed Toralii and Kel-Voran technology, but it was a truly Human endeavour. Her people had designed and built it specifically for the next generation. For the people.
For her. Her mother’s dying wish, or something like that.
One by one, her fellow recruits disembarked, each staring in excitement and wonder. Most of them were seeing it for the first time seeing; it was so far away from Eden that few had actually seen it with their own eyes. A few were Toralii cubs, most of whom she recognised. There was even a Kel-Voran female who looked angry, like she really didn’t want to be there. But they were always angry, weren’t they? When did the academy start taking Kel-Voran recruits?
Urgh. So many kids, including a dozen of them with red hair. Humanity’s arrival on Velsharn had heralded a baby boom of sort. Allison was one of the oldest, being actually born on Earth, but that wasn’t the reason everyone was looking at her.
She would always stand out. Only natural, given she was enrolling in a school named after her mother.
“This looks amazing,” said Saven, the huge, grey-furred Toralii who was technically her best friend. Technically. He carried the same style of duffel bag she did, but it looked comically undersized, slung over his broad shoulders. As he spoke, his translation box flashed, turning his stupid cat-speak into English. “You and me, Allison. We’re going to be the best damn soldiers the galaxy’s ever seen. You and me. The child of Saara and the child of the great Melissa Liao, living together, working together, studying together… fighting together. What a team.”
“Great,” she muttered, glaring at him. “You know I hate that, right? Just because one of our parents shared some space, like, a million years ago, before I could walk and before you even existed doesn’t mean we have to be friends.”
“I know,” Saven said, his big dumb face positively aglow. “C’mon. Admit it. We’re friends.”
“No.”
Saven sighed a happy sigh, his nostrils flaring. “Ahh, you’ll come around. We can’t choose our parents, you know.”
She knew. She knew that because he kept saying it, like, every single damn day. “No, we can’t, yet you choose to hang around me practically every moment you get.” She groaned, making sure he could hear. Her eyes wandered over the freshly painted buildings and the immaculate lawn. “It’s going to be a long four years.”
Saven clapped her on the shoulder. “Sooner you accept that and move out of your mother’s shadow, the better.”
“Yeah, yeah. Blow it out your snout, fuzzball.”
He laughed, genuinely but a little too loudly, attracting a few stares.
Allison put her hand up to the side of her face, flushing in embarrassment. As if things weren’t bad enough already…
A man in a dress uniform bristling with medals walked out from the campus’s northern entrance, flanked by a pair of marines. Even from that distance, Allison recognised the withered, sunken face of her father, his grey hair neatly tucked into a military cap, and his stooped posture. The sinking feeling got about ten times worse.
God fucking damnit, Dad. Of course it was him, sent to greet her. Of course!
She simmered quietly as her old man—emphasis on old—slowly made his way up to her and the rest of the recruits. Why… why did her family, living or dead, have to follow her everywhere?
Still, Allison did not want to get in trouble on her first day. She bought her heels together.
“Recruits,” her father said in a soft voice tinged with more emotion than she had expected. “As most of you know, I am Captain James Grégoire. It is my most sincere pleasure to welcome all of you to the Melissa Liao Academy of Military Sciences.”
During the slightest of pauses, Allison gritted her teeth. C’mon, Dad, keep it together, you super-old piece of crap.
Fortunately, he continued. “Regardless of species, you all have the honour, and the privilege, of being the very first students to come through these halls. You will live here, you will train here, and when you have completed four years of study—if you show yourself to be worthy—you may have the chance to serve in the fleet of our united people, as part of Task Force Endurance. The work will be hard. The days, long. I do not promise that the task ahead will be anything other than difficult.” His eyes, ever so briefly, met hers then looked away. “But I have every confidence that you will overcome.”
“Sir, yes, sir,” Allison said, in chorus with the recruits.
Her dad seemed to pause, eyes roaming over all of them.
Please don’t look at me. Please don’t look at me. Please don’t look at me… Fortunately, he didn’t.
“Good,” Captain Grégoire said. “Take your belongings to Central Administration and be prepared to be billeted to rooms. Your very first training day begins tomorrow at oh eight hundred hours. Dismissed.”
With that, her dad turned and began the painfully slow, painfully annoying walk back to the campus.
“This is awesome,” Saven whispered to her, his voice full of so much energy, it was hard to believe that the translation box had successfully communicated it. “I can’t believe we’re finally here.”
“Yeah,” Allison said, picking up her duffel bag and throwing it over her shoulder, unable to keep just the littlest tinge of sarcasm out of her voice. “This is going to be great.”
 
The end.
 
The Lacuna series is over, but Allison Liao’s story begins anew with the novel Academy, the first of a new series which has yet to be named. Stay tuned for more!
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Thank you for reading! If you got this far, please consider leaving an honest review at the place where you purchased it. Reviews help me out a lot. :)
 
Want more information about new releases? 
 
Sign up for my “new releases” newsletter here:
http://eepurl.com/toBf9
 
Like my Facebook page here:
http://www.facebook.com/lacunaverse
 
Check out my webpage here:
www.lacunaverse.com
 
Or email me here:
dave@lacunaverse.com
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