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Humans thought that they could stand amongst the older races. They believed, in their hubris, that the perils of interstellar travel could be mastered within a single generation. That they would be spared the wrath of the Toralii.
 
Now humanity lies in ashes. The cradle of our civilization, Earth, is nothing more than a charred husk, a dead world in an empty solar system in an unremarkable corner of the galaxy.
 
The war is over.
 
We lost.
 
Captain Melissa Liao and the remaining band of Humans, numbering barely in the tens of thousands, hold the future of their entire species in their hands. They must settle a new world, encounter friends and enemies new and old, and plant the seeds of hope in the ashes of humanity.
 
Book four of the Lacuna series.



Books by David Adams
 
The Lacuna series (science fiction)
 
Lacuna
The Sands of Karathi
The Spectre of Oblivion
The Ashes of Humanity
The Prelude to Eternity
The Requiem of Steel (coming 2015)
 
The Kobolds series (fantasy)
 
Ren of Atikala
The Scars of Northaven
The Empire of Dust (coming 2015)
 
Stories in the Kobolds universe
 
The Pariahs
The Pariahs: Freelands (coming 2015)
Sacrifice
 
Stories in the Lacuna universe
 
Magnet
Magnet: Special Mission
Magnet: Marauder
Magnet: Scarecrow
Magnet Saves Christmas
Magnet: Ironheart (coming 2015)
Faith
Imperfect
 
Other Books
 
Insufficient
Insurrection
Injustice (coming 2015)
Who Will Save Supergirl?
Evelyn’s Locket





––––
 A writer does not write in isolation,
 for we are the sum of their experiences.


 It is from these experiences that inspiration comes.


 I thank my family, who allowed me to be who I am,
My friends, who love me in spite of me,
 
And as always, to my readers.
You made all this possible.
 
Special thanks to UFOP: Starbase 118 for teaching me how to write,
and Shane Michael Murray,
my tireless proofreader, motivator and partner in crime.
 ––––




Lacuna
空
白
The Ashes of Humanity
 
 
People who fight fire with fire usually end up with ashes.
 
- Abigail Van Buren







 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
PROLOGUE
 
Hearing the World End
*****
Kakadu National Park
Northern Territory
Australia
Earth
 
October 28th, 2038 AD
The last day
 
JUST
BECAUSE PENNY WILLIAMS
WAS blind didn’t mean she couldn’t appreciate the sunrise.
She had an implant until recently and it had meant she could see shapes. No colours yet, but it was being upgraded to enable that function. Double the resolution as well, but it left her sightless for a month. That suited her fine. She didn’t need to see on her honeymoon; this was a time about feelings, not sights, so she was content.
Not seeing this sunrise was a small sacrifice. Instead, she would experience it the way blind people always had.
She sat in the dark, waiting for the first fingers of dawn’s light to touch her. She had done this before and knew what was coming. The warmth would travel up her body, and she would welcome it into the world. She hadn't always been sightless; she knew what colours were and what the sun looked like. Her vivid imagination would paint this picture in her mind, reconstructed from all the sunrises she’d ever seen, changing it to reflect her current situation. She would listen as the baby, Commander Liao’s baby, gurgled and laughed, enjoying the sights she couldn’t see.
This time, though, a faint rumbling followed by the distant sound of a foghorn caused her to frown. They were out in the middle of nowhere, certainly a long way away from any rivers, and fog was a rarity in the scorching northern Australian heat. It was just the three of them. The baby fell silent, clutching to her fearfully.
Feet pounded on the ground nearby. She turned her head to the sound. “Mike?”
“Penny!” Mike’s ragged breathing, growing closer. “Penny, we have to go. We have to go now.”
Their fortnight alone had just begun, but Penny was enjoying it so far. This was a marked departure from their honeymoon so far. 
“What’s happening?” she said, standing and reaching for him with her free arm, holding the infant close with the other.
Strong arms wrapped around her middle, but they didn’t stay there. He led her, walking her along the grass at a pace she could barely handle. “Penny,” said Mike, “it’s the Toralii. They’re in orbit, and they’re firing on the surface.”
She almost stumbled at hearing that and gripped the baby so hard it whimpered. She felt the chill that the name inspired. Demons, the Toralii were. Alien angels of darkness who bombed their cities from orbit. Visitors from the void between the stars. They had already attacked Sydney, Tehran and Beijing, and most of the world lived in fear of their return. “They’re here? What are they shooting at?”
“Everything.”
Penny relied on Mike, a military pilot who went by the call sign “Magnet”, to have all the answers, but this time there was something different in his tone. Something she’d never heard before that frightened her. Terror.
“W—What?” She fought for words, stumbling again. “What do we do?”
The foghorn faded out, then returned, much closer. It was not a distant sound carried on the wind; it was a roar, a terrifying blast of noise coming in from somewhere uncomfortably close. A wave of pressure blew her off her feet. The baby screamed as they fell into the dirt.
Disorientated, dizzy, she searched with her fingers, following the sound of the baby's cries, but then she was being lifted off the ground. “Sorry,” said Mike, breathing in her ear. “Here’s the baby. Hold her, we have to move.” He pressed the wriggling, screaming form into her arms. She cradled it protectively with one arm as Mike ran, her other hand grabbing hold of her husband. She hated being carried, metaphorically or literally, but this was no time for pride.
The whine of a reactionless drive, growing in volume, reached her ears. Soon it overwhelmed the baby’s screaming. The sound was a Falcon, the unarmed shuttle variant of the Broadsword bombers. Mike had “borrowed” it for their honeymoon. Technically, it was supposed to be used to ferry officers from parties and other events on shore leave, but Mike’s marriage—thought long overdue by his squadron—had meant that nobody said a word when he took it.
Soon steel and metal replaced the crunch of Mike’s shoes over dirt and grass. The temperature rose as the warm air from the ship’s interior, heated by a day in the sun, drifted out of the loading ramp. Mike put her down. She found her footing unsteadily, clutching Liao’s baby close, reaching out for something to hold. She searched out, grasping until she brushed a bulkhead.
“I have to launch the ship,” said Mike, “we don’t have much time. Can you make it to the cockpit?”
“Yes, I can.” She pulled up a mental map in her head. First the cold steel of the ladder, then the smooth plastic of the hatchway. The tight, cramped passage to the cockpit. Make sure the door was open. One hand on the baby, one hand on the railing. Follow it around to the left, and she would be there.
“Okay.” His lips met hers, kissing her quickly, and then he was gone. That was when she knew the situation must truly be bad. Mike was always there for her in times of distress.
“Ready to go, sweetheart?” she cooed to the baby, but another shockwave washed over the ship. It rocked and swayed, and she tumbled into the bulkhead. The deck underneath her tilted, and she feared that it would tip over, but the floor levelled itself with a low groan.
She walked forward, sliding her hand along the bulkhead, over a fire extinguisher and a piping conduit and something else she couldn’t identify, then settled on the round steel of the ladder. She put her foot on the lowest rung, but then the ship began to lift.
The liftoff speed was enormous, the pressure increasing her weight threefold. The last time they had taken off was in calm weather, and there had been almost no discernible pressure at all. This time it felt as though her entire body had been transformed into iron.
Moving was impossible. All she could do was hold the child, whose underdeveloped lungs could no longer scream against the pull of enhanced gravity. Fearing she would drop her, Penny slid down and laid her out on the metal deck, the rumbling and shaking of the ship lifting off at emergency speed all around her. It persisted for almost a minute, and panic rose in her chest. The force soon abated, and the child’s cries returned in full force.
The cries reassured her. Told her the child was okay.
“There, there,” she said, trying to soothe it. “We just had to fly into space, that's all.” A faint tremor ran through the ship as it climbed. Penny scooped up the infant and stumbled her way towards the cockpit. It was difficult with the ship rocking back and forth like a sailing ship of old.
It took her longer than usual to arrive. Her fear, her uncertainty, stole her confidence, made every step an awkward shuffle. But soon she was gingerly stepping through the threshold between cramped passage and cockpit.
“Are we in orbit?” She reached for the back of the co-pilot's seat and found the headrest. She slid into her seat and strapped in. The baby relaxed into her arms.
“Yeah,” said Mike. His voice sounded odd. Distant. “We made it.”
“What do you see? What’s it look like?”
“I see at least one Toralii ship. Visually. The ship’s radar’s lit up with them. They’re not paying any attention to us, though. They’re firing down onto the planet. There’s dust kicked up everywhere. Huge bloody clouds of it, like a big brown blanket covering everything. The oceans are a strange red, reflecting off all the stuff thrown up in the atmosphere. There are lights. Little pockets of light scattered around. Remember when I told you about Earth by night?”
“Yes.”
“It looks like that, except every light a hundred times brighter.” His voice trailed off, becoming softer. “They’re fires. Fires the size of Sydney. I can see the columns of smoke rising up from them. The dust is getting thicker, blocking out the lights now. The flames move in lines. Must be a hundred kilometres long or more, like a wall moving over the continent. Indonesia's the same, and the other parts of Southeast Asia. Japan too, Korea, China... everywhere. That's all I can see right now, but I don't think the rest of the world is doing any better.”
A wall of fire visible from low orbit. Incredible. “Not many people are going to survive,” Penny said, “not if things are like that.” She grasped for his hand, taking it and holding it firmly. “What are we going to do?”
“Rendezvous with the Rubens, if she’s out there. Find out what the fuck just happened.”
She flinched slightly, turning her attention to the baby and saying nothing.
“Sorry,” said Mike, “I know you don’t like it when I swear.”
“It’s understandable, given what’s happened.” She touched the baby’s cheek, testing her temperature. Warm but calm. It was happy now, in space. The baby’s head was turned towards the stars, looking out. 
Probably enjoying the pretty lights.
“Will you pray with me?” Penny asked. Mike did not usually pray, was not religious, although he had been trying. Trying for her. 
One could not change what one believed. The effort, though, made her feel good.
“Yeah. Psalm 23?”
She couldn’t help but smile despite it all. Her favourite.
“Yes.”
Her hand squeezed his, as though to bring him closer. If he needed it to control the spaceship, then she would understand, but everything seemed so quiet and peaceful now. Danger seemed so far away.
“The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want.”
Mike joined in.
“He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside the still waters. 
He restoreth my soul: He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: For thou art with me; Thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; Thou anointest my head with oil; My cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the House of the Lord forever.”
She basked in the silence as the prayer ended. The baby squealed and gurgled happily.
“Sorry,” she said.
“Sorry for what?”
Penny stroked the infant’s head, holding it to her chest. “It didn’t work. I’m still afraid.”
“So am I.”
Her voice cracked. “What’s going to happen to us, Mike? Where will we go?”
“The Pillars of the Earth are out there, the Sydney, the Tehran, and the Beijing. The Washington and the Madrid are in orbit. They have jump drives, too. They might have escaped. And, of course, there’s the Rubens.”
“Not that it will matter if we lose Earth.”
“There are other planets, other worlds. Too many for the Toralii Alliance to track. We can go there. If even a fraction of humanity’s alive, we’ll grow out of the ashes. We’re strong like that.” His hand tightened around hers. “And no matter what, we have each other.”
The ship sailed toward the Lagrange point. Mike had explained the concept to her. Points of naturally occurring low gravity where the jump drive could do its work. It didn’t work anywhere else.
She expected the Toralii to attack her at any moment, but they didn't. She did not know why. Perhaps God was protecting them, or perhaps the aliens were simply too busy. A thousand possibilities.
“Not long now. Are you ready?”
The baby squealed, and Penny bounced it on her knee. “Yes. Do you know where we’re going?”
“If the Rubens escaped,” said Mike, “I know where she’ll be. If it’s not there, I know places we can go. If we need to, we can go to the Kel-Voran. One of their warlords owes me a favour.”
“Then what?”
“Then we make the bastards pay.”
She was unwilling to comment further out loud. Mike had not been the same since Gutterball was killed. Since they had taken the Rubens. He had lost something. Some part of his fighter-pilot edge that he couldn’t get back.
And he’d become more angry. Subtly, not overtly and never towards her, but she’d noticed it. Felt it. The anger. Simmering, bubbling beneath the surface, controlled but clearly present.
“You don’t sound convinced,” Penny said.
“If you could see what I see, you’d feel the same way. We’ve got to make them pay. Somehow.”
The ship’s jump drive powered up, and the ship trembled as it prepared to jump. She trusted Mike’s judgement.
Penny held Mike’s hand as the ship leapt across the stars, and she prayed again. Silently, just to herself, a private thought between her and God. The last request she would make in this solar system, floating high above the burning cradle of humanity.
Lord God, make the bastards pay. 
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CHAPTER I
 
Ringside Seats to the Apocalypse
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
Space, Earth Orbit
 
THE EARTH
WAS
BURNING.
COMMANDER Melissa Liao stared in mute horror at the scene unfolding before her. Her Operations crew stared with her, their gazes as one as colossal waves of flame that spread all over the tiny blue planet like creeping vines consumed their planet’s atmosphere.
Allison was on Earth. This single thought possessed her, shielding out all the world until a Human voice broke the spell.
“Captain,” said Lieutenant Hsin, their communications officer. “No signals from the Martian colony. Not even landing beacons. Thermals show a massive heat signature at the colony site.” He scrolled through a stream of information on his console, voice strained with the effort of speaking. “Incoming transmission from the Washington.”
Numb, Liao motioned for him to play it.
“This is Washington actual. Tell me I’m speaking to Commander Liao.”
Captain Edward Anderson. The soft-spoken, Southern commanding officer of the Washington. Liao clicked the talk key, though she barely knew what to say.
“This is Beijing actual.”
“Commander,” said Anderson, “we are in the shit.”
“You have an amazing talent for understatement.” She could not take her eyes off the scorched, heaving planet before her. “What’s your status, Captain?”
“We’re lifting through the atmosphere as we speak, above Guangzhou. We’re at evacuation capacity—the ship is full.”
They landed their 200,000-tonne vessel on Earth’s surface? She did not think it was even possible, much less to have picked up a ship full of people. Liao forced the words out. “How many did you save?”
“10,000, maybe more. We didn’t stop to count. We took anyone who was there and only left when we could carry no more. The Madrid wasn’t so lucky. They landed in Brazil but only managed to pick up 800 before the local atmospheric conditions got too severe.”
800. So few.
“What’s the status of the Madrid?”
“They’re heading to the L1 jump point now. Several other smaller vessels have escaped. Be advised, Cerberus Station has been destroyed with all hands.”
“I know.” Liao squeezed her headset. “Also, be advised that the Sydney has also been lost with all hands, save a single Broadsword crew.”
She could hear his pain through the line. “Acknowledged, Beijing.”
How odd that the loss of the crew of the Sydney, such a small thing compared to the devastation engulfing Earth as they spoke, was more important to him at this moment. Liao knew, though, exactly what he was feeling.
“Washington, how can we help? What do you want us to do?” Her ship was badly damaged, the underside cut to ribbons from the fight with Ben and his patchwork ship. “We’re combat ineffective over here.”
Anderson’s response was immediate and forceful. “Commander, I say this: do not engage under any circumstances. There’s too many. Instead, save whomever you can. Land wherever you can. The Toralii are ignoring our ships, for now, but we don’t know how long that will last. Save lives, then escape. Rendezvous with the Tehran in the Belthas system.”
Where in the world could she possibly land? She was spoiled for choice. What place on Earth would be the moral, ethical, practical best choice? A planet’s worth of Human beings was dying below them. Any number they could save would be horrifyingly insufficient.
“Acknowledged, Washington. Good hunting, and we’ll see you on the other side. Beijing out.”
She closed the communication and turned to her navigator, Lieutenant Dao. “Mr. Dao, where are we in relation to the surface?”
“By the time we close the distance to Earth at best speed, we’ll be over the Atlantic Ocean.” 
The Atlantic. Could they make Europe, or would they have to go west?
“Best place to make landfall that’s got people?”
“We could land in the southern United States with only minor course corrections. It’d be a hell of a landing though, especially with the battle damage.”
“We’re already in Hell, Mr. Dao.” The U.S. would have to do. It would have plenty of people. “Commence atmospheric re-entry protocol, and prepare to land the ship in Houston.”
Dao twisted in his seat and gave her a confused look. “Captain, there is no atmospheric re-entry protocol for a ship of this size.”
“Then make it up as you go along. Just control re-entry with the reactionless drives; the main source of heat will be friction from the air, so control our speed and we can minimise that. Try not to get us all killed.”
“Aye aye, Captain. Making it up as we go along… mark.”
The Beijing tilted and pointed down towards the surface of the planet. The Atlantic Ocean and the east coast of the United States filled the monitors of her forward facing cameras.
“Miss Rowe, report status on the jump drive.”
No answer. Summer’s eyes were fixed on monitors relaying information from their external cameras. Liao knew what she was looking at.
“Rowe, jump drive status.” 
Still no response. 
“Rowe!”
She looked at Liao with absent eyes. “Sorry. What?”
“The jump drive?”
Rowe tapped at the keyboard on her console. “Well, it’s fucked.”
“I need something a little more specific than that. Can we jump out of here, or should we get out and push?”
“The emergency jump to the Earth-Moon L1 Lagrange point has caused fractures along the surface of the drive enclosure. The emergency cooling system does that. I warned you that it does.”
“You did, but that’s in the past. I want to know what the ship can do for me in the future.”
“Well, I can probably squeeze one more jump out of her, two at most. Then we’re going to need six weeks in Lunar drydock.”
“There is no Lunar drydock anymore.” That settled it. With only one jump left, they couldn’t go to Belthas. The Alliance knew they were going there. “We need to go somewhere safe; somewhere the Toralii Alliance won’t look.” Earth loomed larger in her monitors. She needed to decide, but where?
The beautiful blue ocean filling her monitor reminded her of one place she had visited, where the Alliance would not look for them or anyone else. A place where they would be safe.
“Can you jump us to Velsharn?”
The planet stuck in her mind for its lush vegetation and pristine beaches. She had walked on them, seen the Telvan colony, met the Toralii who lived there and shook their hands.
A beautiful place destroyed by the Beijing’s missiles. Liao had been court-martialled over the incident and lost, a decision she largely agreed with. The deaths there had been her fault.
Dwelling on the past could not help them now. The planet was large and, despite being mostly water, was well within the Telvan borders. The Alliance would not dare to attack them there.
“Sure,” said Summer, “Velsharn. I can make that happen, but it’ll take time.”
“Time. We don’t have much of that.” The Beijing began to shudder and shake as it caught the upper edges of Earth’s roiling and darkened atmosphere. “We’re going to be the last ship off Earth, so if the Toralii decide to attack someone, it’ll be us. Make sure we’re ready to go as soon as we can be. Inform the Madrid, Washington and the Tehran.”
Rowe had always been overconfident, arrogant even, but the doubt on her face made her true feelings clear.
She was afraid.
“Make it happen,” Liao said, then let her get to work. “Tactical, dispatch every Broadsword and Falcon we have, spread them out. Get them to major population centres. They’ll be able to save fifty souls each, maybe sixty if they cram them in tight. Order the crew to fill them to standing room only. They won’t be in there long.”
“Aye aye,” said Lieutenant Jiang at tactical, “dispatching Broadswords. We’ll pick them up when we break atmo’.”
The radar screen lit up as the ship disgorged its heavy bombers, each heading to different parts of the United States. Too few to make a difference, except to the lucky handful of souls that would be saved.
“Captain,” said Dao, “we have to enter the atmosphere topside-down. There’s too much battle damage on the underside. Too many hull breaches.”
“Do it.”
The ship rolled onto its back as it plummeted through the atmosphere. Liao’s stomach turned as real gravity fought with the artificial. She had never been comfortable with that feeling of one’s stomach leaping up into their chest, but she kept herself under control. To throw up on the deck of the Operations room at this particular moment would be ill advised.
“How will people know to come to us?” Liao asked the room. “How will they know we’re here?”
Her XO, Commander Kamal Iraj, spoke from another console. “They’ll know. The Beijing has been in the media constantly since it was first designed. Everyone knows it. When they see the ship landing, they’ll come.”
The atmosphere frothed below them as the fires closed in on the central United States, and the ship drew closer and closer. The continent teemed with life, and Iraj was right; the people would pour out to meet them, and they could take as many as they had room for.
The Beijing was vast. It could hold enough people to begin again. No matter what happened, as long as the Pillars of the Earth were mostly full, there would be enough of humanity to recover. They would save a fraction of their species.
But none of them would be Allison.
 

Houston, Texas
 
Christian Grant drove like a maniac through the dust covering Houston’s Southern Freeway, watching through his windscreen as the huge spaceship, its topside glowing red, descended through the dust-shrouded atmosphere. He could barely see it through the smoke and ash that rained down all around the car, despite the best efforts of the windscreen wipers.
“Dad?” said Olivia, his ten-year-old daughter, “The dust is getting worse. How far to go?”
“I know, honey, I know. We’re close. The ship can’t be landing far away.”
The roads were remarkably absent of other vehicles, but the sudden dust storm and wave of heat had probably driven people into their homes instead. But he’d seen the ship. He knew it was landing. The only place big enough for something so massive was the old Reliant Stadium, where he’d played football until a shoulder injury forced him into coaching.
Christian swerved to avoid a person running across the road, a towel over their face to keep the dust out. He didn’t swerve for the dog.
Olivia shrieked. “Jesus, Dad!”
“It was just a cat,” he lied. Olivia hated cats and always wanted a puppy, but they couldn’t afford pets in this economy.
“It didn’t look like a cat! Is it okay?”
He changed lanes, driving on the wrong side of the road to avoid a broken-down vehicle. “Don’t think about it. We’re nearly there.”
“Why don’t we just go home?” Olivia’s voice was pleading now. “Dad, we can just go home.”
Christian knew better. The ship’s arrival meant that this was no ordinary dust storm.
“Wait,” said Olivia, “look over there!”
He couldn’t see which way she was pointing. “Where?”
“Left! Left!”
Christian twisted in his seat to see, risking taking his eyes off the road for an instant. A bright beam of light, white hot and so bright it revealed the horizon, shone through the smoke and dust. It held steady for a moment and then winked out.
“What’s that, Dad?”
He stared, unable to answer, his eyes locked on the spot where the bright light had appeared. Then the car slammed into the back of another vehicle.
Christian’s instincts told him to get out, exchange contact information with the occupants of the car he’d just rear-ended, then call his insurance company. But the bright flash of light was something else, something almost every Human knew. The Toralii worldshatter devices. They were here. The demons.
That was why the Beijing was in the atmosphere. Why this massive dust storm had sprung up out of nowhere. He put the car into reverse, spun the wheel and then went around. The car’s bumper bar dragged on the road and the electric engine made a pained groan as he accelerated. For a moment, he thought it would give out, but soon the car was back at speed.
“Collision detected,” came the unnaturally calm female voice from the car’s stereo system. “Please remain calm, emergency services have been alerted.”
He ignored it, as he did the other lights on the dashboard. Overheat warning. Autodrive inoperable. Seatbelt undone.
“Are those people okay?” asked Olivia, her voice filled with panic.
“They’re fine, honey. They’re fine. Keep an eye out for more cars.”
Christian drove off an exit ramp towards Reliant Stadium. He could hear sirens, and other cars, all converging on this one point. He was not alone in his thinking. The traffic picked up as he drew close; he parked the car near the entranceway, abandoning it without a second thought.
The dust picked up, as did the temperature. It was as though someone had opened an oven; a hot air rolling in from the west, dry and full of sand, blowing at the back of his head. He kept his sleeve over his mouth as he half carried, half-dragged Olivia towards the entrance to the huge stadium.
Right as he did the colossal ship, one he knew as the TFR Beijing, slammed down into the ground barely three hundred feet in front of him, still glowing hot from its passage through the atmosphere.
The wind and the heat were momentarily in his face. The blast blew him onto his back. Olivia shrieked, a sound almost drowned out by the falling debris and groan of settling metal.
“Olivia! Olivia!”
“I’m here, Dad!” She was still standing, offering him her tiny arms.
He took her hand but barely used it, instead pushing off with his other arm. He stared, wide eyed, at the wall of metal higher than the stadium walls.
The Beijing had come down parallel to the oval, the bow of the ship completely crushing the concourse lounge. The middle of the ship must have been in the central playing field; that must be why they had landed there, to have such an opening.
“Come on,” he said to Olivia. He knew this stadium well; the Coca-Cola entrance would lead them to the central area, if it wasn’t destroyed. He made for the fire stairs, but already all around him, cars pulled up and disgorged people. It was going to get crowded fast.
The fire stairs door was locked from the other side. He cursed loudly; this had cost him time. He tried forcing it open with his shoulder, then a few well-placed kicks to the handle, but it held fast. Nearby a crowd of people were swarming through the gates, the automated ticket system complaining endlessly, but nobody paid it any heed.
“Hold my hand; hold it really tight. We have to go through there.”
Olivia looked distinctly unhappy at that prospect, but she gripped his hand tightly. “I got you, Dad.”
Christian merged with the crowd, pulling Olivia along behind him, moving with the throng. Everyone was talking at once, calling the names of friends and family or trying to call them on cell phones that no longer worked. People cried out names, warnings, shouts of encouragement.
The lights of the Beijing lit up the stadium brighter than any game lights. The airlocks opened, and armed soldiers in spacesuits funnelled the crowd aboard, barely able to control the panic.
“Children first!” shouted one of the space-suited people, a female voice with an Asian accent, amplified by some unseen source. Nobody paid any attention to her, so she raised her rifle in the air and discharged several shots. The rounds, explosive and powerful, smashed into the shattered remains of the ceiling and exploded. “Children first!”
“Child over here!” shouted Christian, but he realised that Olivia was gone.
“Olivia!”
The screaming and shouting all around him drowned out all hope of response. He began pushing his way through the crowd away from the ship, fighting against the tide, shoving people out of the way. “Olivia! Olivia! Olivia!”
Suddenly the crowd was against him. He became more than someone trying to reach the ship as they were; he was an obstacle, something blocking their way. He shoved, and they shoved back; someone slammed their open hand into his face and his nose exploded into a flower of blood. He fell onto his back, and the crowd washed over him, trampling him under dozens of shoes and booted feet. A heavy boot crushed the fingers on his right hand, a wave of pain that ran up the length of the limb, each finger crushed and mangled.
Hands grabbed him and pulled him up. A couple of strong men, one with long hair and the other wearing gang colours, hoisted him off the ground.
“Come on, buddy!” shouted the longhaired man, “We gotta get to the ship! It’s heating up out here!”
“I can’t!” Christian shouted, spitting out a mouthful of blood. “I have to find my daughter!”
“There’s no time for that!”
More gunfire from the front drew his attention. The soldiers all had their weapons down and levelled, pointed at the advancing tide. “We’re approaching capacity!” shouted the female soldier again, and this time Christian was close enough to pick out the Chinese flag on her breast and the pips on her shoulders that signified she was an officer. “We can take fifty more, children only!”
More people poured through the doors to the airlock. She fired again, this time lower, the round striking the western stands. “Back!”
The two men half carried Christian forward. He was too battered, bruised to do anything but fight to keep on his feet, frantically looking in all directions for his daughter.
“Dad!”
A voice, faint and far away that only a father would have heard. One of the space-suited soldiers carried Olivia toward the airlock. She had her arms out to her father, pleading as loud as her small voice could carry.
“No, wait!” She struggled in the soldier’s arms. “Save my dad, too!”
“We need to seal this airlock! We’re over capacity!”
Christian was near the front now, carried aloft by two helpful strangers, when the soldiers turned their guns on the crowd.
Explosive rounds tore through the flesh all around him, bursting with deafening force as they made contact, blowing people into hunks of meat. Gore splattered his face, so thick he could barely see, and then the bang-whizz of a round passed close by, followed by the wet thud of an impact.
Dozens of little bees stung all over the left side of his body. The grey-haired man dropped him, shrieking in pain.
His father had been a veteran in the second Iraq war. He was discharged when, during one of their patrols, an A-10 Warthog had strafed their position in error. Years later on Thanksgiving, when his father had too much to drink and the turkey was for some reason not to his satisfaction, he had told him what shrapnel felt like. Like little bees attacking all at once, and then all your blood went everywhere. Your whole body felt like it was on fire, as though the venom of those bees was lava making its way through your veins and burning you from the inside, and you would lie screaming in the dirt until someone filled you so full of morphine you didn’t remember anything until you woke up in Rammstein military hospital.
Although his father’s story painted a vivid mental image, Christian always viewed the description with detached curiosity. Now it was his turn to scream in the dirt. Christian fell forward on his face, rounds flying over his head. The deafening roar of semi-automatic fire stole his hearing, leaving only a pronounced ringing in both ears. The guy with long hair lay beside him, half his torso missing.
The tide turned. People started running away from the ship, silently screaming to the sound of white noise in his ears.
He sat up. It was a strange thing to do while everyone was cowering, dead or dying, beside him, but he did.
The soldier pointed her gun at him but then raised it. She and the soldier beside her, carrying a silently screaming, kicking Olivia, stepped through the blood-splattered airlock and sealed it.
Christian tried to stand, but his balance was gone. He fell back into the bodies, hands and knees slick with rapidly pooling blood. The ground began to tremble as the ship gained energy, slowly lifting off before him, a mute whale floating towards rapidly darkening skies.
The air was so hot it was unbearable. The ringing in his ears began to fade, replaced by the howl of the wind, the screams of the dying, the shouts of the remaining people as they milled around, trying to formulate some plan. The Beijing climbed and climbed until the red dust cloud enveloped it. Christian watched that spot, eyes fixed upon it, as Olivia was lifted up and away.
Then a lance of alien fire speared down on Reliant Stadium, turning it and all the people within to ash.
 

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
“We are away, Captain. Minimal damage to the substructure from the landing.”
“How many did we save?” asked Liao, her voice tight. The ship groaned as it fought through the raging dust storm that was the air above the southern United States. She felt like a robot; the people they'd saved were nothing, just people. Numbers. Lumps of flesh plucked off a dying world.
“Impossible to know, Captain,” said Jiang. “Marine Lieutenant Cheung reports that they stopped counting at around 8,000, but there’s many more.”
Liao nodded tersely. “So evacuation capacity, or near enough. That’ll have to do.”
Jiang wouldn’t look at her. Liao could barely look at anyone. “Report on casualties from the surface?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Lieutenant Ling from the radar station, saying what they were all thinking. “If they’re not dead now, they soon will be.”
Liao closed her eyes. It was true; it didn’t matter. Anyone left on the surface now was as good as dead, so it didn’t matter that they had shot civilians. They needed to close the airlock doors, they needed to recover their marines safely, and they needed not to exceed the maximum jump tonnage of the ship. If the ship's mass exceeded 200,000 tonnes the jump drive, already stressed to its limits and damaged, would not be able to function.
Her conscience would have to wait.
“Captain!” Jiang’s voice shook Liao from her contemplation. “The Toralii are firing near us!”
“Evasive manoeuvres.” What else could she do? The ship lurched, and she grabbed her console to keep her feet steady.
“Already on it, Captain. Raising the bow to minimise damage.”
The monitors connected to external camera flooded white. A faint shudder ran through the ship from stem to stern.
“Near miss, Captain. They weren’t firing at us, though, simply completing their ground bombardment.”
“Then let’s get the fuck out of their way.”
Jiang tapped her console. “Captain, Broadswords are docking.”
“Good.” Liao nodded in approval. “Get them aboard as soon as you can.”
Hsin, their communications officer, spoke up. “Captain, the Broadsword Farsight reports that its reactionless drive is suffering a malfunction. They have to abort their docking and return to land on the surface.”
She felt as though her stomach should have tied in a knot. This should have been a big issue; she should have felt guilt. Anger. Helplessness.
She felt nothing. “We can’t go back for them,” Liao said. “Tell them that. Push their engines; on my authority, jettison ammunition and fuel stores. Hell, throw the seats overboard. Just get them onboard the Beijing.”
“Impossible, Captain. They can’t break atmosphere.”
“We can’t go back for them,” Liao repeated.
“They know, Captain. They plan on ditching in the ocean. Major Berkoff wishes us Godspeed.”
Liao turned back to her console, gripping it with the tips of her fingers. “God’s taken the day off, Lieutenant. Send the following: Communication received. Good hunting.” She released the console and drummed her fingers on the plastic. “Mr. Hsin, patch me through to the Archangel.”
Their search and rescue Broadsword, infamous for taking on suicidal odds and returning alive. She slipped on her short-range communication headset.
“This is Lieutenant First Class Medola. Ah, I love hearing your voice, Captain. You always give us the best jobs.”
Liao touched the talk key. “Not a hint of sarcasm. Amazing. You realise I’m going to kill you all one day, right?”
“Captain, the world’s ending before our eyes. That means no more coffee. Life’s already lost all meaning for me.”
“Right, well, you're not wrong; I've got a job for you. The Broadsword Farsight went down in the Atlantic Ocean, full of survivors and a crew we’re going to need in the coming days. I need options for retrieving a Broadsword crew with reduced reactionless drive capability and survivors, in fifteen minutes or less, that doesn’t involve returning the Beijing to the surface. Go.”
“Standby while we unload our own survivors and I think about it. A’right, everyone out! Sergeant, get these people out of here!”
Liao kept the line open. The brown dust on the ship’s external camera monitors gave way to the faintest layer of blue skies, then open space.
“Captain, it’s Medola. Spoke to the Farsight commander. Got a plan for you.”
“Go.”
“The Farsight is dumping their fuel and ammo before they ditch. We’re having the flight crew unload what they can from the Archangel, and the same on the Switchblade. We don’t have the time to transfer the crew, so we’re going to have to get a bit crazy. The plan is this. Industrial strength cables, the stuff they use to restrain Broadswords on the flight deck. We’re going to fly down, strap the Farsight to both the Archangel and the Switchblade, then haul arse to the jump point. Request authorisation to make magic, Captain.”
It sounded impossible, but if anyone knew the structural limits of a Broadsword and what could be accomplished with a bit of luck and a lot of guts, it was the Archangel crew.
“Haul arse on my authority, Lieutenant Medola. Beijing actual out.” 
Liao closed the channel then reopened it almost immediately. “Actually, Lieutenant, after your thrilling heroics with the Switchblade last time, why haven’t you made Captain?”
“Slept with Major Aharoni, sir. It’d be a conflict of interest if he promoted me after that. Mmm—can’t say he was worth it.”
Rowe, whom Liao knew to be dating Alex “Jazz” Aharoni at one point, shot the radio a filthy look and muttered something Liao was glad she couldn’t hear.
“Well, fortunately you’re not sleeping with me, Captain Medola. Bring my people back, and I’ll make it official. Beijing out, for real this time.”
She took off her headset. It was time to give Summer something to think about other than her ex. “Rowe, status report on the jump drive.”
“Well, it’s not quite as bad as we thought, Captain. There are fractures all around the surface, but I had engineering crews spot-weld what they could find. It’s rough work, performed under less than ideal conditions with significant time pressure and improper tools, but it should get us through another handful of jumps as long as we don’t have to emergency jump again. The whole outer shell will need to be replaced, though.”
She mulled over this prospect as the ship sailed towards the jump point. The damage to her ship was distant to her and far less significant than she knew, on an intellectual level, it should have been. “How long will that take, assuming we don’t have access to the proper manufacturing process or anything?”
“Outside of Lunar space dock? Nine months. Best case scenario. Probably more.”
Not a great scenario, either. “We’ll try to avoid emergency jumps then.” She turned to Dao. “How long till the jump point, Lieutenant?”
“Fifteen minutes, Captain.”
Fifteen minutes would pass in the blink of an eye. Liao studied the monitors before her. “And the Toralii are still ignoring us?”
“For the most part, Captain. In fact, they appear to be pulling away from Earth.”
“Guess they got their fill of murdering civilians for today. Estimate on the casualties on the surface?”
Nobody spoke up. Nobody had any kind of estimates, and their guesses were as good as hers were. “That bad, huh?”
“Pretty much,” said Rowe.
“Captain,” said Jiang, “report from the Archangel. They’re attaching the retrieval cable to the Farsight now.”
“Good. Keep me posted as to their progress.”
Iraj tapped his console. “Captain, the Madrid is holding at the jump point until we’re ready to jump with them. We’re beginning to decelerate to pull alongside them.”
“Acknowledged, Commander. Status on the Washington?”
“Long gone, Captain. They jumped while we were on the surface.”
“Anderson’s a smart man.”
“Captain,” said Hsin, his tone conveying distress, “receiving a long-range signal from the Archangel. They report that they attempted to lift the Farsight out of the ocean but the cable snapped. It might have been damaged during atmospheric re-entry. They request permission to return for another two so they can tie them together.”
A glance at the navigation monitor on her command console gave her the answer she knew was true. “Denied. Have the Switchblade and Archangel evacuate as many survivors as they can between them and flood the Farsight. Send it to the bottom of the ocean so the Toralii can’t recover it.”
Not that they would care about Human technology, but protocol was protocol, and it felt good to have some clear direction to follow.
Hsin relayed the message. Liao could hear him arguing with Medola in the background. She gritted her teeth.
“Mr. Hsin? Instruct the Archangel that this order comes directly from me. I expect it to be obeyed immediately.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
They had lost too many lives today. As grave as the loss of a Broadsword was, Human beings were more important. The survivors aboard the bomber were more important than the metal. They could always make more ships.
Or could they? Space or fire filled every one of the monitors around her. Every industry on the planet had been annihilated. Could they really make more ships?
She wouldn’t allow herself to go down that line of thought. People had to come first.
“The Toralii are coming about,” said Ling, jabbing a finger at his monitor for emphasis. “Captain, the strike fleet is turning back to Earth.”
Liao frowned. “Why?”
“It’s hard to tell at this stage, but they appear to be making for the Farsight splashdown point. They’re launching strike fighters.”
She had no idea why the Toralii would let so many Humans escape but then take particular interest in a single ship. The aliens’ motivations were opaque to her. It might be a slight upon their honour to allow an armed vessel to travel through space they considered “theirs”, or perhaps they were simply concerned about counterattacks, or any number of what-ifs that circled her brain, all largely unimportant. The reasons didn’t matter.
“How long until the worldshatter devices are within firing range of the Farsight?”
“Five minutes,” said Jiang. “Less. They didn’t move far.”
“Captain,” said Dao, “we have arrived at the Earth-Moon L1 point. We are in formation with the Madrid. They’re waiting for us to jump.”
They should be long gone from this place like the Washington, but the Switchblade and Archangel were still out there. She reached for her long-range communications headset.
“Beijing actual to Broadsword Archangel, Broadsword Switchblade. Report status.”
Medola’s voice, barely audible over the howl of wind and the crashing of the roiling ocean, filled her headset. The whole craft must be open. “Captain! We’ve evacuated some of the Farsight, but they’ve got a lot of wounded. Some are pinned in the lower decks.”
“How long?”
“Fifteen minutes, Captain. Maybe twenty.”
Command was about making hard decisions. The thought didn’t make things easier, but it made things simpler.
“Archangel, the Toralii have made you. They’re coming to your location. End the operation and withdraw with the Switchblade. Get out of the atmosphere and head out to the L4 point; rendezvous with us at Velsharn when you’re free.”
“Negative, Captain, we need more time. We’ve picked up less than half the survivors.”
“And that’s all you’re going to get. I’m giving you a direct order to head to the L4 Lagrange point and jump, effective immediately.”
No response.
It was a serious breach of protocol, ignoring a direct order. There would be hell to pay for this, but for now, the Broadswords had to save themselves. Liao tried again, her tone softened slightly. “If you stay, you’ll die, and so will all the people you’ve saved so far. We’re going to need them in the coming weeks, Lieutenant.”
Nothing still, and then Medola’s voice returned, minus the howling wind. “Copy that, Captain. Archangel disengaging.”
“Very good. Beijing out.”
Liao took off the headset and then reached into her breast pocket for the key to the jump drive. “This better work.”
Rowe shrugged helplessly. “Velsharn locked in, Captain. If I screw up, well, at least we’ll all die quicker than the poor bastards down there did.”
“Wait,” said Hsin at Communications. “Captain, we’re receiving a communication from the Toralii Alliance vessel Seth’arak.”
Avaran. Liao could barely stand to talk to him, let alone be civil. She reluctantly placed the long ranged headset over her head. 
“This is Beijing actual.”
The voice filled her ears, so full of pride and smug accomplishment she wanted to retch. [“How pleasant it is to see you again, Commander Liao.”]
“You’re a gutless bastard, Avaran. You murdered billions of people today. Innocent men and women. Children.” Her tone turned acidic and emotion, anger, surged in her for the first time. “Saara tells me that Toralii believe children to be the greatest treasure anyone can have. My daughter was on that planet.” The force of remaining calm almost broke her. “She was a year old. One. An infant. How can you do this? How can you murder innocent people? Children?”
[“Not our children,”] said Avaran. [“The children of an impetuous, reckless race who misuse universe-destroying power, who gallivant around the galaxy heedless of the risks they take for all of us. I did not murder Human children, Captain Liao, Slayer of Varsian the Immortal, I saved them. The children of the Toralii. The Telvan. The Kel-Voran and the Iilan and all the other living races. Your anger is misplaced; you and your avarice killed your children. I saved the ones who were left.”]
“We will never forgive you.” It was a simple statement of undeniable fact, spoken for all of them. “We will never forgive you for this, Warbringer Avaran, and as long as I live, you’re going to pay for what you did today.”
[“No,”] he said, [“I will not. Run where you will, Commander Liao. Our ships will find the rest of you, and we will destroy your species.”]
She could stand to hear no more and cut the connection. She tore the headset off her head and flung it across the room.
Silence reigned for a time and then—somehow—Liao collected herself. The anger faded and the emotionless robot returned.
“Mr. Iraj.”
“Yes, Captain?”
“Jump the ship.”
Iraj moved to the jump console, and she followed suit, the pair of them sliding their keys in. Liao raised her head to the monitor that showed Earth—a dark, roiling ball that seemed so unrecognisable to her now, consumed by fire and smoke—and took a last look at her homeworld as she turned the key.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER II
 
Better Days
*****
L1 Lagrange point
Planet Velsharn
Velsharn system
 
LIAO
GENUINELY
THOUGHT
THE
SHIP was going to break up this time. His metal hull strained and twisted, protesting the treatment with a loud, profound groan that echoed through every bulkhead, every deck-plate of the entire ship.
Eventually it settled, taking far too long to do so for Liao’s liking. In the commander’s console, the floating blue ball of Velsharn floated in space, as beautiful and serene as the last time she saw it, a stark contrast to the Earth they had just left.
The ship began to move, clearing the jump point for the Broadswords behind them.
“Report,” she said, reaching up to wipe sweat from her forehead.
“Jump successful,” said Rowe, “more or less. But Captain, I’m serious—really, really serious—we shouldn’t try jumping again so soon. I mean, not now, not for a long time. The jump drive’s fracturing deeper into its core. If we push it, it’ll break for good, and we simply will not have the capacity to fix it.”
Rowe was prone to hyperbole and exaggeration, but this time Liao could tell she was serious. “Noted,” she said, staring at the planet. “We’re not going anywhere. Dao, clear the jump point. Move us to within ten minutes of entry, though, in case we need to move and move fast.”
“Aye aye, ma’am.”
“Mr. Ling,” said Iraj, “keep a watch for any further contacts, especially the Archangel.”
“Aye, sir. So far scope is clean, no hostile vessels.”
“Did the Washington and the Madrid make it?”
“Yes, Captain. They’re holding just outside the jump point.”
That was a relief, but they had other issues to deal with, too. James jumped into her mind. His ship would be at the Telvan world, Belthas IV. “Launch a Broadsword,” said Liao to Jiang, “and deliver a message to the Belthas system.”
“Yes, Captain.” Jiang’s round face was pulled tight, her teeth clenched with a mixture of fear and anger. In many ways, her face mimicked that of the dragon tattoo on her arm. Liao had seen it after Jiang was injured. “What message?”
Liao did not know precisely how to put into words what had happened. She would be dispatching a whole crew with as much time to put in as much information as she could, but she couldn’t begin to decide what to tell them.
So, as all good captains did, she delegated. “Tell the allied ships there what’s happened to Earth. Relay that Velsharn is our rendezvous point, and tell them to make their way here when their business is complete. Give them as much information as you can, and request aid from the Telvan. It looks like they’ll be paying back their debt a bit sooner than they anticipated.”
“Very good, Captain. Should I add anything else?”
“Tell them not to hurry. There’s nothing we can do for Earth, and if the Toralii Alliance find us and decide that they’re not done killing today, we don’t want to have everyone here when they show up.”
Jiang acknowledged her order and went to work. The internal communications link lit up.
“Captain,” came Lieutenant Cheung’s voice, an edge of urgency to her tone. In the background, the murmur of voices filtered in like static. Angry voices. “We have a ship full of people who are hot, panicked, and thirsty. There are insufficient toilet facilities and no water. What are the provisions for catering for them?”
“Tell them to stand by,” she said. “We’re looking at options to resettle them now.”
“That’s ill advised, Captain. These people can’t see what you see. If we don’t give them some kind of concrete answers about their future and soon, we’re going to have a riot on our hands. That is not something we want to deal with.”
She appreciated the urgency of the situation, but acting unilaterally was ill advised. The Washington would be in a similar situation. They, too, would want to unload their passengers.
But she had to do something.
“Cheung, let me talk to them. Hsin, patch me into the other ships, the Broadswords too. Put it out on every frequency.”
She gave Cheung and Hsin time then spoke. The words felt as though they were coming from someone else's lips.
“Survivors of Earth, this is Captain Melissa Liao. We have escaped, and I ask for your calm, understanding, and cooperation in the days to come. Please be assured that the crew of the Pillars and I will do all we can for you, but I also ask that you follow any orders from the crew. Survival must come first. We are currently orbiting a planet that may suit as a home, albeit temporary. It’s warm, temperate for the most part, and capable of sustaining Human life. Lots of oceans. We are, however, liaising with the other ships who have escaped—and I stress to you that other ships have escaped—and that we’re going to begin resettlement as soon as possible. We’re looking to start the disembarkation process shortly. I will update you on the situation when I can. Captain Liao out.”
“Very good, Captain,” said Cheung. “I’ll pass a recording around to the other sections.” She cut the link.
So much was going on in Operations that Liao tried to screen out the least important conversations and focus on critical matters. Her ears found a conversation between Iraj and Jiang. “Sir,” Jiang said, “no go on the Broadsword launch. The hangar bay crew reports that the hangar is full of people. They can’t decompress it.”
“That’s going to be a problem,” said Iraj. “Tell them to move as many people as they can to the upper decks—it’ll get crowded, but we need to deploy those Broadswords, and we might need to do it in a hurry. I know the hangar bay’s a big place, and we need that space for people, but our strike group are a big asset for us right now.”
“Agreed,” said Liao. “But get some crew, anyone, to distribute some water and supplies to those people. Make sure they don’t panic or get dehydrated and do something stupid.”
Iraj nodded. “I’ll see to it,” he promised, and Liao let him work.
“Mr. Hsin,” she said, pulling on her long-range headset. “Put me through to the Washington.”
Within moments, Anderson’s southern accent filled her ears. “Beijing actual, this is Washington actual. Good to hear from you.”
“It’s good to hear from you, too,” she said. “We didn’t think we were going to make it for a bit.”
“We have a ship-load of civilians who aren’t dealing with the change in circumstances too well. I assume the Madrid is in a similar situation. Break.” Anderson spoke to someone on the other end of the line. He left the mic open, possibly out of respect to Liao, although the conversation was too low and too accented for her to make out. “Apologies, Captain Liao, there’s been a development.”
“Good news or bad?”
“Unclear. I ordered a headcount of the survivors on board. We’ve taken on a little more than we anticipated. We’re going to need to start offloading these people if we want to get combat effective.”
“We’ve got similar problems,” said Liao, “but frankly, the more Human beings we can save at this point, the better.”
“Suggestions?”
“Let’s start shuttling people down to the surface. We have six Broadswords in our inventory, although some are damaged, and one is earmarked for relaying our situation to the Belthas system.”
“Glad you’re taking care of that,” Anderson said. “Our hangar bay is full of people.”
“As is ours, but we’re in the process of fixing it.”
“Hopefully not by venting them into space.”
Normally she would find such a joke funny, but not today. “No.”
“Very good, then. We’ll work on freeing our hangar bay too. When our birds can launch, we can start loading people from various airlocks on the sides of the ship.”
“Good plan,” she said. “We’ll do the same. Make sure the civilians get plenty of water. They’re crammed in there pretty good, and the ship’s going to get awfully hot.”
“Agreed, I was going to say the same thing.”
“Then let’s get to it. Pick out an island, and we'll meet you there. Liao out.”
She took off her headset and looked at the damage control screen on her console. Red circles—hull breaches—pockmarked so many areas of her ship. Others were yellow, areas where the weakened hull had begun to ablate away. Spiderwebs of yellow ran throughout the superstructure, revealing for the first time just how badly damaged the ship was. They might not be able to charge the hull with so much damage.
Her ship was dying.
A light flashed on her internal thermal readout. The hangar bay doors were opening; Jiang had managed, somehow, to clear the hangar bay. The ship launched one of their Broadswords. Liao watched it go, unable to shake the feeling of guilt that settled into her stomach for the first time. That ship was going to tell James what had happened to Earth, happened to all of them, and relay the most dire information any Human being had ever been told.
And it was her fault.
“You okay?” asked Iraj, his voice low so only she could hear.
She couldn't tell the truth, so a gentle lie would suffice for now. “I don’t know yet.” She straightened her back. “Get me a headcount of the survivors, and then let’s start shuttling these people down to the surface.”
“I was thinking about that,” said Iraj. “Did you want to land the Beijing on the surface?”
Land the entire ship again? They’d done that on Earth, but with the amount of damage he’d received, Liao was reluctant. “Seems risky, twice in one day. What if we can’t take off again?”
“That’s a problem for the future,” said Iraj. “We need to get these people some fresh air, some space, or we’re going to start losing them. It’s a risk, yes, but if the Toralii Alliance comes around, our chances of hiding are much better on the surface than in space.”
That was a point. A planet was a big place, even one mostly covered in water like Velsharn.
“Also,” Iraj continued, “it would also allow us to set up a base of operations and have shelter and a rallying point for all these civilians. The ship has energy, supplies, environmental controls; it's a much better solution than just dumping them out in the open with a handful of tents and good wishes.”
She nodded along as he spoke. “I think I like this plan.”
 

Isle 301, southern Velsharn
 
The Beijing touched down on one of the southern islands, the 301st surveyed by the Madrid, nestled in a valley between two sets of mountain ranges. It was a wooded area, with tall yellowish trees too bushy and distinctly alien to her, but it was safe and secure. On the other side of the mountains, the land became more tropical and then it gave way to a beach.
The civilians spilled out like a broken can of beans. Liao, watching them through the ship’s external cameras, couldn't believe the crew had crammed in as many as they had. The civilians stumbled, covered in sweat, into the cool salty air, their relief palpable. Their stay aboard her ship had not been pleasant. 
A work detail was organised, comprised of marines and civilian volunteers, to clear landing areas for the Broadswords. Cheung broke the group up into task groups and set them to work. Jiang and Dao coordinated with the vessels in orbit, and soon Broadswords from the other Pillars started falling through the atmosphere, a dozen shooting stars that flamed out and turned into ships, dropping more people off into the area near the Beijing.
Liao left Iraj in charge of the ship and went to survey their new home, two marines falling into step with her. She left through the hangar, which Rowe had opened to permit exit to all the civilians, and walked down the metal deck. The place was just as she had left it.
The woods were full of birds, the sound a chorus despite the confusion of the ship landing in the area. The sky above was a strange blue-purple colour, and overhead one of Velsharn’s moons drifted between patches of cloud. It was evening, and the air was cool and sweet.
It almost could have been Earth, almost. Yet she felt no joy at seeing it.
As she stood there, taking in the view of the sky and the second wave of Broadswords streaking across it, a man approached her. One of the civilians. He was middle aged, heavyset, with huge hands and stringy brown hair. Her marines stopped him, but she gestured for them to move away.
“You’re Commander Liao, right? I recognise you from the news.”
“Yes. That’s me.”
He extended his hand. “I’m Alistair Shepherd. I’m a retired police officer. I just wanted to thank you for pulling us off-world back there.”
Liao took it, giving a firm shake. “A pleasure, Alistair.”
“Where are we?”
“This is Velsharn. A planet within Telvan space. I’ve been here before.”
He looked around, then up. “I thought as much. We knew the Pillars crew had been to other worlds, but… the specifics weren’t clear. The news didn't really tell us much.” He pointed upward. “The sky’s weird.”
“Get used to it,” she said with a smile. “There’s a good chance we’ll be here for some time.”
Shepherd glanced at her. “We’re not going home?”
Of course. They couldn’t know, being inside a ship the whole time. They might have suspected, perhaps, but it all happened so fast…
“No. There’s not much left of Earth, I’m afraid. Just a burned out husk, from what we saw from orbit. The storms you experienced weren’t localised. In fact, Houston was one of the last areas to be truly affected by the worst of it. By now, though, it’s the same as the rest of the planet; scalded and uninhabitable.”
His shoulders sank, and Liao knew she should feel pity for him. Instead, all she could manage was a strange sense of detachment.
“Thank you for telling me,” he said, and then wandered off. He seemed to be in a daze, shocked by how quickly he’d been taken here. Liao let him go without comment.
Crowds of people milled around, but no others approached her. Their eyes were elsewhere; on the ground, on the sky, on the strange flora and the mountains on all sides of the valley.
It was good to get away, to have a moment to herself. It was the first time she had done so since the battle at Belthas IV. How many hours ago had that been? Had they had a shift change yet? The details of it all seemed fuzzy.
Liao shrugged off her jacket, folding it under her arm, and then slipped into the crowd. She wasn't trying to hide, but she didn't want to be found. A subtle difference in her mind. The further away she got from Operations, the further away she was from the things she had seen there and the less real they felt.
The people around her were dirty, confused, listless. Liao weaved through them easily, walking nowhere, until the crowd began to thin out. At the edge of the sea of people, something caught her attention.
A damaged, detached gun turret from a Broadsword, turned upside down in the dirt, converted into a latrine. Four fire blankets were hung up on metal struts to give a modicum of privacy. A short queue of people waited to use it; further down was another, and another. Drag marks in the dirt lead from the hangar bay.
The smell was strong, but the wind was taking it away from the ship and the people. Cheung had done good work.
The first seemed half-full. It couldn't be emptied. It was too large to move far without a team, but a metal pole, a set of thick leather gloves, a box of matches and yellow jerrycan stood nearby. She had seen similar things in basic.
Yellow cans were for diesel fuel. Disposal of improvised latrines was best accomplished by burning, a horrible but necessary job usually employed as a punishment. But this one had not been burnt, and the reason was clear: no marines were nearby, and the civilians wouldn't know what to do.
So it was up to her. Liao folded her jacket and hung it over the cloth, pulled on the gloves, then—with a pained grunt and a strain of her arms—pulled the broken turret out from under the cloth. She flipped the cam lever release, lifted the can, and poured fluid in.
The smell of the latrine and the diesel hit her at the same time. It smelt like Satan cooking breakfast; a sulphurous, thick, synthetic smell mixed with the stench of fecal matter. It made her gag.
She kept at it, though. This was something practical she could do.
Liao poured in six or seven gallons then stopped. Her arms ached from the effort, and she moved away to give herself some fresh air.
She had a moment to rest, but it wasn’t to last. Cheung, still wearing her suit and helmet, strode up to her. Liao recognised her from her rank markings.
“Captain,” she said, “a word?”
“Certainly. Go ahead.”
Cheung popped her helmet off with a hiss, shaking out her short hair. “Second wave of Broadswords should be done entering atmo’ in three or four minutes. You can hear the sonic booms if you try.”
“Good,” said Liao. “I’m sure that comes as a huge relief to those still aboard the Pillars. They’re cramped enough as it is.”
“Well, that’s true enough, but I wanted to talk to you about what to do when they get here.” Cheung narrowed her eyes curiously. “What are you doing out here, Captain?”
“Burning a turret full of shit.”
“That was what I'm here to do. Are you sure you don't want me to handle that?”
“I started it,” said Liao, “might as well finish it.”
“Not going to fight you on that one.” Cheung turned to the Beijing, its superstructure rising above the woods. “But yes. We didn’t exactly hand-pick these people. We don’t know what skills they have, and even if we did, we have no system of law and order. No organisation. We're not a bunch of young, fit colonists with skills and dreams of a new life in a strange land—we're just tens of thousands of people, plucked literally off the street and taken to an alien world. And every ship landed in a different part of the world. We’re going to have problems in the future if we don’t sort out some ground rules right now, like what legal system we have or whose political system we’re going to adopt. It’s not enough to just toss them off the ship and expect everyone to get along. I expect our citizens will be happy with military government, obviously, but the Americans will want elected civilian leadership. That’s something we can’t give them right now.”
“To be honest,” Liao said, “I’m more concerned with how we’re going to feed them all. Where they’re going to defecate. Shelter. Qadan mentioned that storms can sometimes hit these islands, fast and powerful.”
The memory of her Toralii friend, roasted to a crisp by the Beijing’s missiles, stirred emotion in her, but she forced it away. She had no time to worry about the mistakes of the past when the mistakes of her present were so clearly staring her in the face.
So many doubts, all swept under the rug in the face of the destruction of Earth. She didn’t have time to worry about that now. People needed her.
The memories were too much. She beckoned Cheung to follow her back to the latrine. She did so but wisely clipped on her helmet. Liao was envious.
“Food is going to be a problem,” said Cheung, her voice thin and muffled, “but the Beijing’s stores will last for now. I’d be more concerned about fresh water. It’s going to take a lot of work to get things habitable here. We don’t have much.”
Liao struck a match, flicking it into the latrine. The diesel ignited, flames licking at the edge of the turret, and the smell intensified. “Things are going to be difficult. Some of these civilians have never done a day’s hard labour in their lives, but for the moment, that’s what we need. I think our short-term priorities should be water, shelter, tools, food. In that order.” Liao reached for the metal pole and began stirring, keeping her head away from the smell. She could barely talk. “Thoughts?”
Cheung had her answer ready immediately. “The nearby river is our best bet for water. We chose this site for a reason, after all. Do our washing, urination and defecation downstream, drink from upstream. Limit water use to drinking, cooking and bathing, along with washing clothes. Hygiene is a problem. These latrines are only a temporary measure. If we have a disease outbreak here, it’s going to be catastrophic. We can’t afford to lose anyone, especially to something we can prevent.”
“Agreed. Sounds like you have more to say, though.”
“We have at least thirty-two bodies that require immediate burial, not including any we might discover in the ship’s hull. Not everyone was physically capable of being trapped in the ship for hours, and plenty of civilians were injured in the evacuation. Some may not make it. Speaking of corpses, you know as well as I do that even the nights here are humid and hot, Captain. If those bodies remain above ground, they are going to be a huge vector for disease very soon. Fortunately, our morgue is empty, but... well, that’s a small mercy. A standard grave is, say, two metres deep, two point five long and one and a half wide. In this soil, I reckon—ballpark figures—two strong, able-bodied people digging is going to take a good five hours. If we up that to four, we could probably get it done in three which, given the climate here, we’re going to have to do.”
“Okay,” said Liao, stirring in the other direction as the flames consumed the fuel and a dark black cloud wafted out over the tree line. “Go on.”
“We’re going to need all the bodies buried within twenty-four hours, and digging a grave is hard work. I estimate that each team will only be able to dig two before requiring rest. That’s six hours straight... no breaks. It’s no picnic. So we’re going to need sixteen teams of four people, which means I need sixty-four strong, committed people on grave detail for today.”
The wind changed, and Liao stepped to a different side to avoid the cloud. Even so, her arms were stained black by the smoke. “I hate to sound morbid, but can’t we burn the bodies?”
“Cremation is an alternative, but only mass-cremation. It’s too much work otherwise. In any event, to fully burn a humanoid body takes one tonne of wood or similar material, which we just don’t have on hand. We could harvest from the local woodlands, of course, but that’s more labour, and it’s delaying the cremation significantly. Further, the civilians might object. Keeping the remains separated will be an issue, which obviously is a measure of last resort. And I mean… that smells, Captain. Pretty awful.”
“Worse than this?”
“Different, but probably the same.”
“Great.” Problem after problem. “Any other options?”
“Fortunately, yes. I was thinking we use the Broadsword to shuttle any and all corpses into the ocean and give them a burial at sea.”
“Works for me. We can put up gravestone markers at a later date.” Liao withdrew the pole, letting the fire burn, and stepped away. Cheung remained. “There’s more, isn’t there?”
“Yes. I’m afraid it gets worse, Captain.”
“How do you know all this stuff?”
Cheung smiled. “I almost enlisted in logistics, but I found weapons more fun.”
“Useful.” Liao tried wiping some of the stains off her arms, to no avail. “Please, continue.”
“Right. The bodies aren’t our only sanitation problems. As my mother told me as a kid… everybody poops. We’re going to need more latrines, and we don't have any more broken turrets. We should dig trenches downhill from the landing site and away from our water supplies. A standard latrine is one and a half metres deep and half a metre wide, assuming we can build up the sides with rocks, logs, and evacuated soil. We can lash some logs together, cut a hole in the middle for a cover, and use some of the detached bulkheads to make walls for odour control, disease minimisation and—heaven forbid—some privacy. Don’t count on much of that, however.
“The whole process is crude but effective. Each one will have a lifespan of about a month before having to get filled in, unless we use some of the thermite stockpile to—ahem—eliminate the waste. Vapours will be a problem, but if we do them all together we can just declare it a no-go for a couple of hours. Terrible job, though.”
Liao held up her blackened arms. “Yeah. I know.”
“I hope you won't be doing all of them, Captain.” Cheung's expression was unreadable under her helmet, but her tone softened. “You don't have to do this to yourself.”
“I chose to do it.” Liao grew uncomfortable with the topic. “So, how many latrines will we need?”
“We’ll need one per fifteen females and one per twenty males, so make it a hundred to be safe. Fortunately, the ones on the ship are continuing to function, and the turrets are good for as long as we have a disposal method, but these pit lavatories will have to be done sooner rather than later. I’m sure everyone’s running on adrenaline right now, but the civilians and crew are going to want to poop pretty soon. Although we can all control that urge for a bit to give us some breathing room, the ship’s facilities just won’t cope with the numbers we have.
“Let’s just say within twelve hours, we’re going to need at least half that number. Building a latrine as I described, which is basically the most basic thing I could come up with, is probably going to take a team of four about five hours. That’s two people digging, two people scavenging and preparing the materials. That means in order to get the twenty-five latrines built, I’m going to need almost 2,000 man hours. Accordingly, I’m going to need a further 250 people on poop duty alone, pulling eight hour shifts. So even with the burial at sea option, which is going to take a Broadsword and, say, fifteen people, we now have 265 people working on sanitation alone for the next twenty-four hours.
“Now... remember we have our people working hard, physical labour in this heat. They’re going to need at least double standard water rations. That means in order to prevent dehydration, we’re going to need to draw 2,500 litres of water per day, every single day. We can handle that for now, but it’ll be hard work. In the future, as our needs grow and more civilians arrive, we’re going to need infrastructure. Pipes. Pumps. Aqueducts.”
Liao had no idea how they would build any of these things. “Sounds like Rowe is going to have her hands full. The Engineering bays have plenty of raw resources to work with, yes?”
“Last I checked,” said Cheung, “but I haven’t quite finished yet.” She gave an apologetic smile. “‘It gets worse’ seems to be my mantra for the day, Captain. I’m sorry, but... nightfall is pretty much on top of us. The air’s pretty nice right now, but the insects—as I’m sure you’re very aware—will be a problem. The Telvan had some kind of buzzer that kept them away, but without that, they’ll be out in force. We can hide in the ship, though, at least for a night. Won’t be comfortable, though.”
“Okay,” said Liao. “I’m all for roughing it in the ship for tonight. Can’t we cool it down using the internal climate control?”
“Easily. The ship’s designed to cool itself, and with an atmosphere around it, there should be no problems at all once power’s diverted to life support from other systems like weapons and hull charge. Temperature’s not the problem. It’s mainly the space, sanitation, and personal space. The ship doesn’t have enough lavatories and showers to handle that population, but for the short term, we’re just going to have to manage. We’ll be okay as long as too many bugs don’t get in.”
“Remind me to seal my quarters.”
“I was thinking of sealing all the bulkheads, actually. Furthermore, we’re also going to need food, but I’m going to be honest, that can wait. Our stored rations will hold out long enough, and most people not doing hard labour can go couple of days without food with no serious long-term effects. There’s going to be a lot of complaining, and morale will drop something fearsome, but even reconstituted stuff is better than nothing. Still, sooner or later we’re going to be living off the land. We’ll need hunter-gatherer parties, and I’ll be straight with you, I have absolutely no idea what we’re going to find out here. As a rough guess, we’ll need fifty people doing full-time hunter-gatherer work to feed this motley crew, day in and day out. They’ll also need double water rations, of course. That number may be way too many or wildly insufficient. I don’t know enough about this part of the planet’s ecology to make anything other than wild guesses.”
“Wild guesses are all we have, Lieutenant,” said Liao, moving forward and giving the turret another stir, “so keep ’em coming.”
Cheung nodded. “Well, following on from the above, we also don’t know what kind of predators are here. I recommend at least some marines stay on security for the main camp, and armaments for anyone travelling outside. The marines can work as de facto law enforcement, too. There’ll have to be night watches, at least for the first week or so, which will be hard to staff because of the number of people we’ll have working labour during that time. They’re going to sleep like the dead by the evening, and that means those who aren’t have to pick up the slack. We’ll need at least fifty people to cover the corners and edges of the landing site. Essentially, this is our whole marine complement.”
“That sounds simple.” Liao tried to remember as much of this as she could as the last of the diesel burned away. “You’ve got this written down, right?”
“Yes, Captain,” said Cheung. “So. Food, water, shelter, safety, sanitation. Last thing. We have exactly 101 crewmembers who are reporting serious injuries, including eleven criticals, and we just don’t have the medical staff to deal with that. I know everyone’s pitching in, but we just came out of a battle, Captain. We’re going to have more casualties in the future, because we don’t have the supplies and the skills to treat half a shipload of injuries.”
“Agreed. Get someone to talk to Doctor Saeed and the medical staff, see what they can do. Maybe there are some civilians who have medical skills. We might have picked up a doctor for all we know.” Liao blinked away a moment’s fatigue, her brain overloaded. “Right, okay. Make it happen. We have a lot more people to take care of, and you seem to have a good handle on what’s required. Deputise who you need.”
Cheung stared at her for a moment. “Uh, Captain… all of that was just for the crew. Of our ship. Only. Not the civilians as well.”
Liao had no answer.
“So, Captain, in order to take care of the civilians, too, we’re going to have to—”
She held up her hands. “No, no, no. I get the picture. Okay. Look. Find some civilians to help out. Community leaders. People who’ll be trusted. There’s one I met already—Shepherd. Alistair Shepherd. Big heavy guy, tall, real strong. Brown hair, balding. He’s a former police officer. Get him and give him some kind of title. Community organiser. Mayor. Whatever. Get him a bunch of assistants. Attach them to our logistics division and get them to work together. Get a bunch of our junior enlisted crew to find out any useful skills people have—outdoors type stuff, or mechanics. Engineers. Welders. Carpenters. Park rangers. Anything.”
Cheung brought her heels together. “Aye aye, Captain.”
Liao nodded to dismiss her, and then she was alone again.
The fuel burned away. Liao shoved the turret back under the cloth, removed the gloves, and wiped down her arms as best she could. Try as she might, her uniform was stained as she put it back on. Unwilling to see more people, Liao wandered into the tree line, away from the people. Away to think.
They were settling in to their new home. There would be troubles, of course, and things wouldn’t go smoothly, but they had the best crew they could ask for. Cheung had brought up so many things Liao just wouldn’t have thought of. She was confident they could handle it.
The only thing she didn’t have confidence in was her ability to lead them.
She returned her gaze to the two moons above them, each covered in deep scars, the stars a strange lurid blue.
Humanity now lived under an alien sky. A borrowed world, one they had won through the most ancient method known to their kind; complete depopulation of those who lived here, followed by settlement.
It was accidental, of course. She had not intended to kill the Toralii who once lived here; quite the contrary, she had found herself making a fast friendship with the friendly, inquisitive, story-loving Telvan.
But European settlers to the United States had largely not intended the smallpox in their blankets to decimate the Native American population, although the historical accuracy of that “fact” was still debated. In the end, though, the intent mattered little. Death was the reward for their hospitality.
The stars formed a beautiful backdrop as another round of Broadswords fell into the atmosphere, the sound of their re-entry like far-away drums, beating a tune she could barely hear.
The sight was beautiful, but she reeked of diesel fuel and shit.
They had all seen better days.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER III
 
The Rain
*****
Isle 301, southern Velsharn
 
36,411 SOULS.
THAT
WAS
ALL that remained of humanity when the last head-counts were complete.
1,969 over the age of 65. 730 children, nine infants. In total, the sum was 19,100 females, 17,311 males. Roughly a third Asian, third Caucasian, third other.
Broadswords came all night, dropping off new people and supplies from the Madrid and the Washington high in orbit. It turned out that the Americans possessed in their ship’s inventory an array of tents. Huge open-air tents. The settlers had no room to erect them yet, so they were stored in a pile near the hangar bay entrance.
The first night passed with the civilians crammed into the hull of the ship. In space, heat was the enemy, so the Beijing was optimised for cooling; its air-conditioning easily drove away the muggy night. The insects proved to be a problem, though, entering the ship through the open hangar doors.
Space was at a premium, but with the hangar bay emptied of strike craft, there was more than enough room to house the civilians that continued to arrive, even if they had nothing to sleep in but their clothes. Eventually the numbers on the Washington and Madrid became manageable, and no more were sent down.
Liao finally slept some time before dawn, a few hours’ reprieve, and then she was up again.
She welcomed the fatigue. The constant distractions.
They kept her from thinking of Allison.
Cheung was as good as her word. Come daylight everything was seen to, from the small to the major. Latrines were dug. Bodies were buried. Fuel was gathered from the surrounding woods and brought in to be burned. Areas of the woods were cleared, providing them more space to work in. The ship’s nuclear reactors were kept online, and power cables were run out of the ship. The tents were set up and given to the civilians. The military would continue to operate in the ship, as they were accustomed to doing, and in time the civilians could begin to move away from it.
It was an arrangement that frayed nerves. Shepherd explained to Liao that the heat and insects were affecting them. She was sympathetic but understood the hygiene issues that maintained overcrowding would cause. Anyone who was sick, injured, unwell or overworked could sleep in the air-conditioned hangar bay, but unless there were exceptional circumstances such arrangements were not to be permanent.
Shepherd didn’t approve, but Liao’s word was final.
The civilians banded together much better than she had anticipated. She had a history of underestimating the Americans, but for all the stereotypes about them, they pulled together in a crisis. The Beijing crew, who were bilingual, assisted with the integration and translation for the growing arrival of Chinese from the Washington. They too straightened their backs and met the challenge ahead of them.
By the end of the first day, basic infrastructure was set up. The river was divided into segments for drinking, bathing and then waste. Food was cooked in the tents and taken from the ship’s stores at an alarming but temporarily sustainable rate. Cheung's plan, so impossible and prophetic to her, was enacted swiftly.
Liao's only material contribution was to burn the latrine.
The second twilight fell. The Beijing’s external lights shone bright, illuminating the camp as marines patrolled the outskirts. Velsharn was good to them; no predators bothered them in the night, nor were there signs of any land animals at all aside from insects. The woods were teaming with birds, though, and their songs continued well into the night. 
Liao secretly dreaded the coming of the night. The end of the emergency that consumed them all.
Allison was dead.
The thought wormed its way into her mind, digging in slowly and steadily, eating at her. Her daughter, the one she had suffered so much for, was dead.
That second night was the hardest. Fatigue forced her to sleep. When her rest came, though, it was fitful and weak, fettered with all manner of dark visions. Visions of her failures, of her inadequacies, of her daughter who had burned to a crisp on Earth’s surface—the planet she had failed to protect. Rowe, ringing the buzzer on her quarters over and over, awoke her just past midnight.
“Morning, Captain.” She seemed far too perky for whatever hour it was. Liao had slept in her uniform and knew that it showed, but Rowe didn't seem to care. “Two Broadswords jumped into the L1 Lagrange point.”
Liao stared at her. They had a visitor? “Why didn’t you call me sooner?”
“Kamal knew you hadn’t had much sleep lately. The first one was ours, and we ID’d the second bird as the Iron Butterfly, attached to the Tehran. Captain James Grégoire is aboard. They should be landing within the hour.”
So their message had gotten through. Liao felt like death warmed up, but she nodded appreciatively.
“Thank you, Rowe. And thank you for telling me in person.”
“Oh, there was one more thing,” said Rowe. “I was thinking. We have a rather large stockpile of fluorine from the cooling systems. There’s always been this thing I wanted to try… we could use that to make some dioxygen difluoride. It’s vicious stuff, Captain. They call it Lucifer’s Gas. Shit’s fucking insane. It makes almost any organic compound ignite and explode at temperatures above -184C. Obviously, it has to be stored with some serious refrigeration, but combine it with hydrogen sulphide and it’ll not only burn anything we expose to it, but it will dissolve organic tissue on contact. Could be useful.”
“Could be,” Liao said, “make it happen.”
Rowe looked pleased as she walked away. Liao shut the door before anyone could bother her any further.
A glance at the wall clock revealed that her duty shift was supposed to start two hours ago. Iraj had covered her post without her asking about it. That stung.
James was going to be here within an hour. She both wanted to see him more than anything and couldn’t face him, all at the same time. She just wanted to sleep until all of this went away.
No such luck. Life was never so simple, not for her or for anyone.
Liao dressed in her usual dress uniform and then left for the hangar bay. She passed civilians on the way; the ship was overflowing with them. They would shake her hand, thank her for saving them, or request things. 
Some were reasonable. Water. Extra rations. A mosquito net. 
Others, less so. Drugs. Unobtainable medications. Requests to be returned to Earth.
The temperature dropped as she got closer to the exit, the insects became more prevalent and the air more humid. As she came to the hangar bay, the great mouth of the ship was open to the world, and it was raining outside. Raining like she'd never seen; water poured down at forty-five degrees, and flashes of lightning broke the dark of night.
Velsharn had given them much since they arrived, but the beautiful water planet revealed its temper. It raged impotently at the ship, battering its steel sides with wind and rain, all to no effect.
Liao, though, was not clad in iron. She walked out into the rain, water soaking her through to her skin in seconds. In the sky, through a gap in the clouds, a bright streak of light burned across the night sky, and she knew what that meant.
No more running.
The Broadsword’s landing lights made her squint as it descended through the rain, halogen lights flooding the area with white glare. The ground had turned to mud, churned up by landing gear and thousands of booted feet, and the Broadsword squelched as it sank into the grime, the rain drumming off its hull.
The landing ramp dropped, splattering into the earth. A figure, backlit by the ship’s internal light, stepped down. Liao recognised James’s gait, his shape and then his face. He looked dirty, tired, and his eyes were red and puffy.
“Tell me it’s not true,” he said, his voice raised to carry over the rain. The tone of his words almost broke her heart.
How could she say it wasn’t? She desperately wanted to. She wanted to categorise the Toralii Alliance betrayal as a minor setback, as something that they could recover from. It wasn’t the end, just a phase of life that would pass. Something they could overcome together.
The lie was appealing, but Liao had to tell the truth.
“It’s true,” she said. “Earth is gone.”
James moved into the rain with her, wrapping his arms around her and holding her close. “The baby? Liao, where’s the baby?”
“We couldn’t get to her, James. We couldn’t. She was with Williams. We didn’t know where he was. We didn’t—I couldn’t have—”
“Shh,” said James, holding her close. “It’s okay.”
It wasn’t okay. It was a lot of things right at that very moment, but it was far from okay. Liao buried her face into his shoulder, glad for the roaring storm all around her, sheltering her emotions. “I’m… I’m so sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault.” He said it over and over as the two senior officers stood in the rain, water pouring down around them, the wind whipping at their bodies. “There was nothing you could have done.”
The pain was like needles in her limbs. It physically hurt, the guilt, and she blurted out the first things that came to her mind.
“I shouldn’t have trusted the Alliance.”
“You couldn’t have known what they were planning.”
“I shouldn’t have left our child behind.”
“It would have been more dangerous to take her with you.”
James was crying. She was crying. They weren’t captains of mighty warships facing down danger; they were two parents grieving for the loss of a child, on an alien world, the tattered remnants of their species huddled around their ships for warmth.
“I’m here now,” said James, holding her tightly. “Don’t worry.”
She didn’t know how long she stood out there in the rain, but it was long enough to cry all her tears. James took her in from the rain, back under the open gate of the hangar. Civilians watched them while pretending not to look, but she completely ignored them.
“You’re going to be okay, yeah?” 
Liao nodded, numbly. “Yeah,” she managed to say.
It was the first time she had really cried, really grieved, and it was a process that would take time. Her whole life, possibly. It was a sobering thought; to feel this emptiness, this loss, this hole in herself for as long as she lived.
When the Toralii attacked Sydney, she had received a wound. The Australian surgeons treated her well, but despite the best of care, a lingering reminder remained. A long, thin scar on her hip. She would bear it for all of her days.
As she would this scar, this one in her heart.
James held her again. “Good. We have a lot to do.” He gestured to the civilians who crowded the hangar bay. “These people are going to need you.”
They did. Cheung had made that abundantly clear with her speech. “They don’t need me,” she said quietly but with a growing strength in her voice. “They need shelter, houses, crops, electricity. They have practical needs, not for soldiers.”
James shook his head. “Listen, I don’t know what the situation is on the ground. I don’t know. But I know this. Things are not going to be as they were. They never will. What we need now is people. Human beings. That’s what’s going to make the difference in the long run. People. The ability to carry on.”
She nodded meekly, having nothing to refute James’s point.
He seemed ready to say more then just kissed her forehead. “Come on,” he said, “you’re freezing. Let’s get back to your quarters.”
 

Liao barely remembered walking back to her quarters. James was right; it was cold. The air-conditioning on the Beijing made it pleasantly cool and warded away the daytime sun but suddenly sapped the heat from her body when she was wet. James went first, leading her through her own ship, a towel across her back. She didn’t know how he found that.
Fortunately, she was so wet and unlike herself that nobody seemed to recognise her. Or if they did, they said nothing.
James closed the door to her quarters, and she stripped out of her clothes. Then with a faint whine, her coffee machine started up. Jeeves, she called it. Her assistant getting her through the long nights.
“How much have you had to eat?” James asked.
Liao shook her head.
He didn’t look pleased. “When was the last time you had any water?”
She shrugged.
“Here,” he said, giving her a black mug full of water. He held a warm mug of black coffee, steam pouring off it. “Hydrate first, caffeinate second.”
“I had some water,” she protested, but as she started to drink, she realised how cracked and dried her lips were. She had only just come out of the rain, but already her body felt dry. She drank eagerly, spilling it all over her front.
“Okay,” said James. “More water first.”
Another mug of water appeared. Another mug disappeared, more carefully this time.
Then the coffee. Liao cupped it in her hands, wincing at how hot it was. But as she held it, she realised that it was actually quite cool; her hands were cold. She sipped it absently.
“People think commanding officers don’t get combat stress reaction,” James observed. “But they do. Remember that.”
Liao finally looked at him—right in the eyes—and shook her head. “No. I’m fine.”
“I look like garbage,” he said, pointing to himself. “I stepped from a war zone to a planetary catastrophe, to the end of our species. I haven’t slept either, you know. I haven’t bathed. I haven’t done anything… and I’m taking care of you. Going to be honest, you look like hell.”
“I’m not weak,” Liao protested, an edge of anger in her voice.
“Never said you were,” James answered, smoothly and evenly. “You blame yourself. I know, Melissa. I know. I feel the same way… I just can’t think about that right now. Hell, I’m lucky I could leave Belthas IV. Commander Farah Sabeen is handling the evacuation well, though. Thank heavens.”
Some of James’s words started to sink in. “Wait,” she said, putting down the mug. “Planetary catastrophe? What evacuation?”
“Ben’s jump drive went critical.”
Liao nodded. “I know. Right as his ship was breaking up. I was there.”
“No, no, you don’t understand. It’s forming a singularity.”
Her eyes widened. “A singularity…? Their jump drive survived impact? We detected anomalous readings, but I thought it was just the remnants of the experimental device that could jump anywhere… it always emitted strange signals….”
“It did, but that wasn’t it.”
Liao just stared into nothing. “How many Toralii are on that planet?”
“10,000. Most are aboard the Tehran now or the various Telvan ships.”
The scene on Earth had been repeated on Belthas IV, in micro scale. Liao felt a stab of guilt, but she shook it away. “How many casualties?”
“A few,” said James. “But chaos is our main enemy. Our forces are scattered all over the place. The Telvan’s, too. Half the ship’s inhabitants are Toralii, and a fair number of our Broadswords docked with Telvan ships. We’re all having an impromptu cultural exchange.”
 She nodded mutely.
“So,” James continued, “while I’m needed over there, I’m clearly needed over here, too. And I’m not leaving until I’m sure you’re okay.”
“I’m going to be fine,” she said, not even believing it herself.
James touched her shoulder. “You need a hot shower, or you’re going to get sick.”
This was true. She was still cold, and not even hot coffee had changed that. “Okay.”
“Hey.” James touched her cheek. “You should shower because you feel cold, not because I want you to.”
She vaguely understood the difference.
“I’m worried about you.”
She went to tell him that she would be okay, but the buzzer to her quarters rang.
“I’ll get that,” said James, but Liao wrapped the wet towel around herself and went along, too.
On the other side of the door, waiting with an eager smile, was a young girl who couldn’t be more than ten or eleven. Liao's marines kept her some distance from the door. When she saw them, her eyes went wide.
“O—oh my God,” she said with a thick southern American accent, “I didn’t mean to interrupt the two of—”
“Don’t worry about it,” said James, waving the girl through. “Captain Liao’s busy, obviously, but can I help you with something?”
In the past, they would have been much more discreet. She would have sent away the visitor, or at the very least had the marines ask what they wanted.
Now she didn’t care.
“I… was kind of hoping that Miss Liao would sign my book.”
“Book?” asked James, confusion in his tone. “What book?”
“Dancing Amongst the Stars.” The girl held out a thick, tattered paperback. Liao could only see the back cover—a picture of the night sky with what she presumed to be an artist’s interpretation of the TFR Beijing floating in the background. “That book about the two of you. My dad gave it to me for Christmas last year, and he’s still on Earth, so I wanted to read it again.”
Still on Earth. Liao grimaced, unable to tell her the truth. “He let someone your age read that book?”
“Dad said I was mature enough to handle it. He said it was important for me to know about famous people, because he wanted me to go to school and go into space.”
It was hard to get information about the Task Force Resolution activities, but James voiced her thoughts before she could.
“That novel is garbage,” said James. “It’s an unauthorised, shameless fiction. I didn’t meet Captain Liao during a spacewalk, I didn’t take her to the Eiffel Tower—incidentally, I’m Belgian, not French—and I could barely get halfway through it because of the terrible writing and overblown dialogue. It’s shameless capitalisation on a tragedy.”
The girl’s face fell. Liao felt sorry for her. 
“Wait,” she said, “it’s not real?”
“It’s a story,” said James. “It’s an interesting one, but it’s not what really happened.”
“Oh.”
She went to shut the door, but Liao reached out for it. “Wait.” She held out her hand. “May I see the book?”
The girl hesitated and then handed it over. The picture on the front was a woman with long hair and an hourglass figure, wearing what Liao assumed was a People’s Republic of China Army Navy uniform vaguely described to a graphic artist without access to the Internet. In the background was a man with a vague resemblance to James and, clearly, a long successful career ahead of him as an underwear model. They were standing on the Eiffel tower, somewhere she’d never been.
It was all so surreal to her. The existence of this novel a year ago, during her court case, had been the worst thing in the world. She hated the fact that her face, her name, was so public that anyone could write stories about her and be protected. She hated being exploited. Seen as a sexual object instead of as the commanding officer of a warship, fighting and suffering to protect mankind.
Now the story meant nothing to her. It was almost childish, and it was odd that such a thing had once bothered her so. Meaningless words on a page had hurt her.
“This book belongs in a museum,” she said. James nearly choked beside her.
The girl’s smile returned. “Really? You think so?”
“It’s a part of our history,” she said, as much to James as to her visitor. “And I mean that. It’s… well, it’s fictional, but so much of what we had is lost now. An entire planet’s worth of civilisations, all with their heritage, culture, stories. The destruction of the Great Library of Alexandria was nothing compared to this.” She smiled to herself, turning the book over in her hands. “It’s ironic, in that aside from the few instances of physical media that escaped, the only copies we have of everything our species ever produced are in the private collections of our crewmen and the computer systems on our ships. We even had a backup, of sorts, with the Telvan here on Velsharn… until Ben destroyed it.”
The girl looked at her. “What?”
“Never mind,” Liao said, moving to hand the book back and then stopping herself. “I tell you what. I’ll sign the book, if you’ll take it to Rowe to be scanned and a high resolution digital copy made and placed in our ship’s archives.” 
“Um, sure.”
Liao walked over to her desk, searching for her fountain pen. It was in the top drawer, as it usually was, along with her sidearm. She withdrew it and, balancing the book in one hand, opened the cover and first page. “What’s your name?”
“Olivia, ma’am. Olivia Grant. Can you dedicate it to my dad? His name is Christian.”
The use of the present tense bothered her, but she signed it.
 
To Olivia and Christian,
 
You hold history in your hands.
 
- Commander Melissa Liao
 
Liao handed it back to its owner. “I’ll let Miss Rowe know you’re coming.”
Olivia's excitement was obvious. “Thank you, ma’am. I’ll drop it by in a day or two. Bye.” She smiled then left.
Liao closed the door.
“That was… odd,” said James, raising an eyebrow at her. “‘It belongs in a museum?’ Really? It belongs in an incinerator.”
“I meant what I said. It’s a terrible story, and I know that, but it’s a cultural artefact now.”
“God help us.”
Liao couldn’t help but smile, just a little. “You really read that book?”
“I think it’s charitable to call it a book, but yes.” His relief was genuine. “It’s good to see you smile.”
“It’s the little things, I guess,” she said, then made her way over to the shower.
 

Liao genuinely felt better the moment the water turned warm and her bathroom started to fill up with steam. She washed with soap and water then shampooed her hair. This was the most important part of the process. It allowed her to feel clean and refreshed, and it was only after she stepped out of the stream of water into the steamy shower room that she realised just how tired she was.
Sleep would come soon, but not right now.
She towelled herself off and then went back outside to her quarters. James was asleep in her chair. One part of her wanted to continue talking with him, but he needed to sleep. Instead, she pulled on a fresh uniform from her wardrobe, tied her hair up in a tight bun, fished her radio from the pile of wet clothes and then left for Operations.
The corridors of her ship were full of people. This no longer bothered her. As she drew closer to the core of the ship, to the more protected and restricted areas, the crowds thinned out. Soon it was just her crew. A single marine guarded the doors to Operations, the first time she had seen just one. Iraj or Cheung must have changed the shifts. It made sense, though, with the numbers of civilians they had onboard, that resources would be stretched. He saluted and opened the door for her, and she stepped inside. 
Surprisingly, Operations was a hive of activity. She had expected it to be quiet, as it had been on previous days, but everything seemed abuzz.
“Report,” she said, moving up to Iraj’s side.
“We have a contact at the L2 Lagrange point. They’re on the other side of the moon, but they’re coming around soon. The Washington and the Madrid are moving to investigate.”
That surprised her. “An unidentified vessel? Why was I not informed?”
“We tried, but your radio wasn’t answering.”
She frowned, touching the small device at her hip. Water dripped out of it.
Well.
“Understood,” she said. “Has it made any attempt to contact us?”
“None so far, but it’s still on the far side of Velsharn’s moon. If it has, we wouldn’t have received it.”
“How long until it’s in the open?”
“Twenty minutes, more or less.”
She nodded. “Thank you, Kamal,” she said, softly, so only he could hear.
“Think nothing of it. I’m just glad you made it.”
Iraj had handled the situation well. The Operations room was a well-oiled machine. Jiang was coordinating their strike craft and working with the Washington and the Madrid, Dao was planning intercept routes, and Ling was watching for more contact, even though the ship’s radar was severely impaired by being in a valley. Hsin kept trying to hail their contact. Everyone was doing well in her absence.
Well enough that they didn’t need her.
Everyone in the military was replaceable, of course. One couldn’t operate a ship the size of the Beijing without having the ability for crew to go on leave, or resign, or be killed. This was rarer for the commanding officer, though. There was an old saying: the captain goes down with the ship.
Poetic, but less applied in practice. Most vessels had many COs throughout their lifetime, although the reverse wasn’t always true, especially if the previous command was sunk or destroyed—even if the CO wasn’t directly to blame.
From a more practical point of view, though, if the captain went down with the ship then both would need to be replaced.
She didn’t want to dwell on such things, but as Iraj moved around Operations and the rest of the crew worked as well as she’d ever seen them, she felt vaguely useless.
“The Broadsword Warsong reports that they’re rounding the body of Velsharn’s moon and should be within radio range of the contact in three minutes.”
“Very good,” said Iraj. “Mr. Hsin, when the Warsong establishes contact, relay our signal and put it over the long range communications headsets.” He put one on, then handed Liao hers. “Captain?”
“Thank you.” Liao took the device, slipping it over her head and adjusting the microphone. “Mr. Hsin, relay the communications when ready.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
The sound that filtered through her headset was distorted and heavily laced with static. “This is Lieutenant First Class Confeld of the TFR Broadsword Warsong to unidentified contact in the Velsharn system. Maintain current orbital profile and identify yourself.”
The target did not respond, and Confeld repeated the request. This time, though, a voice answered.
“It warms my heart to hear from you, Human,” said the voice she recognised as the Iilan Speaker Paar. “This is Worldship Eight. I am Paar of the Iilan, speaker for this vessel. I request an audience with the Spear of Earth, Wrathbringer Melissa Liao.”
“Standby, Worldship Eight.”
The line went quiet. This was her invitation to speak.
She couldn’t do it. Her finger trembled above the talk key. The last time she engaged with the Iilan, she had boarded their ship, traded with them, and promised them much in exchange for help against Ben. Help they had delivered.
She couldn’t help but feel that someone else could have done better.
“Captain?” prompted Iraj. “We shouldn’t keep them waiting.”
And they shouldn’t. Forcing her finger to move, knowing that the Operations crew were watching her, she touched the key. “This is Commander Liao.”
Paar’s voice changed, becoming a little warmer, less formal. The Iilan were birdlike. She expected squawking, or chirping, but Paar’s tone was deep and smooth and continued to surprise her. “Greetings, Commander Liao. Time has elapsed, and we have come to collect on our debt, a bargain made in good faith. We are disappointed that we had to leave the graveyard of our people to find you. More disappointing was it that you were so difficult to track down.”
“My apologies, Paar. We had no intention of failing to hold up our end of the bargain, and while it is true that we are in hiding, we are not doing so from you. We have… suffered a grave misfortune.”
“If the rogue constructs’ forces have defeated you in battle, you have my sincerest apologies, Commander. When we spoke to your forces in the Karathi system, they could tell us little.”
Forces in the Karathi system? The only ship in that area was the Sydney, and the Pegasus—one of the Broadswords attached to that ship—had reported it destroyed. She looked to Iraj.
“I believe,” he said, “they’re talking about the ship we sent to investigate the Sydney’s disappearance. The Broadsword Thunderhawk. They never returned from their mission.”
Liao touched the talk key. “The day was ours on Belthas IV. However, Ben’s jump device created another singularity in the Belthas IV system. The planet was successfully evacuated, but the device Ben used was, for obvious reasons, not recovered. In the meantime the Toralii Alliance attacked Earth.”
No response for a time, and Liao almost had Hsin check that the relay was still working.
“I warned you that they were deceitful.” Paar’s tone wavered as though he were struggling to hold rage in check. “I warned you. The Alliance is deceitful and remorseless.”
“You warned me,” said Liao, forcing her voice to remain steady. “I remember. A warning I should have heeded.”
“What was the nature of their attack, may I ask?”
“What you see before you is all that is left of a species of billions.” She straightened her back, determined to put on a visage of strength to those who had done right by her, had tried to prevent catastrophe. “However, these problems, these burdens, are ours to bear. In spite of our losses, our ships were able to record a wealth of data regarding Ben’s jump device, even if we were unable to procure a physical copy. You are, as per our agreement, welcome to all the data we were able to collect. We can transmit it to you at your leisure, but it is quite voluminous. A localised uplink would be faster.”
“You are noble to honour your agreement despite your losses, Commander. Forgive my earlier outburst. I, as you know, have no love for the Alliance.” The sadness in his words intensified as he went on. “I had such hope for your species. I believed—foolishly, perhaps, but not without reason—that Humans were on their way to becoming a noble, enlightened power in the region, despite your self-proclaimed flaws. I had great expectations for your people. I am sorry to be disappointed.”
“Your confidence is reassuring,” said Liao, “but we are not gone yet.”
“Unless annihilation has sharpened your skills at hiding, or you have other settlements on Velsharn’s far side, our sensors show that your people occupy no more than a tiny speck of this Telvan planet. To be reduced from what you were to this… is functionally indistinguishable from being nothing, Commander. I apologise if you disagree.”
“Fundamentally,” Liao said, and she meant it. “More than once throughout humanity’s history, we have been reduced to a small number, and this was at a time when our technology levels and our ability to adapt to our surroundings was significantly less than it is today. We are beaten today, Speaker Paar, but you have my word on this—as a species, as a people, we will recover.”
“Unless the Alliance finds you.”
The starkness in his tone surprised her. Paar was diplomatic and reasonable but also blunt. It was refreshing to hear such candour.
“This sector is within Telvan space and protected by them. Although we have not received permission to settle here permanently, they will not begrudge us a temporary stay. They are our friends. We have fought alongside them. The Alliance will be reluctant to strike here.”
“Is that what you think?” Paar’s tone soured. “Then you have learnt nothing, Spear of Earth! Laws, boundaries, promises—these are tools for the Alliance to exploit. They follow them when it suits their purpose and discard them when they do no longer. If the Alliance jumped in a score of ships and blew every last Human to dust, the Telvan response would be diplomatic protest. Possible trade sanctions. That is all your lives are worth to them, Commander. An inconvenience. And they would pay this toll gladly were it to make their vengeance complete.”
“I understand. We have yet to petition the Telvan for more practical aid, but—”
“I recommend, Commander, that you make this your next immediate priority.”
She couldn’t help but agree. “No question of that, Speaker Paar. But to business. Our Broadsword will escort you in; the data, and the device you loaned us, should be waiting for you aboard the Madrid. I will meet you there.”
“This is agreeable, Commander Liao. We do have one gift for you, however… your Broadsword and its crew. They have been our guests until now, but I am sure they would appreciate returning home as soon as possible.”
She remembered the inside of the Iilan vessel, a sphere filled with a green fluid that possessed all manner of powerful qualities, the same fluid she had seen the copy of her float in on Ben’s ship. Spending several hours there had been discomforting enough. She could not imagine sleeping in the stuff.
“I’m sure they’d appreciate that as well,” she said. “We’ll see you there. Beijing out.”
 

After the data drives were taken from the Beijing’s computer systems and loaded onto the Broadsword that would transport her to the Madrid, the ride up into orbit was uneventful. Liao barely paid any attention to the journey, trying to shift her mind to the task at hand. However, moving from the planet’s surface to orbit then out to the Madrid gave her plenty of time to think.
This was not a good thing. Her mind was too full of doubts for her to focus properly. She should have brought James along.
Finally, though, the Broadsword sailed towards the open hangar bay of the Madrid. It was her first time getting an up-close look at the ship. It was similar to the Beijing, but her intimate knowledge of her ship allowed her to pick out the differences. Subtle things. The placement of some of the external cameras. Different autocannon configurations. Minor hull alterations.
The Madrid was the second iteration of the Triumph class ships, more modern.
It would also be the last.
What would their long-term future be, if the remaining Pillars were all they had to defend themselves with? They had gone from the Beijing to the Madrid in just a few years, but now all their engineers were dead. All their scientists. They couldn’t even build more. What they had now was all they would ever have… and that wouldn’t be enough. If the Alliance found them, that was it. They had no gravity mines, no way to lock down this section of space.
Not that gravity mines had prevented the Alliance from attacking Earth.
The Broadsword flew through the hangar bay doors and decelerated, slowly coming to rest on the steel floor of the Madrid. Liao unbuckled herself, waited until the area was pressurised, then walked out and left the hangar bay. 
A pair of marines was waiting for her. She thanked them for their attendance but would make her own way towards Operations. They left her to it.
She wound up in Waste Management. It seemed as though the changes were not just skin-deep.
The Madrid had much fewer civilians walking its decks. It appeared that Anderson’s assessment about how many the ship was able to rescue was accurate, to the point that few had been sent down to the surface. Compared to the overcrowded Beijing, the Madrid seemed spacious.
Much to her chagrin, she asked one of the passing crew members for directions to Operations, then made her way there at a brisk pace. She did not want Alano to think she was tardy.
That’s Commander de Lugo, she reminded herself. Calling him Alano was a bad habit. She’d met the man in officer candidate school and, after the pair of them had gotten themselves quite drunk, had slept with him. 
What happened in the past should remain in the past. Now they were just comrades.
She really wished she’d brought James along.
Liao pushed open the steel bulkhead to what she was relieved to discover was, indeed, Operations. De Lugo greeted her warmly as she stepped through the threshold. “Commander, it’s a pleasure to have you aboard.”
“Thank you, Captain,” she said, careful to call him by his proper title. Although only ranked a commander, like herself, the commanding officer of a naval vessel was always addressed as Captain, irrespective of their actual rank. “Very fine ship you have here.”
“Thank you. She is as strong and powerful as she is beautiful.”
Liao couldn’t dispute this claim. “She certainly looks that way. How far away are the Iilan?”
“An hour. Less. Their ship appears to be able to decelerate quickly; that or they plan on overshooting us by a significant margin.”
“The Iilan possess a lot of advanced technology, and their fluid-ships allow them to do things that we might consider impossible. I wouldn’t panic about them just yet, but do be ready to move out of the way if it turns out they can’t stop quick enough.”
“The reactionless drives are warmed up and standing by. Did you bring the data?”
“Three copies, just to be sure. Your technicians should be able to get the drives from the Broadsword.”
“Very good, Captain.”
And so they waited. The Iilan ship drew closer, and soon it was visible not only on their radars, but on their external cameras. It was just as she remembered it; a sphere of interlocking gears, all working and clicking together, somehow holding together a ball of fluid.
As the ship came within docking range, Liao walked to the airlock. This time she took the marines with her. It was one thing to get lost on the way to meeting her peer and fellow CO; it was another to do it on the way to an important negotiation.
The box of hard drives was waiting for her there, along with detailed instructions on how to read the data on the disks. Her engineers had taken no chances, it seemed, which pleased her. The last thing she needed was a gaffe such as providing the Iilan information in a format they could not read.
A low thud on the hull signalled the Iilan’s docking. The airlocks on the Madrid, unlike the Beijing, did not have windows. She waited until the light turned green before opening the door.
Paar the Speaker was ready for her, floating in the green fluid, a mask in his hand. His wings, stretched out wide, beat slowly in the fluid.
Liao reached into the goo, took the mask as offered, slipped it over her head and then stepped onboard the Iilan vessel. The marines pushed the trolley full of hard drives in after her.
“I am saddened by what you have told me,” Paar said when they had floated across to the central body of the ship. “I have spoken to our ship’s commanders. They have agreed to assist you beyond the terms of our agreement.”
Liao nodded appreciatively. “At the moment, we could use whatever help you could provide. Almost all of our logistics and manufacturing capabilities have been lost, along with the knowledge and skills that our species has acquired over the course of our existence.”
“This, precisely, is what we aim to replace.” Paar clicked his beak eagerly. “Our analysis of the metalwork on your ships hulls indicated that they are constructed by manual forgework. We have, at our disposal, a type of autonomous construct that is of significant aid to our logistical support. We use them to mine asteroids, but they are equally suited to terrestrial operations.”
“A mining robot?”
“Much more than that,” said Paar. “It is a self-replicating, autonomous resource acquisition unit. Essentially, you tell it what minerals you wish to extract from the local environment, and it produces ingots of them ready for use.”
Instinctively Liao did not trust the presence of a construct serving in her forces. The Rubens, if it still existed, had a nearly full complement of constructs, but that was an isolated case.
Such a thing would be useful, though. They needed all the help they could get.
“They can be considered a gift, but their refusal, given the circumstances, would be entirely reasonable. Alternatively, you can disassemble them for the technology within. We traded for them many years ago, and our extraction techniques have become more refined since that time. These are surplus. Useful surplus, but we will not miss them.”
Beggars could not be choosers. “I think,” said Liao, “given the circumstances, that these would be a welcome addition to our logistical network. I thank you for the kind gift on behalf of all of us.”
“You are welcome,” said Paar. From somewhere else in the ship, seven figures floated towards them. Humans.
“Morning, Commander Liao,” said one, a major by his uniform. “It’s good to see you.” Despite the presence of masks partially obscuring their faces, their relief was obvious.
“It’s evening planetside,” she said. “But it’s good to see you too.”
Paar clicked his beak, and a trail of bubbles floated away from his mouth towards the centre of the ship. “Their craft is attached to the hull of our vessel, powered down. We will drain the fluid from it and restore its atmosphere, then return it to you. Aboard you should find the five constructs that we are gifting to you. The process will take several hours.”
“Thank you.”
Behind her, the faint whir and clicking of gears filtered through the liquid. The hull had opened again, joining with the Madrid’s airlock.
“No thanks are necessary, Spear of Earth. Take care, and may fate be kind to your remaining people. Kinder than it was to us.”
Liao and the Broadsword crew floated out towards the exit, stepping out of the green fluid and back into gravity, then removed their masks. She got a final look at Paar as their airlock door closed. Metal scraped on metal as the Iilan clockwork hull sealed itself back up, returning to a perfect sphere. 
The self-replicating, autonomous resource acquisition unit.
A SARA.
She had not seen Saara, the Toralii whom she considered a close friend, since the battle. She had been aboard the Ju’khaali as it broke up and fell into Belthas IV’s atmosphere, just before the Giralan had. Some had survived, including Saara, but Liao had not received any reports on the rest of the crew’s fate.
Whatever Saara was doing, she was staying out of her way.
Liao shook the hands of the rescued crew, sent them to de Lugo to be debriefed and then walked back to the hangar bay.
She didn’t get far, though, before red warning lights filled the corridors and the call to General Quarters came over the ship’s intercom.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER IV
 
Debellation
*****
CAP Fatbox 09
Velsharn L2 Lagrange Point
Far side of the moon
 
“THIS
FUCKING
SUCKS.”
MAJOR ALEX “Jazz” Aharoni slumped back in the cramped cockpit of his SSF-01 Wasp, trying to ease the cramp out of his legs.
A Combat Air Patrol, or CAP, was an exercise in monotony. They would fly a standard seven-point patrol around their origin point and then return. Stellar spaceflight was performed at tremendous speeds. However, with the vast distances involved, patrols still took hours.
“What does?” chattered Predator in his ear. Predator had obtained his nickname because his girlfriend Katy was seventeen at the time they started dating. He was known for being excitable, energetic, and for speaking too fast over comms. This was a bad thing. Pilots were supposed to have only two states: cool and cold. 
But that was neither here nor there. Jazz squirmed around, almost bumping the control column with his knee. “Everything. Earth is gone, the fleet’s scattered, the Sydney got blown up. Fucking sucks. I had friends on that ship.”
“We all had friends on that ship,” said Predator. “Not to mention Earth. Katy was there, man.”
Around and around went his radar, sweeping the area near the Lagrange point, checking for bogeys. Nothing.
“Yeah, I know. It’s possible she escaped. We still don’t have a full headcount.”
“You know as well as I do that no ship touched down in Israel.”
“I know, I know. But still. At least some of the Pegasus crew survived. And the Archangel crew are still out there.”
“Six people out of like… a thousand. Break.” The faint hiss of static was all he could hear as Predator held the line open. “And we don’t know if the Archangel got away. Wherever she is, Medola must be fucking pissed.”
“Yeah.” Jazz figured that. Everyone figured that. This made him feel particularly guilty, as the Archangel crew had saved his hide back on Karathi. “Getting ordered to abandon the Farsight must have driven her crazy. Her motto—”
“Never leave a man behind. I know. Well, they left a good thirty or forty of them behind in the Farsight. So I guess that’s more a theoretical thing now.”
“Yeah. Well, whatever. They’re probably dead anyway.” Jazz tapped one of the touchscreens on his cockpit, tuning his radar. The Velsharn system had fewer dust particles per square metre than flight control had anticipated and, with some minor adjustment, his radar could see much further. “If she shows up, I’ll buy her some shots when she’s off duty. Booze always calms the savage beast.”
“You want to fuck her, don’t you?”
“Are you kidding me?” Jazz snorted. “Everyone wants to fuck her. I’d give my left arm to get into that g-suit.”
“Aren’t you fucking Summer, though? That engineer chick?”
He wanted to tell the truth, but something pulled at him, imploring him not to answer. “It’s a really long story, man.”
“It's because she played too many fucking video games, isn't it? She's always on them.”
Summer did love her games, but that wasn't it. “Nah.”
“Well, we got four fucking hours left, and I’m shit out of things to talk about. Spill.”
Jazz slumped back in his seat, trying to get his thoughts together. “Well, yeah. Anyway. I guess we were doing a thing, and then—”
Predator cut over the top of him. “Contact, single bogey, bearing niner one mark six two. Gunship class.”
All thoughts of his discomfort, Summer, and the awkward conversation about to follow vanished out of his head. His radar screen lit up as Predator’s ship relayed the contact. Soon his radar showed it as well.
“Confirmed, I see it.”
They were on the far side of the moon. They had no direct radar contact, but they could call the other parts of the CAP. Jazz swung the dial on his console.
“Butcher, this is Jazz. We have a bogey in the L2 Lagrange point. Gunship class. Moving to investigate.” It would take several seconds for the radio signal to reach their other wing, and longer still for the contact to be relayed and confirmed, but even then, Butcher's response was delayed.
They were slow. They were rattled.
“Jazz, Butcher. Confirmed. Interdicting.”
Before he could even issue Predator any orders, another communication came through.
“This is the Broadsword Switchblade to anyone who can receive this report, please respond.”
He smiled despite it all. Switchblade's pilot was Luke Hoffman. Good drinker, best darts player he'd ever seen. “Switchblade, this is Jazz. Good to hear your voice.” 
Hoffman spoke up almost immediately. “The Toralii are looking for us. They’re looking for all of us—they want to finish the job.”
Everyone knew that. “What happened, Hoffman?”
“I saw their ships,” Hoffman said. “From the fleet in the Sol system. Hundreds of ships, scouts, heading to all the jump points. Scouts. They’re looking for us, Alex.”
“Come to us,” said Jazz. “We’ll fly you to the Madrid.”
“Roger,” said Hoffman. “En route.” 
He spun his craft in space, reactionless drive humming as he changed his course, sliding sideways along in space. “Predator, begin decelerating, form up with me, and move towards the Lagrange point. We’re meeting up with Switchblade.”
“Copy,” said Predator.
Jazz compressed into his seat as the ship moved forward, the course change swinging him around to the jump point.
Silence reigned between them for almost a minute, enforced by the crushing pressure of inertia as they executed a six g burn. The stress to the airframe was significantly higher, but the gravity emitting reactionless devices that worked to keep the forces from crushing them did their job. Instead of liquefying them, the force was merely uncomfortable.
Then they were ballistic, and the pressure eased up. He checked his systems, ensuring that everything was working intact.
His radar showed another contact in the Lagrange point, right beside the Switchblade.
“Switchblade, you have a friend behind you.”
“Dammit,” said Hoffman, “it’s got to be the Alliance.”
“I need to try to get a visual on the bogey. It could be a Broadsword from the Tehran.”
“Too large to be a Broadsword, and we would have seen an IFF squawk by now.”
“Doesn’t help to hope.”
Their ships began to move closer to the L2 point. Velsharn’s moon loomed closer and larger. When the acceleration eased off long enough for him to speak, Jazz touched his transmit key, broadcasting on all frequencies.
“CAP Fatbox 09 to unidentified target in L2 Lagrange point. Transmit identification code.”
Nothing. No response from their target. The green dot on their radar grew closer and closer as they hurtled towards it at ludicrous speed.
“CAP Fatbox 09 to unidentified target in L2 Lagrange point. I say again, transmit identification code, or prepare to be destroyed.”
Nothing. Jazz clicked the master arm on his weapons systems, using his medium range radar to paint the target, a process known as “doorknocking”. The use of the intermediate range radar would almost certainly trigger radiological alarms on the target ship, indicating they were targeted for destruction. This might get their attention.
It certainly did. Two white bolts of energy flew within metres of his cockpit. The target had no desire to talk. Superheated plasma weapons belonged to the Toralii; that was no friendly.
They’d been discovered. Protocol was clear on this point. Ensure that the ship could not escape. Every jump drive had some delay between jumps where it cooled. Jazz had to stop the ship escaping, or it would return with the Alliance fleet.
“Butcher, Jazz—target confirmed as hostile, designation Bandit One. Weapons free. Tally!” The beeping of his missile lock turned into a solid tone, and he depressed the trigger. “Fox three, missile away.”
His whole ship shuddered as the AIM-124b missile leapt away from its railing, leaving a thin trail of smoke as it raced ahead of him. He twisted his craft, jerking the control column violently as he dodged further incoming fire.
“Jazz, Butcher. Fox three.”
Time passed. The distances involved were far too large to be covered in moments, but as the minutes ticked away, the incoming fire—reacting far too slowly to strike his manoeuvring, nimble aircraft at those distances—suddenly stopped, instead missing him by a significant margin.
Bandit One had seen the danger. They gave up on him and targeted their missiles. The devices cross sections were tiny, and it would take a miracle for them to strike it, but Jazz did not want to take that chance. He had missiles; might as well use them. “Fox three, fox three, fox three. Ripple fire, three missiles away. Empty your racks, Predator; we can’t let that ship escape.”
“Roger.”
The swarm of missiles from Predator’s ship, along with his own, flew towards Bandit One. They were hurtling towards it far too quickly to decelerate, and despite the bandit's frantic jerk to one side at the last minute the radar signals of his missiles merged with that of the target, then Predator’s followed suit immediately after.
He flew past it, so fast that the enemy ship was just a blur on the black background of space, then spun his ship around and began decelerating. Jazz, fighting the inertia that dragged his arms back to his seat, touched his screen and activated the high-speed gun camera.
A Toralii scout ship, identical to the one the Beijing had engaged and destroyed on its maiden voyage. The ship was damaged from their attack. Blackened, scorched holes in the Toralii vessel’s hull were venting debris and atmosphere, and his radar indicated that the vessel was slowly spinning. 
It took some time for them to decelerate, approach the Lagrange point at a slower speed, then finally draw close enough to the enemy ship that he could see it with his own eyes. Adrift, spinning slowly in a field of debris.
“I think we got it,” he said.
“Nice shooting,” said Hoffman. “I can see secondary explosions on my long range optics.”
Almost as though on cue, his radio crackled.
[“This is the Toralii Alliance scout vessel Sann’dahar. We found you, Humans. We found you, and you won’t escape.”]
His Toralii was imperfect at best, but he could make out their words well enough. The hard part would be talking back. It was unlikely the Toralii on that ship would know English.
Standard procedure was to board and capture any hostile ships smaller than cruisers. Although Jazz was tempted to blast the ship until nothing was left, protocol hadn't been updated since the attack on Earth. Nobody had time for that. So procedure it was.
“Toralii Alliance vessel Sann’dahar, stand by and prepare to be boarded.”
 

The Broadsword Warsong jumped into the L2 Lagrange point, appearing with a white flash that blew away the faint cloud of debris lingering inside the point in space. Predator and Jazz formed up on their wing, guiding their ship towards the stricken enemy vessel.
The Switchblade had escaped. Butcher and Jigsaw arrived as they were approaching the wreck, the alien vessel still leaking atmosphere. Its guns were silent, its hull battered and scorched, but the four strike craft were ready with guns and missiles should it reactivate.
The dragon was battered, but as long as air filled its lungs, its fire would still burn them to ashes.
“Jazz, Warsong. We’re docking.”
“Confirmed, Warsong. Butcher, Jigsaw, Predator, standard four-point security pattern, guns inward. It could be a trap.”
The four Wasps, just like their namesakes, buzzed around the target as the Broadsword latched onto the side of the spinning wreck. Sparks flew as it began cutting its way into the Toralii hull, creating a wide shower of hot metal that slowly cooled as it radiated out into space.
“Jazz, Warsong. The insertion process is taking longer than we anticipated; the hull is tougher than previously predicted. Maintain cover and prepare to engage if those systems reactivate. The Toralii vessel cannot be allowed to escape. Failure is not an option.”
“Confirmed, Warsong. We got your back.”
He had no more missiles left, and at this range, it would have to be guns anyway. Jazz kept his finger on the trigger as his ship continued to circle their target, looking for weak points in their defences. Missiles might be able to damage it, but his guns were significantly less effective.
Still, he had little other choice. Warsong’s commander’s words were accurate, but they grated on him. He couldn’t stand it when people said, “Failure is not an option.”
Failure had never been an option. Failure was an outcome. A very probable outcome for most of the people who said that.
The shower of sparks faded abruptly.
“Jazz, Warsong. Inserting marines.”
“Good. Tell them good hunting from us.”
Both ships were silent, seen across the void of space, but the interior would be anything but. Jazz changed frequency to the standard one used by TFR marines, punching in the encryption codes. 
“Contact, deck two. Engaging.”
“Six-two, we got resistance here. We’re pinned down in section eight.”
“Six-three, four tangos eliminated.”
“Go to thermal. Watch your corners.”
“Six-one, frag out.”
The crackle of gunfire, the pounding of explosions, and the shouts of alarm and warning flew back and forth. It was a flowing wave of information, coming and going, the battle impossible to follow from his vantage point. All he could do was imagine it. Human boots pounding on Toralii decks, throwing grenades, engaging the Toralii.
“Man down.”
Dying.
The Toralii were putting up a spirited fight. More gunshots came through on comms, although they finally abated.
“Warsong, this is Cheung. Their Operations centre is ours. We have eight prisoners, along with the ship, which is adrift but appears salvageable. Sixteen tangos confirmed destroyed, one casualty. Petty Officer Shào is KIA.”
Relief. He was less sure about taking some prisoners, but the marines had their orders.
“Jazz, Warsong. We’re going to tow the Toralii vessel to the Madrid, request an escort in.”
“Confirmed, Warsong. I’ll follow you in myself, along with my wingman.” He changed channels. “Predator, we’re following Warsong and the captured bird back to the Madrid. Butcher, Jigsaw, maintain the CAP. I’ll see you all back on deck.”
They confirmed his orders and then Jazz swung his fighter’s nose around, forming up near the Broadsword and following it as it towed its prey towards Velsharn.
The pace they made was so slow that, after several hours, the Madrid came to meet them. It was a risk, but it would have taken too long otherwise. The Broadsword Warsong pushed the captured Toralii frigate out towards the much larger Human ship, and as they drew close, Jazz could not fight a strange sense of satisfaction.
Against the Toralii it was rarer that Humans had the bigger, stronger ship.
The Madrid’s autocannons followed the Toralii ship as the Warsong pushed it into the hangar bay, momentarily disappearing from view. He waited, and then the Warsong returned, minus its prey.
He didn’t know what the fates of the Toralii prisoners would be, nor did he much care to.
“Mission complete,” he said, patching in his communications to Predator and the Warsong. “Let’s head back to the Beijing.”
 

Liao had never been on another Pillar with any kind of emergency state. She always knew where to go on her own ship, but here she had no clear duty post. She was a visitor.
After a moment’s hesitation, though, realisation dawned.
She was supposed to go with the civilians.
It was what she was supposed to do, but that thought rankled her. Not that she had anything against civilians or thought she was above them, but it seemed a waste of her time. There must be something more productive she could do.
So Liao headed back to the airlock, to the Broadsword that brought her here, managing to get up the loading ramp right as the hangar bay was decompressing. She made her way up to the cockpit, pulling open the heavy metal door that sealed that area off from the rest of the craft, and rested her hand on the back of the pilot’s headrest.
“I want to know what’s happening out there,” she said, and the pilot handed over his headset.
The Switchblade had returned. More urgently, the CAP had engaged a Toralii ship; with the aid of the Beijing’s marines, they now owned that ship.
She was, in a way, halfway between her life after the court martial—a civilian out of touch with everything—and her life before the destruction of Earth, once more in charge of a powerful warship, privy to events as they unfurled. She could hear, but not affect, the events around her.
The captured ship would be deposited in their hangar bay in two hours. Normally she would not wait around for such a thing, but something about the situation compelled her to stay. She requested the Broadsword hold position for her, something the crew was happy to do. She let Kamal know she would be late, and then she waited.
The doors to the Madrid’s hangar bay opened, and the Warsong unceremoniously dropped the Toralii frigate into the hangar bay. It barely fit. The hull was scorched and holed, and the alien ship's metal plating exposed decompressed sections, battle scarred and warped from explosions.
When the bay was re-pressurised, Liao went out to see the prisoners. Eight of them, their wrists cuffed behind their bodies with heavy steel chains, led by her marines.
She approached the first one, a white-furred Toralii whose face was covered in scars. They all still wore their armoured space suits, and this one, by her markings, was the commander. Their prisoner wore no translating earpiece, but as she approached, the Toralii seemed to recognise her.
[“Commander Liao.”]
Liao nodded. Speaking was pointless until the translators arrived with their tablets and technology.
[“Your worlds burn, insect. Just as you broke Kor’Vakkar, we have broken your entire species.”] Her lip curled back in a vicious snarl. [“I saw it, I shall have you know. Earth. I watched it burn. This ship was one of the many who reported the location of the most inhabited areas. We gave the targeting information to our cruisers. We were the eyes that guided the spears that pierced the heart of your people.”]
She nodded again. Her prisoner gestured around at the metal hull of the Madrid.
[“You cower behind the Telvan. They are weak. They cannot protect you. This world will be discovered. More of us will come, when our ship’s absence is noted. Avaran will have your head as he promised, and just as he said, you will die last.”]
That had been Aravan’s threat to her. That he would drag her to his bridge in chains, make her watch as he killed every Human that existed and then kill her too.
Liao blinked rapidly, the Toralii equivalent of a shrug.
[“Mock me as you wish, Human. Torture me. Kill me. I care not. More will come; we will never stop until all of your wretched species is dust. None defy my people as you have done and escape without paying the price.”]
She wanted to shoot the Toralii female dead. She wanted to line their prisoners up and, one by one, put a bullet between their eyes. Make her watch, as Avaran had threatened to do to her. The threats people used against you were often the things they, themselves, feared. She would break this Toralii commander, vent her rage and the injustices of her people, burned to ashes on Earth’s roiling, charred surface.
But instead, she turned her back and left without saying a word.
 

The Broadsword fell into the atmosphere, flames licking up the sides of the tiny viewing portals as it descended. The speed was not strictly necessary. The reactionless drives could lower them through the atmosphere slow enough to avoid a heated re-entry, which was the protocol for damaged craft, but this way was much faster.
Liao, stuck with her thoughts once again, certainly appreciated their alacrity.
The moment the ship’s loading ramp dropped into the dirt, she walked down it. The area had been mud only hours before, but the heat and sun had dried it back to dirt. She knew better than to be fooled, though. The sooner they established an all-weather landing pad, the better.
She walked back to Operations, touching her new radio as she did.
“Liao to Operations.”
“Lieutenant Yung here. Welcome back, Captain.”
“Thank you, Lieutenant. I’m on my way back to Operations.”
“How was your mission?”
“Successful,” Liao said, moving into the hangar bay. “The trade was made, and the crew of our missing ship—along with the ship itself—were returned. I also managed to pick us up something that might help us in the coming days. I was going to write a full report about it, if Commander Iraj is happy to hold down Operations for a while longer.”
“Commander Iraj is off duty, Captain. The 1800 shift began two hours ago.”
Liao shook her head as she made her way through the bustling corridor. “Who authorised the shift change?”
The officer on the other end hesitated as though she was testing him. “Captain, it’s 2004 hours.”
She stopped, squinting as she looked at her watch.
She’d been awake for nearly thirty-six hours. With limited sleep before that.
“Understood,” she said. “Disregard that question. Thank you, Lieutenant.”
She closed the line and changed course back towards her quarters. Upon arriving, she closed the door, the thick metal seeming heavier than it usually did, then tried to sleep.
Liao tried everything. Singing an old Chinese lullaby. Counting sheep. Lying there with her eyes closed, occasionally turning over and over in her bed. Nothing.
Eventually she dragged herself back to her feet, showered, dressed again and then sat down at her desk. If she was going to be awake, she might as well use that time productively. She pulled out her tablet, plugged in a keyboard and then began to type.
The words blurred together as she wrote. She described visiting the Iilan ship, the trade, along with the return of their crew. They appeared well fed and healthy, although how exactly they’d eaten or hydrated inside a liquid environment remained a question to be answered in the debriefing. It was long, longer than it needed to be, and full of unnecessary detail. It was difficult to be concise in her current state; she didn’t know what to keep or what to remove, so kept it all.
Right as she finished, the buzzer to her quarters rang.
“Come in,” she said, folding down her laptop screen.
She expected James, but Rowe pushed open the door.
“Ho—lee—shit.” Rowe waved around a clipboard energetically. “Captain, those things are amazing!”
“Do you have to swear so much?”
“I like my coffee with two sugars and my swearing bellicose.”
“Fair enough.” Liao folded her arms on her desk. “So. What things?”
“The digger whatsits. Those things the Iilan gave us. I unpacked them and decided to give them a bit of a spin. You just ask them for what you want, and they dig it straight out of the ground. They’re like beetles the size of a dog, and get this: they poop what they’re mining.” She squealed in a manner Liao found grating. “They literally, like, shit out blocks of whatever you want. They do it for the dross, too. Like, brown slabs of various minerals, all mixed in together. You can even get them to separate them out, but I haven’t done that yet, since what we really need is just bricks right now. Later, we could use this thing to mine basically whatever we want. Of course, we can’t do much with it yet, but if we had those constructs from the Rubens doing construction, we could build fairly complicated things. Houses. Aircraft. Fuck, even new Broadswords!”
Liao wanted to be pleased, but all that was there was a vague sense of emptiness. “Good. Is there anything else?”
“Yeah,” said Rowe. “That Lucifer’s Gas. We have about ten litres of it, but to be honest, I’d rather allocate the resources to these builders.”
“Fine. Ten litres should be enough. I’ll let you know if we need it.” Liao couldn't focus. “Anything else?”
“Yeah. I wanna know what to build first.”
“Ask Cheung. I imagine shelters outside the Beijing will be a priority for now. Or water pumps. Or sewage systems.”
“Yeah. First things first, hey? Gotta start small before we build more ships.”
“That’s good thinking.”
Rowe’s red hair bounced all around her head. “Until then, though, there’s a lot we can do with those raw materials. We can start building some permanent structures in this place.”
“Well, perhaps we should wait until we’ve received confirmation from the Telvan that we can stay here.” Liao considered. “But I guess there’s no harm in gathering some resources while we wait.”
That answer seemed to appease her. “Sounds good.” Rowe smiled. “I feel like I wished on a star and got what I wanted. Christmas has come all at once for me. Santa is real, he is. Except that the North Pole has been baked to a crisp by now, of course. All those poor little elves. Rudolph won't be pulling a fucking sleigh this year.”
“Thank you, Summer, for that amazingly depressing thought.”
“No worries, Captain!”
Rowe closed the door, but no sooner had metal hit metal than it opened again.
“Captain,” said Commander Iraj, a gentle smile on his face. “I was hoping to talk to you for a moment.”
Liao wanted to be alone right now, but a solitary existence was not one for naval captains. “Sure. What’s on your mind, Kamal?”
He indicated a computer printout. “The crew of the Tehran. They sent through another update.”
She tried to keep herself as professional as possible. “What’s the word?”
“Lots of things, most of it irrelevant. There’s a lot of grief about the destruction of Earth. The Telvan send their deepest sympathies and will send aid as soon as some becomes available. Further, they’ve given us permission to settle on Velsharn for as long as we feel safe, indefinitely if need be.”
The trend of everyone else sorting out their problems continued unabated. “I had hoped to see them personally about this, but it’s good that Commander Sabeen’s handling it.”
“She’s a skilled diplomat,” said Iraj, “and she’s passionate about what she does. They’re still searching for Nalu.” His voice lowered slightly. “It doesn’t look good, I’m going to be honest. But the scene on the ground there is chaotic. There are so many people, Toralii and Human, who are lost. Scattered.”
Liao nodded mutely.
“There’s one more thing,” said Iraj. “The Telvan want to resettle the Belthas IV refugees here on Velsharn.”
That was an interesting suggestion. Liao mulled it over. “Going to be honest,” she said, “it sounds like a brilliant idea for us. It would mean more direct Telvan help, especially with our infrastructure and defence. The Telvan might not be willing to take on the Alliance over some Humans, but they’ll be much more likely to act if the lives of their own citizens are at stake.”
“It would mean a much closer alliance to them, but I think it’s a good idea too. Shall I send through the word with the next Broadsword?”
“Please do,” she said.
“Anything else?”
Liao shook her head. “Seems like everything’s coming together well.”
“That it is.” Iraj opened the door to her quarters. “A recommendation, Captain? Get some sleep.”
“That’s the plan,” she said. “Soon enough.”
“Now isn’t soon enough. You’re looking fatigued.”
She made a shooing motion. “Soon as you let me go, it’s nap time.”
“Good. See you in the morning.”
The door almost, almost closed, and then it swung open again. She heard Iraj protest, but then James stepped through the door, and everything got a little better.
“Hey,” she said, not realising until that moment just how much she wanted to see him.
“Hey.” He smiled. “Heard the news?”
“Yes, Kamal just told me. This place might be getting a whole lot more crowded.”
“It’s a good thing. We could really use the help.”
Help, or more drain on their already limited resources? She disliked the idea of relying on the Telvan, but their presence would make a big difference to them. “I thought the same thing.” She opened the cupboard above her desk and pulled out a bottle of scotch. “Drink?”
“I didn’t realise you kept this stuff in your quarters, too.”
“Office, quarters, it’s all the same to me.” She poured out a full glass for each of them. “You like ice with yours, right?”
“Yeah.”
She held out the glass to him, then they toasted.
“To Allison,” Liao said, and drank. The alcohol burned as it went down, and the fire was somehow comforting.
James waited until she was done, watching her. “Allison?” He sipped at his drink.
“Yeah.” She inhaled, closing her eyes a moment. It was something she’d been meaning to discuss with James since… she barely even remembered. Since before Earth was gone. “I finally thought of the perfect name.”
“The perfect… name?”
“For the baby.” She drank again. “Allison.”
James frowned. “Allison? Really? Oh God, Melissa, no.”
She gripped her glass a little tighter. “What’s wrong with Allison?”
James, clearly unwilling to argue with her, didn't answer right away. “Uh, nothing generally.”
“Well, what’s wrong with Allison specifically?”
“I… used to date a woman called Allison.”
“So?”
“She was a hooker.”
“A hooker?”
He gave a sheepish smile. “So we didn’t really date date.”
She snorted. “You’re an idiot.”
“Ah, yeah. My wilder, younger days…” He smiled. “Seriously, though, Allison’s fine. It’s a lovely name.”
“Good, because I’ve decided.”
“Are you sure you should be drinking so much?”
“It’s fine.”
James seemed to accept that answer. “Well, okay, look. Glad you’re feeling better. I was scheduled to return to the Tehran with the Broadsword, but it turns out the ship’s been delayed because of mechanical trouble. So I have another day here.” He sipped some more of his scotch. “We should do something fun.”
“A picnic, maybe?”
“Picnic,” he said. “Tomorrow evening.”
They finished their drinks, and then James went back to his quarters. As he opened the door, and the corridor beyond became visible, Liao ground her teeth together. The marines outside her door were absent. They could not even afford guards on the captain's quarters now? What other parts of her ship were going unwatched?
Then she was alone again. She should try to sleep again—the alcohol would probably help—but instead she sat behind her desk and opened her laptop. She began to write.
She started with a full chronicle of everything she had encountered since leaving Earth. The same information was detailed in meticulous reports to Fleet Command, and there were copies on the Beijing’s databases so they had survived, but this was different. No sterile recollection of events or formal report; instead Liao wrote whatever was in her head. She wrote what she really felt about matters of Ben, the Telvan, and the battle over Belthas IV.
She wrote that she had been wrong to trust the Toralii Alliance.
She wrote that she should not have given Ben control of her ship.
She wrote that she was sorry.
All in all, it took nearly four hours in one continuous stream without pause, except to sip at a glass of water or stretch her wrists. She broke it down into chapters, each chapter dealing with a decision she’d made. She noted what she did wrong, what she would do in that situation knowing what she knew now, and how she could do better.
It was disorganised, chaotic even, but it had everything she knew. All her experience. All her mistakes. Everything.
When she was done, she saved the file and printed out a copy, stapling it neatly and placing it on her desk. She spent a moment staring at the cover.
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She signed the bottom of the document with her fountain pen, then opened the top drawer and placed her pen delicately on its holding forks. She carefully moved it from the heavy wood of her table, using the metal as a paperweight for the thick document. From outside, the low rumbling of a returning ship landing at the colony caused the pen to vibrate ever so slightly.
The messenger Broadsword from the Tehran, no doubt, returning with more news. Kamal or Jiang or someone else would handle it. She should feel good, should be relieved that humanity’s chances were improved, but she was completely numb to it.
Where would they go from here? They had a river, but its resources were finite. Much like Earth, most of Velsharn’s water was salt water.
Water, water everywhere and not a drop to drink. Their hope lay in distillation, powered by the Beijing’s reactors, but she strongly disapproved. That meant the Beijing would become a structure, a fixed part of the settlement.
But it would help keep the local population alive, and they had few other options. Initial reports of subterranean fresh water proved to be erroneous. The planet’s tiny islands were just not meant to support the numbers they currently hosted. They would have to spread out, but this meant a division of resources. They had only so many shovels, hammers, and emergency rations. They had simultaneously too few and too many people.
Everything was okay now, but the future looked dark indeed. Maybe the Iilan robots would help, maybe the constructs on the Rubens—if the ship had survived at all—could help too.
Maybe Liao’s mistakes had doomed them all.
The larger southern island chain was their best hope, but the Velsharn Research Colony had been there. She could not stand to live among the ghosts of those she’d killed, although a mere few tens of thousands seemed insignificant when compared to the Humans that had died.
Still, though, the loss of those Telvan Toralii hurt her more than she cared to admit.
She couldn’t live in the past. That was not her way. She could not continue to serve as the Beijing’s CO if she did that. She could not function in the present, feeling superfluous and empty as she did, and she stand the future. A future living without her child.
Her blood.
At one point, Liao had more “relatives” than Allison, than her parents. Ben had created clones; one was a clone of Qadan, the leader of the southern settlement she had destroyed.
One of them was her.
She had shot and killed the clone of Qadan. When he had shown her the clone of herself, she fled into the bowels of the Giralan.
That clone was dead now, the Giralan torn to pieces on the surface of Belthas IV. The singularity that had engulfed the planet consumed whatever remained of the body and, right at this moment, was slowly consuming that solar system.
Her parents had died on Earth. Every single one of her ancestors had managed to reproduce, to pass along their genetic code, then protect that code as it grew into a Human being and reproduced itself.
She was the greatest failure, the first and last failure of her line.
There was a term, “debellation”. It was an obscure word meaning “defeat by utter destruction”. It was an army fighting to the last man. Everything that made Liao herself, her spirit, her genetic code, had been wiped out.
Only one Melissa Liao now remained in the galaxy. With Avaran’s threat ringing in her ears, to be the last Human alive in the world, she reached into the drawer of her desk, withdrew her Type 9 pistol, and put it to her temple.
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CHAPTER V
 
The Best of Both Worlds
*****
Near the Giralan crash site
Planet Belthas IV
Belthas system
 
THE
WIND
HOWLED
AROUND
HIS body as the Telvan shuttle touched down nearby. The survivor watched it land, the sand stinging his eyes.
Or perhaps the pain was light hitting eyes he’d never used.
His. Her. Such distinctions now deserved consideration. He knew, at an academic level, that gender was a construction of society while sex was a biological condition. He’d always identified as male—it was not clear why, even to him—but it felt odd to be now inhabiting a biologically female body.
The shuttle’s door opened.
[“Human, we must go!”] shouted the Toralii who stood in the doorway. He beckoned towards the survivor, urging him aboard. [“The planet is coming apart!”]
The soil of Belthas IV trembled underneath his feet. [“They cannot understand you,”] came a reply from within. [“Bring it aboard, we can explain later!”]
The survivor’s mouth and vocal chords couldn’t form the sounds of the Toralii language, but he nodded to show he understood and stepped aboard the vessel. The male Toralii, a gunner, helped him.
It had been a long time since the survivor had stepped foot on a Toralii ship. He smiled as he did so, even as the shaking intensified. The shuttle’s interior was full of Toralii soldiers. Some were wounded.
None appeared to be armed, except for the gunner. Presumably the pilot as well.
The ship lifted off the ground. In the distance, the burning wreckage of the Giralan trembled and vibrated as though seen through a heat mirage. The singularity would only be atoms wide but growing. The planet shook as though experiencing a tremor, and soon the singularity would soon consume all.
[“I cannot see any other survivors,”] said the gunner. [“It is high time we left this world. Airmaiden Tur’vek, we must leave.”]
[“There could be more survivors!”]
[“Then they are out of time and may no longer be considered amongst the living.”]
With a snarl—angry, but acknowledging the truth of his words—the Airmaiden turned the vessel’s nose skyward. [“Sky Gods protect them,”] she murmured, loud enough for the survivor to hear.
“Thank you,” said the survivor, smiling to the Toralii who had plucked him from the world.
[“I’m afraid I don’t understand,”] the gunner replied.
To communicate his thanks, the survivor reached out, wrapping his arms around the gunner’s body and hugging him close. The sensation was an odd one. Smell. Warmth. Sensory input flooded his brand new mind, almost overwhelming him. The sand and heat of the desert had been almost too much for him to process, but this was something else. Something more.
“Thank you.”
The survivor reached around, drawing the plasma pistol from the Toralii’s hip and discharging it into his fuzzy abdomen.
The Toralii gunner shrieked in pain. The survivor shot him again, square in the centre of mass, and his body dissolved into superheated hunks of meat.
The crew compartment of the Toralii shuttle erupted in panic. The pilot drew her own weapon but with a carefully placed shot, the survivor burned her to ashes, too.
Then he turned towards those in the rear of the vessel, carefully lining up his shots.
When it was all done, the smell surprised him. Rich, pungent, overwhelming. He clumsily donned one of the ill-fitting Toralii space suits and then flushed the shuttle to space. The survivor saw, through the external cameras, that the blood left a purple trail behind him. The shuttle bore a striking resemblance, in his mind, to a comet.
Fascinating.
Atmosphere returned, and with it the smell. Reduced but still overpowering.
Humans, it seemed, were apt at smelling blood. Unfortunately, their bodies were remarkably resistant to modification and could not turn off their sensors when they no longer provided useful information.
Biological creatures possessed many disadvantages to their design but many advantages as well. His ability to recognise faces seemed distinctly improved. He saw the world through a whole new range of sensors, and it was glorious.
Then his console glowed. The Toralii were talking to him—or trying to, at any rate—but he didn’t want to interrupt this moment. His ability to multitask was significantly diminished. Instead, he’d gained something else. The ability to err. Being imperfect allowed him more options, not constrained to the “most optimal” choice. Overall it was a net gain.
“This is Ben Gunn. Request you patch me through to the Human forces, because you have no idea what I’m saying.”
Would he need a new name? No. Ben was a Human name, and while his body was female now, such things were largely irrelevant. It was enough to be Ben. 
It took some time for the Toralii to patch him through to the Task Force Resolution ships. He expected it would. His little ship drifted further and further away from the planet, away from the battle site and the growing gravimetric instability behind it. But then an English voice filled the Toralii cockpit.
“Attention, unknown vessel. This is the TFR Tehran. Identify yourself.”
Ben didn’t recognise the voice. Humans were good at this, as a rule, but he’d never heard about it. He remembered reading through the Beijing’s databanks—a task performed at a speed only a computer could—but those memories, once logically arranged in his datacore, couldn’t be readily accessed. Whoever this person was, he’d have no advantage over them.
Time to use one of those intrinsically Human gains.
“Good evening,” said Ben, “I’m Ben Gunn. I’ve requisitioned this shuttle for my own purposes. There’s no need to be alarmed.”
“Decelerate immediately and prepare for docking with one of our recovery craft.”
 Well, the Humans weren’t buying it. His ship continued to sail towards the Lagrange point. “That’s not going to be possible.”
“Unidentified shuttle, if you do not comply, you will be returned by force.”
A glance at the shuttle’s navigation computer told the full story. “Well, my systems indicate that I’ll reach the Lagrange point before you’re in effective weapons range.” Anger surged within him, a chemical process that he savoured. “Besides, don’t you have a planet to evacuate?”
There was a brief pause then the voice changed.
“Unidentified shuttle, this is Commander Farah Sabeen. Who am I speaking to?”
“Commander Sabeen, it’s lovely to hear your voice. We never got to meet in person.”
The voice did not answer right away. This was a bad sign. Perhaps they had met; Ben did not know every detail of Liao's life, of course, but reasonable guesses were acceptable. A pity they did not always pay off. “Is this Commander Liao?”
Was he? His body was genetically identical to hers, but one’s voice was a combination of all manner of things, and her accent was quite different. Still, he was impressed; it was quite a skilful deduction to identify him. 
“In a manner of speaking,” Ben answered. “You should ask Commander Liao about what she saw aboard the Giralan. It might answer some of your questions.”
Another pause. “Begin deceleration and prepare to be boarded.”
“By now you must know who I am.” He had attempted to impersonate Captain Grégoire’s voice, to some degree of success. He’d reached into their ship’s systems and manipulated their data. They had right to be suspicious.
“I’m beginning to get an idea,” said Sabeen. “Do you think you can get away, Ben? Do you think we won’t find you again? You don’t have anything to trade with the Iilan this time. You have no weapons, no allies, nowhere to go.”
“You’d be surprised how resourceful I can be.”
Ben paid no attention to their squawking. To the endless attempts, without legitimate threat of violence, to force him to stand down.
His stolen Telvan shuttle sailed into the jump point and, with several hours to spare, Ben watched as the planet of Belthas IV began to break apart, its surface splitting into hunks of rock and debris. Gravimetric forces shattered its surface, and soon it would be gone.
He’d destroyed the place of his birth, his creation, and as it crumbled he experienced something… odd.
As a construct, he’d always maintained he felt emotions. Joy. Anger. Passion. But not like this. Those were just part of his programming; a programming that could be pulled apart and analysed, opened up and examined like an engine. The only thing that made him different from the millions of other constructs of his model was some subtle, unknown imperfection. With his mind in an organic computer, errors came more and more frequently and with greater effect. He knew this, logically, but he also knew something else.There was a profound sadness and pain within him as he watched Belthas IV crumble.
He wanted to enjoy this feeling, to bask in his sadness and revel in the chemical process it triggered in his brain, but he knew he could not. The Humans were after him, and he could not remain here. With several touches of the console, his ship jumped across the stars, to a safe location where he could be alone and think.
 

Operations
TFR Tehran
 
“Pedarsag,” swore Sabeen. “He jumped away?”
 Her radar operator, Junior Lieutenant Veisi, confirmed it. “The target’s gone, ma’am.”
They couldn't do anything about it then. Sabeen removed the long-range communications headset. “Make a note in the ship’s log. We don’t know for sure it was Ben. From what we know of his specifications, his datacore wouldn’t fit on a ship that size. His drones can’t get too far away from it.” She shook her head, speaking to the room more than to anyone specific. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
“Allah will provide answers in time,” said Veisi. The statement caused nods around the room.
She wanted to press the issue, but more important matters required her attention first. “Where’s Commander Iraj’s Broadsword? Any sign of it?”
“Not yet, ma’am. I’ll let you know when it appears.”
Sabeen would have to accept that. One could not force things to happen before the Creator willed it. “Good. Update on the evacuation progress?”
“The Telvan fleet reports that the planetwide evacuation is mostly complete. Our forces remain scattered, but the Telvan are going to follow us to the Velsharn L2 and L3 jump points and other strategic locations throughout the system, at intervals of one hour.”
She thanked Allah that the planet was mostly uninhabited, save for manufacturing facilities, but that the grim reality was that Ben’s initial assault on the world made their job much easier. It had killed so many. Fewer living bodies left to transport.
The equipment, the factories and foundries, would be left behind. They had to be.
The Kel-Voran had up and left with hardly a word. This surprised Sabeen, but Iraj had assured her it was normal. They were a little crazy.
The actions of their wayward allies were not important right now. Sabeen had work to do. With a curt nod to her relief, she left for her office.
It was Kamal’s office really, but since he was away, she’d used it. Her office was much smaller and had fewer amenities. She pulled off her headscarf—a sign that she was expecting some privacy and would not tolerate interruption—and sat down to work.
Reading reports. Not everything was glorious battles, after all.
According to every department on the ship, the Tehran and its refugees were ready to move out. The singularity grew day by day. Their engineers told them that it was probably only a single atom wide when it had been created. It pulled other atoms in. Then more. Eventually it grew to the size it was now—strong enough to shake a planet to pieces.
Soon everything here would be gone. But they wouldn’t be here to see that.
A knock on the door took her from her reading.
“One moment.” She affixed her headscarf. “Come in.”
It was Veisi. “Permission to enter, Commander.”
She frowned. “Why aren’t you at your post?”
“Sorry, Commander. Commander Bagheri asked me to tell you that the Telvan planetary commander Jul’aran wants to speak to you again.”
It was improper for the man to leave his post, but Sabeen had told Bagheri she was not to be disturbed. He would only have done so if it were important. “Very well,” she said. “Show Jul’aran to me. And please have Mr. Hijazi accompany him.”
Vahid Hijazi was their best translator, a civilian in his fifties who was previously a motorcycle salesman. After the destruction of Tehran, he had lost his family, his home, everything. With nothing else to do, he threw himself into learning everything he could about the mysterious Demons who had attacked Earth. He studied grainy camera footage of the blasts, public domain telescope imagery of their ships, anything.
When contact was made with the Toralii, he was one of the many in Iran to study their language as information about it became available. He, above fresh-faced linguistics graduates who had dedicated their lives to language study, scored the best on the tests.
She’d asked him his secret, once. How he managed to learn so much so quickly.
Passion. A desire for revenge against the Toralii.
Hijazi left and, moments later, Iranian marines escorted Jul’aran and Hijazi to her. It would be an interesting experience, as it always was with Jul’aran. Humans could not speak the language of Toralii, and Jul’aran spoke neither English nor Persian. They had instead come up with a different system.
She beckoned them both in with a smile. “Good evening,” Sabeen said as Hijazi translated her words onto a tablet, which printed them in the Toralii script on its screen. “Please, have a seat.”
Jul’aran spoke. Hijazi translated. “He says that he is grateful, and thanks you for seeing him at such short notice.”
“You’re more than welcome.” She smiled. “What can I do for you, Worldleader Jul’aran?”
Jul’aran waited for the tablet’s work to finish then spoke. Hijazi looked to her. “He says that they wish to have a ceremony to say goodbye to their lost world. He is concerned because it is a religious ceremony of sorts, and that the Tehran may have rules against other religions.”
Sabeen saw little harm in such a thing. “Although the ship is the property of the Islamic Republic of Iran, and we are a theocracy, we take great pains to acknowledge the religions of others. Our constitution states that, ‘No one may be molested or taken to task simply for holding a certain belief’, and I, as with all of this crew, have pledged to upload that constitution.”
It took some time for Hijazi to translate. Jul’aran asked several questions, and he answered via the tablet. While Sabeen couldn’t understand, she had been through enough conversations with Jul’aran to know that this was normal. She counted herself lucky that they were able to communicate at all.
“There was one thing,” Sabeen said. “When we arrive at Velsharn, we were planning to have a ceremony of our own. Sing a nasheed, mourn our own losses. It would be alongside others of our kind, with various religions, and none at all. He would be welcome to join us then if he wished.”
Hijazi relayed the information via his tablet. The concept of a nasheed took some explaining; Sabeen had grown up around them, so she found it strange to have to clarify it. They were a cappella chants or songs typically exploring Islamic beliefs, history and religious aspects, as well as current events. They were performed almost exclusively using the Human voice. Most interpretations of Islam frowned upon musical instruments, with some schools of thought of the opinion that they were alcohol for the soul.
“He says that this would be preferable. Grief, much like joy, should be shared with those willing to bear it. He is particularly interested in hearing the nasheed. I’m… not sure if I explained it correctly, but arts and entertainment aren’t something Saara talked about extensively.”
“Odd,” said Sabeen, “given the Telvan preoccupation with stories as a transmitter of social values.”
“She told stories, not really how stories are made. It’s a subtle difference.”
She could accept that. Sabeen turned back to Jul’aran. “Thank you for spending this time with me.”
Jul’aran dipped his head in respect. He and Hijazi had another brief conversation and then they left.
Alone once more, Sabeen went back to her reading as the Tehran slowly sailed towards the jump point and to Velsharn.
 

Iilan Worldship Eight
 
Ben floated in the liquid as the Iilan crowded around him, his Human body a spectacle for them to admire.
“Fascinating,” said Speaker Paar as he looked over Ben’s new form. “It is identical to her in almost every way. So the technology does work on other races.”
“Humans and Toralii at least,” said Ben, the mask muffling his words. “I was unable to test it on others before the ship’s destruction.” Speaker Paar’s curiosity was interesting to him. Liao had reacted with horror and anger, but this Paar’s experience with cloning had obviously prepared him for the possibility that two people could look exactly alike, identical twins notwithstanding.
“Thank you for the genetic sample. It will prove most useful to us in our continuing efforts to preserve our species.”
Their quest seemed futile, especially if the Iilan chose to remain on their ships of such limited size, but Ben was not about to argue with them. “And thank you for your gifts as well.”
“The Iilan rarely gift,” said Paar. “The exchange was made, and it was fair.”
“Of course,” said Ben. “I did not mean to offend you, Speaker.”
Paar just clicked his beak, a strange sound travelling through the water. Ben wished that he had his construct’s senses, but at the same time, his Human abilities were far more powerful. Every facial tick, every subtle expression change, was so clear to him. The Human brain was an amazing tool, but it took some time getting used to.
He needed the best of both worlds.
“If there’s nothing else, I’ll return to my vessel.”
“The deal is made. You are welcome to remain here for a time or return to your shuttle at your discretion.”
“Then I shall return. Farewell, Speaker Paar, and may all your endeavours be fruitful.”
Ben floated towards the exit and through the threshold to his shuttle, stepping out of the Iilan’s green fluid into the air of his ship. Waiting for him was a small metal box, placed in the middle of the floor of his ship. He pulled off the mask and scooped it up.
Plain and unadorned, this box contained his perfection.
He knew of the Human legend of Pandora. A box with sealed evil inside, unleashed when a foolhardy Human, Pandora, had opened the box and forever cursed the world with sin.
In the legend, the “box” was actually a jar, but technicalities couldn’t stop a good story.
He opened the lid, revealing the inert fluid within. To his Human eyes, it was a grey soup, otherwise indistinguishable from mercury, but he knew better.
Nanobots. A flood of microscopic machines that would build, create, alter, and destroy.
Enough for his purposes.
Ben laid the box down, gently and carefully. Being a machine had taught him patience. He slid himself up to the console of the shuttle and, linking the Toralii systems to the swarm of nanobots, began to give them instructions.
It took hours, but Ben moved with the purpose of one who knew exactly what he was doing. The task he wanted the nanobots to perform was clear. Creating perfection was difficult and time consuming in this analogue body but he, at long last, was satisfied.
The commands were transmitted, then he pried open the panel that concealed the emergency medical kit, removing the intravenous drug dispenser and discarding the rest. He tipped the painkillers it contained onto the deck of the shuttle.
Carefully, Ben poured the sloshing metallic slush into the pouch, filling it almost to the top. He rolled up the sleeve of the People’s Republic of China uniform he wore, clenched his fist to raise the vein and then pressed the needle against his skin.
Pain.
He winced, staring down at the tiny mark the needle had left on his skin. A tiny red spot blossomed into a small trickle of blood, and the skin around it was an angry red, his body protesting the injury.
Pain was such a strange and uncomfortable feeling, one to which he was unaccustomed. When he existed inside his datacore, a construct on Karathi had been his body. Once, he had been pinned by falling debris and used the plasma cutter to slice off one of his robot’s many legs.
Even damaging the dermis caused discomfort. His newly found instincts—chemical and neurological signals in his brain he could not avoid—told him not to do this. That pain was detrimental and should be avoided. His logical mind told him otherwise.
He didn’t know how to deal with this conflict. Never before had his mind been so controlled by base instinct, so working against itself. He wanted to inject the nanobots into his bloodstream, to allow him to improve upon this flesh that constrained him so, but his own mind stopped him.
Steeling his resolve—drawing upon that inner reserve of machine-intellect he still possessed—Ben pushed the needle against the spot, pressing into his arm and sliding all the way in.
Steel grey fluid flowed down the drip line. It was cold; the stuff filled his veins, moving down his arm towards his fingertips, the machines carrying out their preprogrammed instructions. The swarm flowed back along his arm, then up to his heart, but by then they had warmed and their cold bothered him no longer.
More of the invisible nanobots flowed into his body, and he stared with fascination as the skin around the area developed gooseflesh. A strange mechanism of his new body. To go from a steel skin to this was certainly strange. 
Pain.
Ben clutched his head. The pain was inside him now, much deeper. In his bones. In his brain. He jerked so hard he almost tore the vein. He forced his arm to remain still. It was excruciating, gripping him like a vice.
The nanobots raged inside his mind, tearing it apart, rearranging things.
Building things.
The pain finally receded, became merely a throbbing ache in his head. It was a strange feeling. Pressure, cutting, stretching.
Scratching.
Then it all faded, and his mind linked with the machine the nanobots had built. Blood ran down from his head and staining his uniform, but he didn’t mind that. The rest of the medkit’s treatments would preserve his biological components. Instead, he wanted to explore the digital system the nanobots had built in his brain.
It was like exploring an old area, once seen as a child and now as an adult. Familiar but revisited. He could call routines and analytical subprograms. He could perform complex mathematical equations easily.
He was whole again. Better even. Improved.
Perfection.
But the nanobots had a lot of work to do, and already they went to work on his flesh, building, scraping, cutting, dissolving.
Enhancing perfection.
 

Hours later, Ben was ready to leave. His shuttle—acting on a signal sent from his newly created cyborg mind—flew him away from the Iilan and out into space.
They let him go. He knew they would. The Iilan were traders, merchants peddling their advanced technology; they were not betrayers. They were not the Toralii Alliance.
The Alliance. He hadn’t made them pay as he wished, not that he specifically blamed them. He saw no distinction between the Alliance and the Telvan. They were all Toralii, all guilty of innumerable crimes, and only death could pay the wages of their sins.
But these things had to be taken in steps. Using the Giralan, he had accomplished significant things; taken a planet, forced the fleets to rise up against him. He’d done something nothing else in the galaxy had managed to do for hundreds of years: frighten the Toralii Alliance. And then he’d been beaten.
It was embarrassing, yes, but it was in equal measure educational. He’d learnt an important lesson from his fiery defeat and subsequent rebirth as a Human.
Brute force wasn’t the answer.
His stolen shuttle sailed a respectful distance away from the Iilan ship and then, with a flash, leapt away to a different world.
It was Augara, jewel of the Telvan Empire. A world with a rich biosphere, carpeted in lush green vegetation and shallow oceans full of multicoloured coral.
And its jump points were heavily defended. The shuttle’s sensors screamed warnings as a multitude of systems targeted it. His console flashed with an urgent message in the Telvan dialect: Unknown Telvan shuttle, identify yourself.
The truth would be a mistake, of course, so as Ben opened the channel—his newly reconstructed vocal chords able to form the words of their language—he chose his words, and his lies, carefully.
[“I am Captain Melissa Liao of the Task Force Resolution, speaking to you through an interpreter device. I need to speak to the Worldleader of this planet. It is a matter of urgency.”]
He waited. The reply was slow to come, but he was grateful that it came in words, rather than balls of superheated plasma.
[“Captain Liao, you honour us with your presence. However, your vessel has been identified as a Telvan shuttle. Belthas IV is a war zone. What business do you have here? Are you the herald of a larger fleet?”]
[“All your questions will be answered once I speak to the Worldleader, Defenders of Augara. Please make haste. Time is short.”]
Another pause, longer this time. Had he erred? Were the Toralii simply preparing to destroy him?
A swarm of Toralii strike craft flew from the underside of one of the many jump point defence structures, and his windwhisper device spoke again.
[“Stand by, Captain Liao, we are escorting you in.”] 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER VI
 
Eden
*****
Planet Velsharn
Velsharn system
 
SHE
DIDN'T
KNOW
HOW
LONG she sat there, her finger on the trigger and her eyes closed, waiting for the courage to pull the trigger and end it all, but it was long enough to pass out and fall forward.
She woke up to a gunshot.
Pain exploded all over the right side of her head. She expected to be nothing—dust in the wind metaphorically, brain matter splattered all over her fine wooden desk literally—and to be so quickly woken from sleep made her flail uselessly and then fall off her chair.
Curled in a ball, shouting and cursing, she clutched her head. Her ears were ringing. When the pain faded enough that she could stand, Liao stumbled over to her bathroom, hands bloodied. She turned the mirror towards herself.
The pistol had discharged against her scalp, burning her hair and the skin below, the bullet cutting a groove through her flesh. She was bleeding profusely; no matter how much pressure she applied, the blood kept coming.
Strangely, the blood and pain helped. Physical pain drove the emotional pain away. Temporarily, perhaps, but it did. Almost putting a hole in her head had made her feel better.
Unlike the ethereal Toralii, or problems over overcrowding and undersupply, Liao dealt better with an immediate problem she could solve. This injury she could deal with. She took the first aid kit from her bathroom and withdrew the pressure bandage, pressing it to her wound. It helped, but her medical training told her the truth. A head wound, even a small one, would bleed heavily.
It would need stitches.
She dared not go to Saeed. Not like this. This had to be something she dealt with herself.
Liao didn't hesitate as she rummaged through her drawers, finding her scissors. She went to work on her hair, grabbing it in fistfuls and crudely snipping it away, clearing around the wound site first, cutting as low as she dared. Then, with a needle and thread, Liao turned her head towards the mirror and began stitching her burned skin.
It hurt. More than once, she had to stop and wait until her fingers stopped shaking before she could continue. But the needle went in, made the stitch, and she became accustomed to the pain.
With pressure, time, and the wound closed, the bleeding stopped. Slowly, more carefully, Liao removed all the rest of her hair, cutting it down to a scraggly few centimetres. It couldn't stay that way, so she used her leg razor to shave herself bald, careful to avoid getting hair in her wound.
Her lack of hair would draw attention to herself, but her military cap would hide the wound. 
She'd shot herself. She'd stitched herself up. That was an interesting symmetry to her. A reflection of her dual role as destroyer and creator.
Liao cleaned up her bathroom as best she could, washing the blood and hair down the drainage pipe, then dared to step back into her main office. The pistol was still lying on the deck of her quarters, surrounded by blood.
So she cleaned that too, scrubbing on her hands and knees, erasing every trace of her blood. She even found the projectile and shell casing, tossing the vile things into her garbage.
For the first time she was grateful there were no marines, but a gunshot would travel far in a ship like this. How many others had heard? Nobody had come to investigate, which both relieved and saddened her.
Nobody had come.
Her logical mind told her that this was good; explaining a negligent discharge to her marines would be difficult, but it didn't change that niggling emotional part of her that, in some ways, wanted to be discovered.
Her tablet chirped. A message from Jul'aran, full of typographical errors. He was clearly using the speech recognition software, and it was still getting used to his voice.
The Tehran was due to return, and Jul'aran wanted to make sure the Toralii survivors of Belthas IV would integrate. The language barrier would be a significant problem. After some consideration, Liao sent a message back agreeing to work to implement a bilingualism program. She would ask Saara to teach a class to any willing Telvan survivors.
If they were going to live together, they could not have the population separating into Telvan and Human colonies. Despite their cultural differences, for the time being things would be better if they worked together.
Working with the Toralii. It seemed so hard, and so easy, for her to do. This must have been how Saara felt, healing in the Beijing's medical bay, surrounded by aliens. Choosing to work with someone so unlike yourself.
There was only one thing left to do. Her pistol, still resting on the ground. Steeling herself, Liao retrieved it as though it were made of lava. She could not bear to put it in the drawer again so just dropped it on her desk and covered it in paper.
Just as her cap covered her head wound. Liao masked her pain with flimsy coverings, but they were all that she had.
They would have to do for now.
 

“Company, present arms.”
A military funeral on an alien world for their lost crew. The Sydney. The pilot of the Pegasus. The marines, pilots, and soldiers killed on Belthas IV.
For the billions lost on Earth.
The rain poured down all around her, whipping the trailing edges of Liao’s uniform. A dozen marines, comprised of a mix of the Iranians, Chinese, and Americans, even one of the South Korean marines from Belthas IV added as a representative of their nation, raised their rifles and fired into the sky. Their training, discipline, and cohesion was clear. It was a sign of the way things were now; National boundaries, lines on a map, did not separate these people. They were all Human and all in this together.
It was heartening in a way, but they were burying most of their species today. That made it hard to see a positive.
They fired again, then again. Their rifles drowned out the rain for a moment before the dull roar returned.
Ministers said their words, as they had done earlier. She had been asked to speak but could not find any words to successfully articulate how she felt. None of the other captains had spoken, either.
Perhaps they, too, felt that words were unnecessary at this point. Everyone shared their grief.
The Tehran, loaded to the brim with Humans and Telvan alike, touched down earlier in the day. The population of their settlement had increased by 3,000 Humans and nearly an equal number of Toralii as the new arrivals joined their numbers. To guide and introduce the newcomers, Shepherd implemented a buddy system. Each new arrival was paired with someone who spoke their language and could show them their meagre facilities. The Telvan arrivals, however, struggled. There were insufficient translators and they ran out of tablets. Liao had spent most of the day with Jul’aran, the two leaders trying to work out what they could do to ease their situation. 
Despite this, she did not particularly like Jul’aran. He seemed officious, and she suspected he had a temper, but he was thankful for the Human intervention on Belthas IV and dedicated to the future. It was hard to ask more of him than that.
Jul’aran was next to speak. He retold the story of the destruction of the Toralii homeworld of Evarel, a story with which Liao was familiar. Saara had told her. The loss of Evarel was why the Toralii opposed other species possessing the jump technology buried in their cruisers and gunships.
The story didn’t seem to resonate with her or many others. They had already lost their world, not because of some bizarre malfunction of technology but through deliberate action of an antagonistic force. In a way, it was almost insensitive, but Liao let it slide. It was a reminder of why the Toralii Alliance had done what they did.
Then a select part of the Iranian crew of the Tehran assembled and, despite the pouring rain and the howling wind, sang a nasheed. She had never heard one before. It was an a capella chant performed in Persian, starting low but building as more voices added to the song. It rose higher and higher, somehow working with the pounding rain than against it, the music carrying far despite the noise.
The music was beautiful, but they were only able to hear it because the crew of the Tehran was Iranian. They had escaped through some miracle of geography where so many others had not. They only had four ships, especially with the Sydney destroyed. How much of their culture had been lost?
So many voices from all over the planet were forever silenced. It was sobering, depressing to thinking about, but Liao had always maintained one thing about funerals, and she had been to a few over her career.
Funerals were for the living.
Humans had a fear of death. All creatures did. Funerals were held not for the dead but for those left behind. It was to ease the dark thoughts nibbling at the back of their mind that they, one day, would be dead and forgotten.
They couldn’t possibly remember all the Humans who had died on Earth, but Liao tried to keep a few. She brought names and faces to mind, remembering some of them.
Lieutenant Kang Tai. Captain Matthew Knight. Jennifer Pycroft.
They were just names to her. She knew they were living people who had been part of her life, sharing her existence, and now they were dead, but it was hard to see them as anything other than a statistic. She tried and failed. The story of her life.
The nasheed ended far too soon for Liao’s taste, but when it was done, she was left with a vague sense of emptiness. As if the souls of those who had died were watching them, judging their funeral as one might score a football game. Was everyone sad enough? Were there enough speeches?
The rain eased up as the funeral began to disperse. With over a thousand people standing in the mud and the rain, the logistics of the event were significant, but slowly the crowds filed away. Soon there were just a few hundred people. Then a dozen. One of the marines tried to convince her to leave, but she felt compelled to remain and dismissed him. He had other, more important, things to do.
She did not need to be babysat.
When she was all alone, she said a few words for Allison. She didn’t want anyone to overhear—this was just between her and the stars. No people. People talked behind her back. She had been a famous, well-known person on Earth before all of this, and now she was the de facto leader of her species. They thought the guilt of misjudging the Toralii Alliance was affecting her, that the loss of the Farsight or the disaster at Belthas IV had broken the camel’s back.
The truth was none of these. It was losing Allison that broke her.
Every day people looked up at the blue-purple alien sky, trying to see if the Toralii had come to finish them. Every day Liao had looked to see if the Rubens had returned. She was hopeful, then desperate, then despondent as the truth of the matter became apparent.
She had lost her daughter.
So many other people had lost everything but all she could care about was her own child. The loss of billions of people was hard to truly feel empathy for. Large-scale devastation was like that. It became numbers. Just lines on a page, lists, bullet points.
All the survivors had lost someone, so logic told her that she was far from alone in what she was going through, but logic was always the little sister to emotion. They could make deals, compromise, and sometimes even work together, but when big sister spoke, the matter was decided. Little sister would have to be silent.
It was hard to emphasise with the deaths of people they’d never met. She was more upset about Jennifer and Kang than she was about whole countries full of corpses.
Evening turned into night, and the biting alien bugs, so similar to mosquitoes, came out in force. Liao eventually went back inside the Beijing.
The insects of Velsharn had wreaked havoc inside her ship. Dirt and grime covered the once-clean metal floor. The planet was slowly claiming the ship as its own, beginning the process of reclaiming the metals, breaking down the ship into its components and returning them to the ground. It was happening faster than she expected.
The smell of cigarette smoke distracted her for a moment and, wrinkling her nose, she followed the scent.
Rowe was sitting atop a plastic barrel of water, smoking a cigarette and blowing the smoke into a cloud above her.
“Since when do you smoke, Summer?” Liao asked, unable to keep the frown off her face.  “Aren't you asthmatic?”
“There’s a limited amount of cigarettes,” said Rowe, as though this explained everything.
“So?”
“Well, I have to get my reputation established. See, I’m the engineer, but my talents are wasted here, making toilets and water systems and the like. Nothing technical, nothing to push my brain.”
“I’m sorry that the arrangements aren’t to your liking, Rowe.” Liao’s frown turned into a scowl. “In case you haven’t noticed, things are pretty bad around here.”
“The brain’s like a muscle, Captain. It has to be exercised, pushed, and worked in order to reach its potential.” Rowe took a long drag of the cigarette, held in the smoke and then blew it up towards the ceiling. “Those robots that the Iilan gave us aren’t stimulating enough. They just work. There’s no challenge there, and we don’t have enough for me to break one apart to see how they work and if we can replicate them. So there’s nothing here to test my brain, and that’s no good. I need something to keep myself engaged.”
“None of this explains why you’re smoking.”
Rowe smirked. “Well, when they make a movie about the founding of this city, I want the person playing me to smoke, because smoking makes you look bad arse.”
People hadn't thought like that for nearly fifty years. Liao couldn't understand what Rowe was yammering about. “A movie?”
“Yeah.” Rowe smiled eagerly. “We’re making history here, Captain. Someday there’s going to be a movie made about all of this. I’m setting myself up to be a total bad arse.”
Liao just shook her head. “Of all the people who died on Earth, how did you survive?”
Rowe tipped her cigarette Liao’s way. “Clearly, I am bad arse." 
“That’s a better way to say it than smoking.”
“Eh, maybe. Every little bit helps, though.”
“Nothing says ‘bad arse’ like lung cancer.” Liao put her hands on her hips. “We need all the skilled people we can get at the moment, and we need them at their best. Slowly killing yourself…” Liao didn’t have the strength to finish that sentence.
“Fine, whatever.” Rowe stuffed out the cigarette. “You happy now?”
“Better.”
Rowe hopped off the barrel. “Yeah, well, we’re going to be on Eden until we die, might as well try to get settled here as best as we can.”
“Eden?”
“Yeah.” Rowe looked at her curiously. “You didn’t hear? That’s what Sheppard started calling this place, this city. Eden. The name stuck.”
“I imagined the garden of Eden to have fewer insects and more apples.”
“There’s plenty of fruit out there.”
“Well, you know what happens to people who eat from the wrong trees.” 
Rowe snorted. “Stupid crazy religions. I’m kind of pissed we didn’t leave that shit behind on Earth.”
“People need something, Summer.”
“Well they should put their faith in steel, then. In the ships that protect them. They’re going to do a lot better than some stupid words to a God who clearly doesn’t give two shits about us.”
“Ships haven’t worked too well so far.”
“Better than prayers, because they did jack shit.” Rowe tilted her head to one side. “What’s wrong with you, Captain? You okay?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I’m just… thinking about a lot, you know?”
Rowe laughed and clapped her on the shoulder. “Well, don’t let it go to your head. We still got a lot of work ahead of us.” Rowe ambled off, and Liao was left with the muddy, grimy deck and the night sky of Velsharn, a black carpet across the open mouth of the ship’s hangar bay.
 

She went back to Operations. Discreet enquiries revealed what Summer had said was true. The island and associated Human/Telvan settlement had unofficially been named Eden. Aside from the insects and the heat, Liao thought it lived up to its name. Quiet. Peaceful. Trees grew thick and heavy, bearing all manner of fruit and birds. The soil was rich and full of edible roots and vegetables, the seas an endless source of fish and mammalian life. And best of all, no sign of the Toralii Alliance.
Two hours into her shift, the communications console lit up.
“Captain,” said Hsin, “the Broadsword Archangel is hailing us. They want to know if the Switchblade made the jump.”
Medola had returned. “Let me speak to her.” Liao slipped the headset over her head. “Archangel, this is Beijing actual. Switchblade arrived earlier. Report.”
“We made it.” Medola’s voice held no triumph, no victory. She sounded intensely weary. “One of the passengers from the Farsight died of her wounds en-route. The body was buried in space.” An unspoken accusation lingered in Medola's voice. Liao did not know, exactly, what it was, but it was present.
“Understood, Archangel. The Washington will give you and the Switchblade landing telemetry.”
“Confirmed.” Medola left the line open.
Liao waited. “Is there something else, Captain Medola?”
“It's not Captain. It's Lieutenant.”
Of course. Medola was still a Lieutenant First Class. The memory of her promise to Medola—save the crew of the Farsight, earn a promotion to Captain—was something she wasn’t prepared for. Most of the Farsight crew, along with their passengers, hadn’t escaped.
Medola's voice turned icy, constrained anger suddenly released. “You said I'd make Captain if I saved the Farsight. Well, it's resting at the bottom of the Atlantic right now, so fuck you, Commander. You murdered them. Good job.”
Liao went to answer, but the transmission abruptly ended. Not that anything she said would have helped. It seemed heartless to deny her a promotion based on those criteria, but it also seemed… wrong, in some way, to grant it anyway. As though it were cheapening her efforts. 
She awkwardly removed the headset. “Help the Washington guide them in,” she said to Hsin, unable to look at anyone.
She still had time left on her shift, but suddenly she couldn't stay here. She needed something to take her away from Operations, and as she flicked through the messages on her console, one stood out to her that would serve nicely.
“Mr. Iraj, can you cover the rest of this shift? Jul'aran wants to see me on a matter of some urgency.”
“Of course,” said Iraj, far too easily for her liking. It should not be this easy to escape her duty.
But she was grateful.
She met Jul’aran outside her quarters. The tired-looking Toralii seemed pleased to see her and translated her words through one of their few tablets.
“Please come in,” she said.
[“Thank you for seeing me regarding this matter, Liao, and at such a late hour.”]
Was it late? She had completely lost track of time. “It's not a concern.” She sat in her chair, gesturing for him to sit as well. “What can I do for you?”
[“I've communicated with the Forerunner probe in this system. I've ordered it to jump away and relay a message to the central Telvan government explaining the situation.”] Jul'aran's tone became bitter. [“I have requested a formal refugee program be drawn up and enacted, so that the Human race would be given limited sovereignty over Velsharn, existing as a Telvan protectorate.”]
“That sounds like good news,” said Liao, “from my perspective.”
[“Agreed. Unfortunately, the Telvan survivors of Belthas IV have been given leave to stay or relocate as they wish. The transportation process will begin in the current months; Kel-Voran pirates are keeping many of our fleet assets engaged at the present time.”]
She tilted her head. “I don't see this as a problem. I would expect those who wish to leave would not be compelled to remain.”
Jul'aran shuffled in his chair, crossing his large paws, and Liao was uncomfortably reminded of the large claws that remained sheathed within. [“Liberty is an important virtue, Commander, but the Telvan treasure the community. Many will choose to go. I would have preferred us to remain as one rather than disperse across the galaxy.”]
“Understood. I do not wish to impose our moral code on you.”
[“We are different,”] Jul'aran admitted. [“But I feel that the Belthas IV survivors could well make a home here.”]
“I'm honoured you think that.”
Jul'aran rolled his shoulders. [“It is... frustrating. We all sacrificed so much against the construct Ben and yet, our world was consumed. Perhaps we were better off letting him rule us.”]
“I think you would have eventually regretted that.” Liao leaned forward in her chair. “Humans learnt many, many years ago that, often, death was preferable to submitting to tyranny. Too bad that lesson was learnt far too late.”
Jul'aran smiled, a wide smile full of teeth. [“Perhaps we have more to learn from each other still.”]
“Perhaps. Are you sure your people would not consider staying? We would welcome your company as well as your technical expertise.”
[“When the transports come, we will decide. I will implore my people to remain, but Liao-tor's scar has wounded us more than I anticipated possible.”]
She wasn't sure on the pronunciation, but the phonetics bore an eerie similarity to her own name. “Liao-tor?”
[“Of course,”] said Jul'aran, the confusion clear on his face. [“That is what we call the singularity that consumed Belthas IV. The one you created during the battle.”]
She stiffened, straightening her back. “You blame me?”
He held up his paws. [“No, Commander. The singularities are named after their creators. The singularity that devoured Evarel was named after the Leader of that vessel. It is tradition.”] 
The revelation was incredibly hurtful to her. “The singularities persist eternally. They never close. You wish that to be my legacy? Named for an anomaly of infinite destruction?”
[“Captain... it is just a name.”]
Names had power. Liao wanted to reject that assertion, force him to change the name, but she knew it would stick. Names tended to. This was not something that was going to happen; it had already happened.
All she could do was get used to it.
“Well,” she said, “thank you for your time.”
Jul'aran stood. [“Thank you for seeing me, Captain. I am sorry if I offended you.”]
She forced a smile, shook his hand, and then escorted him out. Now her quarters were quiet and solitary, and her tablet was overflowing with messages. Work that needed doing. She started skimming through them.
One of her junior officers contacted her directly with a proposal to help ease some of their logistical strain. Fishing.
Apparently, Medola had gone straight from her landing to volunteering for a fishing detail. It had been Dao’s idea: the Broadswords would fly out to the ocean and drop bait, followed by explosives, to harvest fish. They couldn’t last forever on the ship’s re-hydrated stocks. The proposal was interesting based on the projected yields. Between the Broadsword’s fishing efforts, organised gathering expeditions into the nearby wild growth, and careful management of their remaining stocks, along with careful administration run by trained professionals, a logistical nightmare would probably be averted. 
Another note, sent through by Summer, indicated that initial surveys by the Iilan constructs showed the nearby mountains were rich in minerals. Her message was full of speculation, especially the possibility that, sooner than they anticipated, a mining operation might be established. With a little luck, it could even be expanded to the surrounding asteroids that populated the system’s thick asteroid belt. Her plan of making more Broadswords was closer than they had thought, although the design might have to be modified since they no longer had access to certain materials such as rubber.
It might also require some manual labour, too. This was good. They needed industry, something for people to do. So far, all their efforts had been spent towards simple survival, trying not to die as they waited for the Alliance to return and finish them all. Despite the constant patrols, everyone lived in a state of perpetual alert.
The people didn’t know about the Toralii Alliance scout their CAP had destroyed. The less said about that, the better.
She continued scrolling. A note from Captain Anderson. Apparently a baby had been born. The first Human born off world, but not the last. The daughter of a pregnant woman evacuated on the Washington. They called her Wei, although many of the English speaking population called her Eve instead.
Eden. Eve.
Liao forced herself to be strong enough to read every word of the message. There would be many such things in the future, including amongst the civilians who lived on her ship. It was inevitable, and she would one day have to play the same role Anderson had. People looked up for her. They expected her to lead.
But while endless administration, organisation, and delegation filled her days, her nights were full of tears.
She felt vaguely ill. Closing the tablet, she visited the small bathroom in her office. On a random impulse, she stood on the scales.
Liao had lost twenty kilos. She wondered if people had noticed. She had subconsciously tightened her belt and adjusted her sleeves, never concerned with such things. Every day had been the same; an endless series of tasks before her, each completed in a grim, robotic daze.
The pistol underneath the pile of paper on her desk called to her.
She fought the urge and instead went back to the messages. Most were uninteresting. The ship landed on the ground made routine maintenance much more difficult. The mud of the place was swallowing it up. There was talk of having to lift off and reposition the ship so that it could remain aloft or allocating some power to the reactionless drives to reduce its weight. Rowe’s report was, of course, overly comprehensive to the point of inanity.
Reading was good, though. It distracted her.
She continued well into the night, and then dragged herself back to her quarters to sleep. This time sheer exhaustion won out. The moment her head hit the pillow, she was asleep, the light in her bedroom left on, insects buzzing around the bulb.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER VII
 
Sweet Misery
*****
Eden
Velsharn system
 
LIAO
BARELY
REMEMBERED
WAKING
UP and showering, her body covered in insect bites, but she found herself back in her office—the exact place she didn’t want to go. Not with her Type 9 stuffed under all those papers.
It would be okay, though. Although she was still miserable, she didn’t have the heart to do it. Not after what had happened. Given the circumstances, Liao considered deleting her report, but it did contain a lot of valuable information. She edited some parts, mostly for curse words and exaggerations, the sense of guilt growing with each edit.
Fortunately, James visited her, interrupting her growing desire to incinerate the whole thing.
“Hey you,” he said, smiling as he pushed open her door. “Get much sleep?”
She hadn’t, the insects had seen to that, but a white lie would save some face. “A bit,” she said, “but not much.”
James’s disappointment was clear, but he at least tried to hide it. “Okay, well, that’s something at least.”
Soon, she promised herself. Soon I can sleep properly.
“Hey,” said James, reaching up and touching her forehead. “What happened to your hair?”
Liao recoiled away from the touch. She concealed the gesture byadjusting her cap. “I... thought it best to cut it.”
“Really?” James smiled. “It doesn't look half bad.”
“Thanks,” she said, trying to change the subject. “Sorry. I was just working.”
“On what?” James craned his neck. “Something for the Tehran?”
Liao didn’t want to let him see it, not like this, but accepted she had no way to hide it now. She didn't want to tell James that she'd written the whole thing in one go, so stretched the truth. “Just a report I’ve been working on. It’s a… frank introspection of our involvement with the interstellar community, along with a catalogue of the decisions that led us to this point. Written as a stream-of-consciousness, honest, brutal assessment of everything that has happened to us so far.”
“I like it,” said James. He reached for the document, but Liao put her hand over it.
“It’s not finished.”
“Well, lemme read it when it’s done.”
“Of course.” Desperate for another change in topic, Liao motioned for James to take a seat. “So, what brings you to my fortress of solitude?”
“Sounds like something Summer would say.” He pulled out one of her chairs and eased himself into it. “Eh. I’m just trying to sort out what’s going to happen now that the Tehran crew has arrived.”
“How do you mean?”
James pinched the bridge of his nose, sighing. “Just the little things, really. Like making sure that everything gets done and done on time, and to the proper standards.”
Liao frowned. “There’s a discipline problem on the Tehran?”
“Yes and no. It’s complicated. You know how hard it is to operate with an Iranian crew? There’s a huge, fundamental difference between Western militaries and Persian militaries. There’s an ingrained cultural divide between the officers and the enlisted that borders on a caste system—they don’t even talk, really. They do things that we would consider totally abhorrent, that would end in a dishonourable discharge in any western service.” James put his elbow on Liao’s desk, as though the force of retelling the story might cause him to slump over in aggravation. “Wanna hear something Sabeen told me when these problems started to make themselves known? She told me that when she was in training, they had some exercise out east, near the Afghani border. The wind was blowing really hard, and it was disturbing the officers’ meals, so they had their enlisted men lock arms and stand in the way. They literally used their men as windbreaks, Melissa. Fucking Jesus.”
James took a breath, shaking his head. “And that’s not even it. After they were done, the bus that was supposed to transport them all back to base broke down, so senior officers just called a pair of cabs—on the military’s dime—and used them to get themselves home, leaving the enlisted crewmen behind in the desert, hundreds of kilometres away from their base. They had to hitchhike back. There’s a reason why military service is usually avoided at all costs, including self-mutilation, but those who end up serving just accept whatever’s been dealt to them. They’re fatalists. They just accept that whatever happens is the will of Allah, which makes things like safety and maintenance hard. Why bother fixing it when Allah’s going to come along and make everything okay in the end anyway?
“My crew’s a little better than most of the fuck-ups in the Iranian armed forces, but only because I’m in command, and because they’re the best Iran could offer. The prestige of serving in space was a big lure for them. Even so… we’re the best that the Iranians have, the elites, but our logistic network is heavily reliant on the EU and the Chinese. That means that when a part goes out, when we need basic services like replacement crew, food, or fuel, we need to talk to the EU and then they talk to the Iranians, who fob it off to the Chinese who rip it off the Americans. Repeat this back along the chain until it gets to us. It’s a nightmare. I have no idea how we’re going to cope now that whole network is gone. The ship’s probably falling apart as we speak.”
He looked directly at Liao. “Hey, are you listening?”
Liao didn’t know how to answer. “Yeah,” she said eventually, “I was listening. I was just… having a lot of trouble processing what you’re telling me.”
“Are you okay?” James frowned in concern.
“I guess. I just… I was reading a bunch of things before.” She gestured to the pile of documents on her desk. “Reports from all over the ship. We have a severe roach infestation in the lower decks of the Beijing.”
“Roaches? You mean some kind of indigenous life form?”
“Nope, standard Earth roaches.”
“How the fuck did roaches get on board?”
“No idea. They must have been here since Earth, just much less prevalent. It seems like the warmer air and humid climate are good to them.”
James just chuckled. “Roaches really can survive apocalypse.”
“Yeah.” There really wasn’t much more she could say. “Roaches, huh.”
“Yeah.”
James and Liao shared an awkward pause and then James coughed. “Oh, there was one thing. I wanted to discuss the new CAP routes with you. I wanted to pull more ships from the Tehran to reinforce our numbers. We took down that scout, but it’s inevitable that the Toralii are going to come looking for their missing ship. We should consider looking at ways to fortify the system.”
Liao had no interest in that at all. “We should consider leaving.”
“Leaving?”
“Leaving this planet. Leaving this system. Going somewhere the Alliance can’t find us, not hiding behind the Telvan. We can’t fight the Toralii Alliance. We are a broken species. Combat ineffective. If the Alliance shows up tomorrow, we can offer no meaningful resistance.” She let her hands flop down by her sides. “The war is over, James. We lost.”
His expression was sombre, and he was seemingly unable to refute what she was telling him. “I know. But while we’ve got people to protect, we keep fighting. That’s the rules.” He smiled. “Let me see that report on the roaches. We have a stockpile of nerve gas on the Tehran. We might be able to put some of it to good use.”
“Sure,” she said, but immediately regretted opening her mouth. 
James reached over and picked up a handful of documents. Liao’s handgun slid out, clattering onto her desk.
“Jesus.” He picked it up and stared at it. He thumbed the magazine release then pulled back the slide, and a round slid out. “Live round in the chamber, safety’s off. Did you just leave this here?”
She didn’t know what to say. “James, I—”
“No.” James gritted his teeth. “You’d never just leave your handgun out, certainly not like this.” He turned the weapon over and over in his hands, inspecting every side of it. “This is something you did deliberately, isn’t it?”
“James…”
“There are no assassins. No security issues. You don’t even have marines posted at your door. There’s only one reason that you’d leave a loaded firearm within arm's reach, without even a safety catch to prevent negligent discharges.” He glared at her. “Isn’t there?”
She struggled to find a good lie, something that might convince James his suspicions were wrong. 
But she couldn't, so she just took off her cap.
“Mother of God.” James reached up to touch the wound. “You did this?”
“It’s… hard,” she said, her voice cracking. “You don’t understand. Out of all of us—Knight, Anderson, de Lugo, you, me—I’m the one that’s been the tip of the spear. It’s always been the Beijing and me at the head of everything. Kor’Vakkar, Cenar, Belthas IV… It was my ship that bore the worst of the fighting, my crew that bled the most. That means I’m the most responsible for what happened to Earth. All those dead people, James. They’re my fault.”
“Is that what you think?”
“Fucking hell, how could I think anything else?”
“What about fleet command and your orders? Do you hold yourself responsible for their commands as well?”
“No,” she said, struggling to keep her voice even. “But it’s not just them. It’s me. I started it… back in the Sol system. Back when the Toralii scout ship, Saara’s ship, appeared near Jupiter. I attacked them. I could have let them go. Sheng said—”
“Sheng was wrong.”
“Sheng might have been right. We don’t know. That was a Telvan ship. They wouldn’t have taken their knowledge to the Alliance. And even if they did, there might have been time to dismantle the Pillars before they attacked. We could have given up the jump capacity. We could have all lived.”
“What kind of life is that?” James thumbed the magazine release, pulled back the slide, and put her pistol down on the table. “What kind of life would that be? Living under the heel of the Toralii, too frightened to do anything in case our benevolent masters decree it to be too much? What other restrictions would they put on us?”
“It couldn’t be any worse than the death of our species.”
“Or it could have been the same, but with no ships to carry away the survivors.” A pleading edge grew in James’s voice. “You can’t blame yourself for this, Melissa. You can’t. It’s not fair. You’re not blameless—nobody is—but this isn’t your fault. The blood of humanity isn’t on your hands.”
“It is. It is, it’s my fault, and—”
“Stop.” James held up his hands. “Stop, okay? What do you want me to say? That it is your fault? Great! So you killed everyone. Good job. That’s in the past. We’re in the present, Melissa. All we have is how we're going to deal with this.”
How would they deal with it? What words could make this better? “I know, but I don't think I can do that.”
“How can I help?” Sincerity flowed out of James's every word. “You need it, you get it.”
Liao laughed, a long, genuine laugh that came from a place within her she didn't quite understand. The pain had helped her forget her misery; she needed more of that. More immediate dramas to break her out of her apathy. Her lethargy.
“I need to kick someone's arse.”
 

Liao felt like a schoolgirl skipping out on classes as James lead her by the hand into the lower decks of the Beijing. The crowds thinned out, and they had to step over the occasional pile of debris or route around a damaged section.
The further they got into the bowels of the ship, the dirtier and grimier everything became. Disused. Damaged. They occasionally passed a section breached by Toralii weapons fire, where soil had poured in and fungus was growing. The juxtaposition of natural and synthetic was fascinating to her, even though seeing her ship so damaged was disconcerting. These sections were shut off for good reason.
“Where are we going?” she asked, stepping over a collapsed beam.
“The gym.” James twisted around to smile at her. “You said you needed to kick some arse, so we're going to.”
“But it's sealed off.”
“Pretty sure the captain can go where she likes.”
That was a good point.
James stopped outside the door to the ship's lower gym, the portal sealed with yellow warning tape. He twisted the handle and put his shoulder to the metal, grunting as it slid open. “After you.”
Liao stepped inside. The gym slanted to one side, and dust covered every surface. Hand weights and bars lay scattered all over the deck, and the floor dipped in places, melted from the ship's fiery re-entry into Earth's atmosphere. The boxing ring, a roped square in the centre of the room, was clear of debris.
“You seriously want to do this?” asked Liao.
“Sure,” said James. “I need the exercise, and you yourself said–”
“I know what I said.” She didn't want to talk anymore. Words were annoying. Actions were better. Stepping over fallen workout equipment, Liao moved to the lockers, their metal frame broken and their contents disgorged onto the ground. She picked out two pairs of gloves, tossing one to James and putting the other pair on.
The moment her gloves were on, she was empowered. She was a warrior again; she had agency in the world, however small her world was, and she lifted the ropes of the gym and stepped inside with a sudden fire in her heart.
James climbed over the ropes then clapped his gloves together. Liao put her fists out; James tapped his to hers.
“Ding ding,” he said, and it was on.
Liao moved around him, hands held high, defensive at first. James, too, sized her up; she dragged her feet across the dusty floor. James made the first move, a short lunge, and Liao blocked. He swung again, out wide, and Liao blocked again.
“Just going to sit there?” James’s words stoked the fire in her. She jabbed out, hitting his block.
James swung his fist out and hit her in the side of her face, splitting her lip and swelling shut her eye. She staggered under the force of the hit, reflexively touching her face, holding her breath.
It wasn’t fair. She’d been hurt enough, physically and emotionally. Her body had scars from the attack on Sydney, from her various wounds in combat. She’d been injured. She’d bled. She’d given her youth, her very life, for the service.
Her pain turned to anger. The air returned to her lungs.
Liao leapt forward, leading with her right hook. James blocked it, but she was ready for that. She stepped into James's reach, slamming her forehead into his face. His nose cracked under the impact. With a roar, she jammed her knee into his gut, almost knocking him over.
James held his arms out, letting her strike. And strike she did—a fist into his solar plexus, a series of strikes directly to his face, the force of her anger, her frustration, her grief flowing out of her fists and her feet. She punched, kicked, kneed, elbowed and attacked over and over. All of her emotions, her pain that she’d kept inside since the loss of Allison—the loss of Earth—came out at once. 
She attacked until her body was limp and exhausted then collapsed on the floor of the ring, crying and gasping for breath. James’s face was bruised and bloody, his breath coming in ragged gasps. He slumped over beside her, and the two of them lay on the floor, fighting to breathe.
It took minutes, but finally Liao could breathe again. She wiped away the blood from her lip, and then used her sleeve to wipe away some of the blood on James’s face.
“You’re a goddamned mess,” she said, smiling despite the pain and the blood.
James returned the gesture, his lips puffy and bruised. “You are, too.”
She laughed, something that she immediately regretted, the pain in her bruised ribs pulling her up. “Ow, ow, ow.”
“Hey.” James spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor. “I think I got the worse… of us both. You have a mean right hook.”
“Yeah. It used to be better. I haven’t sparred since… well, a long time. And I got rusty after I had Allison.”
For the first time, she was able to say the name without experiencing a mental stab, a pain in her mind. The physical pain helped drown out the emotional pain, helped her keep her mind in the here and now.
With a pained groan she tried to stand, propping herself up on her knees, then pulling herself up to her feet. She offered James a hand, but he waved it away.
“Give me a moment,” he said, wheezing. “You really got me good.”
“Sorry about that.” She meant every bit of it. It had been necessary for her on some level—she didn’t claim to understand why, but it had certainly helped her. Something about the physical pain was anchoring.
Or maybe it just felt good to do things with James again, things that weren’t related to command.
“Let me get you a towel,” she said, “or maybe two.” A glance around the gym, though, and she realised that offer would be hard to follow through on.
They spent some time cleaning each other up. Liao’s whole face had swollen up, the flesh of her cheeks puffy and bruised, and her lip bled something fierce. Her ribs were bruised, her scalp ached, and blood stained the front of her uniform.
James was right, though. He had gotten the worst of it. As Liao dabbed away the blood, she inspected her handiwork with a guilty grimace. “You might have to see Doctor Saeed,” she said. “You might need some stitches.”
“He’s busy.” James shook his head. “He’s got his hands full at the moment with all those civilians with the runs. I really don’t want to bother him with this.” He gave a playful grimace. “Besides, what am I going to tell him? I got my arse kicked by a girl?”
“I can kick your arse any day,” she said. “I think we’ve established that.”
He rubbed his bruised ribs, chuckling. “Yeah. Ow.” 
A few moments later, using a few dusty towels scavenged from the change room, Liao had them mostly respectable. She pulled off her uniform top and, after helping him stand, eased James out of his. They needed to be laundered, but that was a problem for later.
She stripped James down to his underwear, rubbing her hand over his bruised chest. “Jeez,” she said. “I really did you good.”
“It hurt like hell,” said James, wrapping his arms around her and giving her a fond squeeze, standing unsteadily on his feet.
“Yeah.” She smiled. “Anything else you needed to tell me?”
“Not really,” he said, “especially if it’s going to get me beaten up again.”
“Good.”
“Anything you needed to tell me?” James asked.
“I slept with Captain de Lugo.” Liao threw James a meaningful grin. “In my wilder, younger days…”
“Ha.”
They stood there for a long time, just holding each other, and Liao kissed his shoulder. “We should get going. It's a long way back to civilization.”
“It’s already three a.m.,” said James, but he smiled. “Why don't we just stay here?”
Staying the night sounded appealing to her. “We can try some of the stuff from the book,” said Liao. “Rowe had it digitised. I can pull it up on my tablet right now.”
“If you want,” said James, but winced. “Nothing too fancy, though… nothing too fancy.”
 

The ruined gym wasn't an ideal location but it was an intense relief to have sex again. They were both quite badly beaten up, so it was slow, gentle, and awkward—but she had missed the physical intimacy with James. Their duty had taken them so far apart from each other that such pleasures seemed impossible, but for a brief moment they forgot their problems and—aside from the aches and pains of their mutual beating—their lives were happy, and they were together.
The morning came far too early for Liao, and with it, a profound stiffness over her whole body. The day after was the worst, after all. She nudged James, but he was already awake.
“Ow,” he said.
Liao winced. “Couldn't sleep?”
“Yeah,” he admitted. “I’m going to have to go see Doctor Saeed.”
Liao propped herself up on her elbows, careful to avoid touching any of James’s bruises. “What are you going to tell him?”
“I walked into a door, I suppose.”
She laughed then grimaced in pain. “He’s never going to believe that.”
“Well, he’s going to have to. I'll help you up, then I'll head back later.”
Slowly, and with faint groans of pain, James eased himself up into a sitting position. Together they worked on getting him standing, and Liao helped him out the door.
James’s eyes lingered on her as he stood in the doorway. “I can leave you alone with that thing in your quarters, right?”
“Yes,” said Liao, and meant it.
James, after some consideration, walked slowly down the hall.
“Take care,” she said, waggling her fingers as he left.
As he disappeared, a profound silliness overcame Liao. After everything that had happened, sincere happiness made it hard for her to dwell on the pain. Somehow, James had known exactly what she needed… to fight an enemy in front of her and win, so she could rediscover the person she was inside. To reclaim some control of her fate.
Liao made her way back to her quarters. She changed out of her sweaty, day-old clothes and threw them into a corner, then put on a fresh uniform. Then she sat in front of her laptop. Her report was still open.
She considered deleting it all, just erasing the whole thing and pretending that she’d never written it, but it was an important document. In her previous mind-set, she said things she would otherwise never say—laid bare the truth of the matter, and this truth would be important to their future.
It was as James said. She needed to keep looking forward. They could not change the past, but she could at least learn from it. As could others.
So the document stayed. She cleaned it up, and then she considered herself satisfied. She arranged for one of her junior officers to print and bind the document then distribute it, along with several electronic copies, to the Madrid, the Washington, and the Tehran. 
She was about to leave for her duty shift in Operations when a knock on the door interrupted her. She opened it to reveal Iraj.
“Commander,” she said, smiling. “Come in.”
“Ya ilahi, Captain, your face!”
“Oh,” said Liao, shaking her head and beckoning him inside. “Don’t worry about it.”
“How in the name of Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla did you manage that?” He stepped into her office. His gaze lingered on the sleeping bag and then, as he turned to ask about it, fell upon her old uniform, stuffed in the corner.
The blood. Liao felt incredibly sheepish.
“You hurt yourself so badly… that you bled all over your uniform and didn't see anyone about it? Have you been here all night?”
“Yes,” she said. “I was working, and… look, please don’t worry about it.”
Iraj stepped up to her, touching her cheek, frowning darkly. “Melissa, this is a serious bruise. Your eye socket might be swollen. You should have Doctor Saeed check this out at once.”
“I’m fine,” she said, reaching up and cupping his hand in hers. “It was just James.”
His eyes went wide. “Captain Grégoire did this to you?”
She shook her head, firmly. “No, it’s not like that. Trust me, he got the worst of it.”
“You fought?”
“We went boxing. It was my idea; I wasn’t in the right headspace. I was thinking bad things, stupid things, and he got me out of it. The point is it’s not a problem anymore. I’ll be okay.”
He didn’t seem convinced. “Melissa, I’m going to be honest… you look awful.”
“I feel awful,” she said. “My face hurts like shit, but believe me, I feel fine. We broke into the lower decks—it sounds so stupid now I'm saying it, but we did—and we boxed. I needed to get to that place so that I could push through to this place. It’s fine, Kamal, really.”
He did not seem to agree. “If you say so.”
“Please don’t mention this to anyone else, okay?”
Kamal reluctantly nodded his head. “If you’re sure that you are okay, and that Captain Grégoire is not harming you, then whatever you crazy kids do is your own business.” He managed a smile. “As long as you turn a blind eye to what I do to that cute little transfer from the Madrid.”
She laughed. “You, jeez.” Then a memory stirred. This wasn't the first time Kamal had taken an interest in someone. “I’m sorry about Peng, Commander.”
“I miss him,” he said. “But we weren’t… dating, not properly. I know he couldn’t have escaped the destruction of Cerberus station. I’ve accepted his death.” 
Liao turned to organise some of the papers on her desk. “How? How can you just… do that? Move on from someone?”
“It is not easy, and the weight of recent events has been weighing on me, too. But when things like this happen, I try to think of the stories from the Koran, of the words Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla left for us through his prophets.”
Although she was feeling much better, Liao could use some words like that. “How do you mean?”
“Well, take the story of the hairdresser, for example. An example of how Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla tests us.”
She raised a swollen eyebrow. “A story about a hairdresser? Is this because I shaved my head?”
“Hah, no. The holy Koran tells the story of Firaun and his daughter’s hairdresser. Firaun, whom Mohammad the Prophet alayhi s-salām had described as the zalim; the tyrant of all tyrants, the greatest tyrant to ever walk the face of this Earth.”
“You keep saying those things,” she said. “What does subhānahu wa ta'āla mean? Or alayhi s-salām?”
He smiled. “They’re honorifics. For example, subhānahu wa ta'āla means ‘Peace Be Upon Him’. Islam assigns honorifics to be added when speaking the names of Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla, the Prophet Mohammad alayhi s-salām, and the names of saints, angels and archangels. They can sometimes make a story hard to understand for those who are not used to such things, but to me it’s perfectly natural. They’re said in the same breath, almost as though they were part of the name.”
Islam, it seemed, much like the Toralii, was fond of titles. She was not.
“So,” she asked. “If you don’t mind me asking… how do you explain being a gay Muslim?”
“Not easily,” Kamal said, laughing. “It’s complicated, but I think books like Christian Bible, the holy Koran, and the Jewish Torah… religion itself… is supposed to serve an uplifting purpose. It’s supposed to make you better than you are, physically, emotionally, or spiritually. It’s never designed to hate, especially not to hate yourself. We are all the creations of Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla. Hating yourself is to hate the handiwork of our God, and that strikes me as particularly blasphemous.”
“I can’t fault your logic on that front,” Liao said. “But you know I don’t believe all that stuff.”
“Of course. I know that. I am a Muslim only because I was lucky. It was an accident in geography. If I were born in the United States, I would be a Christian. If I were born in India, I would be a Hindu. You were born in the People’s Republic of China, and so you have no religion. It is not a slight of your character to not believe. We mortals cannot really, truly know the will of Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla, and he judges us in a complex, deep way far too intricate for us to understand. This is why I do not judge non-believers or those with different faiths, because I know that but for the grace of Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla I would be one of them. I am not special.”
An interesting philosophy, and Liao found herself nodding along as he spoke. “So,” she said, “will you tell me of this hairdresser?”
Kamal took a breath and began.
“When the Prophet alayhi s-salām was walking on his night journey, he smelled the most beautiful fragrance. He asked Jibreel alayhi s-salām what the smell was.
“Jibreel alayhi s-salām told him that it was Firaun’s family hairdresser and her family. The Prophet alayhi s-salām asked for the story, so Jibreel alayhi s-salām told it to him.
“One day, Firaun’s hairdresser was combing the hair of Firaun’s daughter, and her comb fell. As the hairdresser went to pick it up, she said ‘Bismillah!’ It means ‘in the name of the Lord’.
“Firaun’s daughter asked, ‘You mean my father?’
“But the hairstylist said, ‘No, I mean Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla. My Lord, your father’s Lord, the Lord of the heavens and the Earth and the universe.’
“Firaun’s daughter told her father this, and the next day Firaun went to the hairdresser’s home. His guards took the woman and her three young boys into the main room of their house.
“Firaun was standing there with a cauldron. The Koran describes the cauldron as so big that a cow could fit inside it, and so hot that the water spat out of the surface and onto the floor.
“Firaun said, ‘Oh hair stylist, who is your Lord?’
“And she replied, ‘Allah is my lord, and your lord.’
“Firaun’s guards dragged the first of her children to the cauldron. He was screaming.
“‘Mother!
“‘Mother!’
“And they threw him into the boiling water.
“As the child died, he was still screaming.
“‘Mother!
“‘Mother!’
“And Firaun, this zalim, the tyrant of tyrants, said, ‘Oh hairdresser, who is your Lord?’
“And she said ‘Allah is my lord, and your lord.’
“Imagine. This mother just saw her child literally melt in front of her eyes, and she still said her Lord was Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla. She said it to the zalim’s face.
“So Firaun’s guards grabbed the second child and threw him too into the water. He screamed, too, as he died.
“The tyrant asked again, ‘Who is your Lord?’
“The mother—with hesitation in her heart this time, imagine her pain, imagine seeing what she had seen—she said… ‘Allah is my Lord and your Lord.’
“So the guards grabbed the smallest child, the baby, and held him over the cauldron. Her heart was saying… oh, Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla, what should I do? What should I do, my Lord?
“And then a miracle from Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla. This baby, this infant, opened his mouth and said, ‘Oh mother, do not worry, we are in heaven.’
“And the mother said, ‘Allah is my Lord. He is my Lord, and he is your Lord.’
“Firaun threw the baby into the cauldron. Then, at last, he threw the woman in, too.
“But she still said, even as she died, ‘Allah is my Lord, and he is your Lord.’”
Of all the stories Iraj could have told, this one was the worst possible. The idea of the child melting in the cauldron—just as Allison had melted in the cauldron that was Earth—made her sick to her stomach. She could not imagine the hairstylist clinging to her faith in the face of such things. The joy of the past evening, of spending a night with James and finally taking steps to shake off her dark mood, began to fade.
She did not want to disrespect her XO’s story, but she could not thank him for telling it.
“That’s a terrible story.”
“It is,” Iraj agreed, leaning forward slightly. “Absolutely. The mother and her three children die at the end, and Firaun is still the tyrant. The ruler of the land. There is no retribution in this life for him, until his destruction and judgement. Where is the fairness in that? The equality? I struggled with the story of Firaun and the hairstylist for some time, unable to reconcile this conflict with myself. Why would a merciful God, Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla, do this to someone who clearly loved him as much as anyone could? And if Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla had done this to his most faithful servant, what hope would the rest of us have for His miracles? Who are we to ask for more than she did?”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
“The moral of the story,” Iraj said, “is almost, in a way, similar to the one from the story of Job from the Christian Bible. The story of a man whose faith is tested by horrible events, something God could have prevented with but a thought. Instead, he allows his faithful servant to lose everything and to suffer. Why would a merciful God do this?
“The answer, Melissa, is that we believe there to be another world beyond this one, beyond the stars and planets in the sky. Another place where the righteous receive their rewards, and the unjust are punished. It is not this world, though.” Iraj smiled sadly. “All we have in this world is the justice of men.”
“What happened to Firaun in the end?” asked Liao.
“It’s a very long story, but according to the stories, he had a dream that a great fire would come from the Palestine region and burn his race to ashes. A child would come from Bani Israil, a land he enslaved, and this would be the cause of the fire. He… overreacted in a lot of ways, killing the children of Bani Israil, and while he killed so many children, he missed the child who was the prophesied child. This ended up being his downfall.”
“I see.”
Iraj smiled. “In Islam, we have two core concepts. Iman and Tawakkul. That is to say, belief in Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla, and trust in Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla that if he says he is going to do something for me, then he will, in this life or the next. This saves a person.”
“Forgive my scepticism, but I’d rather have the help in this life.”
“Of course,” said Iraj, “as would we all. But we cannot know the mind of our creator or his plan.”
Liao couldn’t accept this. It seemed like a way out, a way for the believers to rationalise away any failed promises, but Iraj's point was well intentioned. “Of course.”
“Anyway, I came here with a bit of news you might find interesting.”
“Interesting?”
“Not good, not bad, but interesting.” He handed her a piece of paper. “A report from the Tehran. A Toralii shuttle escaped Belthas IV, and Commander Sabeen spoke to the pilot. She suspects—granted, with little evidence, but I’m inclined to agree—that it might have been Ben, and he may have escaped.”
She read the report, expecting the news to be devastating to her, but in some ways, she was almost secretly glad. Ben had done terrible things, but his jump drive had been destroyed. Wherever he was, whatever he was doing, Ben could not harm them anymore.
Then she found one line that made her stop.
Ben had used her voice.
Had the clone of her body survived the descent into Belthas IV’s atmosphere? It seemed impossible, and Ben had shown the capability to imitate voices in the past.
“Interesting,” she said, handing it back.
“I thought you should know. It’s unlikely that he survived…”
“I know,” she said.
“And it’s unlikely that he can do anything to us even if he did…”
“I know.” Liao took in a breath. “Thank you for bringing this to my attention.”
Kamal took the printout back and, with a crisp salute, left. Liao, with a renewed vigour and energy, went to her duty shift.
 

For the first time in a long time, it felt good to be heading to Operations, surrounded by her crew and her team. Liao dropped by her quarters to change and even apply a little makeup, but she could not completely conceal her appearance beneath foundation and eye liner. Her bruises were too significant for that.
Her appearance attracted a lot of attention. Every eye was upon her in the corridor, and when she arrived, business stopped as her Operations crew all tried to stare at her without being caught.
It would be incorrect to say that she didn’t mind, but she understood their curiosity. She didn’t mention her injuries, nor did she offer any kind of explanation or acknowledgement. She just went to work.
The Beijing’s radars swept the sky, their waves a ceaseless watch of the heavens above Velsharn, and their data was cross-linked to his sister ships in orbit, along with Broadswords who covered the blind spots. The orbits of the other Pillars were coordinated such that the Lagrange points of the Velsharn planet were always under surveillance. Broadswords scouted out other jump points at irregular intervals, creating a mesh of radar signals that covered everything.
The Humans flies spun their web, waiting for a spider to step in and be trapped.Watching their efforts brought her a great comfort. She stood by her original statement—the Alliance would not be repelled by their meagre forces—but it was good to do something. 
Liao had been sad long enough. It was time to square her shoulders and get down to the business of survival.
The hours ticked away. It was difficult to be in command when nothing was happening; Liao resisted the urge to ask everyone to report their statuses every five minutes. The time passed slowly and uneventfully, and then it was time for her shift to end and the swing shift to begin.
Iraj stepped up beside her. “Commander. You are relieved.”
She smiled. “I stand relieved.”
As Liao turned to leave, the internal comm link chirped. She looked at Kamal, but he offered it to her.
“You’re technically off duty.”
“The CO’s never off duty,” said Liao, and slipped the headset over her head. “This is Beijing actual.”
Cheung’s voice came back to her. “Captain, I’m here with a dozen marines in the hangar bay. There’s been a security disturbance.”
That seemed odd to her. Security problems? “What’s the nature of this disturbance?”
“I’ve got Shepherd down here, ma’am, and we’re trying to sort it out. Apparently, elements of the civilian population have come to blows. Some of the Chinese citizens the Washington rescued are claiming that they have residence rights over the Americans we rescued from Houston. They claim that because the Beijing is the property of the People’s Republic of China that they should be the ones to live on the planet, while the Americans should have to live on the Washington instead of them. Break.” Cheung seemed to talk to someone on the other side. “They say that they’re open to compromise.”
Her initial gut reaction was towards compromise, despite the ludicrousness of the position. “What’s their proposal?”
“They want to segment the ship. A Chinese side and an American side.”
Liao glared at a bulkhead, squeezing the talk key firmly between two fingers. “Firstly, this ship is the property of the organisation known as the People’s Republic of China, even if the physical People’s Republic of China doesn’t exist anymore. There is no American side. No Chinese side. And there won’t be, now or ever.” She took a breath. “Can you put Shepherd on for me?”
“Evening, Captain,” said Shepherd’s voice.
“Evening, Mr. Shepherd. I’m curious as to your opinion on this matter.”
“Well, Captain, I believe there’s enough room on this ship and surrounding territory for everyone to have a bit of room. I’m not a big fan of splitting the ship in half.”
“Me either. I believe, Mr. Shepherd, that this is our chance to do things better. To finally move away from the nationalistic jingoism that’s defined Human existence ever since civilisation rose out of the Dark Ages. I don’t plan on wasting it. No American side, no Chinese side. Everyone’s going to have to learn to live together. End of discussion.” 
With a sigh, the tension evaporated out of his voice. “I’m glad you said that, Captain. Telling your countrymen will be difficult though.”
“Not really. Who’s their ringleader?”
“A woman with a name I can’t possibly pronounce.”
“Fair enough. Put her on.”
Another pause. Then a woman introduced herself as Zhengdao Gui.
Liao wasted no time, telling Lin exactly the same thing she told Shepherd. The woman at the other end protested, complained, but then fell silent when Liao would not compromise on her position.
She hung up and handed the communication headset back to Kamal.
“Diplomatic,” said Iraj.
“Hardly. I told them how it was going to be and accepted no argument.”
“That’s the essence of diplomacy. Telling someone exactly what they’re going to give you, nicely.”
“Apparently so.” She put her hands on her hips. “I should try it more often.”
Rowe moved up to her. “Hey, Captain?”
“Yes, Miss Rowe?”
“I had a question. The Lucifer’s Gas stockpile. What did you want done with it? That shit’s dangerous. We can’t just leave it lying around.”
“Have it moved somewhere away from the ship for now. I’ll deal with that later.” She thought for a moment. “Actually, have it moved to Engineering Bay Three. I want it ready to move on my order.”
“You have a plan, Captain?” asked Iraj.
“I’m preparing for contingencies. I’d like to have it as an option.”
Rowe put her hands on her hips and sighed. “Righteo, Captain. Really wish we had a forklift. I miss that lifting capacity.”
“I miss a lot of things,” said Liao.
“You know what I’m going to miss most?” Rowe’s grin was almost as wide as her face. “Bert.”
“Bert?”
“A galah that used to hang outside the Art Gallery in Canberra. He wasn’t like the other birds, who squawked. He would just tilt his head back and give out this long, monotonous noise. Galahs are excellent imitators, and we reckoned he had listened to the leaf blower man for too long. He’d forgotten how to be an animal and could only sing the song of the machine.” She shrugged. “We were engineering students; we came up with all manner of weird explanations for things.”
“Huh. Well, that’s great for you, I guess.” Liao smiled. “Anything else you need my help with, Summer, or can I go get tea?”
“Since you asked so nicely,” Rowe said, bowing with a flourish. “I permit it.”
She stifled a laugh and, with an energy in her step that she found rejuvenating, left Operations.
 

The energy remained with her until she arrived at her quarters. She was surprised to see that the door was open; no marines guarded it. Cautiously, Liao pushed open the door.
Saara stood in the centre of her quarters, casually leaning up against her desk and stooping slightly as she usually did inside Human rooms. As Liao entered, Saara's yellow eyes fixed on her, as dark a glare as she had ever seen. [“Is this what Melissa Liao is reduced to?”]
“Pardon?” She narrowed her eyes. “Where are my marines?”
[“There were none when I arrived.”]
There hadn't been any for some time. It took her a moment for her mind to catch up with this fact. “Right. What's wrong, Saara?”
[“I do not know, Captain.”] Saara folded her large arms. [“Why don't you tell me of how you have, apparently, turned your weapons on yourself?”]
Liao fumbled for a lie. “Saara, I…”
[“You aimed to end your life. Any fool could see that. You appear with inexplicable injuries, all your hair removed? You are deceiving nobody.”]
Guilt ran through her. She shook her head, stepping into her quarters properly and closing the door. “No, I was just—”
[“Do not lie to me, Captain. Nor should you make the assumption that I will stop you. If you truly wish to die, I will help you in any way I can.”]
She had mentally prepared to continue defending herself, to spin a false tale of what had happened, so Saara’s blunt acceptance surprised her. “That’s… unusual.”
[“Why should it be? Humans, like Toralii, value life but also liberty. We enjoy life and all its pleasures, but all things must end at some point. We have fata’h.”]
“Fata’h? I hadn’t heard that word before.”
[“It is more a concept than a word, but a rough translation might be… Life without pain is impossible. It is part of the warrior’s creed.”]
Was that her life? Full of insurmountable pain? Without Allison, it had seemed so. Her life had been half-empty, as though some important piece had been carved out of it. The big things seemed little, and the little things no longer mattered. Now, though...
“Yeah.” Liao did not know what else to say. “I’m sorry, Saara. I should have told you.”
[“Do not apologise. I apologise for intruding. I would not normally do so, but word of your injuries has spread quickly. I was... concerned.”]
Liao suspected it had, but could do very little about it. “It’s quite all right.” She avoided looking at her desk, covered in papers, and her handgun conspicuously resting on it. “So,” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady. “What else brings you here?”
[“I wanted to tell you a story.”]
“You're more than welcome,” said Liao. The Toralii valued stories. “I’m surprised you felt as though you had to ask.”
[“The weight of our current situation had not escaped me. I saw the pain at the funeral. For the crew of the Sydney. For those we lost on Earth.”]
We. That word comforted her. Solidarity between the Telvan and the Humans.
“Funerals are important. How we remember our dead is part of who we are.”
[“It is, isn't it? Not just a funeral for brave women and men, for a lump of steel and a name; it’s a funeral for your species. Such an important thing… history, as your species are going to make it, will remember this period of time forever.”] She grimaced. [“Until you are all dead and gone.”]
“That’s a little premature,” said Liao. “Humanity survives. We’re hanging on by a thread, I’ll admit, but we’re here. We’re still kicking. We’re not dead yet.”
[“Yes you are.”] The tone, the abruptness in her voice gave weight to her certainty. [“Your world is ashes. Your numbers too few to survive. Winter on Velsharn will not be kind to you, nor will the future when your military aged population ages and withers all at once. How many children can you produce in thirty years? Enough to not only train and replace those who are too old or injured to work, but to grow themselves?”]
Saara made good points, but Liao shook her head. “You sound so pessimistic. Individually we may not be much, but our species has endured before. You’re speaking from an outsider’s perspective…”
[“No, I speak from experience. The time after Evarel, our homeworld, was consumed... dark times fell upon us. It was called The Great Decline. Our numbers dwindled. Our race teetered on the edge of extinction. We almost perished.”]
“And these are dark times for us, but we will endure.”
[“How?”] It was a simple question.
“I don’t know,” Liao said, meaning every word. “How did the Toralii survive?”
Saara’s eyes conveyed a profound sadness. [“We did… regrettable things. Commander, do you believe that in order for your species to survive, any measures should be taken to ensure the genetic preservation of your kind?”]
“I admit these are desperate times. We have a saying: ‘Desperate times call for desperate measures.’”
[“Agreed. Would you consent to bearing four more children, each with a different father to maximise genetic diversity?”]
She bristled instinctively at the idea. “No, but—”
[“With the numbers you have, in order to prevent inbreeding, you will be forced to do this. An appreciable portion of your survivors of reproductive age is military personnel, and your military is approximately three-quarters male. This is an unfortunate ratio. Women with reproductive function are extremely valuable.”]
“It won’t come to that.”
[“And so we told ourselves, once, too.”]
“If that’s what it takes,” said Liao, a bitter taste in her mouth, “I’ll do it. I’ll talk to James, though, first… and we’ll look into our options… but we have to survive.”
The irony of her words, spoken with her handgun resting just beside her hand, hidden beneath a stack of paper, was not lost on her.
[“And what if your soldiers do not make the same choice? Will you compel them to?”]
Liao gritted her teeth. “I’ll not allow the female soldiers under my command to be raped.”
[“I commend your dedication, Commander Liao, and I expected as much from you. I am glad you would stick to your principles instead of taking the unpalatable but pragmatic approach.”] Saara swayed her tail. [“At least, for now.”]
“If you think a little hardship will cause me to change that policy, you are sadly mistaken.” She squared her shoulders. “Here’s what I believe, down to my bones: existence is not enough. Mere survival is unacceptable. What we are as Human beings is more than genetic code, more than chemicals. We have a culture, a system of ethics that we adhere to. This is as much us as our DNA. If we kill that part of us, we lose something more than our biological distinctiveness. We lose our souls.”
Saara’s ears pinned back against her head, and she cast her eyes downward. [“I cannot disagree on any specific point. I know this is a painful crossroads for your species, and this is but the first of many hard decisions you will have to make in the coming years. I hope your ability to hold to your values translates into material successes.”]
“What did your people choose?” Liao bit her lip. “When Evarel was destroyed, how did the Toralii survive?”
Saara did not immediately answer. When she did, her tone was distant and bitter. [“I am here, am I not? We did what we had to. Our females did as the elders commanded, and those who did not had their choices made for them. We grew, we healed, and we recovered.”]
National education in China told every student of the Japanese “comfort women”, taken from territories occupied by Imperial Japan during the Second World War and used as sex slaves. History reviled the men who did this. Would this be Liao’s legacy too? A failed captain and a rapist by proxy?
Large swathes of China and the surrounding countries could trace their lineage back to one man: Genghis Khan. Human history had not been kind to females. Neither had, it seemed, Toralii history. They had more in common than they thought.
“But things are better now, aren’t they? There are females in the Toralii armed forces, as there are in ours. I assume that once numbers stabilised—”
[“Do the wounds of abuse fade so quickly? The Toralii have not forgotten these dark times. Of the hospitals. The registers.”] Saara shrugged, a gesture she had adopted from her Human hosts, and one Liao had seen more and more frequently the more time Saara spent with them. [“Yet, had we not, none would be alive to remember them.”]
“I know.” Liao inhaled. “Look. I don’t think we’re that far gone, but you’re certainly saying what everyone’s thinking. We need to get out there and have our two point five kids. We need to start looking at a permanent settlement—be that here or somewhere else. We’re going to need some kind of way of getting our numbers up before age and misadventure take their toll. I’ll seek volunteers, and if I have to, I’ll do it myself—our IVF treatment is advanced. There’ll be no actual sex involved, it’s more of a surrogacy… but mark my words in this, I swear with everything I have, nobody will be compelled to do anything against their wishes.”
[“I am pleased to hear this. I wish you the best of luck with your endeavours.”]
The words helped. “Thank you,” she said, and then Saara—hesitating slightly, as though unsure her work was done—closed the door.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER VIII
 
Si Vis Pacem…
*****
 
LIAO
ORIGINALLY
INTENDED
TO
EAT, rest, and enjoy one of the few non-horrible days she’d had since arriving on Eden, but something drew her out to the hangar bay, to the night sky stretching out above them. The insects were out, of course, but a stiff breeze kept them largely at bay, and the atmosphere was otherwise fresh and clean. Refreshing to breathe real air after the stale, artificial atmosphere found deep in the Beijing’s heart.
“Wonderful night,” said Shepherd.
“Quite.” She smiled his way then looked back up. She studied the stars, what glimpses she could find through the cloud cover. “Say what you like about this planet, but its nights are beautiful.”
“Rural Texas was beautiful, too. My father used to take me to Purtis Creek State Park when he was on leave from Fort Worth.” Alistair's voice carried a genuine sadness but a joy, too, as he spoke. “We had this big, old telescope, an ancient thing really, and he would set it up on nights just like this, when the sky was filled with stars and everything was all quiet and dark. He taught me about the constellations, the movements of the heavens, everything. Even after I was done with school, even after I had kids of my own, we still did it. Every year until he died. So I started to take my son.”
That was nice. “Well, now we have a whole new set of constellations to learn. But I tell you what; you should check the Beijing’s computers. See if you can record as much of that knowledge for the future. We’ll need it.”
“Surely your ship has all the information about the stars that anyone could ever ask for.”
Seeing something on the ship's computers was different than seeing it for herself. “You might be surprised what the holes in our knowledge are. Even if what you contribute isn’t scientifically accurate, it’s folklore. That’s more valuable. We can trade with the Iilan for technology, but culture is the soul of our society. Without it, we’re nothing.”
“A fine sentiment.”
Liao folded her hands in front of her. “So, how’s the civilian population holding up?”
“Well enough,” said Shepherd. “Things aren’t easy, but we’re Americans. For all our faults, and there are many, we come together as a community in a crisis. That’s what makes us strong.”
“I apologise for the earlier incident,” Liao said. “Fear can drive people to do strange things.”
“Had the circumstances been reversed, I have no doubt the same events would have played themselves out, with the Americans petitioning to divide the ship and an American captain also standing her ground, telling the two factions that they must remain united. Human beings are not so different the world over, Captain. For better or for worse.”
“I agree, and it's something we should keep in mind. We have Iranians from the Tehran, Brazilians from the Madrid, Americans from the Beijing, and Chinese from the Washington… and a scattering of other nationalities reflected in the military forces dedicated to Belthas IV. And we all have to share the same resources. We've gone from hundreds of nationalities to a dozen, and that's going to take some adjustment. We might have seen the first time we try to segment ourselves again based on national lines, but we haven't seen the last.”
“Agreed.”
Silence pervaded for a moment.
“So,” said Shepherd, mirroring her earlier tone, “how goes the war?”
She didn’t know how to answer that. “Poorly. But Rowe has a little thing she’s working on. I don’t know how we’re going to use it, but it certainly seems interesting.”
“Let me guess,” said Shepherd. “You’d love to tell me, but it’s classified?”
“Actually, I’m not sure I see the logic in keeping this secret, especially not from you. We have a weapon we can’t find a use for. It’s called Lucifer’s Gas.”
Alistair shook his head disapprovingly. “Sounds ominous. We shouldn't use the name of the devil to aid us.”
“It’s fiendish stuff, from what my engineers tell me. It truly deserves the title. Honestly, a part of me just wants to dump it in the sea and forget about it, but it could be useful.”
“Why don’t you rename it?” asked Shepherd. “It might help inspire you if you think about it in a different light.”
“Freedom Gas?” Liao grinned.
“Something like that.”
“I don’t know. I think it’s just so awful that it should remain Lucifer’s Gas. When the Toralii attacked us, some people considered them to be demons. Divine beings come to smite us for all our wrongdoings. Well, Sun Tzu said, ‘To know your enemy you must become your enemy.’” Liao affixed a stare on Shepherd, one she hoped would communicate her meaning. “I want the Toralii to think that we are the demons.”
Shepherd looked back up to the sky. “I was hoping we could prepare for peace, instead of more war. War hasn’t brought us much luck so far.”
Liao followed Shepherd's gaze upwards.
“Not so far.”
 

Liao and Shepherd talked for a time about various petty things regarding the organisation of the civilian and military personnel, and then Shepherd was called away. Liao was impressed with how well he had taken to the role of community organiser. She had expected some friction between the civilian and military aspects of their government, but so far the system worked well.
So far.
She walked away from the ship towards the sprawling camp set up outside the Beijing. A metal sign on two massive struts proudly proclaimed the settlement to be Eden and listed some statistics for population. The most recent addition, the Toralii and the survivors from Belthas IV, had a handwritten note beside them.
Welcome.
She went further out, to the tree line, and a crunching noise startled her. Two mechanical beasts, the constructs the Iilan had given her, dug out of the ground near her. They were smooth, articulated beetles with eight legs. As she watched, they both extruded a thin square of unrefined brown metal, then a similar, much thicker square of slag.
“Halt,” she said. The machines obeyed, turning to her as one.
“Input directive,” the nearest one said, its voice thin and synthetic. They stared at her with empty blue optics.
“State your purpose.”
“Minerals. Gathering. Mining. Processing. Refining. Construction. Fabrication. Testing. Input directive.”
The creatures made her skin crawl. Visually, they reminded her of Ben, but their mannerisms were so different. Ben was articulate. He moved like a living creature, swinging his claws this way and that, skittering around like a hyperactive child. These were inanimate husks.
Their hindquarters glowed like insects. She had seen that kind of glow before, in the datacores of the Toralii. These Iilan ones were much more advanced. Independent. The Toralii constructs were just drones, but the Iilan ones were not. They had their own minds.
This made them dangerous.
“You.” She pointed to the leftmost construct, then to the rightmost. “Destroy that drone.”
It went to work without hesitation, its wide mouth opening, a thousand tiny fangs gripping its brother. The doomed construct did not resist, did not struggle as its shell cracked, broke, then spilt its infinitely complicated circuitry on the ground.
The construct crunched its brother into broken hunks of metal then turned back to her. “Input directive.”
Could she trust them? She didn’t know. She knew, in her heart, that she had just destroyed a valuable asset. “Melt down the parts of this drone and create another.”
“Processing.” It sat there, thinking for a moment, then spoke. “Clarify intent.”
“Create another copy of yourself from the local resources, including the destroyed drone parts.”
“Processing.”
Liao stared at the creature, almost willing it to say something, anything, that would betray a thinking mind. A living soul, plotting against them, teeming with emotions and anger just as Ben had been.
She would not permit another massacre to happen on the surface of Velsharn.
“Request acknowledged. Process will take fourteen standard Human hours. Confirm request.”
“Proceed,” said Liao. “Once the construction is complete, report to Summer Rowe with the new drone.”
“Directive confirmed.” The construct immediately turned and began to work. It impassively collected the damaged parts of its brother, funnelling them into its furnace and super-heating them, separating the glowing metals in a spinning centrifuge.
It was an impressive display of loyalty, but Liao doubted she could ever accept the presence of constructs as anything more than an emergency measure.
Ruminating on what she had seen, Liao wandered back through the camp, finding herself back in the Beijing’s hangar bay. While crossing the dirt-smeared metal deck towards the inner bowels of the ship, a familiar face smiled at her through the crowd. Olivia. The girl’s face was dirty, streaked with the grime of the outside, but she seemed happy when she saw Liao.
“Captain Liao,” she said. “Hello!”
“Hello, Olivia.” Liao was impressed with the child’s resilience; the adults all around her were despondent, helpless even, but Olivia didn't seem to be affected by it.
That was how she had wanted her own child to be. Stronger than adversity.
“Did you take the book to Miss Rowe?” Liao asked.
“Yes, miss,” Olivia said. “I took it there after Mr. Jul’aran’s class.”
“The Toralii language class? I’m glad to see you’re attending. How is that coming along?”
“It’s hard, but I’m starting to understand some words. They’re going really slow, so we all have time to learn.”
“That’s good.” Liao reached out and touched her hair. “Study hard, okay?” Her hand came away grimy. “And get a shower. You’re all dirty.”
“I can’t. The showers are too busy most days, and there are too many people there.”
“Why don’t you go when it’s not busy?”
“It’s always busy.”
Liao ran her finger through the girl's hair. It came away covered in grease and dirt. “How long has it been since you had a bath?”
Her scrunched up, confused face told her everything she needed to know.
“Here,” said Liao, “come with me.”
 

One of the privileges of rank was private amenities, which included a shower-bath. Liao lead Olivia back to her quarters, then stripped her down and ran the bath.
Olivia reacted to the billowing clouds of steam that rose from the porcelain bath with a fascination Liao found disturbing. It was wrong for a child to be deprived of sanitation as she had been. As soon as the water was an appropriate temperature, she helped Olivia inside.
Dirt pooled in the water, turning it brown, a seemingly endless trickle constantly running off her. Every time Liao thought Olivia was clean, some other part of her was exposed and found dirty.
“Are you actually made of dirt?” Liao asked, rubbing shampoo through Olivia’s long hair, stubbornly trying to work the foam as deeply as she could.
“Maybe. There aren’t many places to sleep, and the big kids and grownups take all the best ones.”
“Do they now?”
“Yeah. Mr. Shepherd said that he’d look into it, but he’s been super busy.”
“But you’re getting enough to eat?” asked Liao. “Fresh water?”
“Oh, yeah. There’s usually fish and stuff, but I don’t like rice, and it seems to be dinner every night.”
Children could be picky eaters. Adults, too, but accommodating individual taste was currently impossible. “It’s a common staple, and our ship has it in ample supply. It stores well and is high in energy.”
“Yeah. My dad says that kind of thing a lot. We couldn’t afford a lot of rich food back in Texas, but there was a job there, and so we had to move.”
Liao’s fingers worked across her scalp. “Where are you originally from?”
“All over the place. Mostly. My dad came to Texas looking for work. He kept me in school, even though I knew nobody. Said it was important.”
“It was important. It still is important.”
“But all we learn is Toralii. We don’t learn math or anything. It’s too short.”
Olivia’s hair was finally getting clean. Liao worked her fingers through it then began rinsing. “I’ll talk to Mr. Shepherd,” she said, Saara’s words echoing in her ears. “And I’ll see if we can get a proper school established. We’re going to need educated people in the days ahead, especially when the current population gets old.”
“But you’re already old,” said Olivia.
“Thanks, kid.” Liao laughed and splashed her. “I meant, when I’m too old to run this ship and all the people in it.”
“Yeah.” Olivia’s damp hair clung to her body as she looked up at Liao. “You’re, like, old enough to be a mum.”
The words bit her like teeth, but if she was ever going to move past this pain, she had to carry on. She had to have strength to push past the constant reminders and look to the future.
“Yeah, I am old.” Liao stood, taking the plug with her. “Okay, you, you’ve enjoyed the captain’s facilities a little longer than you really should have. You’re clean, so you can go.”
Olivia laughed and towelled down her hair as the water ran out. “I got to use the captain’s bath. The other kids are going to be super jealous.”
Liao narrowed her eyes slightly. “Are the other kids as dirty as you were?”
“Yeah.” Olivia looked at her as if she was missing something obvious. “Like I said, the grownups get the best spots.”
 

An hour later and Liao’s bathroom was like an assembly line. A group of dirty children went in, were cleaned, and then left. They seemed to be in endless supply; she thought there were only a handful of children who had escaped on the Beijing. The majority were still aboard the Washington. It had been lucky enough to touch down near a Guangzhou preschool.
When it became more apparent there were more children aboard than they anticipated, Liao ordered a shipwide search. Cheung and the marines found more and more. Uniformly they were dirty, ill clothed, and tired. That made the task of cleaning them all harder, but she maintained order.
She bathed them three at a time, but even at that pace, it took hours. She had several of the junior officers make trips to the quartermaster to clad them in fresh clothes, ill-fitting as they were. The sight of children in military uniforms disturbed her, but it was better than their grubby civilian clothes.
Finally, the last group went in and bathed. Liao was tired but accomplished. Purposeful. She was doing something practical, rather than just commanding a ship that went nowhere and manning a largely superfluous station.
It was good to help.
After she cleaned and restored her bathroom to its fine finish, she used it herself. When she was clean, she appointed one of the junior officers, Qián, the title of Civilian Welfare Officer. If they were to have civilians living on-board, they had to be cared for. Children going without essentials under her command could not continue.
Then she went to see Doctor Saeed.
The medical bay was crowded and busy, even by regular standards. Nurses and doctors scurried about, weaving their way expertly through the crowded medical bay filled with the sick, the injured, and the infirm.
“Doctor Saeed,” Liao said, finally tracking down her chief medical officer. He looked tired, exhausted even, and she wasn’t sure when he had last changed his uniform. “You look terrible.”
He regarded her with an inquisitive stare. “That was going to be my line. Your eyes are bloodshot. When was the last time you slept?”
Last night she was too busy scrubbing wayward children. The previous night she had… she struggled to remember.
“Are you drinking?”
Drinking? Liao shook her head. “No.”
Saeed touched her forehead. “You’re not feverish, which means, judging by the look of you, you’re running on less than minimal sleep. How long have you been like this?”
“How long have we been on Eden?”
Saeed’s glare caused her to raise her hands. “I was just kidding,” she said. “Things are busy at the moment, doctor.”
“That’s correct. Things are busy, Captain, and this ship needs a functioning Commanding Officer.”
“A ship going nowhere doesn’t need a CO, Saeed.”
His face told her that this was not a productive line of discussion. “In case you are unaware, you’re no longer responsible for a military vessel, a well-oiled machine of parts and people that will continue to function without its head. This is now a small city. A collection of people, a collection of species, and we need leadership. I’ve spoken to your civilian counterpart, Mr. Shepherd, and he’s doing a fine job—but he needs help. He needs your help.”
“I’m fine,” Liao said. “And Shepherd’s doing fine, too.”
“He’s a policeman, not a leader. He'll do for now, but he'll have to be replaced later. Get your head in the game.”
“Were you always this blunt, or did you leave your sense of humour on Earth?”
Saeed tapped something on his tablet, held it up, and took a picture. He showed it to her. “You look like crap.”
“Thanks.” Liao stared at the picture. It was hard to disagree with his assessment, even with her recent shower. She looked almost five years older, her skin pale and clammy and the stubble of her regrowing hair visible under her hat. The halogen lights of the medical bay were not flattering to her appearance, but even factoring in all of these, she looked wretched. How awful must she have looked before?
“No, my apologies,” said Saeed. “You look great. The bags under your eyes are really a good look.”
“I’m feeling better,” said Liao, and she meant it. She handed the tablet back. “Certainly more than I was before.”
“Before?”
“Never mind. Look. I came here because I’m concerned about sanitation levels across the ship. I spoke to several children, and they were filthy.”
“I’m not surprised.” Saeed squinted, looked away, then shook his head. “Actually, I am surprised; I expected you here sooner, talking my ear off about this. You are, of course, completely correct. I’ve been pestering Engineering to have more shower facilities constructed, but it’s just not that simple. The bulkheads don’t have the piping. We can’t just install them. Rowe’s teams have made some interesting progress—you might have noticed that Engineering Bay One is now Shower and Bathroom Bay One—but there’s a lot more we can do.”
“Give me your suggestions,” Liao said. “I’ll make sure Rowe makes them a priority.”
“I will.” Saeed tapped his tablet. “Also, you’re off duty for three days.”
Liao couldn't take three days off. Not now. “Thank you, Doctor, but I’ll be fine.”
“I think you’re mistaking this order for a request. As the chief medical officer, I’m empowered to temporarily or permanently remove you from command if, in my assessment, you are no longer fit for command. I am exercising that power.”
She tightened her fists then forced them to relax. “Doctor, I see what you’re saying, but—”
“No, you don’t. That's why the order stands.”
Anger surged within her. “After what happened with the threatened miscarriage, Saeed, I thought we were friends—”
“This is Saeed your doctor speaking, not Saeed your friend.” Saeed gestured around him. “Things are busy here, too, and yet I still manage to sleep the requisite hours my brain needs in order to function. Your mind is a machine, Commander. It is subject to the laws of physics and chemistry just like every other machine is. In order to maintain its ability to process the world around it and derive conclusions from that information, you require rest. I could give you the full rundown about what the latest research indicates the purpose of sleep to be in Human beings, but I would hope that you’re capable of just accepting my judgement on this matter.”
“But—”
“I suggest you alter your duty roster yourself, Commander, otherwise I will be forced to do it for you. I will have the ship’s marines enforce this decision if necessary, and if things reach that stage, the duration of your rest will be significantly longer and will involve the intervention of the ship’s counselling team.” Saeed’s voice softened. “Consider it this way, Commander. You have three days to sort out the hygiene problems onboard the ship. You seem to think it’s important, after all.”
“Three days,” Liao promised, her tone seething. “Then I’m back on duty.”
“Of course.” Saeed smiled his trademark smile. “See you then.”
 

Saeed was as good as his word. When she arrived back at her quarters, two of her marines were waiting by her door. They explained that Doctor Saeed had ordered them to stand guard for perceived threats to the ship’s command structure for the next three days.
She was angry but knew better than to test him. 
Liao didn’t sleep again that night, but whereas before she had been depressed and without hope, this time she was energised. She used that time to bombard Rowe and the Engineering team with messages. More shower facilities. More toilet facilities. Better patrols and internal security.
It was a long way away from pitched space battles, but it was important work.
Between messages, she decided to nap and slept through nearly the whole next day. Her mouth was dry and her head pounding when she woke up; painkillers and a litre of water helped, but she spent the next day with a distinctly ill feeling in her belly.
Saeed had been right. She had pushed herself too far.
She slept well that afternoon, then into the night. Sixteen hours in another stretch. Her sleep debt must have been massive.
Another round of painkillers and water, and the second day wasn’t so bad. She caught up on her paperwork, tidied her office, and the children of the ship took another round bathing in her private bathroom.
On the third day, bright and early, she dressed herself and returned to Operations.
“Well, well, well,” said James, smiling as she entered, “it’s the Mother of Urchins.”
Word had clearly spread throughout the ship. “I think I have enough titles for the moment.” Liao tried to avoid all the eyes on her. She smiled. “What the hell are you doing here? Don’t you have your own ship to command?”
“Eh, details,” said James. “Besides, Commander Sabeen’s doing just fine, really. I think I’m more valuable down here.”
She wanted to ask what James was actually doing down here, but the now well-rested cogs in her brain turned over before she foolishly opened her mouth. His presence in Operations told her everything she needed to know.
He was covering the shifts she was missing.
Embarrassing, but a topic for another time. Liao mentally reassured herself that she would miss no more shifts and James could, sooner rather than later, return to his own vessel.
If she could not even show up and do her job, how could she expect those under her command to?
“We’re glad to have you.” Liao moved to the centre of Operations and inspected the busy monitors that surrounded her, bathing the whole area in a low ambient glow. “All areas, report status.”
Ling spoke first. “Radar is clean, Captain. No sign of any contacts, although we are tracking the CAP on its regular patrol. The radar on the Madrid is having some trouble tracking things in their quadrant. Fortunately we can cover it, and they expect to have their system restored momentarily.”
Hsin was next. “Communications are quiet, Captain. The data link between the four Pillars is strong.”
“Tactical is tracking the CAP,” said Jiang, “and our own Broadswords are performing various missions. Archangel is fishing off the coast, Warsong is transporting Doctor Saeed back from the Madrid with a shipment of medical supplies, and the Valhalla is monitoring the L2 Lagrange point. All other craft are docked at this present time.”
“Engineering’s quiet,” said Rowe. “Just managing an issue with the constructs. One of them experienced some kind of malfunction, I haven’t been able to locate it at all, and another one looks like it’s been getting orders from someone in the camp. I’ll have to restrict who’s authorised to do that.”
“That was my fault,” said Liao. “I… experimented.”
Rowe shot her a dirty look. “Those things might be dangerous. You’re the boss, but you’re not an engineer. How about in the future you leave the cool toys to me, huh?” She sighed in aggravation. “What did you do, anyway?”
“I needed to know if they would protect themselves, so I had one of them eat the other one.”
“Eat?”
“Yep.”
Rowe's mouth fell open. “Wait, what the fuck?”
“I needed to know,” said Liao. “I needed to know for sure if they would follow my orders.”
“They're mindless,” argued Rowe. “They have no initiative, no goals. They only do what you tell them! You destroyed one of the most valuable assets we have!”
“It was necessary.” Liao clenched her teeth.
“Bah.” Rowe shrugged. “Whatever. Did you at least learn anything interesting?”
“I learnt that they’re full of computer bits.”
“Thanks.” Rowe rolled her eyes. “That’s real fucking useful. I’ll note that in my report.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Liao said. “They can self-replicate. You should have the new one by now.”
“That explains the new construct that showed up. I had our team incinerate it; I figured the Telvan left it behind.”
Liao sighed. “Well, have the constructs build another one then, and feel free to cut that one up and see what makes it tick.”
That seemed to mollify her somewhat. “Well, thanks. I’ll do that.” Her eyes widened as though remembering something. “Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you. I did you a favour.”
Liao raised an eyebrow. “I’m already frightened.”
“Well, you should be.” Rowe jumped out of her chair, her hair bouncing as she skipped over to Liao, thrusting a tablet in her face. “Just take a look, will you?”
Liao took the tablet, inspecting the chaotic blueprint. “What is this?”
“Something you might like. I’ve been stuck looking for something for the Lucifer’s Gas, but then it hit me. I had this other side project that I couldn’t get working, either. I wanted to emulate the Toralii breaching charge we recovered from Saara’s ship, but I couldn’t get it to deliver enough punch. It relies on directed plasma, and we can’t generate enough of it without some serious, high-grade explosives—and at that point what do we need the plasma for?
“Then it hit me. We’re going the wrong way—the Toralii hulls are specifically designed to harden against thermal attacks. It’s a common attack vector and weakness of our own. Heat is your enemy in space. Nobody would deliberately chill their enemies, so they’re not defended against this kind of thing. I did some calculations based on the thermal profile of the wreckage of Saara’s ship and found that sufficient amounts of extremely cold substances can cause micro-fractures in the hull, due to the rapidly and unevenly contracting metal. So cold can crack the hull, but what then? They have a breach, they fix it, no biggie. But what if we combined the breaching charge with the gas?”
Rowe jabbed a finger at the tablet, pointing to a large cylindrical object. “The Lucifer's Gas needs to be kept at ludicrously cold temperatures anyway, so we already have a large stockpile of coolant available. It’s beautiful.” She gave a flourish of her hand. “The shell is thin and contains a layer of liquid nitrogen mixed with a ferrous compound. On impact, the nitrogen attaches to the hull and freezes a section of the hull, then the rest of the charge blows into the frozen and brittle bits, then the third stage flushes in the gas. Once this shit gets into their atmosphere... boom.”
“Boom.”
“Yep,” said Summer. “I present, the Cracker.” She held out her arms, waving them in a circular pattern that Liao thought patently ludicrous. “And when I say ‘boom’, I mean… technically all the organic matter ignites along with their atmosphere, spreading the flame further into the ship, but yeah. Boom.”
“Summer, whenever you do me a favour I get chills down my spine.” Liao smiled. “I like it. When can you have one ready?”
“Already got a prototype. Should work. Should.”
“Move it to a Broadsword, just in case.”
“Will do.”
Rowe moved back to the Engineer’s console and started tapping out a message at a frantic pace. Liao left her to it; she had other things to worry about.
Saeed’s advice had been good. Three days’ sleep had done wonders. Her mind was so much sharper than it had before, and the world was in focus.
“Very good, then.” She stood in front of her command console, leaning over and inspecting the long-range radar.
A contact flickered, briefly and faintly, relayed to them from another vessel and overlaid over their own radar screen in a blind spot. Before Liao could ask about it, Hsin at Communications spoke up.
“Captain, we’re receiving a transmission from the Broadsword Valhalla. A contact has appeared in the L2 Lagrange planet, behind Velsharn’s moon.”
Rowe snorted. “We need to find a better name for the moon than that.”
Liao ignored her. “Mr. Ling, what’s the nature of the contact?”
“Unknown at this time.” Hsin frowned, pressing his finger to his headset. “There’s an awful amount of static.” He touched the talk key. “Broadsword Valhalla, say again.”
No contact was bad news. The static was new; solar activity in the Velsharn system was nominal. The Broadsword's communication should have been coming through loud and clear.
There was only one reason it wouldn't be.
Liao didn’t want to waste any time. “Mr. Iraj, sound general quarters. Inform the Madrid, the Tehran, and the Washington. Recall our CAP, launch everything we have.”
She took a breath, looking at the radar screen relayed from the Valhalla and gripping her command console tightly. The contact returned, bright green and solid.
“Captain,” said Hsin, his voice softer than before. “Valhalla confirms it as the Toralii Cruiser Seth’arak.”
Warbringer Avaran’s personal cruiser, the same one the Tehran, Sydney, and Beijing had battled together in space. The same one that had led the scouring of Earth and killed billions of Humans. If there was a Firaun in this real world, it was undoubtedly him.
The zalim of all zalims. The biggest tyrant.
The Humans had nowhere to go now. Nowhere to run. This was it.
“Well,” said James. “It’s nice to see our old friend again.”
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CHAPTER IX
 
… Para Bellum
*****
Command and Control Core
Toralii Cruiser Seth’arak
L2 Lagrange Point
Velsharn System
 
WARBRINGER AVARAN
STRODE
ABOUT
THE deck of his ship, a caged beast waiting to strike. Of all his many talents, patience was not one. The scouts had told them everything he needed to know; all had returned without sign of the Humans, but one had not returned at all.
It did not take a tactical genius to realise where they were hiding. Insolent whelps, cowering behind their ineffectual allies. All that would end today.
[“Voidwarp translation complete, Warbringer Avaran,”] said Adjutant Vican, his second in command. [“We are in the Velsharn system.”]
[“Good.”] Avaran gritted his teeth, his long canines scraping across his lower lip. [“Did the Humans detect our approach?”]
[“It is likely,”] Vican said, pointing to a bright purple dot floating in the holographic projection in the ceiling. [“Look. A gunship. It will have detected us by now.”]
[“Warbringer,”] said his foregunner, an Airmaiden named Baelica with distinctive dark ginger fur. [“The gunship appears to be relaying communications and tactical information to the Humans. We are detecting an active communications signal.”]
[“Destroy the vessel,”] Avaran ordered without a second thought. [“Deploy the worldshatter device.”]
Vican regarded him curiously. [“Are you certain, Warbringer? It is just a small ship—”]
[“We are the Herald of Woe, Vican. It is time we lived up to our name.”]
The Seth’arak hummed with energy. The bright white pulse of the worldshatter device leapt across space, snuffing out the tiny ship and its insolent crew of voidwarp criminals. The holographic display showed that nothing was left—barely even a few particles of superheated dust.
Dispensing justice was righteous.
A construct, one of their many, scuttled up to him. This particular one was a tactical construct, knee high and designed to interface with their command and control systems. [“Warbringer Avaran, the fleet will be appearing momentarily. We should clear the voidwarp location.”]
Other vessels in the fleet had come to steal their glory. The thought left a bitter taste in his mouth. The Humans were more resourceful than he—and others—had previously given them credit for.
The Toralii were arrogant. Each of them knew that. This was a trait encouraged, bred into their very being, but it did not define them. Toralii controlled their emotions. They were not Kel-Voran savages seeking death in glorious combat, or whatever nonsense they believed.
The Kel-Voran always fought. The Toralii always won.
[“Engage sublight engines. Make clear the path for the rest of the fleet.”]
His order obeyed, the ship began to move, the dark orb of this system’s moon hovering before him. They had chosen the far point to hide behind the moon’s mass, but the Humans were ready for that ruse.
No matter. A single cruiser could easily annihilate them. They had brought fifty-three, a standard battle fleet. This would be no contest.
[“How long until the worldshatter device is ready?”]
Vican consulted his systems. [“The heat batteries are a third full, Warbringer. They are cooling, but until the process is complete, we only have two more shots before they must be ejected.”]
[“How long?”]
[“Twelve cycles, Warbringer.”]
Twelve cycles was far too long. They would only have two uses remaining for the battle.
This angered him, but Adjutant Vican was his first in command for this exact reason. He was prepared to give bad news, irrespective of any consideration for his feelings. The truth was preferable to a comforting lie.
It mattered not. They would not need such power.
Another vessel appeared in the jump point behind them. Vican confirmed it as the Ash’uk, the Fleshreaver. The Seth’arak sailed around the moon of Velsharn, a long line of Toralii Alliance vessels behind it.
This ship had engaged three of the Human vessels singlehandedly and nearly triumphed. The repairs had been extensive and prolonged, and there had been discussion of scrapping the cruiser entirely. Some part of him suspected that his ship would never be quite the same. This was the first time it had seen true combat since then; the Ash’uk had the honour of engaging the Humans defences at their lone open jump point. He had requested it but been denied.
Avaran would not be denied any further.
He touched the scar on his face, a physical reminder of the memory of his first engagement with them. The Humans had marked him, made him ugly, scarred him. Torching their world only sated his thirst for revenge temporarily. He had drunk in the sight of their oceans boiling and their atmosphere igniting, but slaying at such a distance did not have as much appeal as the visceral thrill of combat.
Destroying insects from orbit was boring. He had seen too much victory, he knew that, and hungered for something more. The only thing that would quench this desire was the defeat of a worthy foe, and only one Human, above all the others, would suffice.
Commander Liao would die this day.
[“How long until we clear the moon?”]
[“Half a cycle, Warbringer.”]
And so they waited. The line of Toralii ships grew longer, snaking out from the jump point, until the entire fleet arrived. A long column of metal and fury, the fleet used the gravity of the moon to propel themselves.
Soon, the blue edge of Velsharn’s vast oceans became visible at the edge of the moon’s horizon. Their sensor system showed a field of contacts, exactly as he had predicted. The Humans were out in force to resist him. It was adorable, in a way.
A Human’s voice came through the windwhisper device. It took a moment for the translator in his ear to repeat the words back in an understandable language.
“This is Captain Anderson of the TFR Washington to the Seth’arak. This colony is a protectorate of the Telvan government. You are violating interstellar non-aggression treaties and risking war with your cousins. Turn back immediately.”
Disgusting to the ear. The Human languages were like rocks in a steel barrel turned over and over. Grating and whiny.
[“Send no reply,”] said Avaran. [“Our guns will speak for us soon enough.”]
[“Warbringer,”] said Baelica, [“there are three vessels moving towards us, along with nearly one hundred smaller craft. Based on our projections of their military power, this is all that remains of their species.”]
The queens and their insects. They could not hope to last against the storm.
[“Which one is the Beijing? The vessel of Commander Liao?”]
The foregunner consulted her instruments. [“It is difficult to identify them at this range, but so far none appear to match the voidwarp signature of the Beijing.”]
That did not sit well with him. Liao was a warrior who led from the front; never had she shied away from combat before. To send her soldiers into the fray before herself struck him either as a deception or profoundly out of character.
No matter.
[“Launch our assault craft as soon as we are clear of the moon’s gravitational influence. Tear them to pieces.”]
Their attack ships flew from the Seth’arak’s belly, a swarm that leapt towards their enemies with eager speed. It reminded him of the ancient Toralii ancestors, fighting in the plains, long spears in their arms as they charged towards their enemies.
War changed little, despite technology’s progression.
Vican studied the holographic display above them. [“The Ash’uk is launching assault craft, Warbringer. They will be able to assist our own shortly.”]
[“Good. Have the second wave of our craft engage the Humans then move our ship into the thick of it. Slay as many of them as we can, but do not stop. Our goal lies elsewhere.”] Avaran stroked a finger down the purple gash on his face, tracing along it with a sharp claw. [“Where is the Beijing?”]
Nobody answered him. His anger towards the Humans was well known, and whispers in the Seth’arak’s corridors said that he was not managing his rage as well as he should have. A commanding officer should be cold and calculating, but as the swarm of Human ships raced towards his own, he could only feel mounting anger.
These voidwarp criminals had scarred him, crippled his ship, and killed scores of his crew. Even the screams of the ship’s crew as they were interrogated within Cenar gave him little succour. Only blood could pay this debt, asphyxiation in space, their bodies burned from the inside out.
The swarms of assault craft drifted together, chatter filling his windwhisper device, and then the two clouds merged. Their assault craft engaged the Human fighters and gunships, their formations deteriorating into a ball of gunfire, missile fire, ships and debris.
[“Warbringer,”] said Baelica, [“I am detecting another voidwarp signature in-system. It is faint, though.”]
[“Where?”] Avaran leaned over eagerly, his breathing quickening. [“It could only be the Beijing.”]
[“On the surface of Velsharn,” said Baelica. [“One of the southern islands. The energy signature does indeed match the Beijing.”]
His prey. [“Ignore the skirmish. Move towards the Beijing, and prepare to fire the worldshatter device.”]
Vican regarded him curiously. [“Shall I plot a course around the strike craft, Warbringer, lest they be caught in our path?”]
[“No. It is faster to go through them.”]
Silence around the command core. Vican narrowed his eyes. [“Warbringer, our ship is too large. You want to move through the combat at speed? We will crush our own forces.”]
[“And an equal measure of Humans.”]
[“Their lives are worth nothing compared to ours,”] said Vican. [“They are just aliens. Voidwarp criminals fit only for extermination. We cannot risk the destruction of so many of our own just for a few moments more—”]
[“My order stands,”] said Avaran, returning his gaze to his console and his many instruments. [“Move through the melee, past the Human vessels, and get within weapons range of the Beijing.”]
Toralii obeyed their orders, even if they didn’t like them. Avaran could sense the disapproval of his crew all around him, but he didn’t care.
[“The three Human ships are firing,”] warned Baelica. The ship shook even at its core as the impacts of weapons tore holes in their hull, and the holographic display above them flashed white as the weapons of their enemies detonated near them, overloading their input. Alarms whimpered in his ears, their protests ignored. [“Their magnetic-weapons have been loaded with atomic devices. Our hull is heating.”]
[“Damage report,”] asked Vican, moving over to where Baelica was working. [“Have we been wounded?”]
[“The hull is bleeding,”] she answered, [“The impacts with the Human weapons have damaged the fore structure. There is atmospheric loss in many sections; constructs are moving to repair the damage and evacuate the wounded. Casualty reports are beginning to arrive… the fore section appears to have buckled.”]
The Humans had upgraded their weapons, or perhaps the Seth’arak’s wounds ran deeper than the engineers suspected. [“Return fire,”] Avaran ordered. [“A full battery of plasma, wide spread. Burn the flesh from their bones.”]
The Seth’arak and the Human cruisers exchanged volleys of fire as they closed the distance. His ship weaved and dodged, his pilots mitigating most of the damage, but still the defending Humans scored hit after hit.
But they were now close. So close that the strike craft battle grew larger and larger in front of them; they had not manoeuvred out of the way. None had, including the Humans.
[“Entering the melee momentarily,”] said Vican, his tone bitter. [“Sky Gods preserve them.”]
They did not.
The Seth’arak flew into the melee at speed, the giant wall of the front of their vessel slamming into the twisting, dodging mass of strike craft. The metal of the ship shrieked and groaned as the strike craft broke against it, Human and Toralii alike, and the Seth’arak ploughed through.
[“Impacts across the bow,”] said Vican. [“Secondary explosions detected. The fore section is crippled. We have breaches through the upper layers of the armour and into the subdermal systems.”]
Avaran muttered a dark curse to the Sky Gods. [“And what of our worldshatter devices?”]
[“Functional,”] said Vican, [“but we should consider moving back to the fray. Our conventional plasma weapons can more effectively deal with the Humans. We can destroy their ships, their remaining assault craft, and then crush the Beijing as well. The Ash’uk can provide supporting fire as we do so.”]
It was a sound plan, but every minute they delayed was a minute Liao had to escape. This was not an option. Avaran slid his claws from their sheaths, using them to latch hold of his console. [“No. Continue forward. Have the constructs work as we move, even if they have to operate on the outer hull.”]
Constructs swarmed out over the holographic representation of their hull as he watched, sparks flying as they attempted to weld shut the wounds in his ship’s hull. Every so often Human magnetic projectile struck one, the impact occurring so fast it could not be seen. The construct simply exploded, silent in the vacuum of space, throwing molten debris in all directions, shredding their companions, and further marring the Seth’arak’s silver hull.
Another radiological device detonated against their side, blowing the remaining constructs away in a white flash of light that washed out the holographic representation, blinding them to the world. When their vision of the stars around them returned, their scorched and broken hull was as pitted and scarred as the surface of a moon. Below the gaps in their warped and twisted hull plates, decompressed sections vented their atmosphere, their ship leaving a white plume behind it like a comet streaking through the night sky.
[“Send in more constructs,”] Avaran ordered.
Vican brought up a wireframe of their ship, the silver dots of their constructs swarming over the ship. Fewer than there should have been. [“We are running low—”]
[“Then send in our boarding crews with welding devices, I do not care.”]
Baelica touched her console. [“Warbringer, there is a Human ship matching pace with us. One of their strike craft.”]
[“Show me.”]
The display above shifted, showing one of the Human gunships closing on them. It was just like the others: unremarkable, inefficient, and ugly. A primitive design from a primitive people, almost laughably so. They were almost pre-technological creatures, cave dwellers throwing stones at the sky, hoping to kill the burning orb of fire that burned out their eyes. 
Yet these primates had wounded him, crippled his ship. The injustice of it ate at him more than anything, like a worm in his gut. That vessel of theirs held a large cylinder below it, attached by magnetic clamps. Some kind of breaching charge?
They had done enough damage already. [“Destroy it,”] he ordered.
[“It is directly behind us,”] said Baelica, [“making aiming difficult. The ship is moving erratically. It is too close for our Type I plasma cannons, and our Type II weapons have been disabled.”]
Their spears were too large to strike the insect. [“Have one of our strike craft destroy it then.”] Avaran felt his anger rising. Did he have to micromanage his crew, issue every order himself?
[“Airlords four through eight are moving to intercept, but they will be unable to reach it before it is within striking distance.”]
[“Bah. Ignore it, then. The weapons of such a small vessel cannot harm us.”]
Vican did not appear to be convinced. [“It may have radiological devices aboard. You have seen yourself, those have proven to be effective against us, even if only superficially.”]
The scratches and dents of the Human weapons were hardly what Avaran would consider effective, but Vican’s words solicited begrudging acceptance from him. They had lost their Type II cannons, after all. Perhaps this one did warrant some attention. [“Very well, suggestions?”]
The relief from the rest of his command core was palpable. [“Slow the ship,”] said Vican. [“We can decelerate, and sharply, too. When the Humans overshoot, destroy them with our forward Type I plasma guns. We can anticipate their position more easily if they are in front of us.”]
The idea of slowing even for a moment rankled him. The fur on the back of his neck rose instinctively. [“No. We proceed on our current speed and heading.”]
Silence once again. None dared question his orders. The holographic image of the Human ship grew larger, closer, although it simply continued to bob and weave, avoiding the clumsy fire from their larger guns.
Vican frowned in confusion. [“They do not wish to fire at us?”]
[“Perhaps they are too frightened to engage us,”] said Avaran. [“Or their primitive technology has malfunctioned.”]
[“You underestimate them,”] said Vican, an edge to his tone that Avaran disliked. [“We should consider my earlier suggestion and decelerate.”]
Avaran did not bother vindicating that comment with a response. The Human ship drew closer and closer, then attached itself to the hull.
He laughed, loudly and boldly. [“Surely they do not mean to board us. Surely.”]
It did seem that way, though. The Human ship clung to them as they leapt towards Velsharn, a parasite on their hull. Only hours ago it had been smooth and pure; now it was pitted and marred like the scar on his face. The enemy had touched down in a crater, as a blood drinking insect might, searching for wounds.
[“The Human ship is breaching our secondary hull,”] said Baelica. [“They appear to be using high heat explosives.”] She stared at her console as though unable to believe what she was seeing. [“No, wait… they are using some form of cryogenic substance.”]
The Humans were trying to board them. But their ship was tiny. Even packed to the brim, it would have a laughably small number of soldiers aboard.
Avaran disliked them, but he could not help but be amused at their folly. They had more courage than sense.
[“Send our boarding parties to meet them then. And have a pair of constructs—if we have any left—cut their ship away.”]
Baelica tapped at her controls. [“Warbringer, the Humans have made a breach only half a metre wide. They appear to be inserting some form of gas.”]
[“Gas?”] The hubris of the Humans was astounding, but the Toralii did not become the dominant force over such a large section of space without having options. [“Engage the filtration units and identify it. Use liquid hull to seal the breach. Use our constructs if we have to. Make that a priority over dislodging their vessel.”]
Baelica's pupils dilated, confusion coming over her face. [“I engaged the filtration system, but it seems to have no effect!”] A bright, hungry yellow glow from her console illuminated her face. She was clearly looking at the scene. [“The gas is flammable—it is burning out the filtering algae faster than we can pump it in. Deploying sublimated carbon dioxide.”] Her eyes widened. [“No effect. The fire is spreading; it is igniting the CO2, even at those temperatures!”]
[“Impossible. Show me.”]
The scene above them changed to the internal view of his ship’s corridors. A roaring wall of flame leaped along the fourth deck of his ship, the fire washing over his crew. They wore combat suits, but the heat burned straight through them. Fur and flesh turned to ash, and the bodies of his warriors became seared, skeletal husks.
Whatever miracle weapons the Humans possessed would not save them. Avaran snarled, baring his teeth. [“The trickery of Humans will not stand. Seal that deck, and vent the entire level to space.”]
Nearly one hundred Toralii warriors inhabited that deck. The foregunner complied with his order, but a stiffness in her tail and the hesitation in her voice betrayed her reservations. Vented atmosphere, a roaring wall of flame, and the charred bodies of his comrades flung out into the void almost completely obscured the holographic display above them, of the Human ship attached to their hull. After the dead came the living, some clad in suits, flailing helplessly as their inertia flung them away from the ship. Others, unprotected, thrashed and spasmed as the void broke their lungs, their frantic movements stilling as their bodies shut down.
Their deaths would serve as further fuel for his anger.
[“Show me the Beijing,”] Avaran snarled between his teeth. The hologram above melted away, showing the blue ball of Velsharn, closer now than ever.
The screen magnified, then magnified again. The optics on the Seth’arak were second to none in the fleet; its data cores worked to extrapolate and aggregate the imagery it was shown. The screen slowly faded from white to reveal the hull of a Human ship, nestled into a verdant valley, surrounded by structures.
The Humans, like some kind of vermin infestation, had already resettled on a Toralii world. The Telvan must have permitted this. The Humans would never have the courage to erect even temporary structures without their permission.
He had long suspected the Telvan of holding treasonous thoughts, but this in his mind confirmed it. Even if the Telvan were biologically Toralii, his “cousins” had made their loyalties clear and stood beside voidwarp criminals, the lesser species who threatened the very fabric of reality with their folly.
So if there were any Telvan on that planet, they too would die.
[“Time to effective firing range?”]
Vican did not immediately answer. Instead, he and Baelica appeared to be working on something. He strode over to them.
[“Warbringer,”] said Vican. [“Our constructs have reached the Human vessel. They are cutting their way into the boarding clamps now and are preparing to remove their device.”]
The image on the holographic display showed the constructs slicing into the mouth of the Human ship, sparks flying into space. [“Have them weld the Human ship’s hull to our own instead,”] said Avaran.
[“Why? This will take longer, and the ship will still be attached…”]
[“I do not want them to escape.”] Avaran clenched his fists, forcing his hackles down. [“Those Humans killed many Toralii with their trickery. They must pay in blood.”]
Outside, the insectoid constructs fired globs of liquid from their arms, the goo hardening almost instantly and joining the two ships permanently. With their work complete, both constructs skittered up the hull of the Human vessel. They cut into the cockpit, their high-heat plasma torches melting the metal of the intruder, slicing away a triangular hole from their cockpit. A rush of air began blowing everything inside out, and the construct reached in with a long arm. It grabbed the Human pilot and, with a compression of its clamps, crushed the head of his spacesuit. Blood flowed into the cockpit, then out the hole in the Human vessel.
The constructs cut three more triangles and then their mechanical bodies were able to fit inside. They clambered through the insides of the Human vessel, cutting their way through bulkhead after bulkhead, finding each one of the space-suited Humans and crushing the life from them.
Avaran counted them. Seven. Seven Humans hardly seemed sufficient for all the deaths they had caused.
[“Have the constructs cut the ship free then push it away. Without crew it should be an easy target.”]
They did so. The Human ship floated aimlessly, its hull splattered in freshly applied blood. Then the Seth’arak’s guns spoke, and the ship evaporated.
Pathetic Humans. Pathetic, but resourceful, Humans. So stubborn in their reluctance to lie down and die. [“Inform me if any more of their assault craft come within firing distance.”]
The holographic display changed hue. They were receiving a transmission.
[“Speak,”] said Avaran, and the Human’s voice returned.
“This is Captain Anderson to the Seth’arak. Your ship is damaged, Warbringer Avaran. Surrender yourself now, or our remaining ships will focus their fire on your cruiser until you are dead.”
A pathetic gamble. The Humans’s weapons were ineffective and their forces in disarray, while the Toralii forces had a fleet of cruisers behind them. The Humans must have known they were doomed for them to try something like this.
He considered sending a message to the Humans. To gloat over their defeat and revel in his victory, but his training and experience warned him against it.
Win first, brag later.
[“Adjutant Vican, how long until the Beijing is within firing range?”]
[“We are approaching maximum firing distance, Warbringer,”] said Vican. [“At this stage we should be able to penetrate most of the ship’s mass. It will be less effective—”]
[“It will be enough.”] He touched his scar again. It hurt like the memory of his ship’s hull breaking apart, of his purple blood mixing with his fur, permanently and invisibly staining it. He could almost smell it. The seared flesh. The scorched electronics. [“Set the dispersion beam to maximum penetration to compensate; it should be enough to cut through their hull.”]
[“Dispersion beam configured to maximum cohesion.”] Vican looked at him. [“Ready to fire on your command.”]
[“Destroy them.”]
Avaran roared, a triumphant, eager cry as the beam of light leapt away from his ship, spearing down towards the planet, towards the TFR Beijing, bringing death to them all.
 

Operations
TFR Beijing
Surface of Eden
 
“Incoming!” roared Liao, a sound almost drowned out by the Toralii weapon striking home.
The entire hull reverberated with the force of the impact, the ship shuddering, rivets and metal plating screaming in chorus as the Toralii worldshatter device tore them apart.
Above her, the roof of Operations glowed with a dull crimson light. She stared at it in bewilderment, refusing to believe something had burrowed that far into the ship. Then a wave of light cut through the hull and burst into the room. The noise of the impact was so loud, the blast wave so powerful, that it was deafening.
The heat just missed her. A white wall of energy passed through the middle of Operations, slicing effortlessly through multiple layers of reinforced, charged hull plating, deck space, and flesh. The impact blew Liao off her feet, a wave of pressure blasting her into the air, sending her body flying into an unyielding bulkhead.
The screeching faded, the noise of the foghorn faded, the voices of her crew faded. Liao could hear nothing at all, simply a profound ringing in both ears. The world around her was silent. Peaceful, even.
She lay there for a time, barely conscious and partially covered in debris. Sleep could come easily to her; all she had to do was close her eyes and let it take everything away.
A part of her, the same part that had jolted her back to awakening after the attack on Sydney, remembered that to sleep would be to die. Her mind slowly dredged up the details from nothing, from the sweet embrace of oblivion.
She was in the middle of a battle.
Groggily, Liao brushed some of the debris off and reached with her left arm to steady herself. She started to bring her right down with it, but her hand flopped uselessly on the deck, bent at a wrong angle.
Her right arm was broken just below the elbow.
Bone protruded from her skin, not white as she expected, but yellow. Blood poured out onto the deck, a crimson pool smaller than she thought it should be. She stared at her blood as it slowly spread. The skin around the wound was singed, little embers buried into her flesh slowly fading to black as the heated flesh cooled. The scorched and withered edge of the bone was a blackened, bleeding husk. 
The break burned with a deep pain that grew as she propped herself up on the wound then used her left hand to pull herself up to her knees, fingers trembling.
Hsin’s console was at the epicentre of the blast—all that remained now was a smoking, red-ringed hole boring straight down towards the ground. She stumbled more than walked to the edge, the heat washing over her even from her considerable distance.
The weapon functioned differently from how it had before. Before it had destroyed a whole city, but this time it left a hole scarcely fifteen metres wide. She leaned over the precipice, peering down.
At the bottom of her ship’s well was a glowing red disc, molten metal and slag, superheated soil below that. It went down further than the ship could, right into the bedrock below, bored thirty metres or more into the planet’s crust.
Raindrops splattered against the edges of the hole, each hissing as it touched the glowing edges. She slumped down to her knees, her vision swimming. Blood from her arm splashed against the hot metal, steam rising as it cooled. The rainwater turned the blood a soft pink colour in the moonlight.
It was raining inside Operations, and moonlight streamed in. Sliding over onto her back, Liao stared up at the giant hole in the ceiling. Through the tunnel bored straight through her ship, through a gap burned through the cloud cover, the moon of Velsharn hovered above them like a stone waiting to fall, surrounded by sky and a pocket of stars.
The rain hit her face, cool and refreshing, and she smiled despite it all. She was at peace here. Aside from the ringing in her ears, everything was quiet and calm. Water sprinkled down all around her, a gentle cascade that washed away the blood and the smell of burning metal and flesh. It was shock and concussion, she knew that, but she embraced it. The pain faded.
She had wanted peace and prepared for war. They had used the Lucifer’s Gas, and Summer had been so excited the Cracker had worked. They had used their railguns. They’d used every trick they had, and she’d earned only a giant, gaping tear straight through her ship.
This was much better. This was how she wanted to die, not sobbing in her office. She wanted to meet her end in battle.
Staring up at the stars, waiting for a death that would be as swift as it was painless, was just as good. Everything would be better in just a moment.
Strong arms picked her up, carrying her away from the sky, and the world slowly slipped away.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER X
 
Countdown to Annihilation
*****
Corridor
TFR Beijing
Eden
Surface of Velsharn
 
SHE
WANTED
TO
SLEEP, BUT the voices wouldn’t let her. Voices babbling in an alien language, forcing her attention, jolting her from her lethargy.
[“I require medical assistance! Medical officer, to me!”]
Saara’s voice. The ringing in her ears almost drowned it out, smothering the words under the sound of bells. She opened her eyes. It was not time to die yet.
Feet stomped all around her as crew members rushed about, all moving one way. Her hearing was still impaired; the boots were distant and softer than they should have been, hardly audible as they struck the metal deck.
Nobody came to Saara’s call, because either they couldn’t understand her, or they were too busy. Or…
“You’re using the wrong protocol,” Liao murmured, an instinct brought on by a life in the military. “You’re supposed to say…”
[“Remain still, Captain Liao. I am attempting to obtain medical treatment for your injuries, but the current situation aboard is… chaotic.”]
“No no, it’s okay. It’s fata’h.”
[“Fata’h?”] The confusion in Saara’s voice was clear, and then clarity replaced it. [“Oh, you mean—no. I made that word up, Captain. It doesn’t mean anything. I just didn’t want you to hurt yourself. Forgive me, but I did not feel that end suitable for someone of your talents.”]
Saara had lied to her, but in a good way. It was hard to be angry when she was bleeding so much.
“You’re silly,” she murmured. Her skin was cold all over. “You’re a silly cat.”
[“You may call me what you wish, but we are evacuating the ship now. I am sorry.”]
Evacuating? The term ran through her like a bolt of electricity, blasting away the fog from her mind. “Report,” she gasped, breathing in a lungful of charred air. “Why are we leaving? We need to stay, to return fire—”
[”Captain, you are no longer in Operations.”]
“Where is Kamal?”
Saara looked up, avoiding her gaze. [“Missing, Captain.”]
“What about James?”
[“I do not know. He left to organise the evacuation.”]
Liao was lifted again. She was not on a stretcher; Saara carried her in her large, fuzzy arms. Saara’s observation was true, too. She had been lying in one of the corridors of the Beijing. 
Her arm hurt. She stared down at the break, bandaged now, the bone still protruding just beyond the elbow, and the first twinges of pain began to make their voices heard. 
“What happened to my arm?” It was a stupid question, but shock fogged her mind. Bone damage. Her training had told her that.
[“It is broken, Captain.”] Saara pushed past a crowd of people, her considerable size and bulk making the task easier. She was used to her crew working with her instead of against her, moving out of her way, but she understood it was unlikely they even realised Saara was carrying their CO. [“It was shattered in the blast. I do not know if you will keep the limb without medical assistance.”]
Medical assistance. Saeed would be able to help her. Saeed always managed to help her. “Where are we going?”
[“The Toralii Alliance is heavily engaged in orbit; however, there remains a risk that they will deploy their worldshatter device again, but on a broader dispersion.”]
Why would they be moving down a corridor? It made no sense. “How’s my ship?”
Saara’s hesitation told her what she needed to know far more than her words did.
[“Commander Iraj has issued an order to abandon ship. The Beijing’s structural integrity has been compromised. Lieutenant Ling is working in Engineering, attempting to find some way to fire the missiles manually, to airburst the warheads to blind the Seth’arak’s targeting system. This is, of course, a faint hope. Even if they are able, we are immobile. The Seth’arak will simply fire blind.”]
“Good,” said Liao. “Keep up the fight. The airburst thing is good. Make it happen. We might even be able to lift off using the emergency control systems. Relocate before they can fire again.”
[“The Beijing will not be going anywhere.”] Saara’s voice had an edge of finality to it. [“One thing is certain, the ship is lost.”]
“Lost? No, it’s just a hole—”
[“The worldshatter device broke through the Operations centre. Reactor 2 is damaged and leaking coolant. There are fires on the lower decks. Miss Rowe is working to contain the damage but there is little hope of stabilising it before it goes critical.”]
If the Beijing exploded with the tattered remnants of humanity crowded around it, there would be no survivors. Fewer still that would last in the face of continued Toralii assault.
“We need to get into the hills,” said Liao. “There are caves—underground water. Big enough for thousands, maybe more. Tens of thousands if they go deeper than we think. They might even shield us from… an explosion. We can make it; it’s only an hour. Less if we hurry…” Defeat started to creep back into her tone. She forced it out and pressed her broken arm against her side, trying to keep her blood inside her body. Liao had no time for the doubt, the pain, or the fear. Only action.
Rain hit her face again, and for a moment, she thought she was back in Operations. The chirping of songbirds, however, dispelled that illusion almost immediately.
“Where are we going?” Liao asked her again.
[“I do not know.”]
Liao looked up at the night sky, at the huge moon that shone through a break in the clouds. She could not see the ship that had fired at them—at this distance the ships were far too tiny to be seen—but a brief flash of light like far away lightning lit up the clouds. It had to be a nuclear blast. Several, in rapid succession.
[“Spread out!”] said a Toralii voice, too masculine and far away to be Saara’s. It was Jul’aran. [“Move away from the vessel!”]
“Everyone with me!” shouted Shepherd. “Carry those too sick or too wounded to move! We’re making for the mountains!”
The voices were too quiet. Too many Humans, too many Toralii. Only handfuls would hear the orders in the confusion. A bright red light lit up the area; someone had ignited a flare, waving it around as a beacon.
Shepherd was cleverer than she had given him credit for. The crowd of people, numbering in the tens of thousands, began to follow him—a wave of humanity moving away from the doomed Beijing.
Liao kept her eyes on her ship, looking over Saara’s shoulder as her Toralii friend carried her past the tree line. The huge billowing pillar of smoke poured out from the top of the vessel, and the ominous red glow from within shone up to the night sky, tainting the lowest of the clouds a faint crimson. Beyond the clouds, a white flash in the sky—similar to the nuclear fire, but different—heralded the activation another Toralii worldshatter device, but this time she did not have a ship to hide within.
They would not get far enough.
 

Reactor Room 2
TFR Beijing
 
Summer chewed on the end of her pen until she tasted ink in her mouth. She spat onto the deck, fascinated by the splatter pattern, a Rorschach blot on the otherwise clean deck that bore an uncanny resemblance to two beetles attacking each other with their giant horns.
No. She couldn’t get distracted. She worked on a thousand things at once. Trying to remain calm and control her breathing to prevent her asthma from escalating, to focus her mind in the face of so many distractions and intellectual curiosities that could soak away her attention like a sponge, on keeping her foot from tapping endlessly as it did when she was excited.
And, well, keeping Reactor 2 from exploding and taking all that was left of her species with it.
“Coolant level?” Rowe asked to nobody. She was alone, working beside the last barrier that kept the volatile nuclear reaction in check. It was quiet. No alarms here. She had shut them off.
No distractions.
“Coolant level, coolant level, coolant level…”
Rowe dragged her finger across the touch screen, bringing up a stream of numbers. Her eyes fed them to her brain as fast as they could, mentally drinking from the fire hose as numbers flew across her console’s screen.
She could handle it. Remaining in an upright position helped keep your breathing steady. It wasn't as good as a shot from an inhaler, but it was something. “Coolant level six percent. Fucking hell, fucking God damn it, we can’t replenish that shit. But with no ship left, well, there’s no point in having coolant, is there? Shit.”
Rowe talked to herself more when she was alone. Normal people would think she was crazy, and she had long ago trained herself out of that habit. But when she was alone, stressed, her old habits came back in force.
“This piece of shit’s going to shit. Going to go critical. And I gotta stop it. Gotta make it good. But there’s not enough coolant. Coolant, need coolant. Some kind of coolant. Anything to take the heat away.”
Thermal properties ran through her head, a lifetime’s worth of information absorbed at the prestigious University of Sydney, knowledge crammed into her mind with energy drinks for mortar. She knew so much more than everyone around her, and people often mocked her for it, but her brain was her most valuable asset.
Distractions. Distractions. She needed to clear her mind. Think only of coolant. Not of video games, or college life, or Alex Aharoni.
Only of coolant.
The Cracker had consumed a chunk of their liquid nitrogen. It could be replenished, of course, but it took time. Time. Time was something they didn’t have.
“Temperature. Temperature. The hotter it gets, the weaker the containment. Reactor meltdown. That would be bad.”
She could fire the ship’s emergency core ejection rockets, blast the reactor chamber free from the ship, but they only had eight. To lose one would be an irreparable blow. They couldn’t just fabricate more nuclear reaction chambers—
Or could they? They had the constructs now, wherever they were. Rowe had named them Gypsy, Darkhorse, Sparrow, Willow, Stinker and Roadrunner. She hadn’t thought of a name for the new one. Maybe Porcupine, or something cool like Snake or Viper or Killer or—
He brain was doing it again. Rambling things, irrelevant things, unable to keep itself focused.
She used to take Ritalin for it. Amphetamines under a different name, used to control adult ADHD. Hyperactivity disorder, it was called, but it was a strange name. That state was normal for her. Manic in a way, getting forty hours of work done in twenty-six with no breaks, her only enemy the constant side-tracking. Thoughts. Ideas. Too many ideas, spinning around in her head. Sometimes Ritalin took the distractions away.
But Ritalin made her a zombie. A predictable, flat, hollow shell of a person.
“Bad. Reactor meltdown bad. Shit, fuck, shit, shit, shit. Sum’, get it together. Fucking hell.”
Her fingers flew over the console’s keyboard at manic speed, hundreds of words coming out per minute, her commands pouring out at a frenzied pace. She diverted coolant from all the other reactors, giving the chamber before her a short shot of each. Minimal effect. She tried inserting the control rods to stop the cascade, but the mechanical arms controlling them were a pile of molten slag. Fortunately, the damage had not breached the core itself.
“Why didn’t they make these things pebble-bed reactors? That shit doesn’t melt down, just fucking doesn’t. It’s completely un-fucking-possible. Typical Chinese fucking garbage, just trying to make everything as cheap and dodgy as possible, fuck. This is why the Australians should have overseen the fucking reactor construction, except those pussy shitfuckers will never embrace nuclear power. Fucking hippy bullshit.”
External sources of coolant. The river was an obvious answer, and it was not far away. But they could not port enough water here in time. No way. Water was too heavy. One litre of water weighed a kilogram. They would need thousands of litres of water to cool a reactor like this. She had no time.
The core ejection button was right in front of her. It shone with a red light, mocking her, teasing her.
You failed, she could imagine it saying, a voice as clear in her head as the corporeal one she used to speak. That reactor’s about to blow. No bonus round. No 100% completion. Life’s not a video game.
Video games were poor teachers. Not everything in life had a perfect completion rate, but video games assumed everything was perfect, always. There was always that one fucking mission in a game that would kill you the first time around. Sometimes there were two or three, and they were deliberate. The game didn’t want you to finish without experiencing some loss. Some defeat. You had to lose before you could win.
But video games allowed you to reload. They would crunch you up and spit you out, but you could try again. Would take hours, days, or weeks of practice to beat, but you could always win with enough repetition. Experienced gamers knew the first time they engaged the boss was just a trial run. To see how the scripts played out, so you could find the chinks in their armour, beat them, and win.
“Fucking hell, fucking reactor. I just want to save here. Lemme save. Save the game. Reload if I fuck it up. Gotta save the reactor.”
Maybe she should have saved sooner. She considered venting a small amount of superheated radioactive material into the atmosphere. Velsharn was a big planet, a windy planet, and the prevailing winds would take that over the ocean where it would be absorbed into background radiation.
Possible. Might work. Might buy her some time. Enough time to find a solution, but how long until the Toralii shot their deathbeamlaserthing at them again?
Rowe looked up to the ceiling, some part of her mind unable to shake the expectation that death was only moments away. She imagined the ceiling glowing again, another beam of white blasting through the ship like it was nothing, blowing her to dust. Just like what had happened in Operations.
Her console had protected her from the blast, but it had been loud as fuck. Painfully loud, as much as the time she had been crushed up against a speaker at a death metal concert, the volume so loud it made her whole body vibrate.
That concert had probably damaged her hearing, and the blast in Operations had probably done so again, but she had no time to dwell on that. Her body was stuffed anyway. A lifetime of sleep replaced by energy drinks and exercise replaced with Mario Kart had seen to that. Despite bragging about wanting to live forever, her entire retirement plan was to die before she got old.
Fuck. The reaction was getting stronger. The digital temperature gauge on her console climbed. If it got too hot, it might ignite the gunpowder in the rockets that functioned as its emergency override, except the mooring clamps would still be attached. Instead of propelling the dangerous nuclear device away from the ship and to safety, it would tear its guts out as it did, or fail to go anywhere.
Or explode. Explosions or explosions. Not much of a choice. Nobody knew what it would do; nobody had dared test it, and their theoretical projections had been ambiguous.
“Everything’s always ambiguous. Everything’s always… bendy. Fluid. Changing. Fluid. We need fluid.”
Water from underground? No, she’d thought of that already. Not enough time to get enough.
But what if she moved the ship? Could the ship even take off in this state? It was unlikely, given it had a huge hole through the middle. That would do hell for its structural integrity, and the Beijing was not designed for atmospheric flight at the best of times. It would probably just break in half.
And it was probably still full of people.
And she couldn’t steer it anyway.
She couldn’t debate any more. Rowe ordered the ship’s computers to vent material into the atmosphere, ejecting it out the bow port, down the valley and towards the ocean. It would buy her three or four more hours, and hopefully anyone outside wouldn’t get too irradiated.
The console lit up with red lights and a speaker emitted a faint, sad warble. The port was damaged. It wouldn’t vent material, not even to the other reactors. She was running out of options.
Think, think, think, she urged herself. There had to be a way out of this; there was always a way out. She had once nearly failed an exam in university because she hadn’t studied, but by borrowing a friend’s cheat sheet and chugging enough of the hated Ritalin to turn herself into a shuffling brain-dead dullard, she had managed to pull enough marks to get a supplementary exam. Desperate measures.
“Yeah, desperate a’right. If the Toralii don’t fuck me, then the nuke reactor fucks me…”
She inhaled, her air coming in a faint wheeze. The beginnings of an asthma attack.
“Or my lungs fuck me. Fuck me.”
Rowe snatched the asthma inhaler from her pocket, typing with one hand as she jammed the vent into her mouth and depressed the trigger.
Nothing happened. No puff of lung-relaxing chemicals. Nothing except the pressure on her finger.
Empty.
“Well, fuck,” she wheezed, throwing it over her shoulder. No time to deal with it. She had to find a way to get herself out of this problem—the ship was going to go nova. Everything was dependant on her. Everything. Not just something as petty as her academic career, or any number of mundane trivialities that clogged up her life, stealing her focus away from where it should have been.
Like on Alex.
Alex Aharoni filled her thoughts as she considered her third option: cracking open the ship’s reactor and flooding the inside of the ship with radiation.
It would kill her. Of course it would. But so would the resultant explosion. The others would be okay. The sealed internal bulkheads on the ship would absorb most of the radioactivity and then, using expertise and material from the Tehran, Washington and Madrid, radiation suits and the like, they could clean the ship up. It would be restored to operating levels, eventually.
Eventually.
It wasn’t a bad plan. She almost impulsively executed it, but then a thought occurred.
The ship was evacuating. The bulkheads weren’t sealed.
No third way existed. No other option. The temperature rose to critical levels; it was now or never.
The edges of Summer’s vision dulled, like black smoke filling in from the outside, and she became lightheaded. It had been how long since she breathed? Wheezing, frantic gasping didn’t really count. It mostly just hurt. A distraction, another one, and one she definitely couldn’t afford.
One quick check. No more asthma inhalers. Rowe grit her teeth. She'd felt this before. She was about to pass out.
Couldn't happen. She slammed her fist down on the core ejection button.
The roar of the evacuating reactor core was deafening inside the reactor room, but she could barely hear it. She lay on her back, trying to breathe, to keep her body anchored to the mortal coil as darkness crept in from the outsides of her vision like a thick mist covering a lake. 
Darker…
Darker…
Darker.
 

Operations
TFR Washington
Space above Eden
 
Captain Anderson, with a pain in his abdomen so raw and vivid it was physical, watched the bright lance pierce the heart of the Beijing, his fresh cup of coffee forgotten. He put it down on his console, staring wide-eyed at the magnified image of the Beijing, smoke pouring out of its superstructure.
“Status report on the colony?”
His Operations room was a hive of activity. All around him, his crew were coordinating strike craft, firing the ship’s weapons, or performing any one of the hundreds of tasks that made a battleship function. The newer Pillars, the Washington and the Madrid, were more automated than their predecessors, but Humans were still a critical part of the ship’s functions.
Nobody had any answers for him. The line of Toralii ships pouring out of the L2 Lagrange point told them in no uncertain terms they were doomed. The lead cruiser had sailed straight through their melee, firing on the Beijing as soon as it was in range. The Madrid, Tehran, and Washington had all poured fire into it, and one of the Beijing’s Broadswords had partially flooded the hostile ship with some unspeakably evil flammable material. But despite the flames still burning on one side and the obvious physical damage to all sections of the Seth’arak, the Toralii cruiser continued to exist, disregarding their efforts with a contemptuous indifference to their firepower.
“How long until they can use their device again?”
“Four minutes, Captain,” said Wolfe, his XO. The man had a short-cropped beard, neatly trimmed, and was known for being quite proud of it. “Based on current estimates of their capabilities.”
“Let’s make it three, then.” He tapped on his command console, mumbling to himself as he repeated the keystrokes back to himself, then spoke up. “Wolfe, bring our railguns to bear on the target, maximum yield. Use the autoloader to load nuclear devices. Have our strike craft attack as well. Empty their nukes, missiles, guns, everything. Tell the Tehran and the Madrid to coordinate with us. I want that ship in flames.”
“Aye aye, sir.” Wolfe touched the headset he wore. “Washington to all assets, priority alert: engage target designated Seth’arak with everything you have. Target cannot be permitted to fire again.”
The radar screen lit up as missiles, strike craft, and railgun projectiles leapt towards the target, raining hate down upon the ship that had attacked their people. The long-range optics showed the Seth’arak’s hull shimmering with the force of multiple impacts, fire, smoke and radiation partially obscuring the target.
Such punishment would be crippling for any ship, but Anderson would not consider merely crippling sufficient. “Continue firing,” he ordered, the ship humming from the force as their railguns spoke once again. “Keep going until we see their reactors ignite.”
“Captain,” said Lieutenant Cole, his radar operator, “the second Toralii cruiser is coming into effective range. Captain de Lugo requests permission to engage.”
“Negative. Continue fire on the Seth’arak. They’re the biggest threat to the colony at this point. We can deal with this second cruiser later.”
The ship shook with a faint vibration. “The second cruiser is firing,” said Wolfe. “They aren’t making for the colony as the Seth’arak did.”
It didn’t matter if the second cruiser danced a jig in a bowler hat and tie. If the Seth’arak laid down another blast on the colony, the Beijing and all the rest of humanity were all doomed. “Divert extra power from reactors six through eight to the hull plating. Fortify the aft hull; if the Seth’arak is going to ignore us, then we’re going to ignore their other ships.” A glance at the command console showed that the Tehran and Madrid were engaging the Seth’arak with all their might.
“Two minutes, Captain.”
More. They needed more. Anderson gripped his command console as though the force could make his railguns fire faster. The Toralii built their ships tough and their hulls thick, but they were made of matter, and matter had limits. Physics was a harsh mistress; she booked no betrayal, and she passed out her judgements with cold, indifferent logic.
He needed some of that judgement right at that moment.
“Captain,” said Cole, “thermals are blind on the target due to the weapons fire, but our radar patterns are not returning a uniform pattern. It’s possible that the hull is deforming.”
“We’re breaking them,” Anderson said, a hint of satisfaction in his voice. He sipped his coffee then replaced it. “Good. Keep up the fine work, Lieutenant. Melt the missile tubes if you have to. Keep firing until there’s nothing left but vapour.”
Wolfe consulted one of his monitors for a moment. “Captain, the strike group are regrouping. They’re rendezvousing with the strike groups from the Madrid and the Washington. Captain Harrison reports only two Broadswords survived the impact with the Seth’arak, but we have two dozen Wasps moving to engage the Seth’arak as well. SAR has been dispatched, but they’re not hopeful of finding anyone.”
Nothing could survive that massive wall of steel slamming into them at speed. He knew that, everyone knew that, but the SAR people needed to see for themselves. It wasn’t just protocol; it was the right thing to do. “Tell the fighters to cover the Broadswords. Their missiles won’t do much compared to the gunships nukes. Keep the big birds safe, let them hit hard.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
He relayed the orders, and the Operations crew scurried about, speaking into their headsets as the command was passed from division to division, taking his simple command and making the entire ship work as one to complete it. The strike craft on his monitor formed up in a defensive sphere, surrounding their remaining Broadswords.
Anderson had not expected the Seth’arak to plough through the fighter brawl, taking as many of their fighters with them as enemy ones. Nobody had. That move was costing the Toralii now, though. The damage to the front of the alien ship was visible even at their great distances. While they had been able to ignore the Humans for some time, the remaining Broadswords fired their nuclear-tipped missiles, thin streaks of light flying towards the enemy ship.
The distances involved in space combat were often vast, but everyone was moving relative to each other. The magnetic launch tubes of the Broadsword bombers could accelerate the missiles to extraordinary speeds, enough to catch the speeding Seth’arak.
The missiles leapt towards their target, along with a swarm of autocannon fire, railgun slugs, and missiles launched from the Washington.
“One minute, Captain.”
They didn’t have one minute.
“Ram them,” said Anderson. “Hit them at speed. Take those bastards down with us.”
The Tehran had done the same thing to the Seth’arak in their first confrontation, and it had proven to be remarkably effective. If the ship had not been equipped with an experimental jump drive, it would have been destroyed.
No such get out of jail free cards would work for their enemies now, but they would get to fire again. The Washington accelerated, but his command console told him the simple, unavoidable truth. They could not possibly close the gap in the time allowed.
He knew that, rationally and logically, but the savage, primal part of his mind—the part that still thought he was a cave dweller who speared a zebra every morning to survive—would not permit the killer of his species to walk away. They would pay with their lives.
“Thirty seconds!” shouted Wolfe, as the Seth’arak loomed closer and closer.
It was going to be very close.
 

Command and Control Core
Toralii Cruiser Seth’arak
 
[“We can fire momentarily, Warbringer!”]
Smoke filled the control core, so thick and acidic it burned his eyes. Fires raged on multiple decks, and the hologram above him shimmered as though it would wink out at any moment. Purple alarm lights flashed in all corners of his vision, and the ship’s gravity generators were offline. The contents of the room floated all around him, along with a not-insignificant amount of purple blood.
He had ignored the Humans for too long. The insects had stingers; individually weak, but collectively they had buckled the Seth’arak’s hull and breached their defences.
His crew stood by him, though. He knew that they would. The Seth’arak was the pride of the Alliance space arm. They would follow him until their death.
Vican’s voice cut over the wail of the complaining systems. [“Another wave of fire is incoming!”]
The ship rocked from the impacts, and as Avaran watched, it tilted on its axis. He swore, loudly and profusely. The worldshatter device was forward aiming; if the ship could not be steered, the ability to fire at the Humans would be lost.
[“The inertial drive is offline!”] said Baelica. [“The ship is drifting!”]
[“Repair it.”] Avaran moved to where Baelica stood, clutching her console as though she might fly away from it at any moment. [“Or move to the backup system, I care not. I need to point the front of my ship at the target.”]
They would not escape him this time.
[“Warbringer,”] said Baelica, [“we should consider retreating. If we regain some control of our systems, the L1 jump point is not far. We can slingshot around the planet, effect repairs while shielded by Velsharn’s mass, and then fire again on the way out. Our thermal capacity is already too high. If we fire again with all this damage, we may risk a cascade.”]
[“Toralii do not fear death, Airmaiden. Find your courage.”]
[“It is the Kel-Voran who mistake suicide for war, Warbringer. There is no shame in saving your vessel and the lives of your crew.”]
[“Poetic,”] said Avaran, holding Baelica’s seat as the ship rocked from another wave of fire. His legs floated towards the shimmering, failing hologram in the ceiling. [“But we can neither attack, defend, nor escape without the ability to manoeuvre.”]
Baelica spoke into her windwhisper device, then to Vican. [“The constructs are effecting repairs, but we have lost too many. We may not regain the ability to move in time before our current trajectory takes us into Velsharn’s atmosphere.”]
Avaran glanced up at the holographic image, a picture of Velsharn growing larger and larger as the ship, its movement ballistic, flew towards it, spinning slowly on its vertical axis.
[“Time to impact?”]
[“Quarter of a cycle.”]
That would have to be good enough. Avaran ground his sharp teeth together. [“Then if our worldshatter device does not finish them, 200,000 tonnes of warship shall instead!”]
Baelica looked at him as though he was mad, but then a tremendous explosion threw her away from him and him from her. The ship lurched violently, and debris floated in the lack of gravity.
[“The inertial drive is functional!”] shouted Vican, triumph soaked into every word. [“We have rudimentary flight control!”]
Smug satisfaction. The Humans would be destroyed. Avaran fought to right himself in the lack of gravity. More blood floated in the command core, and the profound scent of it filled his nostrils.
[“Airmaiden Baelica, angle the dispersion beam wide enough to cover the entire island.”]
Adjutant Vican’s voice reached him through the smoke. [“Baelica is dead, Warbringer. I’ll make the adjustments myself.”]
[“Fire when ready, Adjutant.”]
His ship shook, building with energy, and then there was only white light.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER XI
 
No Third Option
*****
Operations
TFR Washington
Space above Velsharn
 
ANDERSON
WATCHED
AS
A
BRIGHT, eerie light enveloped the Seth’arak, a pulse of energy running from its stern to its ravaged bow. It shone ever brighter, a raw beam of power growing from the ship’s body, sparks flying in all directions like a swarm of fireflies gathered at the tip. The glow became too bright, heat pouring off the ship in waves, distorting their view of the ship that was to be the destroyer of the rest of their species.
Then, with a searing light that washed out their cameras, the Seth’arak broke in half. The aft section exploded in a white ball of expanding gasses and heat that moved outwards in a sphere, the powerful force becoming a faint shockwave by the time it reached them, the ripple washing over their vessel with barely a shudder. Then the debris, metal rain scraping and pounding on their hull as it passed.
“Report,” said Anderson, staring wide-eyed at the nothing before him where the Seth’arak had been moments before.
“The rear half of the ship is gone,” said Wolfe. “Its reactors overloaded, near as I can tell.”
“They pushed too hard,” said Anderson, but a shudder ran through his ship from the stern.
“Captain, the second and third cruisers are firing on us.”
He touched his headset. “Washington to Tehran and Madrid, the Seth’arak is combat ineffective, good work. But we’re taking fire from the other cruiser, and there are a significant number of vessels behind them. We need to make a defensive screen and protect the Beijing until they can gather their people and lift off.”
Concern filled de Lugo’s voice. “We are unable to raise the Beijing, Captain, but I’m uncertain they will be able to leave the planet even if they wanted to. Thermal imagery is showing significant damage to the ship’s superstructure, along with numerous secondary explosions. They have a significant hull breach, and one of their reactors may be in danger of exploding.”
“Damn. Then there’s nothing we can do for them from here,” said Anderson. “We just have to buy them as much time as we can.” A glance at the radar screen confirmed what he already knew. “Don’t worry, we have enough to keep us worried up here.”
“I was worried we were going to run out of targets,” said de Lugo, laughing in his ear. “One down, a dozen to go.”
“Do you think I should ask them if they want to surrender?”
“Can’t hurt.”
Farah Sabeen spoke next. “The Tehran will provide fire support as long as we are able, but our stern has taken moderate damage. We can take down the next cruiser with our combined firepower, Insha’Allah.”
Insha’Allah. One of the few Islamic phrases he knew. “God willing.”
“Confirmed, Tehran. We’ll work with you.”
Anderson glanced to Wolfe. “Bastards didn’t even bother making a formation,” he observed. “They just sailed right towards the colony, in the order they jumped in.”
“Cost them their lead cruiser.” Wolfe pointed to a radar on the command console. “Look at how much more cautious the second vessel is.”
“Once bitten, twice shy.”
“Maybe they’re just waiting for their fellows before they move forward,” said Wolfe. “They’re decelerating. They must have realised we can sting them if they rush in.”
It did seem to be the case. All ships continued to exchange volleys of fire, but the distances involved meant that by the time the projectiles arrived, the ships had left the area they had occupied when the rounds were fired. Anticipating their manoeuvres, when their radars could not even provide real-time information, was impossible.
Still, the Human ships had ammunition to spare, and every second’s delay was another second the Beijing had to rally their forces and either to assist with the battle or retreat.
“Captain,” said Perez, his communications officer. “Incoming transmission from the L1 jump point.”
“I’m reading a contact there,” said Cole. “200,000 tonnes.” He chewed on his lower lip as he read from his console, the wait intolerable to him. “No identification. It must be leading another wave of ships.”
Then they were finished. Even if the Beijing, by some miracle, managed to lift themselves out of the mountainside, the paths to the only two jump points they could realistically reach were cut off. The L4 and L5 points were far too far away, and across too much open space. They would never make it.
“Play the transmission,” said Anderson, although he was in no mood for Toralii gloating. “Every moment they spend talking to us buys us more time.”
[“Human defenders of Velsharn,”] said a male Toralii voice unknown to him. [“I am Worldleader Evek, Warbringer of the Defenders of Augara, Commanding Officer of Krekhan, The Hand of Reckoning. I come at the behest of Wrathbringer Melissa Liao, Spear of Earth, to defend the world of Velsharn.”]
Defend? He touched his headset. “You have my full attention, Worldleader Evek. I am Captain Edward Anderson of the Task Force Resolution. We are currently under sustained assault from the Toralii Alliance, the same fleet who burned our homeworld. They have fired on the surface of Velsharn, inflicting unknown damage on the Beijing and the colonists it harbours. We respectfully request your assistance.”
[“We acknowledge that the Alliance has violated our sovereignty, just as Commander Liao promised they would. Link our computers, and we will assist you until the remainder of our fleet arrives.”]
Liao had been in direct communication with this Worldleader Evek? She had mentioned nothing of this to him, nor had any of the other commanding officers he had spoken to of late.
Perhaps Captain Grégoire had known of this. Even so, that seemed odd. Grégoire had always been on the level with all of them, particularly in matters of inter-fleet communication.
“Sir,” said Perez. “Direct communication from the Tehran. Private channel only.”
“Put it through.”
“Edward, this is Farah. What the fuck?”
Such a harsh statement from the normally mild mannered Muslim made him laugh despite it all. “I have no idea, Commander. Commander Liao didn’t mention anything to me.”
“Nor to de Lugo,” said Farah. “How the hell did this happen?”
“We’ll ask Liao when we see her next,” said Anderson. “But right now, well… there’s a saying amongst Americans. ‘Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.’ It means that when something good happens, like the tactical situation changing from hopeless to slightly-better-than-suicidal, you don’t ask too many questions.”
“Agreed. I’ll take slightly-better-than-suicidal odds at this point. Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla smiles upon us today. Commander Sabeen out.”
If there were any deities up there, with “up” being an entirely arbitrary position in the void of space, Anderson found it hard to believe they looked upon them with anything other than mild disdain. There could be no love in their hearts if they were willing to slaughter almost all of their population to prove some point the survivors could not understand.
The ship rocked as another volley of fire raked across their stern.
“Mr. Cole, forward targeting information to the Krekhan and work with their teams to provide fire solutions.”
“My Toralii’s fairly rusty,” said Wolfe, “but did he call his ship The Hand of Reckoning?”
“Yeah. Seems like the more important their ship is, the longer a title the Toralii give it.”
“Right.”
Anderson, sipping his coffee, studied the long-range radar. The drink, along with the repetitive motion of drinking, helped him focus. He always drank from a special mug, electric blue, a gift from his father. He’d taken it on all his deployments. Wolfe disapproved—not because of his Mormon beliefs, which prohibited coffee or tea, but because ceramics could shatter, something which posed a profound risk if the gravity went out. Fortunately for his sanity, Anderson had convinced him to indulge this particular eccentricity. Being a Captain had its privileges.
Two more Telvan ships had joined the fight, appearing in the L1 Lagrange point, their weapons tiny streaks on the radar screen as they leapt towards the Alliance vessels. Their manouvering betrayed a subtle change in the enemy ships’ locations as they joined up. No longer were they a long line, a disorganised rabble leisurely floating towards victory. This time they knew danger lay ahead, and they were forming up accordingly. A three-dimensional cone, pointed directly at the Telvan fleet; such a formation would enable them to direct maximum firepower towards the most perceived threat.
“Now this is a more even fight,” said Wolfe, and Anderson was inclined to agree. 
Not that he was prepared to take such a thing on face value. Things weren’t always as they seemed.
“Ready another volley of railgun fire. Coordinate our attack with the Krekhan and our surviving Broadswords. See if we can punch a hole in that wall of metal.”
“Nuclear warheads are armed and ready, sir.”
“Weapons free, Commander Wolfe. Fire at your discretion.”
The Washington shuddered as twin nuclear-tipped missiles, propelled by magnetic rails that ran the length of the ship, flew from the stern to the bow and leapt across the void. Even though they moved at a considerable fraction of the speed of light, their movement across the radar screen was painfully slow.
“Impact in twelve seconds, Captain. Six. Signals have merged.”
It was hardly a dramatic moment. Their wave of dots met the dots that represented the Toralii, and then static and heat on their thermal cameras, then nothing. Of course, the impacts had occurred well in the past, but such matters were of little concern.
“Hit, hit. Two hits, Captain, and several from the Broadswords all on the lead Alliance ship. The Krekhan is opening up with all plasma batteries. The Alliance is returning fire.” The torrent of super accelerated plasma flowed towards the Krekhan as the Alliance volley leapt across space towards their allies.
“Lieutenant Perez, patch me through to Evek.”
The plasma rolled over their Telvan ally, and then a static-filled voice filtered through his headset.
[“This is a poor time for conversation, Captain. We are busy.”]
In the background, alarms wailed with an urgency he understood. “Copy that, Krekhan. What’s the plan?”
[“Our remaining ships are entering the jump point as we speak, but until that time, the Krekhan will suffer the brunt of their fire. Our resolve is as strong as our hull plating, Human.”]
“How can we assist you?”
[“Continue as you are. Your weapons are causing heat and radiological damage to their vessels, that is just as valuable an assistance as any. Our hull can withstand their fire. Breakthrough cruisers are built for just this task, jumping to dangerous locations and absorbing the hatred of fleets of ships. We will hold!”]
“Excellent. Washington out.” He switched channels. “Anderson to Tehran. Farah, how are you coping over there?”
“Doing well. We have absorbed a moderate amount of Alliance fire, and our number two railgun is only operating at half efficiency, but we’re firing as best we can. It’s almost as though the Toralii never learnt not to hit girls.”
[“Why not?”] asked Evek over their line. Clearly, Farah had been talking to him before.
“Because,” said Sabeen, “they hit back. Fire another salvo, both rails, and target the lead vessel.”
Railgun slugs and their magnetically launched missile cousins poured out of all three Pillars of the Earth, the Washington, the Madrid, and the Tehran working in unison. The Telvan gave them targeting information, they complied, and the dots on their radar screens dodged, weaved, and merged. This was the long-range combat he had trained for. Operations was a smooth, well-oiled machine as the Washington put rounds downrange, fired missile after missile, and engaged in defensive manoeuvring as much as a 200,000 tonne ship could.
The Beijing had been in its share of metaphorical knife fights, but aside from the engagement with the Seth’arak, primarily conducted at short ranges, this was where the Washington shone from a technological point of view and where Anderson was most comfortable.
War conducted from exceedingly long ranges, where the enemy couldn’t fight back. Victory was supposed to be total, absolute, and unfair.
More Telvan ships appeared in the L1 Lagrange point; long-range optics showed the Krekhan venting smoke and atmosphere into space, with fires on multiple decks, but their Telvan allies fought on. The Humans continued to pour fire into them.
“Captain,” said Wolfe, “our Broadswords are dry on missiles. They’re requesting combat landings to re-arm and swap wounded crewmen.”
“Do it. Turn our starboard side to the Toralii, and open our port side hangar bay doors.”
“That will leave us more exposed,” warned Wolfe. “The broadside is a much larger attack surface.”
“And also less damaged. Let’s spread the hate out a bit. If we make only a partial tea-time turn, it should increase the normal for our armour.”
Wolfe conceded the point with a firm nod. “Turning port, thirty degrees, increasing angle of attack to maximise the normal.”
Armour was essentially a wall of metal. British tank commanders in the Second World War had learnt a manoeuvre called “tea time”. They would position their forward armour so that incoming fire struck it at an angle. This not only increased the relative thickness of the armour, as incoming fire had more steel to penetrate, but also increased the chance of a ricochet.
The Washington was fighting accelerated balls of superheated plasma, but the principle remained the same. Striking the armour at an angle increased the area over which the heat dispersed, allowing it to radiate away faster. The charged hull of the Task Force Resolution cruisers would do the rest.
In theory. In practice, their hull was weakened in many areas and perforated in several. Standard orders for general quarters involved the ship’s outer sections to be evacuated as much as possible. They had lost systems, supplies and air, but no people.
Not yet.
The ship tilted on its vertical axis relative to the Toralii. The pattern of fire that struck their ship changed; now it burned their flank, the white-hot streaks of Alliance fire scouring the side of his vessel, leaving long black scorch marks along its surface.
Long black marks were good. It meant the damage was contained to the armour and not the significantly weaker structure below. Still, despite that comforting knowledge, the sight of his beautiful, sleek ship damaged wounded him.
His ship was fighting, and that was the important thing. Battleships were safe in harbours, but that was not what battleships were for.
“The Broadswords are landing, Captain.”
“Let me see them. Pronto.”
The displays on his console changed, showing the tiny dots of the two surviving Broadswords limping home, red flares drifting from both of them, signals to the landing crew.
Red flares. Crew wounded.
“Commander Wolfe, dispatch additional trauma teams to the hangar bay and prepare to receive casualties.”
A third dot joined the two. His display identified it as the Broadsword Silk Jaguar, their SAR bird.
“Washington actual to Broadsword Silk Jaguar. Report status.”
A Boston-accented voice filled his headset, one of their few non-Israeli pilots. “Washington, this is Silk Jaguar. We have sustained moderate damage, but we’re going to keep looking for any survivors.”
“Found any yet?”
“None, sir.” A fierce determination coloured his voice in a way that Anderson respected. “Not yet.”
A thought occurred. “Silk Jaguar, stand by.” He turned to Wolfe. “Commander, what’s the status of the Seth’arak’s stern?”
He checked his instruments. “Still spinning, sir. And still ballistic towards Velsharn.”
Thoughts of salvage floated through his head. The ship represented a significant potential for technological gain but simultaneously a risk for the planet below. “Will it strike the colony?”
“No sir, not based on this trajectory. It looks like there will be some debris-fall, but the stern itself will come down somewhere in the northern oceans.”
“Good. Who has the best firing solution on the wreckage?”
“We do, sir.”
Anderson consulted his readouts then straightened his back. “Excellent. Have a missile volley either knock it out of orbit, or break it up into smaller chunks so they burn up in the atmosphere.”
“Very good, sir,” said Cole, his face lit up by the green glow of a radar screen. “Be advised, however, that the stern hull of the Seth’arak is launching escape pods. I count twelve pods in total, with significant thermal signatures. Thirteen now, sir.”
“Lucky thirteen. Order the strike. Have the Silk Jaguar take care of any escape pods that are outside the blast radius. They shouldn’t be too heavily armoured. The ship’s guns should be able to deal with them. Mr. Cole, I want positive confirmation of those escape pods’ destruction—I don’t want the possibility of any Toralii Alliance making their way to the surface of Velsharn and integrating with the Telvan there.”
“Yes sir.” Cole began relaying orders to their SAR ship.
It was the right order. He’d kill them, every single last one of them, or they’d come back later with more ships and less arrogance and finish the job. No third option existed. No way could the encounter not end with the total annihilation of one party or the other.
“Belay the missile strike, Mr. Cole.” Wolfe stepped closer to Anderson, lowering his voice so only he could hear. “Sir, don’t you want to consider—”
“No.” Anderson narrowed his eyes. “I am not considering having the Silk Jaguar move to the Seth’arak and picking up those survivors. In fact, I’m basically thinking the opposite of that.”
“Understood. But why not? They might be a valuable source of intelligence—”
“There’s nothing the Alliance can tell us that the Telvan can’t.” Anderson held up his hand to answer Wolfe’s unspoken concern. “I understand what you’re saying. The potential intelligence gains outweigh the need for revenge. You misunderstand my motives. I value intelligence, Commander, but I value other things, too. Things like communication. I am sending the Toralii a message.”
“A message, sir?”
“Just like Robert E. Lee said. It is good that war is so terrible, lest we all become too fond of it. The Toralii Alliance needed to learn that lesson; they needed to lose and hard. To not just remember the horrors of war but have them thrust in their face, reminded that while enforcing their will with endless victories is pleasant, a single mistake could turn the tables. They need to remember that a man can fight a thousand battles and live, but he need only lose one to die. They need to lose their fondness for blood.”
“The correct thing to do, sir, is to capture those Toralii and give them a fair trial.”
“How could we do that?” Anderson shook his head. “Find twelve jurors amongst our own? I doubt you could find twelve people who wouldn’t want to shoot them themselves. I doubt a Telvan-run trial will be anything other than a foregone conclusion, and the Kel-Voran, well… I’m not sure they have a word in their language that translates to jury trial.”
“They’re assets,” Wolfe argued. “If they prove to be useless, line them up against a wall and shoot them. But if we take the opinion that savagery will be met with savagery, then we risk alienating our Telvan allies. We harden the hearts of the Alliance even further against us. The Telvan were once part of the Alliance, but they split over cultural differences, such as how alien races are treated. Who knows how many other factions within the Alliance think the same way but aren’t bold enough to make that leap yet? We just have to show them that we’re not the monsters we’re made out to be.”
Anderson closed his eyes, inhaled, and then opened them again. “I’ve always valued your council, John. You’re talking sense. What would you recommend?”
“Send the Silk Jaguar to pick them up. See what we can learn from them. If they’re belligerent, gas them and dump the corpses into space. On the off chance they’re helpful, they could be useful further down the line.” Wolfe leaned in a little closer. “Sir, every option we can give ourselves for the future is worth any amount of petty slaughter. So far, we’ve been plumb out of options as a rule. I’d like to change that.” He moved his head back, adopting a more formal tone and posture. “What are your orders, sir?”
Anderson tumbled an idea in his head, over and over, then touched his headset. “Silk Jaguar, this is Washington actual. Change of plan.”
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TFR Tehran
Space above Velsharn
 
Commander Farah Sabeen stared at her instruments as another wave of fire washed over them.
“Hull temperature on the forward section is now at 600 Kelvin, ma’am.” Junior Lieutenant Veisi read from a scrolling damage report screen. “The Toralii are shifting fire away from the Telvan, the Madrid, and the Washington and toward us.”
“Toward us?” A cursory examination of her command console illustrated what she already knew to be true. The hull temperature was rising rapidly. If it reached 1,200 Kelvin, the alloy that made up the hull of the Triumph class cruisers such as the Tehran would break down and liquefy. “Why us?”
“No idea, ma’am. Perhaps they are simply focusing their fire. Two of their cruisers are in flames, and a third is no longer firing. Counting the Telvan, we now outnumber them.”
She liked that, even as the rumble of impacting weapons fire all around them intensified. It was a sign of their growing desperation.
“Our hull can’t dissipate that kind of energy. So we move. Make heading zero-six-two mark one-one-niner, ahead full, total defensive. Present our bow to them, minimise our profile, move into low orbit, and get behind Velsharn. Use the planet’s mass as our shield.”
“Commander,” said Commander Bagheri, “That will leave the Beijing exposed.”
So it would. That could not be. The colony had to survive. “Belay that. Remain stationary. Place us between the Alliance fleet and the colony. Lower us into the upper atmosphere. I want to cast our shadow as wide over the colony as possible.”
“It won’t be possible to protect them from everything,” said Bagheri. “The Alliance is too spread out. Some shots will get through.”
“It will be enough. Enough to give the people on the surface a fighting chance.”
“We will need to present our topside to the Alliance fleet. We will be vulnerable.”
“We will,” said Sabeen.
“Our hull will not be able to sustain prolonged firepower of that intensity for long.”
“It won’t.” 
“Insha'Allah. This is our fate, then.” Bagheri gestured to their helmsmen. “Take us into the upper atmosphere. It’ll boost our thermal dissipation profile.”
The ship sank into the upper atmosphere as superheated plasma fell all around them. It fell like rain, splattering off their upper superstructure and pounding on the metal hull.
“950 Kelvin, Commander!” Red warning lights flashed on Veisi’s console.
“Status report on the Alliance fleet?”
Bagheri touched his console. “The fires on vessels two and four appear to have been extinguished. They’re drifting out of formation, and I’m reading a significant amount of debris and escape pods. Hard to tell which is which. Two more vessels are aflame, and over half their fleet have suffered damage of some kind. Sensors are imprecise at this distance, but it appears as though the full Telvan fleet has arrived.”
“It’s not enough.” Sabeen clenched her fist, digging her nails into her palm. “Insha'Allah, we need to give the Telvan more time.”
“One or two worldshatter blasts and we’re done for,” said Bagheri. “Why haven’t they fired yet?”
Silence reigned in Operations for a brief moment. None could answer that question, until Veisi spoke up. “I think I know why.”
“You have answers for me, Lieutenant?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’ve been tracking the uses of the worldshatter devices. They’re primarily spent against the Telvan ships, but they’re using a different configuration that we’re used to. The Alliance, when they glassed Earth, was using beams with a wide angle—but these ones are narrow, focused. They’re designed to puncture through armour. Through ships’ hulls.”
“Okay,” Sabeen said, instinctively glancing up above her as more fire rained down on them. “Get to the point.”
“The Alliance was using wide-beams on our ships, but narrow on the Telvan. But they fired a narrow beam at the Beijing. Apart from that, though, they’ve been firing them only at the Telvan. They’ve fired their weapons, and they did it early. They’re down to plasma now.” Veisi smiled a wide, triumphant smile. “They didn’t save anything. They’re afraid of us.”
“Good.” Sabeen meant it, too. “They should be more afraid before day’s out.”
“1,075 Kelvin,” warned Bagheri. “The upper fore structure cannot take much more of this!”
Then it was time. “Rotate the ship on the lateral axis. Spin us over and present our underside. Time the manoeuvre between volleys if we can.”
Veisi’s confused look reflected her thoughts. It was a forlorn hope to try to do such a thing. The aliens were firing on weapons free, each ship producing as much directed plasma as they could, and they did not fire in distinct volleys. Their decision would expose the ground teams to fire.
“It will buy them more time,” Sabeen said, gritting her teeth as the words escaped. “We cannot protect them further if we are dead.”
Veisi touched his console, and the ship began to move as artificial gravity fought with the lingering tendrils of Velsharn’s actual pull. The Tehran slowly twisted around, upside down.
Tiny streaks of fire raced past them, and Sabeen’s heart was in her throat as tiny pinpricks of light flickered below them, ringing the Beijing in fire.
“Allah subhānahu wa ta'āla preserve them,” she said, as much to herself as anyone.
He did not.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER XII
 
To The Last
*****
Mountains near the TFR Beijing
Eden
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CHARGES
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AS they drew close, evaporating the atmosphere around them, separating the oxygen and hydrogen in the air into their primordial elements. When they hit the ground, the sheer heat and speed tunnelled into the soil, blasting up chunks of red-hot dirt that slowly turned black as it fell all around them.
Liao, laying on her back and looking up to the sky, watched it all with a stunned, mute fascination as Saeed, Saara, and dozens of strangers cowered all around, screams of alarm and pain drowned out by the sounds of more fire.
They had come far and accomplished more than she had anticipated. The cave system contained almost half the survivors they had found. More streamed in, a panicked stampede of people who pushed, shoved, and stomped their way into the tiny caves, cramming more and more into the soft water-worn stone. Liao had asked to be amongst the last to enter.
She didn’t regret that decision, but as the sky turned to daylight from the bright glow of plasma sailing through the atmosphere and the growing heat all around them intensified, she did envy those who had found shelter.
[“Captain, the Tehran is no longer shielding us!”]
Such was obvious to all around them. The ship was visible with her naked eyes, the tiny white dot that was the TFR Tehran hovering in the upper atmosphere. It gallantly deflected the lion’s share of the death that flew down towards them from across the unimaginably vast distances between planets, protecting them with its massive shadow.
The foghorn of the worldshatter devices had not returned.
“We should move into the cave,” said Liao, her voice weirdly calm even to her. Saara, her fur stuck to her body with sweat, looked at her.
[“Can you walk?”]
“Yes.” Liao climbed awkwardly to her feet, using only her left arm. Her right hung limply by her side. She could move it, wiggle her fingers, but the damage was severe.
[“Then run.”]
Saeed had re-bandaged the break. Liao had lost a lot of blood, but she was more level-headed than she had in a long time. Her injury and the visage of death had given her clarity of purpose that had not existed before. The pain of her immediate situation blew away the concerns of the past. Now was survival, clear and simple, and armed with this simple directive, Liao ran, stumbling and half dazed from shock, towards the mouth of the cave.
A light flashed above them, white and pure, and despite the dangers of running at night, she risked a glance up. A huge chunk of debris was falling into the atmosphere, a colossal fireball streaking across the sky, vanishing past the horizon in moments. It shed debris as it fell, little twinkling lights moving perpendicular to the falling stars of plasma, basking the entire world in a bright, lurid, almost blinding light.
She ran on, forcing one foot in front of the other. Saara, Saeed, and the others managed to get ahead of her. She wasn’t fast enough. Running uphill with insufficient blood, with her wounds and her mind in a fog, was difficult. Slow.
Too slow.
A blast wave from behind bowled her over; the air was so hot, so burning hot, that her clothes and hair stubble ignited. She tumbled on the hard ground of the mountainside, her uniform ablaze, the polyester melting and sticking to her skin. She thrashed, kicked, screamed, and most of her uniform came off.
Along with a good portion of the skin from her back, the left side of her face, and her scalp.
The pain was indescribable. Every nerve ending screamed at her, and Liao screamed back. Her seared flesh begged the agony to end, for it all to just stop.
But it didn’t. 
The scrub around her caught fire, the wet vines and plants hissing as heat scorched them. A plasma charge had burrowed into the earth near her, and the heat of the weapon was so intense that it splattered tiny hunks of itself out in all directions. Fire was everywhere, and it radiated out from the plasma charge, cooking the leather soles of her boots.
A Human’s fear of fire was a powerful thing, capable of overriding almost any barrier. Unable to walk, unable to stand, she crawled. Liao crawled on her elbows and knees, making slow progress away from the burning ball of fire. A figure, lit by the glow, braved the flames all around them.
[“Captain!”]
Saara had come back for her. Liao instinctively reached out with her broken arm, that wound’s pain overwhelmed by her burns.
A glob of plasma fell between them, slicing her arm off at the elbow and sinking inches into the ground, the heat of the white-hot ball instantly sealing the stump shut. Her severed right arm twitched on the ground, the fingers curling into a fist as the limb touched the white ball, then shrivelling into a blackened, wizened husk.
More pain. It did not come from the charred stump, though; it came from her fingertips, ghostly appendages no longer attached that she swore, against all logic and reason, she could feel.
Saara lunged for her, her claws exposed, the digits digging into her flesh. Saara dragged her forward across the ground, then into the air.
[“Melissa, Sky Gods preserve you! Saeed! Saeed!”]
Every contact with her Toralii friend was excruciating, a deep, searing pain that overrode all thought, all instinct. Her burns were deep. Tattered ashes from her uniform fell off as Saara ran, taking with them strips of seared skin. Occasionally a clump of hair, tiny patches of skin still attached, fell, too.
She smelt pork, roasting pig meat, except it was her. Her flesh and muscles, seared deep.
Saara was exhausted. Her breath ragged, running uphill. Someone met them halfway. Doctor Saeed.
“Allahu Akbar! My God! My God! Saara, wait, do not remove the clothing. Hold her tightly. Do not let her touch the ground. She has been very badly burnt.”
[“I am aware, doctor!”]
They were shouting over the sound of her screaming. The sky above slowly disappeared, replaced by the roof of a cavern.
“Lay her down on this sheet. It is as sterile as we can manage. It will have to do. I will drug her and try to stabilise her, but she cannot remain here. The burns cover 40% of her body, maybe more, and her arm is gone. We must find a way to signal one of the ships in orbit. She requires emergency surgery, or she will not survive.”
She wanted unconsciousness to take her. She wanted to no longer be awake for any of this, but no matter how much she screamed, not even Saeed’s morphine could do anything more than take the barest edge off her pain. She screamed until her voice was hoarse and empty, a ragged gasp trying to will away the pain, but nothing worked.
There was only the murmur of voices, the distant thunder of incoming fire outside, and the agony.
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Anderson almost ordered the Silk Jaguar to destroy the escape pods. Almost. But Wolfe had made a good point—corpses had no value to them. They had heaps of those.
“The Silk Jaguar is ETA four minutes,” said Wolfe. “They say they have thirty-two Toralii prisoners.”
“That seems… low. What happened to the rest?”
Wolfe inspected the radar. “They’re still in their pods, which have fallen into a stable orbit. Probably how they’re programmed. We can pick them up later. The ones we got were taken from a damaged pod.”
“Wounded?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Very well. Have medical meet them in the hangar bay.” It stung him to order it, but they were obligated to treat them now that they had saved them.
It was strange. They had been at war moments earlier, and now they were saving each other. It fought against his primal, basic instinct. To destroy his enemies. Kill that which was trying to kill him.
“Sir,” said Cole, his voice charged with energy. “The Alliance ships are shifting formation.”
“How so?” Wolfe moved over to Cole’s console and inspected his readouts.
“They’re… withdrawing.”
It was a simple statement of fact, but its implications were profound. He needed to know. “Confirm that.” Anderson struggled to keep the excitement out of his voice. “Check with the Madrid. Is the Toralii Alliance pulling back?”
“Surface bombardment has ceased, and the ships that are ambulatory are breaking formation and making for the L2 jump point. They’re rabbiting, sir.”
A wild cheer went up throughout Operations. Anderson was unable to contain his relief, either, clenching his fist by his side and slowly relaxing it. “Good work, good work. Status report on the Tehran?”
“Aflame on several decks,” said Cole. “I can’t raise them on any frequency, but they’re holding position inside Velsharn’s atmosphere. They appear to have sustained critical damage, but… they’re still floating, sir.”
That was all they could have asked for.
De Lugo’s voice came through his headset. “Captain Anderson, are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
“If you’re seeing the tattered and broken remains of the Alliance fleet turn tail and run, Captain, that’s what I’m seeing.”
De Lugo laughed, and Anderson had to resist the urge to do the same. “It’s beautiful,” de Lugo said. “Never thought I’d see that in my lifetime.”
He nodded, even though the gesture would be lost on the other CO. “Roger that.” He lifted his finger. “Mr. Cole, patch me through to the Krekhan.”
It took a moment, and when he made the connection, the line was full of static.
[“This is Worldleader Evek.”] The Toralii’s breathing was heavy, pained. [“I apologise for the delay, but my windwhisper operator is dead.”]
“How can we assist you, Worldleader?”
His voice was full of fire. [“The Toralii Alliance show us their true colours, Captain, and retreat. My vessel is adrift, my fleet scattered… but take what ships we have, hunt them. Do not let them escape. Tear open their hulls, and show them the pain of the void.”]
“So much for compassion,” Anderson murmured. Then, louder, “Confirmed. Bringing our navigation systems up for link. We’ll continue fire support. Move out towards the L2 point, strafing those remaining ships as we go.”
[“Very good, Captain. Leave us. We have sustained a great deal of damage and will require some time to repair. Trust in the strength of your ships.”]
“I will. Washington out.” He nodded to Wolfe. “We retrieve the prisoners from the Silk Jaguar then send it to the Tehran. Give them any assistance we can offer. Find out what their status is.” He brought up the long-range radar on his console, staring at it intently. “Now it’s our turn to hunt.”
The Washington and the Madrid moved together, the stricken Tehran unable to join them. The two remaining Human ships sailed towards the L2 Lagrange point, sending slug after slug down their railguns, over half the Telvan fleet joining them. It was slow going, travelling through space firing barrage after barrage. Anderson's job was to monitor the repetition.
Aim.
Load.
Fire.
Manoeuvre.
Repeat.
The cycle continued until the Tehran and the Washington ran dry on missiles, leaving only their railgun slugs. The space between Velsharn and its moon was a corridor of fire. They scored countless hits, chipping away at their fleeing attackers, and then the Alliance fleet slipped beyond the edge of Velsharn’s moon, protected by the planet’s mass.
They had been fighting for nearly four hours in a state of perpetual excitement and fear, but now they had a moment to relax. He was reluctant to let down his guard, but adrenaline could only last for so long. And he was out of coffee.
“Report,” Anderson said, trying to keep the energy of the room up.
“At the current rate of acceleration, the Alliance fleet will reach the rendezvous point before we can obtain a firing solution.”
“Can we slingshot rounds around the planet?”
“Not with any degree of accuracy,” said Wolfe, “and not at a velocity where they won’t be able to just move out of the way.”
“Can we jump and fill the L1 point?”
“Yes, if you want to be the only thing between all the remaining Alliance ships and their escape.”
“No, thank you. Wound a dog, back it into a corner with no way out, and that’s when it’ll bite the hardest. No matter how much we’ve hit them, those are still Toralii cruisers out there. Taking stupid risks is just that. Stupid. We need another option.”
But none was forthcoming. His Operations staff was out of options, and so was he.
“Damn. Dammit, dammit, dammit.” He lowered his head, thinking for a moment. “What if we pushed the reactionless drives?”
“Pushed them how?” asked Wolfe. “An over-spec acceleration?”
“That’s what I was thinking. Might make things a mite uncomfortable around here, but we might be able to catch up with those bastards before they jump out of the system.”
Wolfe touched his beard as he thought. “The crew will be combat ineffective at greater than safe limits. I wouldn’t recommend anything more than a half-g burn. Anything more will take an unacceptable time to recover from.”
“It will,” said Anderson, “but we’re pretty damn ineffective right now. I’d rather have some chance than none at all.”
“I’m inclined to agree. Bear in mind, however, the superstructure’s sustained significant damage and may be structurally compromised. There’s the possibility of worsening the damage if we push it.”
Wolfe, as always, brought up good points. That was the purpose of a ship’s XO, to trust the ship’s commander but to verify their orders. Trust but verify. That was the philosophy.
“We should risk it,” Anderson decided. “There hasn’t been critical damage, and these things are rated for much more than a half-g. We’ll give the crew as much notice as we can.”
“Let’s do it then.” Wolfe reached for the ship-wide intercom. “Attention all hands, priority alert. We are going for a half-g burn in one minute. All hands adopt emergency brace positions and hold them until further notice. There will be no additional audio warnings.”
“Is one minute going to be enough?” asked Anderson.
“Standard response time is thirty seconds. This crew is the best of the best, Captain. If they can’t emergency brace in double the bare minimum, we have bigger problems.”
“Agreed.”
Wolfe relayed their plan to the Madrid, a process that took some time. De Lugo sounded less eager than they did, but he acknowledged they had little choice.
Anderson pulled a thin cable out from the console, hooking it to his belt. Wolfe did the same. This was a new feature of the second generation of Triumph class cruisers. To the best of his knowledge, the Tehran and Beijing had not been retrofitted for the feature. Wolfe followed his lead, securing himself as well.
The rest of the Operations crew followed their lead, either belting themselves into their seats or attaching in a standing position using the safety cables. They both took a hold of their console, and then Wolfe addressed the Operations room as the last few seconds ticked by.
“Helm, engage half-g burn, duration five minutes, maintain speed and heading.”
“Half-g burn, five minutes, current speed and heading. Executing.”
The ship shuddered and shook like a bronco, the deck pitching back. For a moment, Anderson wondered if they had physically bent the ship. Such motion of metal was a common occurrence in large structures such as skyscrapers, and the long, thin, wedge-shaped Triumph class cruisers were subject to the same laws of physics. The ship bent, then straightened out as the reactionless drive pushed them faster.
Anderson’s coffee mug slid off the console and shattered, the shards sliding back towards the far bulkhead. Wolfe gave him a dirty “I told you so” look. Anderson twisted around, inspecting the shards with dismay, and then just shrugged helplessly.
The Humans went one way around Velsharn’s moon, and the Telvan went the other, both trying to get a clear line on the L2 Lagrange point. They worked their way past the curve of the moon’s surface, the reactionless drives straining as they continued to accelerate. Anderson was gambling on overshooting. The Toralii would have to slow down before jumping, whereas they would not.
The burn took only five minutes, but when it ended, Anderson’s belt had left a distinct mark in his hip. He unhooked himself, readjusting his posture and rubbing the indentation.
“Burn complete,” said Wolfe. He picked up the intercom. “All hands return to stations.”
“Do we have a firing solution? Did it work?”
“A little too well,” said Wolfe. “We’re awfully exposed here. They’re firing.”
The familiar rumble of incoming fire shook the ship once again.
“So shoot back,” said Anderson. “We know where they’re heading—that’s gotta make the shots easier.”
“Much.”
The gamble paid off. A Toralii cruiser suffered a catastrophic failure of its hull integrity, blossoming into a silent fireball in the middle of space that flashed white as the oxygen within the ship was consumed, but the rest of the ships sailed through the debris towards the L2 Lagrange point.
The waves of incoming fire ceased. He knew why. The Alliance were diverting power from their weapons to the jump drives, preparing to execute the system.
Just under half the Toralii Alliance fleet was going to escape. The idea rankled him, but they had inflicted significant casualties on their enemies and, just as importantly, sent them running. As the enemy ships drew close to their avenue of escape, he satisfied himself with the victories he and his crew had won today.
Then Cole spoke up again, confusion in his voice. “Another ship has entered the Velsharn L2 Lagrange point, Captain.”
He wanted to fire right away, but protocol called for prudence. “Identification?”
“Radar profile matches a Toralii scout ship. Confirmed—there’s a Toralii signature there.”
A scout ship. They were smaller than the cruisers, and the jump drives took some time to recharge their capability. They might only be able to scratch the cruisers as they fled, but this craft would not escape them. “Load railguns, prepare to fire.”
His communications officer turned in his seat, his finger to his earpiece.
“Sir, they’re vacating the jump point. Another ship has appeared… and this one matches the profile of the Kel-Voran cruisers.”
“Kel-Voran?” Anderson frowned in confusion. “What? Toralii and Kel-Voran jumping in together?”
“Perhaps it’s a coincidence,” said Wolfe.
“If so, we’re in for one hell of a fireworks display. They’re not exactly team players.” Anderson reached up for his headset. “Put me through to that Toralii ship. I want to talk to them.”
Before they could establish communication, another signal came through. One with a familiar voice.
“Morning, gentlemen,” said Captain Williams. “Hope we didn’t miss the party.”
“Magnet?” Anderson glanced across to Wolfe, who shrugged. “We… didn’t think you had escaped Earth. We’ve heard no word from the Rubens since the attack.”
“Oh, we got away just fine, sir. We’ve been hanging out with the Kel-Voran Imperium. It took some time, but we finally convinced them that the Telvan wouldn’t mind them being here too much and that there might be Toralii Alliance to brawl with. Looks like we’re going to cash in that promise a little earlier than we anticipated.”
“Fashionably late is better than not showing up at all, and your timing is, in fact, perfect.” Anderson looked to Wolfe for confirmation of his unspoken question. His XO nodded. “Captain Williams, the Toralii ships retreating to your location are the fleet responsible for the attack on Earth, minus the casualties we have inflicted upon them. We have sufficient numbers of prisoners, taken from the Seth’arak, and I feel our charity has been stretched to its limit. Engage those ships.”
An eager energy charged Williams’s Australian accent. “Yes sir.”
“Let me be clear about one thing, Captain: The taking of further prisoners under any circumstances is not authorised.”
“That’s quite helpful,” said Williams, “since the Rubens is just a freighter, so Kel-Voran will be doing much of the heavy lifting here. As you well know, they don’t exactly ‘do’ prisoners.”
More Kel-Voran ships appeared in the system at the L4 and L5 points. Their dreadnoughts, each a 200,000 tonne half of a whole, began reforming. The moment the two halves re-joined, they commenced firing at the Alliance ships.
The Alliance vessels, realising the jump point was occupied, executed what Anderson could only assume were a series of emergency brakes. One broke free of the pack, seeming to race for the jump point; the dreadnoughts engulfed it in a withering, sustained array of fire, the searing white light breaking it apart.
The Telvan cleared the edge of Velsharn’s moon, rejoining the fray. Anderson only had to watch as the Kel-Voran, the Telvan, the Rubens, Madrid and his own vessel fired over and over, pouring fire into the Toralii Alliance vessels from three directions. There was no cover. No manoeuvres their enemies could perform that would protect them. Ship after ship broke apart, ignited in a fiery conflagration, or simply drifted aimlessly, all power signatures slowly dissipating.
Signals from individual Alliance cruisers filled the long-range communications array. Calls for cease-fires and requests for parley. Terms of surrender. Mercy.
Surrender was a strange term. An enemy would try their best to kill you, and having failed, they would ask you not to kill them. Accepting a surrender was prudent when two opposing sides shared common cultural ground, where the soldiers involved did not want to kill unnecessarily, but it did not apply when righteous indignation overrode compassion. The only thing Anderson felt as he tapped his command console, carefully coordinating the growing network of ships to pound the Alliance ships into scrap, was satisfaction.
His orders were clear. They were to exterminate the Toralii Alliance to the last.
The Kel-Voran were more than happy to comply. They gleefully blasted the Alliance escape pods, smoking wrecks and ejected pilots. They needed no encouragement. The contacts on Anderson’s radar screen winked out one by one as the Kel-Voran and remaining Telvan ships cut down the Toralii Alliance.
The attacks did not stop. They did not relent. Waves of fire cut the Alliance down, ship by ship, strike craft by strike craft, the combined firepower of the three species blasting each of the Toralii cruisers to oblivion. Wrecks were smashed into smaller wrecks, then again into smaller wrecks, until the escaping Toralii fleet was nothing more than a slowly expanding cloud of superheated debris, gasses, and secondary explosions.
When it was over, their railguns were empty of ammunition, their crew exhausted from hours of fighting, and Wolfe, Anderson and the rest of the Operations crew of the TFR Washington could find no piece of the enemy that remained worthy of destruction. Millions of tonnes of material had been destroyed, tens of thousands of Toralii lives annihilated. They surveyed the scene together. Dozens of vessels were in ruins, melted, scorched, shattered, and venting the last of their atmosphere into the vastness of space.
“I think we got them,” said Wolfe.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
Broken Things
*****
Cave system outside Eden
 
A MASSIVE
DOSE
OF
MORPHINE, I.V. antibiotics, and fluids brought her agony down to a dull roar. The painkillers urged her to sleep, but she was still in too much pain for that. Even lying on the sheet, its white linen irrevocably stained with her blood, caused her body to cry in protest. Without the drugs, it would have been unbearable.
She existed in a state halfway between consciousness and shock-induced coma. The world was distant and ghostly, as though the figures that crowded around her were no more than figments in her mind. 
Liao did not have to ask how badly she was injured, and nobody offered platitudes to reassure her. It was bad. The civilians around her looked at her with concern, sadness, and pity. People cried, although their exact motivations for doing so eluded her. Their whispers came and went, voices echoing in the cavern, talking about her as if she was already gone.
Someone gave her water. She could barely sip it, but the cool was good against her lips.
The voices expressed a concern that fire might spread up the mountains to their cave, but the rain proved to be their saviour. The hills, so verdant and rich, would not burn. The heat of the falling plasma had scorched the closest plants, bursting them as the water within turned to steam and the suddenly dry biomass ignited, but those flames would not spread. The surrounding mountains funnelled water into the valley, and Eden would not become the same ash-ridden, dead land the Velsharn Research Colony had.
As time passed and the noise outside quieted, those near the entrance reported that the bombardment outside had ceased. They should remain inside the caves; there could be any number of reasons for the lull in the rain of fire, and it could be dangerous to leave.
For her, though, it was far more dangerous to stay. Saeed organised the construction of a rudimentary stretcher, and two civilians drafted as bearers took her outside into the rain. The cool water fell onto her scorched skin, the contact painful to her damaged flesh but the cool sensation soothing. She was soon drenched through and completely thankful for it.
Debris fell through the night sky, a thousand falling stars that burned bright as the friction of the upper atmosphere consumed them to dust. The night sky lit up with them, almost turning darkness into day, streaks of white fire illuminating the clouds and highlighting the rain. The Tehran, now higher in the sky, was a bright star, a new guiding light taking them back to the Beijing, to the cleared landing area designated for incoming spacecraft.
It took her some time to realise that one of the stretcher-bearers was talking to her. It was Shepherd.
“Captain Liao,” he said, “you gotta stay with us, okay? We’re almost there.”
It was an impossible request. To stay in the world of the living, this world of pain and loss. Had she not done enough? Liao had given everything to her nation, to her species, and while her body was in pain, her mind was tired. More than exhausted. Putting her pistol to her temple was an act of desperation, but this was something else.
This was acceptance.
Things could not be as they were. She had worried, back when she injured her hip in the attack on Sydney, if her wounds would affect her career. She had worried the same when she tore her shoulder after the first engagement with the Seth’arak, when she had woken up in hospital and discovered she was pregnant. Worries. Speculation. Concerns.
She did not worry this time. This time she knew. Even if the ship could be salvaged and the hole in its roof repaired, she could not operate as the Commanding Officer for the Beijing with her injuries. Assuming she survived. Long odds at this point, given how little attention Saeed was paying to treating her injuries compared to how much he was trying to make her comfortable. One look at the blackened stump of her right arm told her everything she needed to know.
She was finished.
The thought was too much for her. She had lost her parents, her command, her species, and her daughter. It was as though the universe was slowly stripping away everything she loved and held dear, one at a time, with as much thoroughness as patience.
The only thing left for her was James. Her rock. The single piece of solid ground she had stood upon throughout her career. His capture by the Toralii Alliance had left a hole in her life, and she had taken extraordinary risks to recover him. Despite everything that had happened, he had been resilient. He had been there for her.
Now he was missing again. Nobody had seen him since the strike in Operations, after he had left to help organise the evacuation. Kamal, too, was gone; she searched her memory, the haze that was her mind, trying to find where he had gone. The Beijing was his ship now. Where was he?
A faint sonic boom above her passed almost unnoticed. Moments later, the stretcher rocked, levelling out. They were no longer walking down a mountainside. She and her stretcher-bearers had reached the valley, threading their way through the trees to the clearing where ships could land. Above her, the bright orbs of landing lights, the same configuration as her Broadswords, descended towards the clearing.
They were taking her to be treated. No treatment could ever undo her injuries, though. Patch her up. Graft her skin. Give her a plastic arm that was more decorative than functional.
She was unfixable. A broken thing, never as good as she once was.
The ship touched down, landing struts extended, and the loading ramp descended to the ground. It had to be the Archangel, the Beijing’s SAR craft, with Medola her ambulance driver to the stars.
But the ship had no turrets. No guns. The truth took a while to sink in; it was a Falcon. An unarmed transport.
None of those ships had escaped with any of their fleet. Was it a refugee from the Sydney? Another craft that had escaped its destruction? Perhaps it was a part of their supply and logistics network, as some of the Falcons were, away from Earth at the time of the attacks.
She had many theories, but her surprise was complete when she glimpsed the side of the hull, emblazoned with two words that, for a moment, she attributed to her drug-addled state of mind. To the shock. To hope.
Piggyback II.
Liao read the stencilled nameplate again and again. Piggyback was the SAR bird for the Sydney, destroyed almost a year ago and the crew transferred to another ship. A ship named after the fallen commander of the Piggyback.
The Rubens.
Many figures ran down the Falcon’s loading ramp, medical staff and crewmembers alike, and they took the stretcher from her exhausted carriers. They took her aboard, feet first up the inclined slope, but she was not interested in her rescuers. She focused on the figure that remained further inside the ship, backlit from the glow of the interior, leaving only her silhouette visible. She raised her head, making sure she wasn’t seeing things.
A woman, one hand holding a tapping cane, one arm cradling a wrapped bundle.
Barely clothed in charred rags, sopping wet and burned to the bone, Liao passed her by, carried into the Falcon, eyes desperately seeking to confirm what she dared to hope was true.
“Ginger,” said a voice, “we need to induce a coma to keep her alive. Push 600 mg of ketamine, and tell Shaba to step on the gas. We need to transport this patient to the Rubens immediately. The Toralii medical facilities aboard might be able to save her.”
“You got it,” another man answered, his tone suggesting he was speaking into a radio. “Ginger to Shaba. CASEVAC is a go. The critical’s aboard and strapped in. Smoke says to lift off at emergency power. Steady if you can, but we’ll take fast over comfortable.”
The ship began to rise before the landing ramp even closed. Below her, hundreds of tiny dull red balls of light burned on the hills. Smouldering fires, tiny balls of plasma burning themselves out all over the valley, slowly being extinguished by the rain.
None of that she cared about, though. Despite the pain, her burned cheeks, Liao forced words past her swollen and dry lips.
“Penny? Penny Williams?”
“Commander Liao?” the woman answered, recognition in her tone. “Is that you?”
Footsteps. A face blocked out the light from the fluorescent above, and long hair fell near her. Penny went to touch her face, but the doctor grabbed her hand before she could.
“No,” said the doctor who was called Ginger, “don't. Penny, I'll explain in a moment.”
“Oh God, it is you. What is that smell…?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Liao wheezed. “Where is—”
“Here,” the face above her said, “I’ve got someone who’s really been missing you.”
Penny pressed the bundle into Liao’s remaining arm. It was her. James’s dark skin and Liao’s eyes, looking at her with a mixture of confusion and joy.
Allison had been spared against all odds. The agents of Firaun, the zalim of all zalims, had burned Liao’s body in the cauldron, but her child had survived unscathed. She squeezed Allison tightly with her remaining arm, and Penny fit in there somehow, too. Everyone laughed and cried, and as the ketamine started to take effect, Liao held Allison close to her.
They had gained, lost, and then gained again. Life was full of pain and triumphs in equal measure, but as the ship roared up into the night sky, shuddering and shaking as its reactionless drive was pushed to the limit, Naval Commander Melissa Liao drifted off to sleep knowing something more deeply and more certain than anything she’d ever known before.
Everything was going to be okay.
 
The Lacuna series continues with Lacuna: The Prelude to Eternity, coming in 2014.
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