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Drawn to a desert world by the legacy of a traitor, the crew of the TFR Beijing discover something abandoned, something forgotten... something mysterious. 
 
Buddha once said, "An insincere and evil friend is more to be feared than a wild beast...
 
... for a wild beast may wound your body, but an evil friend will wound your mind."
 
The scars of betrayal runs deep... and Captain Melissa Liao will find out just how far the slighted will go for revenge.
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“An insincere and evil friend is more to be feared than a wild beast… 
… for a wild beast may wound your body, but an evil friend will wound your mind.”
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Prologue
All Accounted For
*****
Near the wreckage of the Giralan
Planet Karathi
 
1978 AD
 
[“PLEASE… PLEASE, DON’T
LEAVE
ME here. Take me with you.”]
The construct clasped its robotic claws together in a begging gesture, turning its optics to the wreck of the Toralii Alliance warship Giralan, spread around the great desert sands like a disemboweled animal. The construct’s vision slowly, despairingly, shifted to the great dunes, which extended out to the horizon.
The rescue effort—focused entirely on the Toralii crew and any equipment they could salvage—did not include the construct.
[“Your datacore is too heavy,”] the ship’s weary commander explained once again. [“The rescue shuttle cannot bear the weight of your systems.”]
[“Then make room, leave something else,”] the construct pleaded. [“Leave the atmospheric processor or the waste management system. It is all equipment, just equipment—replaceable!”]
[“You are equipment,”] came the commander’s agitated reply, [“which has been explained to you many times, and you are replaceable. You were manufactured in a lab, copied from the default neural net. You were not born. You are not a series of biochemical reactions that grows and dies. You are a complex quantum computer heuristic, and I am wasting my breath talking to you. You are no more alive than this blasted sand.”]
The construct, remotely controlling a small four-legged maintenance robot, pointed to itself. [“I am alive, and I care not what your precious ‘science directorates’ declare regarding my—”]
The construct was cut off by the chirp of the Toralii Commander’s windwhisper device, which he answered. [“This is Warbringer Eiilan. Go ahead.”]
[“Warbringer, the last of the survivors have been loaded. We are ready to proceed when you are. Is there anything else of worth salvageable from the Giralan?”]
With a glance over the dunes, then to the wreckage, then finally back at the maintenance robot, the Toralii shook his head and spoke into the windwhisper device. [“No.”]
The construct thumped the maintenance robot’s claws against the barren ground, kicking up small plumes of dust as they struck the sand.
[“If you are to leave me here, what is my directive?”]
The Toralii blinked rapidly, the Human equivalent of a shrug. [“Do what you wish. I care not.”]
With a dull roar, the rescue shuttle powered up its engines and Warbringer Eiilan looked up, watching the rising exhaust thrust as it caused a small cloud of dust to billow around the crowd of Toralii survivors huddled together in the space between two dunes. Shouldering his burden, a cloth bag full of computer components salvaged from the construct's systems, the commander strode towards the shuttle. He didn’t look back.
The construct watched the survivors filter into the smaller vessel, staring with envious optics as the last of the equipment and personnel were loaded. Then, with the rumble of engines and a whoosh of sand, the shuttle lifted off. Before long it was just a speck in the sky. A moment later it was nothing. 
The construct, with his precise artificial mind, knew the shuttle was too small to have its own voidwarp device. It would have to dock with its mothership, a process he timed with precision that surprised even himself.
Not that all his knowledge and raw mathematical ability could help him in the slightest. None of his abilities, nor any of the remaining ship’s systems, could compel the shuttle to return.
All the construct could do was watch as a white flash, the telltale signature of a voidwarp device, lit up the night sky, leaving him utterly alone. 
Days turned into weeks. Weeks dragged into months, then slowly became years. The construct, with his mechanical mind, kept perfect time; he never slept, he never rested. He did not grow bored or weary, nor pass the time in the many ways Humans could.
The sole thing the construct could do was wait and think. Running endless models and simulations, tuning and adjusting every conceivable parameter, he struggled to understand why he had been left behind to rust on the unforgiving, inhospitable desert world of Karathi.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Act I
 
Chapter I
 
Of Wounds and the Wounded
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
 
2037 A.D.
 
“YOU’RE
PREGNANT.”
DOCTOR SAEED’S
WORDS were like a hammer to Commander Melissa Liao’s heart. 
Liao, the Captain of the TFR Beijing, had not lead an easy life. She was what they called a “Summer Flower”—a woman raised in China two generations after the ‘one child’ policy had left far too many men without eligible wives—a trend that had not significantly reversed itself in the years that passed. From there, her destiny was fairly clear; she would marry young to a rich and influential man—who was handsome to boot—and get right down to the business of producing him an heir and living a comfortable, easy life full of parties and friends, with a supportive family and every comfort she could ask for.
But the life of a giggling, vapid housewife was not for her. Determined to make something of herself, Liao joined the military, rising through the ranks at a brisk pace as a submariner. A noteworthy career, but fairly typical of someone with talent and drive. She had enlisted as an officer, working as a navigator for the Han-class submarines the Chinese Navy—somewhat strangely referred to as the People’s Army Navy—fielded in the beginning of her career, then expressing an interest to move into command school as soon as she was offered a position. A fairly standard career path and not at all unorthodox.
After the Toralii came and devastated Tehran, Sydney, and Beijing, her career became truly exceptional.
Due to a twist of fate—a large-scale retraining programme for command school officers taking place in Beijing at the time of the attacks—a large number of senior Chinese officers were killed during the attacks. Accordingly, the navy had a great many positions to fill and the promotions came thick and fast… as did the work those duties required. She once again felt the call of that easy lifestyle, especially late at night when her chances of getting over the mountain of work seemed hopeless. But rather than buckle under the pressure, she flourished and, in time, was offered the command of the Beijing, a Triumph-class vessel and one of the Pillars of the Earth—three great warships built to fight the aliens.
Captain James Grégoire, her companion by happenstance during the attacks, was given command of the Tehran, another Pillar. Their camaraderie turned flirtatious and then intimate at a rapid pace, and then…
… and then the Toralii returned, quite decisively handing the Human defenders their arses with only a single ship, the Seth’arak. James, his vessel crippled, had rammed the enemy ship to save Liao and her crew.
When the two collided there was a bright flash, and the Tehran and the Seth’arak were gone.
Wounded in battle, she discovered her pregnancy while lying in the ship’s infirmary. She understood the contraceptive pill she’d been taking had a 99.9 percent success rate—those were good odds—but someone had to be the .1 percent.
For a time she had no answer, then stammering words found their way to her throat. She asked if he was sure. Saeed showed her the ultrasound. She asked if there was a mistake; he explained that Liao’s was the only ultrasound they had performed since the battle, and the time/date stamp on the image was accurate.
Denial didn’t help much, and it didn’t bring James back.
The Sydney guided the crippled Beijing towards the lunar drydock, Liao spent the days drifting in and out of sleep, filling out the endless reams of paperwork she was desperately behind on and trying not to think about what might happen in her future. For a time her life was approvals, work orders, promotions, commendations, and letters that began ‘We regret to inform you.’
Far, far too many of those for her liking.
Soon, she was well enough to walk and tour her badly damaged ship, her arm in a sling, her shoulder heavily bandaged. They were still several days out from their destination, unable to effectively move under their own power, the Sydney guiding them through the last twenty million kilometres to the moon.
It was easier than most laymen would anticipate. The ship only needed inertia; once it had its course, the Sydney’s strike craft, acting as tugboats, needed only to nudge it slightly in any direction using their reactionless drives if the ship’s direction required correction. Although their journey was slow, it gave Liao and the crew plenty of time to effect repairs, to treat their wounded, and to recover from the great battle.
Free from the infirmary, Liao walked the decks, touring each section in turn. It was important for shipwide morale, she felt, that they see their commanding officer was fit and well—enough to walk, at any rate—and she made a distinct point of greeting and acknowledging the crew as she passed them. 
Her mind was on her duties and the command of her ship. However, when she thought nobody was looking, she would occasionally fiddle with the string of pearls James had given her, tucked carefully under the collar of her uniform.
It was relaxing and pleasant, for a time, to have reduced duties and a lighter than normal workload, but naval captains were afforded little rest, and her tour did have a serious side to it. She was back on her feet, and it was time to inspect the repairs to her ship firsthand. The work of Lieutenant Yanmei Cheung, the no-nonsense, short-haired chief of Marines whom Liao had a certain fondness for, was first on the list. Originally a warrant officer, Liao had granted her a field commission for exceptional heroism and loyalty.
The Marine was taller than Liao, which made her easy to spot in a crowd, but that wasn’t why she picked her. Cheung was first simply because Liao knew where she would be—assisting a small team of her Marines in lugging replacement deck plates around for the engineers to bolt onto the inner hull. Liao had signed the requisition form that morning.
Watching the spacesuit-clad woman through a porthole to open space, the captain of the TFR Beijing waited patiently for her to exhaust her stockpile of hull plates. When Cheung finally came back in through the airlock to retrieve another stack, Liao beckoned her over.
“I’ll be quick, Lieutenant, don’t worry.”
Visibly relieved, Yanmei removed her helmet with a soft hiss. “I’d appreciate that, Captain. We have a lot to do. How can I help you?”
Liao pointed at Yanmei’s arm with her uninjured hand. During the climatic battle with the Toralii Alliance warship Seth’arak, Cheung had nearly been shot by a Toralii boarder. The high-heat energy weapon had missed, fortunately, but had struck the bulkhead right behind her. The impact sprayed a faint mist of molten titanium over the Marine’s upper forearm. There would be some significant scarring—it didn’t take a medical degree to see that—but strangely, the woman didn’t seem bothered by it, nor did she seem to have lost any function in the limb.
Liao cast her mind back to the discussion she and Yanmei had shared before the battle. The crew of the Beijing were warriors, soldiers standing in the shoes of their ancestors who had all fought similar battles. Liao knew that some soldiers treasured their scars as mementos, reminders of where they fought and why. She suspected Cheung would see it that way, too.
“How are your burns healing? Doctor Saeed’s obviously cleared you to return to duty.”
The tall Marine gave the captain a nod, grinning at her spacesuit-covered forearm. “Bandages and painkillers make a wonderful mix. It’s not pretty, but I’m able to work and believe me, the engineers are pleased to see me. Even if we doubled the number of workmen we have on board, there’s just not enough hands to go around—not to do the kind of repair work we need.”
Liao couldn’t agree more. They were desperate for repairs; the damage from the battle had been borderline catastrophic. Almost every deck had some area that was decompressed or inaccessible, so the repair effort had been forced to perform triage. They cut back to fixing only the systems that were keeping the crew breathing—the rest could wait.
There was also another concern. To prevent the Toralii from using any of the jump points in the solar system to attack Earth, a series of gravity mines had been placed at each point. It seemed to work, but nobody, from the senior staff to Fleet Command, knew if the Toralii could find some way to bypass the blockade. With that whisper of doubt in their minds, some priority was also given to the hull plating and weapons. It was that directive that had Yanmei climbing all over the metal hull, attaching plates over damaged areas so they could be charged and hardened.
Liao gave a low sigh. “You’re not wrong there. Every section—every one—needs something, but there’s just not enough of some things to go around.”
Cheung grinned. “Including eligible women on this boat, if you don’t mind me saying so, ma’am.”
It was fairly common knowledge that Cheung liked women, and to Liao’s mind it was a shame that there was nobody she was compatible with in that way.
“Focus on your work,” Liao chided, although her smile remained. “Chicks dig scars, remember?”
“Heh, I know, Captain.” There was a pause as Cheung gathered her thoughts. “Anyway, ahem. Ma’am. Drydock will be able to assist us further with the repairs once we get back to the moon. Assuming we can maneuver the ship enough to even land without causing more damage.”
That was another consideration. Luna, Earth’s moon, had gravity. Less than her mother planet, yes, but still something. Enough to do damage if they landed too roughly. They had moved the Beijing slowly back from Mars but, in their weakened state, would the ship’s reactionless drive be strong enough to allow them to land gently, or would the moon’s gravity pull them down too fast? Would they splatter like a dropped meatball on the lunar surface?
“I’m confident our engineers will make sure that we can, but I’ll be taking every precaution. We’ll just have to see how it goes when we arrive.”
Playing a dangerous situation by ear, Liao mused, seemed to be what they did of late. When things were this bad she liked having total control of the situation, and this was far from in her control.
Cheung nodded. “Summer will be able to tell us if it’s safe or not.”
Summer Rowe, one of the handful of civilian contractors aboard, was their resident foul-mouthed genius engineer. She had a penchant for causing trouble and chaos wherever she showed up. That, and doing the absolute impossible in record time without the proper equipment or work environment.
Most engineers and technical people were shy and reclusive, but it wasn’t getting Summer to talk that was the trick—it was getting her to shut up. Summer’s rants were long, foul-mouthed, angry tirades that seemed to go on and on without getting to the point. She would segue from topic to topic endlessly until urged to silence.
Sometimes, Liao wondered if the redheaded Australian genius was just stalling for time while her mind ticked over, or if she was prone to some kind of complex, partial seizures where her mouth ran far ahead of her brain.
Liao smiled. “I’m sure she will.”
Cheung nodded and reattached her helmet with a click. Her voice was muffled as she spoke, the edge of exhaustion and fatigue creeping into her voice. “If there’s nothing else, Captain…”
Crewmen from all over the ship had performed admirably given the extraordinarily long hours they were working, but Liao knew that eventually even they would require rest. Soon, she silently promised Cheung, and with a nod, let her go back to work. 
They needed the hull plating and weapons, but before the ship could be combat ready, it required an Operations crew.
Accordingly, her next port of call was the infirmary. She had spent far too much time there of late, but there were so many wounded. The Toralii boarding party had served a bloody butcher’s bill. Although she had been entrusted with command, and everyone aboard the ship knew the risks, Liao found it difficult to face the wounded who had entrusted her with their lives.
In some ways, it made her glad her pregnancy had forced her to skimp when it came to painkillers. The wounded were her crew, and she should suffer with them. When her arm hurt, or a movement caused her to pull her stitches, she just grimaced and thought of those under her command who were less fortunate.
Opening the hatchways on the ship with one arm proved to be an awkward task but, after a time, she managed it and stepped inside. Liao wanted to visit Lieutenant Jiang, her tactical officer, but she could see at a glance the woman, recovering from a gunshot wound, was still asleep. Her short hair spilled out over the pillow; her face was pale and gaunt. Jiang had a very round face, and her dark eyes were normally sparkling and full of life; but laying listless on the hospital bed, surrounded by machinery, she looked terrible. The dragon tattoo on her lower arm, normally covered by her uniform, had an intravenous needle straight through the creature’s eye.
Jiang had taken a turn for the worst in the last few days, and Saeed gave her only a fifty-fifty chance of pulling through. The fever and infection were strong, and her body was struggling to stay alive. The medical facilities on the Beijing were good, but there were limits to how much medical science could do for a person.
Liao very desperately did not want to write the family of this pretty, talented tactical officer a condolence letter.
Rather than dwell on Jiang’s situation—she could do nothing to help, after all—Liao made her way over to Lieutenant Dao’s bed, smiling as she stepped up to her chief navigator. Liao held a certain fondness for navigators, as that had been her role before she had made her way to command. 
“Good evening, Captain.”
Liao gave a playful salute. “Evening, sailor. How’s the wound?”
A Toralii boarder had shot Dao through the left lung, barely missing his heart. A few surgeries later, he was making a decent recovery. There was even word that he could return to duty within the next few weeks. Dao was a rarity—an ethnic Han Chinese with blue eyes. It was a rare feature, like being an albino, but not entirely unheard of. His skin was darker, too, than most Chinese, implying some Indian in his heritage. He was Tibetan, after all. Mixed ancestry was not uncommon for those in that region.
“It feels much better,” he admitted, reaching up and rubbing his bandages. “Morphine is fantastic.”
“I know.” Liao had been given morphine after surviving the attacks on Sydney. She knew just how wondrous it was. “It’s good to see you looking better.”
“Yes, well… I couldn’t leave you without the best navigator in the universe, could I?”
Liao smiled. “Second best, you mean. Why, when I was a junior officer navigating Han-class submarines, nobody could hold a candle to me.”
“Hah! Second best, my arse,” and then, sheepishly, “Captain.”
She reached down and patted his thigh, grinning. “Since you’re sick, I’ll let that one fly.”
Dao nodded, and Liao went to move on, but the man stopped her. “Wait, Captain. Before you go… How is Jiang today?”
Liao winced, slowly turning back to her injured crewman. “Much the same,” she answered, and then gave a low, worried sigh. “Worse, really. The infection is spreading. They’ve induced a coma, so she’ll be out for a week or so at least. It’s not looking good for her. I’m very sorry.”
Dao gave a sick, wet cough, nodding. “I know, thank you. She’s strong, though. She’ll pull through.”
“She’s strong,” Liao echoed, nodding along with him. There was more hope than certainty in her voice, but she gave Dao’s thigh another comforting squeeze to try to bolster her words.
She didn’t know how much there was between him and Jiang—rumours said at least flirtation and mutual attraction—so Liao knew the young female officer’s injuries must be weighing on Dao’s mind much more than his own.
“I’ll let you know if her situation changes, Lieutenant.”
Dao nodded and Liao moved away, out of the infirmary and down to the engineering bay. They had recovered a large amount of wreckage from the Toralii vessel. While they could not spare the crew to look it over, there was at least one member of their crew whose expertise in the matter was proving invaluable.
The alien—Saara.
Saara was a Toralii strike-craft pilot whom the Beijing had pulled from the wreckage of a Toralii scout ship they had discovered and destroyed near Jupiter. Initially a prisoner, Saara taught Liao and Lieutenant Yu to speak her language, and they taught her to understand English. Slowly, she became close to Liao… something her first officer, Commander Gaulung Sheng, took very poorly. Eventually, Sheng organized a shipwide coup, intending on beating the last of Saara’s information out of her. Liao, James, and Cheung had intervened, but not before Saara was almost killed.
The Toralii believe that once you save a life, that life belongs to you. Saara was a member of the Telvan, a more moderate Toralii faction who regularly quarreled with the more warlike and vindictive Toralii Alliance. Having precious little loyalty to the Alliance and owing Liao a debt she treated very seriously, the Toralii woman had been an invaluable contributor to their cause.
And now, watching her picking over the modest pile of debris, Liao wondered how she felt about betraying her species.
“Saara?”
The Toralii woman, her black fur ruffling in pleasure, smiled warmly and put down the scorched hunk of Alliance bulkhead she was inspecting. Although Saara understood English very well, the Toralii species could not physically form the sounds of any of Earth’s languages, and the reverse was also true. When they conversed, Liao spoke English and Saara answered in Telvan, the dialect of her people. A deep, guttural language, it had been designed specifically to be as simple to learn as possible. It tended to use compound words rather than original words to describe technological things, so a radio was a windwhisper device, the jump drive was a voidwarp device, and so on. They also tended to avoid contractions and spoke, at least to Liao’s ear, very poetically. From what Liao understood from her conversations with Saara, the Telvan dialect was a lingua franca, a common language between all the Toralii factions.
Saara stepped forward and dragged the Chinese woman into a tight, spine-crushing hug. [“Captain Liao! I am pleased to see you up and about. I thought you would be asleep forever.”]
Groaning and disengaging herself, Liao gave a playful grin. “I’m more surprised to see you up. You took two to the chest and you were back on your feet in a matter of days.”
[“Humans heal slowly. Compared to us, at least.”]
Liao reached out and touched Saara’s fur covered arm. “Well, I’ll count that as a blessing, then. Fleet intelligence believes this explains why the Toralii boarding party tends to pack a little more firepower than our own Marines, and why our weapons didn’t seem to be as effective as I would have liked.” She smiled. “I’ve said it before, but I think we need bigger guns.”
[“You’ll have to ask Lieutenant Cheung about that, Captain.”]
Liao nodded, then gestured to the debris pile. “Found anything interesting?”
Saara shrugged, a gesture she had adopted from her Human hosts. The Toralii had their own expression for nonchalance. She stepped over to the small ‘keep’ pile and fished out a small black cylinder, about the size of a film canister, capped with a series of blinking lights. [“It is a self-powered datastore from one of the Seth’arak’s computer systems,”] she explained, passing it to Liao. [“It may be a source of intelligence if we can access it.”]
Liao took the device, cupping it in two hands, and shrugged. “How could we do that? We don’t have any Toralii technology that can read it.” A thought occurred to her. “Although Summer did say our two computer systems were similar. Perhaps she might be some help.”
Looking up to her friend, Liao saw that Saara looked distinctly uncomfortable at the mention of Summer.
[“I am not certain speaking to Summer is a wise idea at the present time, Captain.”]
“I know she’s probably busy, but—”
Saara shook her head. [“No, it is not that. Work has never bothered her in the past; it is just that she…”] The Toralii sighed again, rolling her shoulders. [“She has not been at work. She does not show up for shifts, and we are all concerned by how she is acting.”]
Liao inclined her head, frowning slightly. “I haven’t had time to talk to Summer directly since the battle. What happened?”
Summer had been on the bridge when it was boarded by the Toralii. Despite all her bluster about wanting a gun like the rest of the military personnel, when given one and forced to use it, she froze up completely and hadn’t fired a shot. She had been almost immobile, right up until she saved Liao from the last of the Toralii boarders.
[“I am sorry. I told her that I would not speak to you directly about it, but she should not be too hard to find.”]
“Is Alex helping her?”
Saara shifted uncomfortably again. Alex “Jazz” Aharoni—an Israeli fighter pilot and the head of Liao’s strike group—was Summer’s plaything, or vice versa. Possibly. The exact nature of their relationship was not clear to anyone—including each other, apparently—but it involved a lot of sex in strange locations all around the ship.
[“They are no longer together.”]
That was bad news. Liao tapped the datastore in her hand, nodding. “I’ll have a chat with her, see what I can do. Maybe I can use this to try to help.”
Giving the Toralii woman another hug—careful not to stress her injured shoulder—Liao tucked the datastore into her pocket and let Saara get back to her work.
Despite what Saara had told her, finding Summer proved to be exceptionally difficult. Liao looked all through engineering, the various sections of the ship under repair, the Beijing’s eight nuclear reactors, and the missile silos. 
Passing Alex in the corridor, she instinctively reached out with her injured arm, causing her to wince as a sharp spike of pain ran up her shoulder. Turning, she called back to him, and the pilot approached. 
“Ma’am?”
Narrowing her eyes somewhat, Liao couldn’t help but notice that the Arab-Israeli man looked fatigued—just like everyone else, Liao mused—which on its own wasn’t a serious concern, but he was less like the cocky pilot he had been before the battle. He just looked like a man who needed a shave, two weeks of sleep, and a month’s leave.
Ignoring his appearance for the moment, Liao gave him a polite nod. “I’m looking for Rowe. Apparently she’s been making herself scarce these days. I have some salvage I want her to take a look at.”
Alex made almost exactly the same gesture Saara had, which caused Liao to frown even more.
“She usually hangs out in Cargo Bay One. It’s one of the sections in the ship that was decompressed.”
Liao blinked. “She’s sitting in a decompressed area?”
Alex shrugged, nodding. “It’s because of the great big hole in the outer hull there. She puts on a suit, then just sits there, staring out into space. She doesn’t see anyone, she doesn’t talk to anyone, God only knows where she’s sleeping.”
That news worried Liao more than she cared to admit. She was not a doctor, but it was plain to see that the battle with the Seth’arak had shaken the normally fiery and energetic redhead. 
Liao gave a nod. 
“Thank you, Alex. I’ll make sure I talk to her.”
Aharoni nodded his thanks. Liao watched him depart, standing in the busy corridor absently rubbing at her shoulder. Combat stress reaction was something all good officers were trained to spot, but with Liao being in sickbay, the entire crew working themselves to death to keep the ship functional and Alex hardly being impartial, it was entirely plausible that something could slip under the radar.
With her path clear, a walk down to the cargo hold took only a few minutes. A glance through the hatchway window revealed a lone figure sitting on the edge of a huge hole in the ship, staring out at the black, inky void, her legs dangling out into space—just as Alex had described. It took Liao some time to find a spare spacesuit, since most were occupied by the repair crew, but she located one in an armoury on the upper decks. Due to her injuries, donning the heavy, clumsy suit and removing her arm from the sling was painful and awkward. Eventually Liao clipped the helmet on with a hiss, went through the airlock procedure, and stepped into the depressurized cargo bay.
Moving beside the seated woman, standing for now, Liao reached up and touched the talk key on the suit’s radio. “You can be a hard woman to find, you know.”
The suited form twisted around. Looking down, Liao could see Summer’s haunted, gaunt face staring back at her. 
Rowe’s gloved hand moved to her own talk key. 
“Maybe I don’t want to be found.”
Moving to sit beside her, Liao winced as the movement stretched her wound. “Hiding from the captain on her own ship, especially when there’s so much work to be done. You surprise me, Summer.”
Rowe slowly turned her gaze back to the vast, empty void stretching out to infinity before her. “I’m surprising myself more and more these days.”
Liao’s voice was quiet. “Is that so? Mind telling me what’s on your mind?”
Summer looked down at her gloved hands. “Not sure you wanna hear that right now, Captain.”
Captain. When Summer had first come aboard the ship it was a struggle to get her to use any form of respect or title for anyone on the ship, but it seemed the woman’s foul-mouthed, machine-gun manner of speech had changed completely. She’d become quiet and subdued.
Liao tried to keep her tone upbeat and cheerful. “You’re mighty melancholy for someone who just won their first space battle. As a huge science fiction nerd I, figured you would be over the moon right now.”
But Summer’s voice was distant and mirthless. “I don’t feel that way at all. It’s a lot different than the stories make it out to be.”
Liao gave a chuckle, nodding inside the spacesuit. “Oh, these things usually are. Have you noticed when you’re watching something on the news and you have firsthand knowledge of the event just how wrong the media portray it? It’s the same with stories of war. The reality is never truly captured by fiction, and the more troubling parts are glossed over or omitted entirely. Just like the adult diapers we wear in these space suits—not exactly on the recruiting brochure.”
Liao paused, giving Summer a moment to speak, but she remained silent. Letting the moment pass, Liao put her gloved hand on the other woman’s shoulder. “You want anything? Some water, food from the galley?”
There was a long, pronounced pause as Summer deliberated. “No, thank you. I’m good, Captain. I’m all good.”
Liao gave a low chuckle into the microphone. “Well, if you’re not thirsty, how about some food for your mind, like a Toralii datastore? Saara found one in what little wreckage of the Seth’arak we recovered, and she gave it to me to give to you. I’d be real appreciative if you could take a look at it. I’m sure you’re just chomping at the bit to pry it open and see what’s inside.”
Liao began fishing it out, something she found surprisingly difficult because the location was hard to see and there was no noise to guide her, but Summer reached out and touched her arm.
“I honestly don’t care.”
“I’m sorry?”
“I don’t care. I don’t care what’s inside it. I don’t care how it might help or what I could learn from it. I don’t care if it’s a stack of Toralii pornography, or if it’s some kind of miraculous technology that’ll solve all our problems. I just. Don’t. Care.”
Liao hesitated a moment, caught between two instincts: the officer’s instinct to kick Rowe’s arse out of her slump, and her friend’s instinct to comfort her in what must be an extremely trying time. In the end, she compromised.
“Why don’t you take a look anyway, Summer? It’ll get your mind off things, and it’ll free up a spacesuit for the repair crews. It’ll also get you out of this half-a-room, which I’m guessing is currently doing one hell of a job turning your brain to mush. I’m guessing you come here to look at the stars and, you know, get a good dose of cosmic radiation.”
Summer shook her head. “I come here because I can stare out at nothing, at that vast, infinite blackness where we wasted a whole fucking shipload of Toralii.” She made a finger-pinching gesture with her forefinger and thumb. “Do you know how small we are? I mean… to this ship, a Human is just a speck. But to a planet, this ship is just a speck. To a solar system, a planet is just a speck, and to an arm of a galaxy that whole solar system is — you guessed it — a tiny, insignificant, absolutely invisible speck. If we died, if all of humanity just fucking died in an instant, nobody would notice. Nobody would care. We’re just tiny specks living on a speck surrounded by specks. We’re not important. We’re not special. Everyone thinks we are, everyone thinks they are, but nobody’s special.”
Liao reached into the spacesuit’s buttoned pocket, opening it and withdrawing the small datastore. She held it in her thickly gloved hand. “We may not be special, but we do possess a unique gift. Something that separates us from the millions of species on our planet; we can better ourselves. That’s why we’re here, Summer, so we can one day be a much bigger part of this whole universe of ours—be a much brighter speck. And then? Well, from there, who knows. Who knows what great thing we can accomplish once we reach for the stars?”
Summer snorted gently into her microphone. “Hasn’t worked out so great for us so far.”
Liao reached over and pressed the datastore into Summer’s hand. For a moment, it seemed as though she might do something crazy, like toss it out the giant gaping hole in front of them, but to her credit, her fingers closed around it.
“I’ll take a look.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter II
 
No Rest For The Wicked
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
 
LIAO
STEPPED
INTO OPERATIONS, HER heels clicking on the metal as she moved over to the command console. She had been called to the ship’s armoured command centre deep in the heart of the vessel. It was not unexpected for a naval captain to be summoned to duty at a moment’s notice, but it was an inconvenience.
“Mister Dao, status report?”
“Aye, aye, Captain,” Dao replied, twisting in his seat, “Mister Hsin received a transmission from Fleet Command. They have sent a Broadsword carrying a press delegation to meet us before we land. They’re requesting an interview with you, Captain.”
The press. She knew what their visit meant. The questions they asked and the answers she gave would be broadcast to the entire world. A public interview in front of eight billion people. She would be endlessly quoted and requoted until every scrap of information she could possibly give had been analysed to death.
Liao hated the press. Not because they didn’t do fine work on occasion, or because she had something to hide, or because she believed people should live in ignorance of what the TFR Beijing and its crew were doing with their tax dollars, but because they were a terrible distraction. Rather than tell people about what she had done in the past, she would rather do more things in the future.
“How far away are we from Luna? And how far away from that Broadsword?”
After humanity had become a spacefaring race, referring to Earth’s moon as “The Moon” seemed very strange. Sometime before the Beijing had even been constructed, some bureaucrat somewhere had settled on the term “Luna” and, surprisingly, it had stuck.
“Three hours from Luna, one hour from the Broadsword. Should I spin up the point defense guns, ma’am?”
Liao gave a low chuckle, rolling her eyes at her navigator. “As much as I’d love for you to ‘accidentally’ frag the entire press delegation, Mister Dao, that seems like it would be a terrible waste of ammunition.” She sighed. “Have some poor petty officer prepare the conference room for a briefing, and for God’s sake make sure the hangar bay is tidy when they arrive. I want to make the best possible impression when they arrive.”
 

Conference Room
TFR Beijing
An hour and a half later
 
 “Thank you all for coming.”
Liao grimaced slightly in the bright glare of dozens of cameras pointed directly at her face, glancing down at her notes held in her good hand. She hated press conferences. Normally, James was there to save her from them.
But she faced the ravenous pack alone.
“As you’re all well aware, both the Sydney and the Beijing have suffered significant damage and the Tehran is currently missing. With repairs on both vessels underway on the lunar surface, our attention now turns to recovering the Tehran. Accordingly, in coordination with the Sydney, we will be launching an investigation into the Tehran’s possible jump destinations—”
“Captain, excuse me. Shreya Bose from IMC-TV. A few questions, please.”
Liao squinted through the glare of the lights. A short, dark-haired, plump woman with an audio recorder thrust towards Liao’s face had interrupted her carefully prepared speech. She recognised her as one of the reporters who had ambushed her on the Lunar colony after the Beijing’s first engagement with the Toralii.
“Miss Bose, there’ll be a time for questions af—”
“Do you have any comment on the cost of the Task Force Resolution’s shipbuilding efforts? Numerous nation-state participants are already complaining that the staggering cost of Task Force ventures far outweighs the potential gains, which seem so far to be limited to further antagonizing the Toralii. In the United States, the ruling Libertarian party is complaining that the nationalization of hundreds of industries around the globe has created a de-facto socialist government. What do you say to these comments?”
Shuffling uneasily, Liao shook her head. “I don’t set the budgets, Miss Bose. Now—”
“Is it true that the Tehran was confirmed destroyed by numerous observers on the Sydney and the Beijing after they observed it ramming the alien vessel straight on? Is it true an impact like that just simply isn't survivable?”
Liao frowned, lowering the pad containing her notes and glaring across the podium at the reporter. She did not want to consider that an option. James was not dead. “There is little evidence to suggest that the Tehran was destroyed. The shockwave emitted when they collided is consistent with a jump drive activation. While the two ships were outside of a Lagrangian point, and it’s true that their combined mass exceeds two hundred thousand tonnes, it is obvious that the Toralii Alliance possesses the ability to jump more mass farther away from the points than we can.”
A low murmur ran through the crowd, and suddenly, the tap-tap-tap of keyboards and scribbling of pens spiked.
“Commander Liao, are you telling us that the Toralii now possess the ability to activate their jump drives away from the Lagrangian points? That they could just appear anywhere and attack us again?”
Liao didn’t realize that the suspicion the Toralii might have jumped was not common knowledge yet. Hesitating a moment, she shook her head. “No, only that the jump drive was activated farther out than we anticipated, that's all. Now, Miss Bose, questions must wait until the end.”
Emboldened by her obvious willingness to answer questions when pushed, another reporter spoke up before Liao could continue, the man's voice being heard over the chorus of others who suddenly sprang up to catch her attention. “Exactly how far out, Captain? And what does this mean for the defenses of Earth?”
Liao considered ejecting the reporters, but she knew the press conference was being broadcast on live television to billions back on Earth. The cost of the Pillars was extremely high. Although their construction had created jobs, for each person that found work, four had lost it. She knew that if the people of Earth did not have hope in what she and her crew were doing, any government that did not vote to immediately terminate the program would be thrown out of office.
Some battles were not won with railguns and brave Marines.
Against her better judgement, Liao answered the question. “It… it doesn’t change a thing. The distance was only a few thousand kilometers.”
The male reporter spoke up again. “But the gravity mines were active. The same gravity mines that supposedly lock down our jump points and prevent jump drive use. So how did the vessel escape, and how does this change our tactical situation?”
Liao, unable to answer that question, lowered her voice slightly. “We don’t know at present. We’ll find out the answers to both questions in due time.”
This time Shreya's voice found Liao's ear. “Very well, then. And what about the Tehran? How certain are you that it hasn’t been destroyed? You said there was little evidence it had been destroyed. What evidence is there that it survived at all?”
Liao felt her temperature rising. She gripped her notepad a little firmer than necessary, her fingernails digging into the paper. “In addition to what I just told you, we did not find enough debris to indicate the destruction of the ship. We found approximately three tonnes of material, most of it intact and clearly battle damage. Wherever the Tehran is, it most certainly is not in pieces around the orbit of Mars. There just wasn’t enough mass to indicate the Tehran was destroyed, let alone the Toralii Alliance vessel we were engaged with as well.”
“What if the shockwave of the jump vapourised it?”
Liao shook her head. She knew she should be hedging her bets, conceding the possibility that the Tehran had been annihilated, but she couldn't bring herself to do it. She couldn't allow herself to begin thinking that way. “The jump drive creates a powerful shockwave when it’s activated, yes, but it’s not nearly enough to vaporise two hundred thousand tonnes of material. It’s mostly concussive force. There’s no other explanation other than the ship somehow jumped away.”
Shreya clicked her tongue, raising an eyebrow as a smile crept across her face. 
“Are you sure that’s not just wishful thinking, Commander?”
Liao studied the woman for a moment, a sinking feeling in her stomach. There was something about her tone that Liao found threatening. She felt as though she was walking into a trap.
“What I’ve given you is the best intelligence Fleet Command has at this time.”
Shreya nodded, casually glancing down to her notepad then back up at Liao. “I didn’t mean it was wishful thinking from Fleet Command, Commander Liao, I meant it was wishful thinking from you. Personally.” 
Feeling like a cornered animal, Liao shook her head, her thumbs pressing against the wood of the podium. Her nails left faint scratches on the woodwork. “I, like all of us, hope that the crew of the Tehran is safe-”
“Were you sleeping with Captain James Grégoire?”
Shocked by the brazenness of the question, Liao didn’t have an immediate answer. Instead, her next few words tumbled out in an ungainly stammer as she tried, in vain, to articulate herself. She knew she had to deny it, but to lie on international television was probably not a good way to uphold the honour and integrity of the People’s Army.
"No comment, and that question is highly irrelevant. Security, please remove Miss Bose from the room immediately and revoke her press pass."
Her Marines began moving through the crowd of reporters towards Shreya, but the room was crowded.
Another reporter called out to her. "So that's a yes, Commander?"
She realized her mistake. By answering questions, by allowing them to slowly drive their wedge in, she was now forced to give an answer. She adjusted her microphone.
“And I… uh, well, that is to say, the status of James, uhh, Captain Grégoire… Our relationship, any hypothetical relationship we had… might have… may have had, is well beyond the scope of this press conference.”
Shreya smirked. She reached for her pen and made a giant, obvious check on her notepad right as the Marines yanked it away and began dragging her to the exit. As she was led away, Shreya called over her shoulder. 
“Thank you, Commander! No further questions!”

Corridor
TFR Beijing
 
 “God fucking dammit.”
Her fist met the metal bulkhead with a decisively unhelpful thunk, a gesture that did nothing but bruise the knuckles on her one good hand. Fortunately, nobody was around to see it because most of the crew had disembarked onto the lunar colony. In addition to how furious she was, Liao felt distinctly foolish.
“你怎么会这么笨，廖，你怎么能这么他妈的愚蠢的…”
So much for all that officer’s training. She’d told the press that there was a potential issue with the security of their entire species, had made a fool of herself by seeming awkward and uncomfortable, and worst of all, she had essentially admitted that she engaged in a sexual relationship with another ship captain. 
That, of course, was nothing compared to what was going to happen in about seven months when the child was born. What would they say then? She could picture the headlines in her mind—Starship Captain Bears Dead Man’s Baby. News at 11!
Just great.
It took a moment for her rage to play itself out on the bulkhead, but when it finally did she took a few breaths and rubbed her tender, bloodied knuckles. Beating up a metal sheet wasn’t particularly productive, but she felt better.
With a sigh, she adjusted her hair, stepping down the corridor towards the infirmary. Her first officer, Commander Kamal Iraj, fell into step beside her. The Iranian man was all business, as he was most of the time. He was taller than Liao, with a completely shaved head and a thick, jagged scar running from between his eyes down the left-hand side of his face. He’d earned that scar fighting off a second wave of the Toralii boarders who had arrived while Liao was unconscious. She thought it gave him character.
“Good evening, Captain.”
She cast a glance his way, rolling her eyes, her tone snappy. “Is it?”
The Iranian gave a playful chuckle, shaking his head. “I’m guessing the press conference didn’t go as well as we’d hoped?”
“I’d rather not talk about it. If you really want to know, just watch the fireworks on the evening news. How are the repairs coming along?”
Kamal handed her a clipboard with a piece of paper attached. She took it and put it under her arm without reading it. 
“Not too bad,” he explained. “We’ve got one railgun operational at ten percent power, and three missile tubes able to fire with about fifteen minutes’ notice. The fractures in the superstructure and outer hull have been addressed, and we’re not in danger of breaching any more subsections, but we do still have multiple exposures to space which haven’t even been looked at.” He nodded at the report under her arm. “We’re working on them.”
“Great.” Liao pulled out the report, glanced at it, then signed the bottom and handed it back. “I trust you to handle this. I’m off to the infirmary for a bit.”
Kamal took the clipboard, frowning. “Are you feeling ill again?”
Liao almost said yes, but changed her mind. “No. I just want to check on the wounded again.” Worry gnawed at her. Was her morning sickness really that obvious?
Commander Iraj nodded and, with a polite smile, let her walk on. When Liao got to sickbay, she made a beeline straight for Doctor Saeed. 
The Iranian smiled fondly as she approached. 
“It’s a pleasure to see you again, Captain. What can I do for you?”
“Just a quiet word in your office, if you could.”
They stepped into the chief medical officer’s office. Saeed closed the door and stepped over to his desk and eased himself into his leather chair. “What can I do for you, Captain? More morning sickness?”
Morning sickness. Probably the most inaccurately named term in history. Then again, puke-until-you’re-dry-retching-at-all-hours-of-day-or-night sickness just didn’t have the same ring to it. 
Liao shook her head. “No, I just… I just wanted to make sure that this pregnancy—if it remains viable—stays between the two of us. Nobody else can know, not even Kamal. Not yet.”
The Iranian man nodded, leaning back in thought. “Of course, Captain. Doctor-patient confidentiality is a key component of my profession. Nobody knows but you and I.”
Liao smiled, relieved. “I appreciate that.”
Saeed cocked his head to one side. “I have to ask, though. What brought this on? I would have assumed that you knew, implicitly, my silence was automatic. What cause would you have to ask me this?”
Shifting uncomfortably, Liao blew out a low, unhappy sigh. “Let’s just say the press conference didn’t go as well as I had anticipated. The whole world knows that James and I were sleeping together, now.”
He stared then shook his head, his tone slightly mirthful. “Not good, but what’s done is done. No sense crying over it now. How exactly did you let that little bit of information out?”
“One of the reporters asked me directly and I froze up. I have no idea how she could possibly know about that. Although, if memory serves, she was one of the pack that interviewed me after the Battle of Jupiter.”
“I’d say,” Saeed offered, “that’s probably how she knew, then. You and James were hardly subtle about it.”
Liao waved her good hand absently. “I’m sure she had her suspicions, but enough to question me at a press conference before the entire world? I mean, if she was wrong, that would have been the end of her career. She obviously knew beyond a doubt. But how?”
“I don’t know that.”
Liao took a seat opposite Saeed’s desk, putting her chin in her hands. “I’ll just have to figure it out, then. There’s only a few ways she could have come by that information.”
“I wouldn’t stress yourself in your condition.”
Liao frowned, straightening and laying her uninjured hand on the desk. “In my condition? I’m perfectly capable of doing my job, Saeed. My job causes a great deal of stress. I thought we had agreed on that.”
Saeed held up his hands defensively. “I know, I know. I’m not saying you can’t lead your crew. I’m just saying that worrying about this and that can’t be good for you—or your child. Just accept that somehow she knew, and try to deal with it as best you can.”
She nodded. “I’ll try to build a bridge and,” she made a little walking gesture with her fingers, “get over it.”
“Good. Things might change when your pregnancy comes along, but for now—”
“What do you mean?” There was an edge to Liao’s tone. “I’m not crippled, Doctor.”
“No, no, of course not. But when you’re eight months along, it won’t be good for you, or for the child, to be leading this battleship against the Toralii.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Maybe it is good for me.” Liao withdrew her hand from the desk and placed it around her injured arm, leaning back in her seat. “My understanding was that I am in command of this ship. I know my limits better than anyone.”
Saeed gave Liao a lopsided smile. “The chief medical officer can remove you from duty if the situation warrants it.”
“Legally, perhaps. But I’m pregnant, not dying. Have you ever heard the story of Phung Thi Chinh?”
“Phung Thi who?”
“Phung Thi Chinh. A Vietnamese general who went into battle pregnant, gave birth on the battlefield, strapped the baby to her back, and fought her way back to safety. She’s somewhat of a legendary figure. Unlike, say, King Arthur, there’s plenty of evidence that she really existed.” Liao flashed a broad grin. “You could say that in these trying times, she’s my heroine.”
Saeed just shook his head. “Inspiring tales and legends are one thing, Captain, but this is real life. You’re going to have to take leave at some point. I’m going to insist upon it.”
Feeling vaguely insulted, Liao leaned back in her chair, her mirth fading somewhat. “Perhaps,” she admitted, “but not today.”
There was a moment of quiet as the two officers stared at each other, as though each were testing the other’s resolve.
“How’s Jiang?” Liao broke the silence, her voice lowered slightly.
“She’s still unconscious, Captain. I’m afraid things are looking grim. We may have to move her to a terrestrial intensive care unit. She has moderate intracranial swelling from her head injury. She lost so much blood. There’s likely to be brain damage from the lack of oxygen. I know you want her to return to duty, but that may not be possible—now, or in the future.”
“I can't afford to lose any more crew, Saeed.”
The Iranian doctor extended his hand, touching her shoulder across the desk. “I know, but the reality is what it is. Only time will tell.”
She gave a firm nod. “It will. Keep her onboard for now. I want to be here when she wakes up.”
He smiled. “As you wish, Captain.”
Liao wanted to say more, but her radio crackled.
“Captain, it’s Summer. I took a look at the datastore. I can show you what I’ve found if you like.”
Liao pulled the small black radio off her belt and pressed the talk key. “Of course, Summer. When are you available?”
“Now is fine, Captain. I’m in engineering bay one.”
“I’ll be right there. Liao out.”
Clipping her radio back to its holster, Liao nodded to Saeed. “Duty calls, Doctor.”
Saeed, however, did not immediately respond. He cupped his hands in front of him, appearing deep in thought. “Miss Rowe does not sound her usual self, Captain, and she has not for some time. Not since the last battle.”
Casting her gaze to the man, she just shook her head, unable to refute his words. “I’ve noticed.”
“If she can’t handle the stress of the position, perhaps you could appoint a military engineer to the position. While I have no doubt as to her technical capabilities, Summer is a civilian. Perhaps someone more adapted to the stresses of living on a military vessel would be a good choice.”
“Summer is part of my crew.” 
She fixed a firm, unyielding stare on the doctor, who matched it with one of his own.
“As you wish, Captain.”
Liao nodded, blowing out a sigh. “She’ll be fine. Rowe’s suffering, but she can work through whatever’s eating at her.” She paused for a moment, her tone softening as she remembered Summer sitting in a decompressed section of the ship. “She just needs a little time.”
He was silent for a moment, then nodded. “I hope you’re right.”
 

Engineering Bay One
TFR Beijing
 
 Liao turned the handle on the hatchway to engineering bay one, the heavy door swinging out with a soft groan and the faint hiss of a pressure differential. Stepping into the spacious room, her eyes fixed on the the redheaded genius hunched over a laptop, typing furiously at a black console with indecipherable green text scrolling past. 
“Rowe, you wanted to see me?”
Summer twisted in her seat, glancing over her shoulder. For a moment, Liao saw the old Summer; fiery and energetic, a massive grin stamped on her freckled face as she stabbed a finger at the laptop’s screen.
“Wrong, Captain. You fucking wanted to see me.”
Smiling at the redhead’s audacity, the Chinese captain stepped up behind her and laid her good hand over the sitting woman’s shoulder. “Okay, okay. Show me what you’ve got.”
Summer tapped a key and the laptop screen displayed a large image—a garden full of plants, beams of sunlight filtering through the trees. It looked like a stock image from a photography portfolio and, for a second, reminded Liao of home.
“Pretty, but what does this have to do wi—”
“Ah-ah-ah, Captain, don’t interrupt the magician. Watch. I'll remove all but the two least significant bits of each color component, copy them into a separate image, then one subsequent normalization later, and tada!” With a cheeky grin, she tapped a few more keys and the image abruptly changed. There were now lines of text across the screen, slightly slanted, as though the image was of a picture of a letter written by hand.
“It’s stenography. The art of concealing an image within another image. A fairly old technique, but it’s still quite effective.”
Liao could see that the words were written in Mandarin. She frowned, leaning forward, scanning the characters.
“I’m glad you were able to receive my latest missive. The three ships are called the Tehran, the Beijing, and the Sydney.They are being constructed on this planet’s moon. The Tehran is expected to be launched in three days, and…,” Liao read aloud.
Her voice fell off. “It’s intelligence. Someone is—or was—communicating with the Toralii.” She turned to Summer, her eyes wide. “A mole! Does the message say who sent it?”
Rowe shook her head. “Nope. Whoever it was, they were very careful to avoid leaving any incriminating evidence. I scanned all the characters and ran them through a baby names dictionary—no matches. And the structure of the messages doesn’t indicate that they’re being signed with any kind of codename or identifier.”
Liao nodded, placing her good hand on her hip, sucking in a deep breath. “I’ll get a translator to take a look at these and comb over every detail. There might be codewords or aliases hidden in there. Maybe they used a rare character at some point which might indicate—”
“Or, you know, I could just tell you who sent it.” Summer had an impish grin stamped on her face, smirking at her captain’s confusion. “Oh, come on, you wouldn’t think I’d let a mystery like this evade me?”
Liao stared a moment. “Who is it?”
“Was. Who was it. See, there was something interesting about the place I found the images. They were in the Toralii datastore, yeah, but they were not in a location that would indicate they were communications. Instead, they were filed under ‘intelligence,’ which strongly suggested to me that this was something they were investigating as well. Why would they be investigating something if they already knew everything about it, I thought.”
“Okay, so?”
Rowe turned back to her laptop. “So, on a hunch, I decided to see if any of these images were on our own systems. I ran a hashing algorithm on the files we recovered, then hashed everything on our own systems and compared. Turns out…”
Another stab of the keyboard. The ship’s email system popped up, and Summer pointed at a section of the Beijing’s data storage.
“Remember when our email server kept running out of space because Sheng was getting so many images?”
Commander Sheng, Liao’s former XO, whom she shot on the bridge of the Tehran for mutiny.
Liao processed that. “Yes, but hang on a second. You’re telling me that while Sheng was on the ship, the Toralii were communicating with him via e-mail?”
Summer shook her head. “Not quite. The images were being relayed to him from a radio telescope observatory in Brazil. As far as I can tell, the observatory was a front for an operation being run by the American CIA to monitor Chinese satellites, and they picked up this signal being relayed from a faraway probe. But it turns out the whole operation was infiltrated by the Chinese government—like most American operations these days—so the messages ended up in the hands of the Chinese Government, then Sheng got hold of them somehow.”
Liao nodded. “Sheng was a military man from a very powerful family—everyone in the service knows the Shengs. Since he was originally earmarked to be Captain of the Beijing, I imagine he had a lot of people who supported him.” She pointed at the laptop. “I’ll get a translator on those messages straight away to see what we can find out.”
Summer nodded, then pointed at the screen again. “I ran them through an automated translator. It didn’t give me much, but it did give me one very useful thing.”
“What was that?”
The redhead grinned like a jackal, cracking her knuckles. “I’ll tell you if you say I’m the smartest woman on this ship.”
Liao stared at her, blinking a few times. “You… what?”
“Say that I’m the smartest woman on the ship. Say that without me this whole place would fall to pieces and you’d be completely lost without me. And give me a bottle of the scotch you keep in your cupboard. Then I’ll tell you.”
Liao raised an eyebrow. “How about I just give you a hundred thousand yuan raise and not fire you?”
Summer laughed, reaching out and patting Liao’s side. “Oh, how mercenary of you, Captain! I thought you communists weren’t like that?”
“These days, China is communist in name only.”
“I know, I know. I’ll take the raise. Anyway.” Rowe took a deep breath and tapped a few more keys. A large pair of numbers flashed onto the screen, blinking white characters on a black background. “I’m shithouse at Chinese, but I know a bit. These here, they’re numbers. Whoever was talking to Sheng wanted to meet in person.” 
Summer ran her finger along the vertically aligned numbers, grinning. “They’re jump coordinates.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter III
 
Shadows of the Departed
*****
Captain Liao’s Office
TFR Beijing
 
Three Weeks Later
 
THE
WEEKS
HAD
BEEN
GOOD to Liao. Her morning sickness subsided—mostly—and her arm was eventually removed from its sling, although moving it still felt a little awkward. She sat with her first officer, Commander Iraj, in her office near Operations, reading through the messages Rowe had recovered from the images Sheng had sent.
“He really thought he was going to get the Beijing, didn’t he?” Liao remarked, passing over another printout. “I mean, look at this. Right here. ‘I’ll be certain to take my ship to your location as soon as possible. The Toralii—the Demons, as the other Humans call them—represent a threat too powerful for us to engage on our own. Speaking with their enemies, gathering allies and strengthening our cause, is the only way we’ll survive as a species.’” She put down the paper. “He even knew their name, long before we did. What do you make of that? Quite some stones on him, don’t you think?”
“You know what I think, Captain. Sheng was arrogant, ambitious, well-connected, and powerful. Someone who was used to getting his own way. But he has a point, you know. About us needing allies.”
Liao frowned and Kamal gave a light chuckle. “Not that I agree with his methods or anything, nothing like that. I’m just saying. We’ve had some victories against the Toralii Alliance, yes, but how long do you expect our good fortune to hold out? Can we continue to hide in the cradle of our solar system, our mines and missile batteries protecting us forever? You don’t think that they’ll get tired of playing that game?”
“I think it’s entirely possible,” Liao admitted, her hands resting comfortably on the desk. “But from what we’ve learned of our galaxy, there’s a fair number of jump-capable species around, most of whom have some kind of quarrel with the Toralii, and it’s almost exclusively over possession of jump drive capability. The universe is a strange and wondrous place, Commander, and we’re only just starting to see what’s out there.”
The Iranian nodded, putting down his sheet of paper. “That is why we need allies. To go out into this vast ocean by ourselves, Captain, is folly. We need places where our ships can dock, friends who will resupply us, societies we can trade with. We need to acquire materials, intelligence on the Toralii, technology which we can use to make weapons, armour, medicines. The benefit to humanity, civilian and military, would be immense.”
Liao spent a moment pondering the man’s words. “I suppose,” she admitted, “but so far our track record with first contacts hasn’t been that good.”
Kamal chuckled. “Has anyone’s? Look back at the great powers of Earth: the French, English, Portuguese, Americans. Every time they meddled, every time they interfered, it didn’t end well for the people they came across. All we can do is try to learn what we can, living with our eyes on the horizon ahead of us, not on our footsteps behind.”
Liao admired the sentiment. “Let’s do that, then.” She reached for another stack of messages, scanning them briefly. “You know, Sheng really didn’t know who he was talking to. This person, whoever he was, never really gave much away. Says they’re in need of assistance, that they’ll help anyone who opposes the Toralii. He promises Sheng technology, information, power. No wonder Sheng was miffed when I got command.”
Kamal nodded. “That also explains why he was so opposed to attacking the Toralii scout vessel. It would have meant he wouldn’t have had a chance to reach his contact. And it also goes a long way towards explaining why he tried to take the Tehran.”
“It all makes sense now, I suppose,” Liao admitted, sighing. “Strange how these things look so clear in hindsight.” 
Iraj glanced to the stack of printouts. “They do.”
Liao inclined her head, pursing her lips. “Well, some things, at least. But these printouts are only part of the truth. I want to find this unnamed contact myself. I have a lot of questions for him.”
Kamal raised an eyebrow. “You intend to use Summer’s jump coordinates?”
“As soon as the ship’s ready, yes.”
The Iranian winced. “It’s a blind jump. We have no idea where those coordinates go, if it’s a trap, somewhere we can’t jump out of, or…”
“Acceptable risks, I think. This contact of Sheng’s was willing to help him, willing to give him whatever he wanted in exchange for an audience. You don’t beg for assistance from a stranger then attack your rescuer. To my mind, if he was willing to help Sheng, then he’d be willing to help us.”
“You hope.”
Liao chuckled mirthlessly. “I hope, yes.” She hoped for a lot of things.
“Do you think it’s worth getting in contact with them before we jump straight into it?”
Liao mused for a second, tapping one of the printouts with a finger. “I’ve thought about it, but… no. If it’s a trap, then there’s no sense in letting them know we’re coming. If they really are desperate and in need of help, then they won’t mind a little surprise visit. It seems as though there’s not much to gain by warning them and a lot to lose if this turns out to be a bad lead.”
Kamal paused for a moment, then nodded. “I agree. Let’s make it happen.”
Liao started to speak, but her radio crackled.
“Captain Liao, it’s Doctor Saeed.”
Liao reached down and pressed the talk key. “Liao here, go ahead. How can I help you, Doctor?”
His tone was lighthearted, and he sounded pleased with himself. “Lieutenant Xia Jiang has awoken from her coma, Captain. She’s asking to see you.”
Grinning widely, the Chinese woman tapped the talk key. “Copy that, Doctor. Some good news at last. I’ll be up in a moment.”
Giving Kamal a firm nod, Liao stood and made her way to the stern of the ship.

Infirmary
TFR Beijing
 
 Crossing the threshold from corridor to room, Liao stepped towards the long term care section of the ship’s medical bay. A small crowd had gathered around the section holding Lieutenant Jiang, who sat—pale faced and gaunt, but smiling—propped up in her bed, small flowers from visiting crewmen around her. They were arranged in all manner of styles: resting inside plastic vases, arranged inside bouquets, or simply laid on any flat surface available. 
The flowers meant more on the ship than they would on Earth. The Beijing had very limited capability to produce fresh greenery and a much smaller allowance for nonessentials like flowers; they would have been imported at vast expense from the surface via a medium-lift rocket along with other supplies. A single bunch of those flowers may have cost a month’s wages, or more.
The murmur of voices subsided as Liao approached, the crowd parting to let her through.
“Well, look who decided to finally stop sleeping all the damn time.” Liao gave Jiang a warm smile, reaching down and patting her foot through the blankets. “Welcome back, Lieutenant. We’re glad you decided to wake up.”
“Wasn’t done with the party yet, Captain.” Jiang’s voice was quiet and groggy, her chest still heavily bandaged. Machinery beeped and chirped beside her, and an intravenous drip gave her fluids. Despite her attempt at bravado, to Liao she still looked sickly and frail. “Even if I have been busted napping on the job.”
“Don’t worry,” Liao said. “I think we can come to some kind of arrangement regarding your missed hours. And we saved plenty of booze for you.”
A low chuckle from the crewmen greeted her remark.
Jiang tilted her head to one side. “So we got ‘em, huh?”
Liao nodded, giving a wide grin. “In no small part due to your efforts, although we should really be thanking Summer for taking out the last of the boarders. She finally got to drop the Bond one-liner she was talking about for months.”
Jiang smiled weakly. “She must be happy.”
Liao did not have the heart to explain Summer’s mood to Jiang at the moment, so she opted to say nothing. In the corner of her vision she could see the others nearby adopting slightly awkward, uncomfortable posture.
“I wouldn’t know. I’ve probably been keeping her too busy to be happy.” She patted Jiang’s foot again. “Anyway, I think you’ve had enough excitement for today. You’ve got a lot of paperwork to catch up on, and aside from that you need to rest. We’re going to need you at full strength very soon.”
There was a titter amongst the crew, who all stared at Liao expectantly. No announcement, formal or otherwise, had been made regarding their plans once the last of the repairs were complete. With the most immediate disasters taken care of, she imagined the majority of the crew would be looking towards the horizon—to their next goal. The next mission. She aimed not to disappoint.
Jiang tilted her head. “我不相信它. We’re going someplace already, Captain?”
English only, you know the rules, came the tiny voice in the back of Liao’s mind, but she put that aside. She’d permit a little gratuitous Chinese for crewmembers who had nearly died in the line of service.
“Something like that, yes. Once the repairs have been completed, we have a mission.”
Jiang’s voice held a mixture of excitement and trepidation. “We’re going after the Tehran, aren’t we?”
Oh, how Liao wanted to say yes. How she wanted to throw everything she had into the recovery operation, to hunt down the Tehran and find James safe and well. To explain to him that he was going to be a father and to hold him in her arms once again.
“Not immediately,” she admitted, forcing her tone to be as neutral as possible, “although the missing ship is on our medium-term agenda. This mission addresses slightly more immediate concerns.” She took a breath. “All will be revealed in short order. Briefing room, 0900 tomorrow morning. Don’t be late.”
 

Captain Liao’s Quarters
TFR Beijing
Just before the briefing
 
 Grunting, Liao pulled up her uniform pants, sucking in her belly and pulling them up with both hands. Try as she might, the garment—size eight female, the same size she’d worn her entire career — would not slide past her slightly larger hips. She was now two months along, and her body was beginning to adjust itself to the small but growing life inside of her.
Her breasts had swollen and become tender, but a simple bra replacement had solved that. She wasn’t sure if anyone had noticed, although hers were always small to begin with. Perhaps, in a way, the crew had subconsciously seen her body's changes as a return to what might be seen, in this day and age of skinny, mega-breasted superstars, as ‘normality.’ 
But the pants were another matter, and there was no easy way to fix the problem. Eventually admitting defeat, she let them fall to her ankles and kicked them away. Liao put her hands over her belly, sighing. She closed her eyes, letting her fingers trace her no longer perfectly flat stomach, Doctor Saeed’s words echoing in her ears.
You won’t be able to hide this forever…
A surge of anger came to her then. Maybe she could continue to serve throughout her entire pregnancy, or maybe she couldn’t. That was not his decision to make; it would be one made on her terms, nobody else’s, and she would not let the mere fact that she was pregnant stand in the way of what she wanted to do.
She was pregnant, not crippled.
A press of her radio and a few words summoned the ship’s quartermaster to her room. Red-faced, she explained to him, with careful phrasing, that she’d been gaining a little weight lately—Doctor Saeed had insisted she eat more to recover from her injuries — and she had found the routine hard to break, so a size ten uniform would be a more appropriate fit. She was careful to make it clear that this would be temporary, and she knew that she was setting a bad example for the crew, but her injuries made it difficult to exercise.
She was nonspecific as to exact nature of her 'temporary condition,' but thankfully, probably due to her rank, he did not ask.
Liao wasn’t sure she convinced him, but it did not matter. Five pairs of size ten pants found their way into her cupboard, and five pairs of size eights were returned to the stores. The replacements were a much more comfortable fit, although as she looked at herself in the mirror, she couldn’t help but feel the mask covering the truth was a cheap one and that if someone looked too closely, her disguise would not hold.
It would stay strong for a little while, though. The future was the future, and what would come would come. Saeed was right. There was no sense worrying about it. Liao made a point of fetching the string of pearls from her desk. Staring at her reflection, she gingerly placed them around her neck, tucking the long string underneath her uniform and making sure it could not be seen.
A gift from James, one that was against regulations. She could not wear the necklace openly—that would set a terrible example for the crew, and she hated being a hypocrite—but they were a special gift. Apart from the fetus growing inside her, the pearls were the only physical reminder that James was ever hers.
Liao’s secrets were mounting and she, just like the slightly stretched pants she had convinced the quartermaster to return, was feeling increasingly unable to contain them. It was just like the press conference. Although this time, rather than simply being an international embarrassment, keeping those kinds of secrets might cost her the career she had spent so many years working towards.
You’re going to have to take a leave at some point…
Perhaps Saeed was right about other things, too.
 

Briefing Room
TFR Beijing
0900 hours
 
 Nobody was late. Even Jiang was there, albeit in a wheelchair, Lieutenant Dao pushing her around and doting on her. The room was packed to capacity, every head of every department and every senior officer present, even those whose attendance was strictly optional.
It was heartening to see such enthusiasm after their trials, but this was also a sign that her ship needed to get moving. The crew was restless. They needed action.
If she was being honest with herself, however, Liao would be perfectly happy if the mission was a quiet one.
She recalled the argument she’d had with Fleet Command soon after they had learned that Sheng had been in communication with the Toralii. The top brass insisted that both remaining Pillars of the Earth stand ready in defense of Earth, just in case the Toralii Alliance launched another attack on their system. Liao postulated that if they stayed in their cradle forever, humanity would eventually lose. She had resorted to quoting Sun Tzu. “Invincibility lies in the defence; the possibility of victory in the attack.” Although Earth had locked down their system with gravity mines, missile and gun batteries, and scores of gunships and fighters, they couldn't lock the doors and windows and hide under the bed. They had to explore. To reach out. To seek advantages over the Toralii.
Reluctantly, Fleet Command gave the Beijing the go-ahead to proceed. After all, Liao was a decorated war hero whom, along with Captain Knight and his crew, many considered to be humanity’s last defense against the alien menace.
Liao took a breath and, without preamble, began the briefing. “I’m not really sure how to open this one, so I’m just going to come out and say it. We have come into possession of intelligence which indicates Commander Gaulung Sheng was, before he even came aboard this vessel, in contact with what we presume was a Toralii Alliance agent. We intend on acting on this intelligence.”
A murmur, like the wave on a beach, ran through the assembled crowd. Liao studied their reactions. Some of the Marine Division had supported Sheng's mutiny, and although Cheung was the only Marine present and she had not supported it, Liao knew that sometimes feelings and emotions ran deep.
“I say presume because his contact—whoever it was—did not indicate a great deal about themselves, only that they represented some faction of the Toralii.”
Lieutenant Yu raised his hand. “If we don’t know what faction they represent, then what do we have to go on, Captain?”
Liao tapped the key on her remote, changing the floor to ceiling presentation monitor from a generic welcome message to a series of numbers.
“Jump coordinates. The contact gave Sheng jump coordinates.so that when he had his own ship, be that the Tehran or the Beijing, he could travel to this location. The contact, according to what we’ve been able to piece together from their communications, wanted very badly to meet with Sheng in person. He or she was prepared to give Sheng whatever consideration he wanted in exchange for that meeting.”
From the back of the room came a voice speaking the Toralii language. It was Saara, the Toralii woman's growling voice echoing strangely throughout the crowded room. [“Since the message was written in one of your languages, I cannot be more specific regarding which Toralii faction the contact may have represented. All I can say is that approaching a jump-drive-possessing society secretly, as this mysterious contact did, is highly unusual. So unusual that I cannot think of a single instance where it has occurred in recent memory. Accordingly, we should be prepared for the possibility that this may be a trap. The Kel-Voran, for example, know enough of our language and culture to do something like this—to impersonate one of our kind—but it would be uncharacteristic of them to be so underhanded, as they favour direct confrontation. It is a mystery.”]
A quick glance around the room revealed that Saara’s words had been understood. Most of the crew were still learning the Toralii language. Although it had proven to be an easy language to grasp, Liao and the engineering teams had kept every hand busy for so many weeks that finding time to study was difficult.
Liao tapped the remote again, bringing up a breakdown of tasks for the remaining divisions. “Because primary systems are now operational and the vast majority of our repairs are complete, I want everything ready to move in three days. Shore leave, if you or any of your subordinates have taken it or are planning to, is cancelled effective immediately. Sorry about that. Make sure anyone who’s been partying too hard is given a day to rest. We will need to be at our best because we could be jumping straight into a trap.”
A gentle wave of nods around the room. Yanmei Cheung, the head of the Marine division, raised her hand to speak. Liao could see the rest of the crew, at least those behind the woman, staring at her hand — pitted and scarred, as though scores of maggots had been eating away at her flesh. It was the first time many had seen her wounds in public and. Ignoring the looks Cheung received, Liao nodded her way. 
“Yes, Lieutenant?”
“Captain, we have a full complement of Marines onboard, but we were expecting a half-dozen extra to come in the latest resupply. They should be here before the three days are over, but there won’t be much time for inductions and introductions.”
Liao nodded again. She knew that Marines tended to fit in to everchanging circumstances. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I'm not anticipating any issues, but if anything comes up do your best. I’ll leave them in your capable care.”
Alex Aharoni leaned forward in his chair and raised his hand. “The strike fighter detachment is at full strength and ready to go, Captain. The new Mark II Wasps have been bought on board, along with four nuke-equipped Broadsword gunships to help deal with capital ships, plus one for search and rescue or other duties. Our Mark Is have been reassigned to the defense of the Mars Lagrange point.”
Liao expected Summer to give some kind of smarmy quip about the replacement ships since the captain knew how closely some pilots bonded with their steeds, but a glance at the redheaded woman showed that she was barely paying attention. She wasn’t even looking at Alex, who wasn’t looking at her either. Liao could sense they were avoiding each other and wondered if that was going to be a problem.
Was that what she and James would have eventually become?
“Excellent work, Major Aharoni. Thank you. Keep me apprised of any developments,” Liao said.
The other departments reported in. Navigation, under Lieutenant Dao, was at full capacity. Jiang had met her replacement and briefed him on the little nuances of the Beijing’s tactical capabilities. Summer was sullen and simply asked people to read her Chief Engineer's report if they wanted to know anything.
When it was all said and done, Liao dismissed the senior staff, letting herself be the last to leave. As she stepped out the door, a familiar voice attached to an unfamiliar face greeted her.
“Captain Liao. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”
She tilted her head, looking into the face of a tall, blond Caucasian man with an Australian Navy uniform. She held out her hand. “Captain Knight. We meet in person at last. The pleasure’s all mine.”
Captain Matthew Knight was the commanding officer of the TFR Sydney, and someone Liao had known by reputation and had spoken to over the ship’s communications systems many times, but had never actually met face-to-face.
He took her hand, giving it a firm squeeze. “It’s good to finally meet you in person. You’re shorter than the media makes you out to be.”
Liao gave a wry smile and shrugged. “Maybe it’s just that you Australians are too tall, which makes you a bigger target. So that’s useful to us, I suppose.”
He laughed. “I’ll pass that bit of tactical information on to my crew. I’m sorry I didn’t drop by earlier, but I had thought it best to wait until you were on your feet again.”
She flexed her arm to show it was working. “Believe me, it’s good to be up. The arm’s still a bit stiff, but I think it’ll mend. Just another scar in a series of scars, I guess.”
He smiled, releasing her hand and nodding in agreement. “I’ve got my fair share of battle wounds. See this?” He held up the back of his left hand. A thin, jagged slice ran from his index finger down to his wrist.
“From the battle?”
“Cut my hand while I was surfing last year. Fell onto some rocks. Blood everywhere. Flopped around like a gutted fish until the lifesavers got me.”
She laughed, reaching out and giving his shoulder a playful push. “Yeah, because that’s the same.”
The two began walking to the mess hall. Knight smiled good-naturedly, but it slowly faded. “I’m sorry about Captain Grégoire. His absence must be hard on you.”
She’d heard those words from so many lips that they were beginning to lose meaning. Still, she nodded, closing her eyes for a moment. “Thank you. I'm coping with it. I’m still hopeful that at some point we can launch a rescue mission, assuming we can find out where they’ve gone.”
“So do I.”
When he spoke, Liao detected a hint of hesitation and… kindness? As though he were trying to project an optimism that he didn’t really feel.
She stopped, reaching out and grabbing his arm, halting them both in the middle of the corridor.
“He’s not dead, okay?”
“Of course not.”
Liao gripped the man’s arm a little tighter. “I mean it. There wasn’t enough debris for—”
“I know.”
“And there was a flash, like a jump—”
“I know.” Knight reached out, cupping her hand with his. “If James is out there, we’ll find him. In due time.”
“He is out there. I know he is.”
Knight gently pried her hand away from his, then faced her. He had an ‘all business’ look on his face. “Commander, he may be, or he may not. The same goes for his crew. Unfortunately…” He closed his eyes for a moment, shaking his head. “I saw the news a few weeks ago. Bose really did a number on you. I’m confident in your command, but it’s clear you’re not impartial enough to deal with any rescue attempt made on the crew of the Tehran—if any such possibility exists. Accordingly, I’m going to strongly request that you leave any potential rescues to my crew. The Beijing will have missions aplenty. Saving James should not be on your agenda.”
Her fists balled at her sides, then slowly relaxed. She had no logical counterpoint to his suggestion, but she couldn’t bring herself to accept it with words.
Matthew’s voice softened. “Don’t force me to order you, Commander. This is an honourable way to handle this. A sane way, where nobody ends up with a dishonourable discharge. Or losing their ship because they couldn’t make a hard call. Or in a padded cell because they couldn’t accept the truth. Or dead because they took a foolish risk and failed.”
Although on her ship she was addressed as ‘Captain,’ Liao was only a commander. Knight, a full captain, outranked her, and it was clear he was willing to pull rank to resolve the issue.
Closing her eyes a moment, Liao forced her instincts to quieten. “It is honourable,” she accepted, blowing out her breath in a frustrated sigh, “and I agree it should be you. Wherever possible, I’ll make sure that the Sydney takes care of the rescue effort.” She narrowed her eyes slightly. “When it happens.”
“When it happens,” Knight echoed.
 

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
 “Jump complete, Captain. Strike craft are launching and providing a defensive screen.”
Liao put her hands on her hips, taking a deep breath. “Very good, Mister Dao. Tactical, report.”
She glanced over to Jiang’s old console, where a fresh-faced Junior Lieutenant was scrutinizing his console with an intensity Liao found distracting. The man had big boots to fill—after the battle every single one of them were practically household names, even Jiang, whom he was replacing—but she would have rather he reported faster than he was so very obviously trying to.
Liao valued results, not delays, and she hated dramatic pauses.
“Scope is clean, Captain.”
“Very good.”
Kamal leaned closer to her, putting his hand on her shoulder. “At least it wasn’t a trap, then. Not yet, anyway.”
She nodded at him, then looked at Lieutenant Dao. “Navigation, what’s out there? Where are we?”
“Looks to be a solar system, Captain. We’ve jumped to the Lagrangian point between a large planet and one of its moons. We appear to be in a binary star system. That would explain these readings, because something's playing havoc with the gravity wells in this location. Jumping into this system must be tricky. These coordinates wouldn’t have lasted much longer before drift made them useless.”
The nature of the coordinates were such that they did not represent a fixed point in space, but the ebb and flow of the gravitational forces around that point. Because of that, jump coordinates had to be recalculated every so often to account for natural drift and imprecision in the measurements. 
Liao did not like the sound of that. “How much longer? Are we under time pressure?”
Was this the trap? Would the binary star system and its wild, distorted gravity make jumping out almost impossible? She shook her head. That didn’t make sense. The jump coordinates were given to Sheng many months ago. They were still active. Surely they would have some time.
“Difficult to say, Captain, but certainly not for a couple of weeks at least. Probably longer. Up to a month, perhaps.”
Relief came to her, and she smiled her thanks. “Excellent.” She stepped over to Dao’s console, leaning over his shoulder. “What can you tell me about that planet, Lieutenant?”
“The spectroscope shows a nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere. Extremely low levels of carbon dioxide and argon, indicating that there’s, well, uhh, probably no plant life there. Almost no water vapour, no industrial pollutants. Looks to be barren, Captain.”
“What about the surface temperature?”
“Based on the readings of the thermal cameras, I’d say it’s about forty degrees celsius down there. Hot as Hades, but survivable.”
Liao nodded. “We’ll pack lots of water then. Dispatch one of the Wasps to take an atmospheric sample. Make sure they don’t enter the heliosphere too quickly—those things aren’t rated for hot reentry.”
The popular conception of reentry was a fiery descent into the planet’s atmosphere, but that was only accurate for craft that orbited a planet. Orbiting required substantial velocity, which created friction as the craft began to encounter the resistance of the uppermost gasses. Although their craft would burn up if pushed through at orbital velocity, at a slower pace they could descend just fine, and the reactionless drives would slowly ease them down onto the planet’s surface without endangering the craft.
That tiny piece of technology allowed them to do so much.
Peng gave a hesitant nod. "I'll make sure they're careful."
“That’s good. Prepare to—”
“Wait. I’m detecting a signal. It’s faint.”
Liao inclined her head. “What kind of signal? Is it an audio transmission?”
Dao twisted around in his seat to look at her. “Negative, Captain. It’s just a beacon. An automated beeper set on repeat.”
Fortunately, they had a Toralii expert present in Operations. Liao turned, glancing across the room. “Saara?”
The Toralii woman stepped towards her, hands clasped in front of her, a gesture Liao took to be one of quiet respect. [“Yes, Captain?”]
Liao moved out of the way, indicating the navigation console. “What do you think? Is it some kind of navigation beacon, or…?”
Her response was immediate. [“It is a distress call.”] Her eyes widened slightly, and she glanced at the Human woman. [“On the standard Telvan distress frequency.”]
The Telvan—Saara’s people. Moderates who opposed the Toralii Alliance philosophically and occasionally militarily. The idea that Sheng was speaking to a Telvan agent — someone who was more inclined, it seemed, towards diplomacy — gave her great consolation. Perhaps the contact would prove to be helpful after all.
“Well, now,” Liao folded her arms over her chest, wincing as her injured arm gave a slight twinge of pain. “That does change things, doesn’t it?”
Saara looked at her expectantly. [“We are still going to make contact, aren’t we?”]
“Of course. It’s a good thing.” Liao smiled, then reached down to her radio, pressing the talk key. “Captain Liao to Summer Rowe.”
There was a slight delay, and then Summer’s thick Australian accent came crackling through the tiny speaker. “Rowe here.”
“We’ve completed the jump. We’ll be preparing an expedition to the surface. Let Lieutenant Jiang know if you need anything.”
Another pause. “Yes, Captain.”
Liao changed frequencies and called up the strike craft. “Major Aharoni, it’s time to let our newest birds stretch their wings. Organize with Lieutenant Jiang to have a detachment of our new Broadsword gunships transport a landing party to the planet, but we’re going to have the Wasps scout it first. I want to make sure that planet’s hospitable no matter what the spectrometer says.” She paused, then added, “Take Summer with you. She could use the fresh air.”
“Aye aye, Captain. I’ll get you eyes and feet on the ground, in that order. What are our destination coordinates?”
“Unknown at this stage, Major, but we’ll have someone fill you in as soon as we can.”
Liao let go of the radio, glancing over to Dao. “Lieutenant, find out where that signal’s coming from. That planet’s a big place.”
“Already have it, Captain. Northern hemisphere, sixteen point five five nine one degrees on the latitude. There’s not many landmarks for longitude, so let’s call the ship longitude zero, and elevation… six hundred metres above sea level. What little sea there is, anyway.”
Impressed, Liao nodded. “Very good, Lieutenant. Forward those coordinates to Jiang, and bring up that planet on external optics.”
She watched as the image of the planet filled her command monitor. Huge and red—like the surface of Mars—with patches of ice at the poles, its rust-coloured surface streaked by colossal white stretches of sand. The atmosphere was thin but breathable, and although they had no indication of the planet’s temperature, judging by the thick atmosphere and proximity to the sun it would be very hot. Bearable, but only just.
“It’s a far cry from Earth,” she remarked, grimacing slightly at the inhospitable ball of iron-tinged sand that floated in space on her monitor. Turning, she beckoned Saara over. 
The Toralii woman stepped close, her yellow eyes widening. 
[“I recognise this planet!”]
Liao raised an eyebrow. “You do?”
Saara ran a finger along the monitor, tracing the planet’s circumference. [“It is Karathi, a backwards, out of the way planet with minimal resources or strategic value. I only know of it because a Telvan ship, the Giralan, crashed here many, many years ago. I researched the incident in the Telvan military academy, as did many others. It was,”] she hesitated, giving Liao a half-cocked smile, [“considered an easy credit to graduate.”]
Liao reached out and put her hand on Saara’s shoulder. “Well, I guess that makes you our official Karathi expert.”
The two of them returned their gaze to the sandy, barren planet, watching as the ship drew closer and closer.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter IV
 
Castaway
*****
Near the wreckage of the Giralan
Surface of Karathi
 
“IT’S
TOO
FUCKING
HOT,” SUMMER Rowe whined, kicking a clump of sand into the air, sweat pouring down her freckled face. “What the fuck am I doing here? I’m an engineer, not some fucking… fucking… sand walking-type person who… walks in sand! Fuck!”
Although Summer’s complaining was grating Liao’s nerves, it was good to see her acting more like her old self. Liao grit her teeth. “The signal’s probably right next to us. Within a square kilometer, at least. Have a drink of water and see if you can find anything.”
The Broadsword gunship had deposited the landing party on the surface of the planet. Initially, it was Cheung and her Marines, Saara, Summer, and Kamal, but at the last minute Liao had insisted on taking Kamal’s spot, even though that was gravely against protocol. Liao justified it by reasoning that she was, aside from Saara, the best Toralii speaker they had. Being the captain, she was also in the best position to bargain with whomever they found at the signal’s origin point. It was both a display of force and respect.
Heavy iron deposits in the area prevented a completely accurate scan, and a flyover of the area had revealed nothing but the endless red-brown stretches of sand that covered almost the entire planet. With no other recourse available, they set down as near as they could to the signal’s origin point.
She and the Marines fanned out across the desert sands, leaving Rowe to sulk in the baking heat.
“Well, fine, then!” Summer shouted after Liao, who ignored her. “I guess I’ll just fuck around in the sand, wasting my talent and my life on some fucking stupid quest to find some transmitter that might or might not even fucking exist!”
Rowe began clomping around the desert, kicking up a flurry of red sand as she wandered over the nearby dune. Ignoring her, Liao turned her attention back to Saara and the Marines.
“Twenty meter dispersion, eyes low. If there’s an antenna or some other transmitting device, we might not have been able to see it from the sky.”
They broke off and Saara walked near Liao, the two of them combing their section of the sand. Liao called over to her, her voice echoing amongst the dunes. “What do you think, Saara? Do the Telvan usually hide their transmitters?”
[“I’ve never heard of it done so. If I can be honest, I am not sure if coming here like this was a wise idea, Captain. If this was a meeting site, then we probably should have gotten in contact with whomever Sheng was speaking to before coming here. They might have left, or hid, when they saw us coming unannounced. I know I would have.”]
“I thought of that,” Liao answered, “but that doesn’t make much sense, either. I don’t think whoever it was would wait here for months while we…”
Her voice trailed off. Right in front of her, a thin metallic cone protruded about twenty centimetres from a small hump of sand at a forty-five degree angle, plain and nondescript like the pointed leg of a chair.
Liao called over her shoulder. “Found something over here!”
She crouched, reaching down to touch the sun-heated metal, wincing as it burned her fingers. Liao reached into her pocket, pulling out a napkin and using it to take a firmer hold of the device. Tugging on it, she was surprised when the sand fell away from the hump, revealing a dog-sized metallic spider that lay motionless, half buried in the sand.
Saara approached, then immediately grabbed Liao’s shoulder. Liao twisted her head, watching Saara stare at the device as though it were filled with molten lava. [“A Bevra defense drone!”]
Liao blinked in surprise and pulled herself to her feet, regarding the Toralii woman with a curious glance. “Bevra? What’s that?”
[“Bevra means, uhh, it is an animal. Hard to describe. It lives in the jungle and is a fast moving predator, but in this case it is also the name of an automated defense system. The Toralii sometimes leave them to defend unmanned installations. They are programmed to attack and destroy any biological life signs that are detected unless certain friend-or-foe criteria are met, such as a passphrase, or a biological marker.”]
Liao looked down at the immobile hunk of metal. Upon its back was a small twin-barrelled turret, partially covered in sand.
“Is it active?”
Saara shook her head. [“No, Captain. It would have attacked us the moment we entered its airspace. Their energy cannons have a range of seven kilometres. They do not differentiate between terrestrial and airborne targets, and their sensors are very precise. When activated, they usually spend a portion of their first few hours hunting down and destroying any wildlife in the area.”]
“Mmm. Greenpeace would have a field day with that.”
[“I do not understand.”]
Liao managed a smile, reaching out and clapping the much taller Toralii woman on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. Let’s pick it up and put it in the Broadsword. We can study it later.”
[“Of course, Captain.”]
Saara began digging out the last of the metal creature, and Liao left the Toralii to her task. Moving back with the rest of the Marines, the Chinese woman reached up and wiped her sweat-stained forehead with her sleeve. Reaching down for her radio, she pressed the talk key. 
“Liao to Summer.”
Summer’s voice came through the radio, slightly distorted as though she had her mouth too close to the microphone, which Liao had noticed happened when she was annoyed or frightened. “Summer here! Well, golly gee and fuck, Captain. I found a bunch of sand. You want some of it? I can take a sample! One for you and one for me. Stack them in my cupboard and make a little fucking collection! How about that, huh?”
Liao opened her mouth to let her know about the drone, but a faint hissing indicated that Summer still had her talk key down.
For a moment there was just hissing, then Rowe’s voice came through. “What the fuck is that? Hey, Captain, I actually think I found someth—”
The radio was cut off by a rumble-crash nearby, followed by a shriek and a large cloud of dust billowing from the other side of the dune Summer had wandered over.
“Summer!”
Liao, Saara, and the Marines ran towards the cloud. As Liao crested the ridge, she drew in her breath in an audible gasp. The whole other side of the dune had collapsed, exposing a large cavern braced by the thick, black metal struts of a ship’s hull.
Summer lay at the bottom of the collapsed area, crumpled in a heap and immobile.
 

In the wreckage of the Giralan
Surface of Karathi
 
 One of the Marines threw down a rope and Cheung disappeared over the edge, rappelling down to the same level Summer lay on. She appeared to have fallen onto a clump of sand, which had fallen with her through a rusted area of the ancient structure's hull. On all sides of the redheaded woman, alien computers—silent and grey—were half-buried in silt. The walls were black metal pitted with rust. Judging by the sand leaking in from all sides it was terribly unsound.
Liao watched anxiously as the Marine approached Rowe’s unmoving form, reaching out for her neck. Pausing for a moment, he gave a reassuring nod upwards. “Got a pulse!”
That was something, at least. Liao called down to Cheung, leaning over the collapsed area as far as she dared. “How’s her head?”
“Bleeding, Captain, but not too badly. I think she’s just stunned.”
Liao shook her head. “A head wound is a serious matter. If it’s enough to knock her out, she could have a skull fracture, concussion, or intracranial bleeding.”
A low groan from below, and Summer’s head rolled to one side. “Mmm. I’m a’right.”
Rowe tried to stand up, but Cheung gently pushed on her chest to keep her laying down.
“I said I’m a’right!”
“No, stay right there. You could have a concussion or any number of things. Just hang on, and I’ll check your pupil response.”
Liao watched as Cheung pulled out a small flashlight, holding it up to Rowe’s eyes. Leaving her to tend to the engineer, Liao motioned to the other Marines.
“Let’s get down there. I want this structure searched.”
Saara peered down at the exposed metal, shaking her head. [“It is not a structure, Captain. It is a ship. A buried Telvan ship.”]
Liao wrinkled her nose, glancing back at the exposed area. “A ship? How do you know?”
[“I recognize the configuration. See how that corridor there is hexagonal? A terrestrial corridor would be square. The Telvan build their ships according to a different philosophy to their buildings and philosophy matters a great deal. One of the constellations in our homeworld’s sky was named The Great Six. It was an important part of our initial space program and ancient religions, and so we shape the corridors on our starships to pay homage to the space they sail through.”] A slight grin. [“And to take advantage of different decompression characteristics.”]
“Why would anyone bury a ship here? Could it be the Giralan?”
Saara shrugged, glancing down at Summer in concern. [“That I do not know, Captain. It’s possible the ship is the Giralan — it is certainly the correct configuration — or it could be another that was abandoned here.”]
Liao nodded. “All good theories. Let’s find out.”
She reached for the rope and, with some awkwardness, slowly rappelled down the side. Liao unclipped her harness, nodding up to Saara. “Okay, Saara, I’m sending up the harness.”
[“Captain, there is no need. One moment.”]
With a playful growl, Saara leaped off the edge, causing Liao to shout out in alarm. However, the Toralii woman’s claws dug into the opposite wall, and with surprising grace and speed she climbed down the metal bulkhead, dropping to the deck with a loud thunk.
Summer propped herself on her elbows, blowing a loud raspberry. “Showoff.”
The Toralii grinned. [“That is why I waited until your cute little Human bodies were all down there, so you could all watch.”]
Liao put her hands on her hips, shaking her head. “This ‘cute little Human’ doesn’t want you to break your leg proving the superiority of your species, so next time use the rope.”
The Toralii sighed. [“Yes, Captain.”]
Liao crouched next to Summer, hands on her knees. “How’re you holding up? Can you walk?”
Summer gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “I can run a fucking marathon. Now, lemme up.”
Cheung shrugged. “She doesn’t appear too injured, Captain. She must have just gotten the wind knocked out of her. Her head looks fine. Should I have the Broadsword medivac her out, or can she remain with us?”
With a relieved sigh, Liao motioned for Cheung to let her up. Liao got to her feet then held out her hand, helping Summer stand.
“If you start to feel dizzy, or faint, or fall down…”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.”
Summer, her foul mood gone, stared wide-eyed at her surroundings. To Liao, she looked like a child in a chocolate store.
Liao reached out and touched her shoulder. “Easy now. You’ll get a chance to investigate every damn nook and cranny of this place later, but for now we need to make sure it’s safe and see if we can find where that signal’s coming from. This entire place looks shut down, but obviously something’s switched on somewhere. I want to find that it.”
Liao motioned to the Marines. “Split up into groups of three. Li, Cheung, you’re with me. Let’s take Summer too. If she passes out, I’m going to claim her phone as my own.”
Rowe gave a loud snort. “Take it. Not like there’s any fucking bars here, we’re one hundred and twenty million light years away from the nearest cell tower.”
They arranged the other groups, one for every exit of the room, with the group of four taking the largest one. Cheung and Li took the lead, with Liao and Summer in the rear.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Liao asked, leaning in towards Rowe and frowning slightly.
She waved her off. “Yes, yes, I’m fine. I’m just trying to find a computer terminal that’s got power and isn’t a solid hunk of rust.”
The group walked through the gloom, the light filtering through the collapse retreating behind them. Soon, the only illumination left was their torches; Cheung and Li kept theirs pointed down at the debris-strewn floor so the group didn’t trip over anything, and Liao and Summer searched the corridors and took in the sight of the alien vessel.
Alien vessel. 
It occurred to Liao that they were the first Humans to walk on a Toralii vessel, albeit a wrecked one. It was a historic moment, even though it was Telvan in origin. It would have been more satisfying to walk on a Toralii Alliance craft. To finally take the fight to their enemy, as they had done in the Hades system.
There was a low rumble as the tonnes of sand above them shifted, the metal of the ship’s hull giving a low, ominous creak. Liao froze. The noise summoned memories of the attacks; she had been buried underground in the ruins of the Australian research facility, escaping only because James dug her out before she ran out of air. The memory, still vivid and fresh after all these years, caused an intense wave of fear to wash over her. She kept her eyes fixed on the roof, her imagination running wild as she pictured the ceiling cracking and collapsing, spilling out an endless torrent of sand that would bury them alive. There could be no rescue so far down. With all the metal above them, the best they could hope for would be to be crushed instantly by the falling debris and spared from suffocating on the sand, which would follow immediately after. At least then, their deaths would be mercifully swift.
Moments later, the groans subsided.
“Ow, fuck!”
With a start, Liao realized she’d taken Summer’s hand in a rough, fearful crush. Liao released it and made a distinct point of brushing down her uniform.
“Sorry.”
Still slightly shaken by the memory of her experience—the powerful mental image of being buried under a mountain of sand in a broken and desolate alien vessel haunting her for a moment—Liao took a moment to compose herself and returned her focus to the task at hand.
Liao nodded to the group. “Let’s move.”
Rowe gave her a sour look, cradling her fingers. They continued on, the minutes dragging by as they cautiously, carefully moved deeper into the ship’s superstructure. No light sources or power signatures were to be found, although the dust and damage from weathering became less noticeable the farther in they went. Based on the slight slope in the ship’s corridor, and their best estimates as to what section they were in, Liao guessed they were moving towards the central core of the Toralii ship.
The four of them had just passed what appeared to be a number of crew quarters when Cheung held up her hand to signal a stop. She put her finger to her ear, pressing it against the metal wall of the bulkhead. Liao glanced at Summer, who shrugged. She couldn’t hear anything.
“What is it?” she finally asked, her quiet voice echoing in the long, empty corridors.
Cheung pointed at a particularly rusted section of wall. “Moving air,” she said, gesturing from the ceiling to the floor. “Running from top to bottom here.” Cheung moved across to the other wall. “And another current here, moving from bottom to top. I can definitely hear it, Captain.”
Summer shrugged. “I don’t hear anything, but then again, I reckon my ears are wrecked from a childhood spent eagerly listening to death metal at harmful volumes.”
Frowning, Liao regarded the otherwise plain walls, pondering the air currents and their possible causes. Contractions and expansions in the metal as the heat from the day warmed it, causing air currents around in adjoining rooms? Or perhaps something else? 
"Is it an active system?”
Cheung shook her head. “The movement’s too consistent to be anything other than a mechanical system, but I can’t hear anything else. No moving parts, no fans. If there really is something deliberately doing this, it’s either completely quiet or much farther down in the ship.”
Liao nodded, reaching out and gently rubbing her hand across the rusted metal. “Down, possibly. Could there really be something that still works?”
“Who knows.” Summer reached out towards the wall. “Seems solid, though.” She gave the metal a firm rap with her knuckles. The moment she touched the rusted, damaged bulkhead, it cracked and broke away, several chunks about the size of her fist crashing down farther into the ship. Revealed was a large empty pipe, a foot in diameter. The corridor was filled with a gentle breeze from the hole and a loud clattering as the metal tumbled downwards into the darkness.
Liao’s radio crackled. [“Captain, this is Saara. We heard a noise. Is everything okay?”]
Blinking, Liao put her face near the hole in the wall, enjoying the gentle rush of cool air leaking from the pipe. “Saara, everything’s fine. Rowe is just clumsy, that’s all.”
“I am not clumsy!”
[“Very well, we shall proceed. Advise her to be cautious. This ship is in poor condition.”]
Liao glanced at Summer. “I’ll tell her.” She released the talk key.
Summer gave a dismissive snort. “How about you advise her to stop being such a fucking bitch and to mind her own business?”
Liao fixed a firm stare on Rowe, her hand resting comfortably on her radio. “She’s right, You shouldn’t touch what you can’t afford.”
“It’s a fucking pipe.”
“It’s a functional part of this ship, which means it’s by far the most interesting and valuable thing we’ve discovered so far, and—”
“Quiet!” Cheung hissed, 
holding up her fingers for silence. 
Obediently, the two women stopped quarrelling.
Liao noted that the Marine had her submachine gun pressed firmly against her shoulder. Cheung was deathly still, her head slightly inclined as though trying to find a faint noise.
Then everyone else heard it, too. The rhythmic clank of metal on metal, followed by a scraping, dragging noise and the faint sound of voices.
“Cover!” Liao hissed, dragging Summer into a nearby doorway with one hand and unbuttoning and drawing her sidearm with the other. Cheung and Li moved into the opposite doorway, their weapons held in front of them, their affixed torches shining down the corridor like a ghostly pair of chopsticks grabbing at nothing.
[“Blasted planetary tremors cracking the venting pipes. As if I don’t have enough to worry about! How am I going to spare the metal to fix this, mmm? You just answer me that!”]
The voice, thin and metallic but full of life, drew closer, echoing eerily in the spacious corridors. Liao and Summer exchanged a glance, the redhead shrugging. Liao kept her torch pointed down the corridor, her pistol by her side, ready if she needed it. In addition to the voice, there was a secondary, lesser sound; the faint clinking of metal on metal echoing down the corridor, as though a half-dozen giant metal fingers were tapping along the floor of the ship.
From around a nearby junction came a squat, metallic, spider creature about the size of a horse, pitted and dotted with patches of rust. Rather than being sleek like most Toralii technology, it was blocky and functional and almost too large for the corridor, as though it had been built to perform work outside of the ship instead of inside it. As it walked, its right foremost leg dragged behind it as though it were damaged, and the left rear leg was missing entirely. Atop its back was a securely stowed stack of half-metre square metal plates, clamped on securely by thin strips of metal. 
The spider creature spotted the light of their torches, all of its various optics swivelling towards them in alarm, its clamps raised defensively.
[“W-what?!”]
It was speaking Toralii. Liao lowered her sidearm, stepping out into the middle of the corridor. “Blast it, we need Saara.” Holstering her pistol, Liao held up her hands to show she wasn’t a threat. While she could understand the main Toralii dialects just fine, she couldn’t speak their language. Was there any way they could communicate with it?
The robotic creature stared at her in bewilderment, its huge array of sensors pointed in her direction. Each was attached to a distinctly head-shaped protrusion, with what appeared to be a thin slot covered in mesh at the front. Each lens could seemingly articulate itself, moving this way and that, opening and closing protective shutters almost as if the robot were able to, express itself with facial expressions and a remarkably broad depth of emotion. 
Then it spoke again, this time—much to Liao’s surprise—in English, heavily accented with what Liao swore was a comically exaggerated British inflection.
“Humans? Here?” Its tone grew excited. “Are you Captain Sheng’s men?”
Captain Sheng… hah. Liao narrowed her eyes at that. For Sheng to claim the title of captain without rank or ship, to simply assume he would be in command when the time to meet his contact came. She knew he had been ambitious, but this was something else, and for some reason it grated on her nerves, aggravating her more than she cared to admit.
“I am Commander Melissa Liao. Commander Gaulung Sheng has been dead for several months. I am the Captain of the TFR Beijing, and we have journeyed here to assist you.” She stared at the nervous-looking, rusted robot. “That is, assuming it is you we’re looking for. It was you in contact with him, right? Fairly recently?”
The creature’s metallic voice echoed in the long corridor. “Oh, fairly! Fairly recently, yes, with Sheng. As far as fairly recently goes when you’ve been trapped here for as long as I have! Oh yes, yes, yes. He sent me many useful things. Useful to stave off boredom. Dictionaries. Audio files. Grammar rules. All so when he arrived, we could communicate and he could help me.” It began rubbing its rusted claws together eagerly, looking up at the Humans with what Liao could swear was curiosity painted on its optics. “You're going to help me, yes? Yes? Take me away from this place?”
Liao glanced over at Summer, who completely ignored her and focused on the little robot, enthralled. She turned back to the spider-robot.
“That certainly is a possibility. To be honest, we’re not sure what we expected to find here.”
The construct gave an overly loud laugh. “Well, I don’t know if I’m what you expected, but the only thing of any interest around here is me! Just me! Just me, yes, I’m the only one left, yes. Just me.” It began rubbing its claws together again, looking distinctly nervous. “The others left. Left many years ago. So many years ago… so many. It’s just been me here, since then, me and the ship, and what’s left of the power reserves. I have to say, hah-hah, it’s a jolly grand thing you’ve come along. A jolly grand thing indeed. Power’s mighty low these days, and cooling is a huge problem during the day! That’s what the pipes are for. I built them myself.”
The robot scuttled over to the large pipe, gesturing wildly at the hole Summer had made. He reached over onto his back, withdrawing a small metal plate. With the rest of his working legs, he began scurrying over to the bulkhead until he was beside the damaged area, affixing the metal plate over the hole and sealing it with a bright flash of light. The metal plate glowed for a moment then seemed to sink into the rest of the metal, like a block of cheese dropped in a fondue pot, melting and becoming one with the damaged metal. In seconds it was like the great rusted hole never existed.
The creature began to shuffle back down the corridor, chattering as it went. “It’s a good thing you didn’t come here at night, friends, because the automated defense probes would be active! Oh, oh, that would have been bad.” It settled back on the floor and cast its eyes over their weapons, its little claws sinking slightly. “So very bad, especially if that’s all you brought.”
Thank the heavens for small mercies. Liao decided that, given her absolutely rotten luck over the last few months, a bit of a break was long overdue. She looked across at the creature.
“What shall I call you? What’s your name?”
“Pardon?”
The creature looked utterly bewildered at the question, as though it had never been asked such a thing before. "You mean, my identifying number? Construct twelve million, three hundred and eighty nine thousand, eight hundred and eighty."
"No, your name."
The robotic creature's optics fixed on Liao, pausing before answering. "I'm... I'm afraid I don't understand what you mean."
Liao, thinking it might have been a language issue, tried again.
“I’m Melissa Liao. That’s Summer Rowe, Yanmei Cheung, and Li Tian. What is your name? What do they call you?”
The crab-like robot just stared at them in confusion, hesitating before answering. “I… don’t have one. Why would I need one? Names are for organics. I don’t need… no. I don’t have…” Its voice trailed off.
Summer gave a barking laugh, fearlessly approaching the large machine and reaching out a hand to pat at its rusted metal head. “Well, you know what? That’s fucked up, that is. Hell we give names to dogs, or cats, or even pet rocks. How about,” she considered a moment, putting a finger to her lips, “Voldemort?”
Liao stared. “No.”
Rowe considered. “Vuen?”
Liao folded her arms. “Did you get those names from movies?”
“Yes.”
“I thought as much. This is serious, Summer…” She looked back to the robot, who stared back at her. “Let’s deal with your name later, okay? We have so many questions for you.”
The robot bobbed its insectoid head, clacking its claws together. “Of course, of course, of course! And I have so many for you, too. So much to ask. But first, uhh…” The small robot seemed again to be nervous. “I’m going to be taken away from this place, right? You’re not going to leave me here?”
Liao considered the situation. The artificial intelligence in the robot seemed to be a little unhinged, probably owing to his prolonged isolation, but he didn’t seem to be a threat. The naval captain in her wanted to have the creature quarantined at the very least, or observed for some time to determine its true motives, but there was a part of her that felt there was no time for this. Sometimes you just had to trust people—or strange alien robots. She nodded. “If it’s possible for us to do so safely, then I think we can take you with us. No promises, but we’ll see what we can do, okay?”
The little creature’s claws began to twitch and then, spinning around and around, it released a joyous cry. [“I’m leaving! I’m leaving! After all this time, I am finally leaving this place!”]
Watching in bemusement, Liao swung her torch around. “What about anyone else? What about the other survivors?”
The spider-robot stopped, turning back to Liao, holding its claws out plaintively. “They’re gone! Decades and decades ago. The rescue ship came and took them away, leaving me here.”
“Why did they do that?”
It seemed difficult for her to understand, given its synthetic nature, but Liao swore she saw a flash of emotion cross the robot’s simplistic features, its claws clacking together angrily. 
“It’s complicated. The Toralii, even the Telvan, believe in the three spheres of awareness: the higher order, the animistic, and the artificial. Although they recognize ‘awareness’ in both animals and the artificial, only the higher order—those that are a sentient, self-sustaining chemical reaction—are recognized as being ‘alive.’ Animals are undoubtedly a self-sustaining chemical reaction, but they are not sentient; at least, not sentient enough for the Toralii. Artificial intelligences, on the other hand, are; but they are not a self-sustaining chemical reaction.”
“So only higher order life is ‘alive,’ which means when the rescue ship came I was considered no more a survivor than this rusted hunk of metal. They just… they just took any part of my systems that they could use and left me here. My datacore—my brain, if you will—is down in the lower decks. This maintenance drone is just what I’m controlling at the moment so I could fix that leak.”
“So they just left you here?”
“Well, they left the rest of the ship, didn’t they? Eh? Eh? I mean, look at all these computers, these supplies. All perished now, of course, but yeah, they just left me here. I wasn’t ‘alive’ to them, so I wasn’t worth rescuing.”
Nodding, Liao gave a low chuckle, glancing at the others. “Fortunately we don’t have any particular guidelines on rescue based on awareness, but as far as I’m concerned, if you’re intelligent enough to genuinely want to answer the question when asked, that’s alive enough for me.” She took a breath. “We’ll see what we can do. Cheung, inform the other teams what we’ve found, but tell them to keep searching. We want to get our hands on any technology or intelligence we can recover from this wreck.”
The robot, seemingly almost giddy with relief, clacked his claws together eagerly. “Oh, that will be wonderful, simply wonderful! Thank you! Thank you so much!”
Liao nodded, a strange smile spreading across her face as she regarded the spider-like creature. “No problem, Ben.”
Everyone stared at her, including the creature itself, who glanced around at the others as though to see if it had heard what she said correctly.
“You know. Ben. The guy who gets marooned in Treasure Island.” More silence as everyone stared at her in confusion. “The classic pirate story? Long John Silver and all that?”
Summer shook her head. “What?”
Liao threw her hands in the air. “It’s a classic! Don’t you read anything that doesn’t have lasers or magic spells in it?”
Rowe grinned widely. “Nope. It’s sci-fi, fantasy, and porn for me.”
Liao rolled her eyes, and the little robot clapped its claws together with glee. “Ben! Ben, I like it. I like it. Very simple, easy to spell.”
Liao raised an eyebrow. “We tend to put more thought into our names than spelling, but…” she smiled. “I’m glad you like it. It was that or Ogilvy, the forgotten astronomer from The War of the Worlds. I think Ben suits you better.”
“War of the Worlds?” Summer laughed, reaching up and patting Liao on the shoulder. “Well, what do you know. I’m proud of you, Cappy-Cap. You finally made a science-fiction reference.” Rowe gestured to the others. “Taught her everything she knows.”
Liao forced a smile, but there was a lack of mirth in her eyes. The War of the Worlds was one of James’s favourite stories, and he’d encouraged her to read it—twice, in fact. Once when they were in Australia inspecting all the new technology that would later be a part of the Beijing, and then again right as he vanished.
While she had lain in the hospital, her shoulder bandaged and her mind trying to come to terms with the small life growing inside her, one of the nurses had come around with a crate full of books. Right on the very top, as though calling to her, was a copy of H.G. Wells’s War of the Worlds. 
She had wanted to read it with him, but he had disappeared before she found a chance, so she settled on reading it aloud to the fetus inside her in quiet moments alone in her quarters.
“Yes, I finally read it.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Act II
 
Chapter V
 
The Howling Wind
*****
Engineering Bay Two
TFR Beijing
 
IT
TOOK
THEM
FOUR
DAYS to do so, but finally Ben’s computer core was cut from the rusted hulk of the Giralan and placed within the Beijing’s engineering bay. Liao finally understood why the Toralii rescue party had complained that the datacore was too heavy to move; it weighed in at almost eleven hundred kilograms, putting the Beijing perilously close to the two hundred thousand tonne limit where the jump drive—seemingly arbitrarily—failed to work. Summer had once tried to explain to Liao exactly why that was, but she didn’t understand.
Ben seemed very happy. Summer and a few of the other engineers had spent some time brushing the rust from the datacore, then they had given him a thick coat of paint to stop any further deterioration. They spent some time rebuilding his broken legs and replaced the burned out articulators in the maintenance drone’s joints, so all six limbs were now functional. To reduce the weight, they only brought the one drone they had found, which was the most functional, although they kept various parts of four others to use for repairs.
It was good to have allies, and once they’d brought him on board, Ben was more than happy to tell them anything they wanted to know. Liao had a team lead by Lieutenant Yu following the little scuttling drone around, listening to Ben prattle on. He mostly spouted information they already knew, such as the differences between the Telvan and the Toralii Alliance, but some was quite valuable, even if only in an academic sense: fragments of Toralii history, data on Karathi, speculation regarding troop and ship movements. Liao authorised Summer to dedicate a whole reactor to powering Ben’s datacore, which was a relief for him because he had been without a reliable source of power for so long.
Liao waited for Ben to return. He had settled in well and her crew had shown him every hospitality. She had questions for him.
It wasn’t long before the click-clattering of Ben’s claws became audible, followed by his thin, metallic, synthetic voice.
“… and then, forevermore, possession of the black blade was a sign of the rules of the three kingdoms. Whoever held that blade held with them the throne, and—Captain Liao!”
Ben, his metal carapace freshly painted a hospital white and claws clicking in excitement, scuttled over to where Liao was standing. “It’s great to see you, Captain! Thank you so much!”
Liao smiled broadly, reaching up and giving the drone a playful pat on the head. “It’s good to see you too, Ben. How are you settling into life on the Beijing?”
“Settling in just fine, Captain. This is wonderful! I mean, it’s not nearly as advanced as the Giralan, but it’s a wonderful ship! Very sturdy and. lots of power. So much power, mmm. Rowe fabricated a converter for me. Oh, how nice it is to have to reliable, clean energy. And eight reactors! Redundancy—that’s the ticket. Much better than the sole emergency reactor I had left.”
“I’m glad you’re happy. Just be aware we need those reactors for the rest of the ship, so one for you, seven for us.”
“Of course, Captain, of course. I’m just jolly glad to be away from that damn rock, I have to say. I really owe you, big time. I think I was going to go off my rocker if I was stuck there any more.”
Liao smiled. “Don’t worry about it,” she remarked. “We’re just glad to help.” She stood, gently easing herself into the fold-out chair she’d brought for exactly this purpose. She gestured to the flat piece of cloth she’d set out for Ben to ‘sit’ on, not that she was entirely sure he needed it or how he could even use it. “Now that you’re settled in, I was hoping we could have a little chat about a few things.”
“Right, right, right. I guess you’ll be wanting answers to your many questions, then, right? Eh?” Ben’s British accent, coming from the thin slit that functioned as his mouth, seemed comically out of place.
Liao nodded. “We, as a species, are a new people to the spacefaring community. There’s so much we just don’t understand, or even know about, that we need explained. We’ve had Saara in the past, and she’s been a great help, but in terms of raw information, your brain contains so much more that we could know, even if it is many years out of date.”
“Of course! Your wish is my command, good Captain. Ask away!”
“You were communicating with Sheng, yes? Were you talking to anyone else?”
“Oh, well, yes and no—it depends. In the beginning, I was sending out as many signals as I could—I talked to the Alliance, the Kel-Voran, the Telvan.” He clicked his claws together in annoyance. “For all the good talking to the Telvan did to me. Bunch of arrogant, evil psychopaths. But by the end, it was just Sheng.”
Liao shifted uncomfortably, looking down at the drone. “I see. Well, you should be aware… Saara, one of my crew members and a civilian, is a former member of the Telvan. She’s the only non-Human aboard, though, so don't be alarmed when you see her about.”
Perhaps it was her imagination, but Liao swore she could see a flash of rage cross over the robot’s remarkably expressive features. 
He drew his claws up against his body, clacking them together. 
“Of course. I’ll try not to be alarmed, no.”
Liao crossed her hands over her chest, frowning. “Saara has proven herself to be a very capable member of my crew, and she is very welcome here, as are you. I know the Telvan left you behind on that planet, and I know that must be somewhat vexing to you, but on my ship, under my command, we recognize you as a sentient creature and won’t do the same to you.”
“Oh, no, no, no. That’s not what I worry about at all…” Ben waved his claws in front of him. “I don’t mean you’ll do that.” His tone became nervous. “At least, I hope not. A-a-anyway, the point is, it’s just…” 
As Ben spoke, the nervousness faded and his speech took on a sinister, grim edge. “Her people left me, alone and with no prospects for rescue, on a deserted planet—just left me to rust. But of course, not before taking anything of worth, including vital parts of my systems, primary power generators, and practically all the spare parts. The only thing they left me with was an emergency generator because they couldn’t be bothered cutting it out of the hull, and the long-range communications array, which just happened to be communicating with the Forerunner network.”
“When I discovered that, I sent out every signal I could, and it took over fifty years to be rescued. Fifty years, Captain, just sitting there with nothing to do but watch as the ship, my ‘body’ I guess you could say, rusted away into nothing. Every day was spent pacing back and forth over places I knew, sending out signals that were not answered, and glancing to a sky that was always empty. I have a photographic memory, Captain. There are only so many times you can walk down a corridor before you could just replay the experience in your mind and not bother.”
The robot slumped on the cloth, shaking his head. “If you hadn’t come along, I don’t know how much longer I could have held out.”
Slowly digesting the robot’s story, Liao nodded. “I understand that you would be angry about such a thing—I know I would have been as well—but Saara is an individual in her own right, and she is no longer serving in the Telvan military. She is a part of my crew, and she will adhere to my ethical standards. She’ll treat you as you should be treated.”
She could swear that Ben was resentful—angry, even—and somewhere in that digital brain of his, the huge datacore working away next to them, she suspected that he was trying to find a way to logically refute her statement.
“Very well, Captain Liao. You have my word. I'll treat her the same way she treats me.”
Liao nodded. “Good.”
A creak from the opening entrance hatchway caused her to twist in her seat. As though right on cue, Saara stepped through the hatchway, giving a nod towards Liao. 
Nothing like that for Ben, though, and Liao could see he noticed.
The Toralii woman stepped up to Liao, handing over a clipboard with paper attached. [“Captain, the salvage results. Aside from the datacore, which is in poor condition and corroded in some places, there is precious little aside from scrap metal we could realistically salvage from the Giralan. My apologies.”]
Ben turned to her, his tone acidic. “Salvage, hmm? What about survivors?”
Saara, looking confused, glanced at him. [“Of course not.”]
“Well, I’m here and I am not salvage,” Ben hissed, his thin, metallic voice cracking slightly as his fairly simplistic modulator struggled to adequately express the tonal range he was pushing through. “I’m a survivor.”
Saara turned her body towards him, tail flicking slowly behind her, her face screwed up in confusion. [“I suppose that you are. I don’t know, it just seems so strange and awkward to be saying that.”] She tilted her head towards Liao. [“I mean, look, I’m sure you’re enjoying being mystified by this piece of advanced technology, but I feel as though it’s your, well, your ignorance, that’s really causing that reaction. Humans are a young species in the interstellar community. Advanced devices like this construct are found everywhere, and they are all the same; they are not alive.”]
Ben’s claws clicked and clattered, and for a moment Liao thought he was going to spring up and clamp hold of Saara’s neck. “I am alive! I am! I am! I’m sentient, I think, I’m not just a machine—”
[“With all due respect, Captain, the construct isn’t really sentient. Yes, it speaks, but it’s no more alive than your radio. Voices and speech come from that, too, but you don’t consider such devices alive, do you?”]
Liao gritted her teeth and stood, glancing between the two of them. “I can understand your argument, Saara, but Ben is far more advanced than any artificial intelligence Humans could create, and there is still considerable debate about the ethics surrounding the subject on Earth. However, for the moment, Ben has demonstrated an ability to learn, a desire to grow and change, and he suffers. To me, that’s enough to be considered alive.”
[“I understand how he appears, Captain, but any animal can be taught tricks. That’s all they are—complex machines. There is no sentience in there, no more than there is in a trained beast.”]
“That is your people’s opinion, Saara, but I am surprised to hear that it is yours, too.” Liao folded her hands in front of her. “I understand that you don’t see Ben as a sentient life, but it’s important to me that you acknowledge that I do.”
Saara hesitated, and Liao’s tone softened somewhat. “Humanity can be brutal, Saara, but it can be caring, too. I would have thought that you, more than anyone, would have understood that by now.”
[“I understand,”] Saara said, glancing towards the still furious-looking robot, [“but to me it seems foolish to show kindness to something that does not truly understand the concept and is merely repeating what its programming told it. This ‘Ben,’ as you call it, is not capable of sentient thought and merely understands commands and composes verbal replies based upon complex heuristics. It is a machine. A complicated and intelligent machine, yes, but not a living thing.”]
Ben scuttled forward, his claws clicking angrily. “You and your arrogance! You Telvan bastards left me on that planet to rust, and now you don’t even have the moral fortitude to acknowledge you did anything wrong at all!”
[“You waste your words, construct. Captain Liao has asked that I treat you as any member of her crew, and I shall, but in my mind you will always be just another machine.”]
With that, Saara gave Liao a curt nod and departed. Ben looked as though he might leap after the Toralii and tear her to pieces with his claws, but Liao sat in her chair and gestured for him to sit as well.
She was concerned by his behaviour, but she needed Saara and the construct to work together. Human history was full of examples of people working together who would otherwise be at each others’ throats. “Let it go, Ben.”
“But—”
“She has so many years of Telvan thinking behind her, opinions shaped from birth that are very hard to change. Humans may not know everything about the galaxy, but we know this—cultural attitudes have a way of sticking around for longer than they’re welcome. Saara means well, and I know her heart is strong and her moral compass well-aligned, but this is one area where she is wrong.”
Ben slowly returned his gaze to Liao, bobbing his head with a whir-click of his articulators. “I know, but that doesn’t make what she said any less hurtful, and now she gets to just walk away. That’s hardly fair.”
Liao felt for him, but she didn’t have a way of displaying it without compromising the emotionless wall she had to project as the ship’s captain.
She leaned forward. “Want to know something else Humans learned over the years?”
“Mmm?”
Despite herself, Liao felt a sad smile tug at the corners of her mouth and she folded her arms. “Life isn’t fair.”
Ben chuckled, a thin, raspy noise coming from the thin slit that functioned as his speaker. “I know that much.”
“I understand you’re angry about being left on the planet, but I’ve recently had a loss, too. Before we arrived here, Captain James Grégoire, a Human man I—” she hesitated, “have strong feelings for, disappeared during a battle between the Toralii Alliance and humanity’s fleet. His ship collided with the Toralii who came to attack us and, in a great flash, both vessels disappeared.”
Her voice saddened. “Most believe him to be dead, but I hold out hope that he still breathes—somewhere.”
Ben reached out gently with a freshly painted claw, resting it on Liao’s knee. His British accent softened a little. “A collision between spaceships is pretty rough business, my friend. Yep. Not good at all. Ships travel at such high speeds and just aren’t built to take that kind of punishment. Nor are the fleshy little meatbags inside. Still, if he’s gone, it would have been quick.”
That didn’t make Liao feel any better, but she forced herself to smile. “I suppose it would have.”
Ben nodded, his optics turning to look up at Liao. “Trust me, it’s better than ending up at Cenar. Brr. That place gives me chills.” The robot’s metal framework shuddered slightly, but Liao barely noticed it. 
She fixed him with a curious stare. 
“Cenar?”
“Yeah, Cenar. The giant prison fortress the Alliance throw their undesirables into, never to be heard from again. Cenar means The Howling Wind, and it’s basically this massive metal structure floating out in the void between solar systems—impossible to find without coordinates—and they defend it with all manner of vicious things: worldshatter devices, energy cannon batteries, mines, ships, fighters, you name it. The Toralii take their prisoners there, and they very rarely leave. Those that do survive, well, let’s just say they don’t recall the place as being particularly pleasant. As in, a lot of torture happens there. A lot. Heh. That’s basically the point of it all. Terrible place.”
Liao reached out a hand, resting it on Ben’s claw. “You’re saying that if the Toralii ship did jump away, and James did survive the collision, then he’d be at this fortress?”
“He’s either there, or being transported there right now. For certain.”
“And you could tell me how to find it?”
Ben pondered, comically scratching the underside of his ‘chin’ with his other claw. “’Course I could! Everyone who’s had access to the Telvan networks knows where Cenar is, and they also know just how impossible it is to attack. It’s never been successfully assaulted, even though many species have tried. The Kel-Voran—those war-loving bastards—believe death in combat against overwhelming odds is the most honourable way to die, and even they avoid it because attacking Cenar is not combat. It’s just you presenting your arse as a target and letting the Toralii’s biggest and heaviest guns blast it to atoms. It’s suicide.”
Glancing up at Liao, Ben took in her expression, his optics widening. “Oh, no, no, no,” he moaned, shaking his head in dismay. “I don’t like the look of that smile.”
 

Captain Liao’s Office
TFR Beijing
 
 Energy filled her, a force of hope so powerful and raw that she felt she could burst.
If James was alive, he'd be taken to Cenar. At the very least, they'd know where he was.Since the moment Ben had told her about the giant space fortress she had been filled with a wild surge of pure emotion that threatened to overwhelm her; the only way she could control it was to channel those energies into something productive, which turned out to be the rescue effort.
Drawings and diagrams were coaxed out of a somewhat reluctant Ben. Maps of every level of the massive structure, detailed schematics of every gun, every missile, every energy weapon for the whole defense network. The location of the station’s impound yard, where confiscated ships were taken and studied.
It was all in Ben’s digital brain—everything. All the information about the Toralii Alliance’s defenses, laid bare and presented to Fleet Intelligence as though it were Christmas.
Summer had mentioned that the Toralii didn’t appear to encrypt or obfuscate their computers and technology. The datastore they’d found in the Seth’arak’s wreckage wasn’t encrypted or protected, the Forerunner—a kind of Toralii scout they’d captured months ago—was easily reprogrammable, and it seemed, they gave out their military secrets to constructs they left lying around in the desert.
They had asked Saara about it and she said the concept of data encryption was not entirely alien to her, but the Toralii believed in simplicity and interoperability over data protection. It was a tradeoff. Everything plugged into everything else and worked frequently, with no compatibility issues, and they would usually destroy sensitive information to prevent it falling into enemy hands. Since Ben’s datacore was too massive to destroy completely without high explosives, and nobody was coming looking for them, the Giralan survivors just assumed Ben would rust away in time.
Liao and Summer had privately asserted the opinion that it was arrogance that kept the Toralii information unencrypted. Since they so rarely lost a battle, there were few who would challenge them, so there was no need to think about who might be picking through the bones of the wreckage of their ships.
From what the construct had told Liao, Cenar had been around for nearly two centuries in its current form, although it had undergone a major refit almost a hundred years ago. The station was constantly upgraded, constantly kept to the bleeding edge of technology. It was so heavily armed that, for at least several decades, no unauthorized ship had even approached it.
It wasn’t much, but Liao took some comfort in knowing that if they did attack Cenar, no matter what else they accomplished, that record would be broken. But looking over the schematics Ben had provided, Liao doubted they could do any more than that.
The station was surrounded by gravity mines mixed in with high-yield nuclear warheads that tracked heavy ship hulls and automatically moved towards them, so even getting close to the minefield would be devastating. Because the jump drive required low gravity to function, the Toralii had positioned their gravity mines so there was only one jump location they could use. Their only other option was to jump to a nearby part of the void and travel via conventional engines, which would take almost a year. This solitary jump point was locked down harder than Liao had ever heard of. Every kind of weapon was pointed directly at that point, and there was a failsafe, too; a sphere of fusion bombs surrounding the jump point which, Ben informed her with chilling certainty, would utterly vaporize her ship if they were detonated.
It was an unwinnable mission. The moment the Beijing appeared in the jump point, the Toralii had any number of ways to destroy them. They would have to be invisible to radar, optics, thermals, and magnetic sensors. They’d need a lot more firepower so they could knock out the Toralii batteries in an alpha strike, then enough speed and armour to survive fighting to the station. Then they’d need to dispatch their Marines in the Broadsword gunships and give them enough cover to make sure they made it. Then they’d have to sit there with their asses hanging out until the Marines could search the entire station, find the Tehran’s crew, and load back aboard their craft and get back to the Beijing.
They needed an invincible, fast-moving stealth ship with a huge amount of weapons, and they needed it immediately.
Jolting Liao out of her musings was a rap-tap-tap at the door of her office, as though a metal hand were knocking on the steel hatchway.
“Come in.”
The door was pushed open and Ben stepped into her office, his claws clacking together excitedly.
“Captain Liao! Wotcha, ’ey? Still working on your impossible plan to attack the fortress of horrible doom?”
Liao was amused, as always, by the AI’s comically overdone English accent. 
“I’ll find a way,” she promised, gesturing to the stack of notes all around her, “even if it takes me the rest of my life. No fortress is unassailable, no defense complete. There’s a way to manage this. I know it.”
“Really? Well, if you’re that dedicated to finding him, I’m sure you’ll find a way. Chin up.”
She gave a rueful smile. “It’d be much easier if we had a way to jump in somewhere other than right into their killbox. As it stands, though, I don’t know. There’s a reason nobody attacks this place.”
Ben nodded. “Oh, yeah. That’s the trick, isn’t it? I mean, look at those worldshatter devices. Just like the ones that devastated your home planet, except, well, except there are eight of them. And even one of the lesser ones, the ship-mounted ones, was able to almost completely disable the Sydney during the last battle.”
“I know.”
The AI bobbed his strange little metal ‘head.’ “It’s funny, you know. I mean, the voidwarp technology—I mean, uh, the jump drive—completely changed every civilization that discovered it, including your own. But it has this strange limitation. You can only jump when the region you’re leaving has barely any gravity at all.”
Liao rolled her shoulders, glancing down to the stack of paper in front of her. “Yes, well, it seems as though the Toralii are further along than we are. How the Seth’arak escaped, taking the Tehran with them, when they were surrounded by gravity mines is a mystery for the ages.”
“Gravity mines?” The little robot stared at Liao, its synthetic lenses opening and closing rapidly. “But I thought the Tehran jumped away from a Lagrange point.”
“It did, but we arranged a set of gravity mines nearby that would pulse waves of gravitational energy. We had hoped that would stop them from jumping out, but no such luck.” At least that’s what we hope happened.
Ben stared at her. “Fascinating! The same gravity mines you have stowed in Engineering Bay Two? The ones next to my datacore?”
“That’s correct, why?”
Ben mused, scratching his chin with his claw. “Well, that should have done the trick. Maybe those crackpots on Velsharn have finally figured it out?”
“Velsharn?”
Ben bobbed his head. “A research facility deep in Telvan space, well out of the way of anything of any value or significance. They’re tasked with looking at a whole great big bunch of technologies—new thrusters, advanced composite materials, weapons, and a side project to look into ways of jumping inside gravity fields. They were just starting their research when I was trapped on Karathi, so I have no idea how it turned out or if it even works. Some of those who founded that facility were the same research team who created the original voidwarp technology.” He winked at her. “In fact, I uploaded their original schematics to your people years ago.”
A way to jump inside gravity fields. Although immediately intriguing, Liao tilted her head at that last bit. “Wait, what?”
Liao swore Ben’s artificial face was grinning at her. “The voidwarp technology, the reactionless drive. They’re actually Toralii technology, more or less. All these technologies I gave to the Americans who were manning the radio telescope, who passed them along to your governments. Of course, from what Rowe was telling me, the Australian Space Agency was working on something similar, so really I just provided the last few pieces which the Australians stole off the Chinese, who in turn shared them with the Iranians. Pieces which were then stolen by the Europeans and reverse engineered by the Chinese again, all with the ultimate result being that nobody knew who invented what. Oh, what a tangled web we weave.”
Liao stared at him. “So it seems,” she admitted. “I did think it odd that such advanced technology appeared out of nowhere. I just assumed it was highly classified. Secret research and all.”
Ben raised his claws helplessly. “Maybe that’s what everyone on every side thought. I knew it would all go to pot anyway, giving such an undeveloped species—uhh, no offense—such advanced stuff. It was a risk, but I wanted to be found, and I wasn’t picky about who found me. Whoever did the rescuing would need voidwarp technology, so…”
“So you helped out poor, little, stupid Humans.”
“Well, it wasn’t easy. I had to send the messages through the Forerunner network. Jump, transmit, jump, transmit. It was jolly slow going.”
Liao mulled over Ben’s words. “Well, we’re glad you did, at any rate.”
Ben laughed. “Oh, not a problem at all, really. You guys had it mostly figured out anyway. I just helped. You probably would have nailed it on your own in a few decades or so, but I couldn’t wait that long.”
Liao nodded. “Wouldn’t be the first time technology has flowed from a more advanced civilization to a lesser one. We’ve benefited, though, so thank you.”
Ben winked his optics again. “No worries. Now, I bet you want to know about Velsharn, right?”
Taking a breath, Liao nodded. “I do. If they’re Telvan, and we can establish a diplomatic rapport with them, this is good news. We need allies. If they can help us get James and the crew of the Tehran back, that’s definitely a bonus.”
“I got it, Captain. Visiting the Telvan to somehow obtain their research is one thing, but an assault on Cenar is another. Even with this mysterious jump drive, I don’t think we could achieve any kind of victory against firepower of that magnitude. There’s just too many guns.”
Liao grinned. “How about you let me worry about that, hmm?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter VI
 
Velsharn
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
Near Velsharn Research Facility
Toralii Space
 
“JUMP
COMPLETE, CAPTAIN. WE
ARE in the primary Velsharn Lagrange point and the Sydney is in position at jump point two.”
Stepping towards the command console, Liao nodded to the tactical console. “Excellent. Analysis of the Toralii’s defensive status?”
The fresh-faced man who served as Jiang’s replacement, whose name did not immediately leap to mind, glanced her way. “No activity so far. They probably haven’t seen us yet, or if they have, their alarms will be just sounding now.”
Peng. That was his name. “Very good, Mister Peng. Let me know the instant you see any kind of activity, but let’s keep our own weapons powered down for now.”
Liao felt Saara watching her. She turned, giving the Toralii woman a nod. “We are here with peaceful intentions. It’s important that we make that clear. I don’t want them to think we’re here to attack them.”
Saara nodded her thanks. The Telvan—Saara’s people—were more reasonable than the Toralii Alliance. Liao was hopeful they could initiate a dialogue.
She glanced down at the main monitor, the planet’s blue, water-covered surface illuminated clearly by the ship’s optics. Since the vast majority of its surface was water, the whole planet was almost dark on the electromagnetic and thermal scopes. Although there was one extremely bright patch on one of the few islands, indicating that whatever colonies the Telvan had settled on this planet were clumped together, and that there was a high level of power being generated and used at that location.
Exactly as one might expect from a research facility, she mused. Ben and Saara both agreed that this was the most likely place for a Toralii colony, as they did not like water.
Lieutenant Dao spoke up. “Captain, facilities on the surface are broadcasting a signal. They’re hailing us.”
They had anticipated this. Liao glanced at Saara, the only one of them who could speak Toralii, and handed her the headset for the long range radio. With little difficulty, the Toralii slipped it over her head. Kamal handed Liao the First Officer’s headset, and the man nodded to Dao to open the channel.
[“This is the Velsharn Research Facility. Identify yourselves and state your purpose.”]
Liao had given Saara the task of talking to them directly, rather than simply acting as Liao’s translator. It was hoped that another Toralii—especially one of the same faction—would be more welcome than an alien species. 
[“Velsharn Research Facility, this is Airmaiden Saara of the Task Force Resolution vessel Beijing. We come not to harm you, nor to bring you misfortune in any way, and we approach you in peace. We wish to engage in trade with you regarding your advanced jump drive technology.”]
There was a long pause, almost ten seconds, presumably as the Toralii researchers deliberated the strange request, made in their dialect by one of their own.
[“Task Force Resolution vessel Beijing, uhh, we are a peaceful research facility, not a trading station, but we have no quarrel with you, nor even knowledge of your species or capabilities. However, trade dialogue cannot be genuine when offered at the receiving end of two warships’ guns. Surely you understand our skepticism.”]
Liao nodded to Saara. “Not an unexpected response. Offer a diplomatic exchange; they send one of their people, we send one of ours.”
[“Velsharn Research Facility, Beijing. As a gesture of good faith, we are prepared to dispatch an unarmed diplomat to the surface to negotiate with you regarding a potential exchange and to offer you what we have for trade.”]
Another long pause. 
[“Understood, Beijing, but what guarantee do we have that you are not with the Toralii Alliance?”]
Liao was vaguely amused that the Telvan were more suspicious of other Toralii than they were of an unknown species.
Saara turned to Liao, a wide grin stamped on her feline face as she held down the talk key. [“Perhaps you have not heard of the Battle of Kor’Vakkar?”]
Kor’Vakkar, or the Gateway of Eternal Ash, was an important stronghold of the Toralii Alliance. They used it as a rally point, a resupply venue, and a shipyard. The Humans called it the Hades system.
Liao and James tore through that place like a pair of whirling dervishes, destroying the massive, armoured space station that served as the system’s fortress and resupply point and annihilating numerous unprepared Toralii Alliance warships before they had jumped away. It had been a decisive blow, one that Fleet Command had hoped would deter the Toralii from attacking directly in the future.
James had nearly been killed. However, she could not afford to process those thoughts and emotions at the moment so, as she had done more and more of late, they were brutally stuffed into the back of her mind and forced out of her thoughts.
From the radio there was a stunned silence, then a low chuckle.
[“We have heard of the assault, but we did not know who perpetrated the deed. We are no friends of the Alliance and, if that truly was you who broke Kor’Vakkar’s back, we have much to discuss.”]
 

Primary Research Hub
Surface of Velsharn
 
 Liao fell in love with Velsharn the moment she set foot on its soil.
It truly was an alien world, slightly cooler and dimmer than Earth due to its distance from its sun. The planet was almost entirely covered in water, and on what little land existed the ground was covered in thick and vibrant flora. A thick blanket of seaweed stretched out from the coasts, as though the amount of life on the tiny islands had spilled out into the oceans as well. The gravity was slightly higher than Earth’s, although not uncomfortable for any of the crew. 
The Toralii scientists who had settled on Velsharn appeared to have formed their colony with the deliberate intention to preserve the planet’s environment. From all sides, the vibrant fauna seemed to encroach unhindered on the colonist’s small settlement, vine heavy with fruit, and plants growing all around and over the buildings, blending them into the landscape. At first, Liao suspected that it might be a form of camouflage, but as they explored the colony she came to realize they were embracing their environment rather than trying to shape it.
The largest building of the settlement was a central mess hall, surrounded by fairly spacious prefabricated dwellings—homes, judging by their size and reduced thermal signature—that were covered in blue vines. The next largest was the colony’s medical facility, then various labs and workrooms of unknown description, entertainment complexes, and recreation areas. 
The breeze, fresh and clean, came from the east, and with it the singing of thousands of birds. They were annoying at first, as they made conversation difficult, but after a time Liao became accustomed to—and even enjoyed—their high-pitched tweeting.
The moment the landing party arrived, they were met by the local inhabitants. Qadan, a grey-furred Toralii and the administrator responsible for the facility, came out and greeted them cautiously but warmly, flanked by several assistants. 
Introductions were made, swiftly and with formality that faded as they began to talk. Liao kept the crew on a tight leash and did not bring many—just herself, a security detachment of Marines, Saara, Cheung, and Summer. Kamal was in charge of the Beijing in her absence.
Matthew Knight, the captain of the TFR Sydney, stayed with his ship, in orbit with the Beijing. Liao felt sorry for him; the planet seemed heavenly. After having spent nearly a year living in space with nothing but steel mesh underneath her feet—aside from the visit to Karathi—the opportunity to hear the crunching of dirt below her boots was more than welcome.
And, oh, the freshness of the air. Crisp and humid and clean, salty as though they were near the ocean, which judging by the planet’s high volume of surface water made a great deal of sense. It was tantalizing to the noses of those who had, for so long, breathed recycled, stale oxygen.
Although initially wary, the Toralii were soon out in force to greet them. Qadan explained that the colony was home to fifty thousand souls, all civilians, their numbers swelled by the families the researchers had brought along with them. Seeing thin-furred Toralii children running and playing seemed strange to Liao. She thought of the child growing inside her and found herself imaging her son or daughter joining in their games.
The Telvan greeted Liao and her crew almost like heroes after what they had done at Kor’Vakkar, something that—coming from an alien species—felt more than a little odd. Saara answered endless questions regarding the battle of Kor’Vakkar as fast as she could speak. The stories were repeated by those who heard them and seemed to grow bolder with each retelling. Saara looked particularly glad to be back with her own people, although she had little chance to socialize as she was occupied translating for Liao and Kamal.
With Liao’s permission, the Marines gave away a few of their smaller items—torches, radios, and mission patches—to the Toralii, who studied them with a voracious curiosity. In return, the Toralii offered them a whole host of technological devices which were graciously accepted, along with fresh fruit—an exquisite luxury for those who had spent months eating nothing but rehydrated rations—and small flasks of a sweet nectar that smelt utterly divine. Liao accepted a vial for herself, tucking it into a pocket of her uniform.
The hours passed faster than she had anticipated. With the initial meet-and-greet going far better than even her most optimistic expectations, Liao and Saara were offered an audience with Leader Qadan in his private office, a prefabricated building attached to the side of his residence. She accepted the offer as quickly as it had been made.
[“Your people certainly have enamoured themselves with our kind,”] Qadan remarked as he smiled at her, his grey tail swaying gently behind him. He and his assistants had offered Liao and Saara two Toralii-style chairs; they bore a great deal of similarity to Human chairs, except the back was broken into two halves so the Toralii tail could easily slip in and out. Although she imagined it would be remarkably uncomfortable and only sat because it was polite, Liao found the chair strangely comfortable and relaxing.
“Thank you,” she answered, and Saara translated right behind her. “It’s been more than a pleasure. You’re a welcoming, kind people and, with your permission, I would like to give my crew a day’s leave here, in eight-hour shifts. They would find the beauty of this place as enthralling as I do.”
[“Your request is granted, of course. Velsharn does have a way of growing on you,”] Qadan admitted, gesturing out the clear window to the verdant blue forest beyond. [“In more ways than one. I hated the thought of leaving my ship and living on a planet, having been born in space like most of our kind, but I found this place to have a certain enchantment upon it that I, for the life of me, could not challenge. I cannot leave this place. I’ve grown old here, and I shall die here, happy and content, surrounded by my family.”] He gave a wide smile, showing his sharp, white teeth. [“Who could ask for more than that?”]
It was an admirable sentiment, and Liao felt herself agreeing. She nodded. “I must confess that such thoughts have not been absent from my mind of late, either.”
Saara dutifully translated, then turned to the Human woman, raising a black-furred eyeridge. [“Captain Liao, you have considered retirement? So early into your career?”]
Normally, Liao would find such a thing impossible and the topic offensive to discuss. She had fought so hard, for so long, to get where she was—and received more than her fair share of luck, in and out of the battlefield—to voluntarily choose to surrender it all seemed an impossible decision.
But she was thinking about it.
Perhaps it was the effect of this place, perhaps Liao needed someone to confide in, or perhaps she was unwilling to lie to Saara, but for some reason, Liao couldn't help but spill the truth.
“I am with child,” she admitted, giving Saara an apologetic smile. The feline Toralii’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. 
[“A-are you certain?”] the Toralii paused, translated for Qadan, then stared at Liao.
“I am.”
Qadan, the grey-furred Toralii, smiled widely. [“The Telvan consider cubs to be the ultimate expression of joy for a couple. Does the father know?”]
Too late, Saara shot him a warning stare.
Liao kept her back straight, her tone even. “He does not. The father is a prisoner of the Toralii Alliance. We believe he is being held at Cenar.”
As Saara related the information, Qadan’s face fell. [“My most sincere apologies for your loss, Captain. We will mourn him as one of our own.”]
Liao tightened her grip on the fine wooden armrest of her chair, shaking her head. “That will not be necessary, Leader, for he is not dead.”
Qadan’s eyes held genuine sadness. [“If he is interred in Cenar, then by now he will probably wish for death.”]
There was an awkward silence. Liao could see Saara was waiting to translate her response but, despite some effort, it did not come immediately; the woman waited, planning out what she was going to say.
“A possibility, hard as it is to admit. However, we believe we have discovered a weakness in Cenar’s defenses. This is why we are here.”
Saara translated, then Qadan answered. [“Many have had similar ideas, and many have acted on them, Captain. None have succeeded. How certain are you?”]
“Certain enough that we would risk coming here. We need the modified jump drive—I’m sorry, the voidwarp device—that you’ve created. The one that can jump within gravity fields. It is the keystone of our plan.”
Saara repeated her words and Qadan raised an eye ridge when she finished, his tail swishing a little faster. [“That technology is highly experimental, and highly classified. Can I ask how you came to know of it?”]
“We observed the Toralii Alliance vessel Seth’arak employ it during our recent battle. We believe they used it to escape, despite the presence of gravimetric interference, after one of our own vessels rammed them.”
[“And the other vessel, the Human vessel, disappeared as well?”]
“Yes.”
Qadan scrutinized her carefully, his alien features difficult for Liao to read. [“Is that how you believe the father of your child came to be interred in Cenar?”]
Liao fixed a lengthy stare on the Toralii and nodded. “The father is the captain of that vessel. He was alive when they collided, and the Operations room is the most central, protected part of our vessels. If anyone survived, it was he.”
Saara repeated it all. Qadan affixed a curious stare at the Human woman, then nodded. [“I believe that you believe this. I, however, have heard all the tales of Cenar. I hope I do not offend when I say that if you knew what I knew about that dark place, you would not be hoping for his survival; you would be praying that his death was swift.”]
Liao pressed her lips together, her unblinking gaze settling on the grey-furred Toralii Leader. “Life is enough for me. Whatever they’re doing to him, it will end when we find him. He’s strong, stronger than any man I’ve ever known. He can take whatever they throw at him and more.”
Her fists balled on the armrests of the chair, a fire in her voice that was as genuine as anything she’d ever said. 
“He’ll survive. I know he will.”
There was a tense moment as Saara relayed what she had said, Qadan focusing on Liao as though trying to stare past her eyes and into her mind. He said nothing, regarding her with a curious, sad expression before taking a gentle breath.
[“A difference of opinion is to be expected, and your feelings for him are strong. I think I would like this James. For what it is worth, Captain, I truly hope you are right.”]
Liao, slowly relaxing, nodded. “Thank you, Leader. Your words bring me much comfort.” 
[“If you truly wish to engage Cenar, I can offer you more than comfort. There is a small outpost in a system on the far side of the Telvan and Alliance border. It is a mining station. The work is extremely harsh, so they’re constantly requesting fresh workers. If the Alliance has recently captured this vessel, I imagine the fittest of the survivors would be sent there. Most last only a few months, but some survive a little longer."
Liao felt bile rising in her throat. An image of James’s coal black, muscled chest sprung into her mind. He was tall and strong, emotionally and physically, but he had a kind heart and possessed a whimiscal sense of humour. Although his position might make him useful to the Toralii as intelligence, there was a distinct possibility he might be sent to work the mine. That thought distressed her greatly.
“Thank you again, Leader. My ship will investigate immediately.”
Uncomfortable with the feelings Qadan’s words had conjured, Liao leaned forward, folding her hands into her lap. “I think we should turn our thoughts towards business.” She reached into her hip pocket, withdrawing a small notepad. “We do not have a great deal of resources available, as our ship is primarily configured for battle, but I had my chief engineer compile a list of items you may wish to trade your advanced jump technology for.”
She handed over the pre-translated list. As Qadan looked it over, Liao could see his lack of interest. “I know a lot of this technology must seem primitive to you—quaint, even—but I do hope you’ll see it as more of a scientific and academic curiosity. A study of another species, rather than a strict technological gain. Your people are the first that mine have been able to interact with on any meaningful level. If nothing else, you’d be making groundbreaking discoveries. Your people would be talking about us for some time. We’re prepared to cooperate fully, of course.”
She waited while Saara relayed her words. Surprisingly, Qadan’s face grew into a smile, especially as Saara repeated Liao’s rationale. He put down the list.
[“Actually, Captain, the Telvan value knowledge and creativity over technology, especially researchers such as ourselves. We do not care for the tools of war as the various factions of the Alliance generally do. Rather than material goods, I think our spirits would be better enriched by…”] He made a sweeping gesture with his grey furred paw. [“… the great works of your people. The art, the culture, the social values that your stories can tell us. The tales you tell your children and the hopes and dreams of your artisans, stripped of your inhibitions and laid bare for all to enjoy.”]
Liao, was taken aback by the request. Her notepad contained details of the ship’s nuclear reactors, their starcharts, the railguns, the unpronounceable metal alloy that the ship’s hull was forged from that Summer had nicknamed indestructium. Liao had included everything she valued aboard the ship, aside from its crew, but she had never considered the Telvan might desire something else entirely.
“You… want to hear our stories? Our fiction?”
Saara, rather than translate her words to Qadan, spoke to Liao directly. [“Yes. As I explained to you when I was first brought aboard your vessel, stories hold a special significance for the Telvan. The knowledge and experience of your species, as a collective, represents the very essence of who you are, and that is expressed most plainly in your fables. The fictional people that you create to express a part of yourself that you can find no other way to explain. The Telvan value these things over missiles and metallurgical trickery.”]
Liao glanced down at Summer’s almost unreadable chicken-scratch. In the corner of the pad, she had doodled a picture of a giant tripod smashing a city.
She smiled at Qadan. “I know just who you want to speak to.”
 

Dining Hall
Surface of Velsharn
 
That evening
 
Qadan had insisted the visitors from Earth eat with him and his family. Although Cheung had advised her that security would be difficult—a large, wide-open area with no cover, intermingling with the Toralii—Liao had permitted it. She felt there was no danger on the planet, and the Telvan had been more than welcoming.
Both peoples laughed, the Toralii children shared food, and the crew told stories. The Telvan seemed to want stories more than anything they could give, and the Humans indulged them as much as they could. Qadan, perhaps because of his knowledge of Liao's pregnancy, or simply because of her position, paid special attention to her. He brought her food, ensured she was comfortable, and made sure her cup was always full. Whenever she drank, it seemed, one of the adorable Toralii children would rush up and refill it with cool water.
Near the end of dinner, she saw Qadan approach and playfully waved him off.
["You must try these fruits,"] he insisted, holding out a small tray of strange, blue fruit Liao had seen growing on the vines when they had arrived. Saara was not around, so she laughed and grabbed her belly, trying to indicate she was full.
Qadan almost dropped the plate in shock, moving beside her. ["Captain, are you injured? Is it the—"]
She gently rested her hand on his arm, shaking her head.
Qadan's brow furrowed. ["Do you… have gastro-intestinal distress?"]
Liao laughed again, quite unsure how to communicate what she meant to him. Instead, she reached down and took his hand, standing and leading him away from the feast.
They walked for several minutes until they came upon a twilight-soaked shore. Pushing aside the last of the foliage, Liao and Qadan made their way to the sandy beach.
["Are you sure nothing is the matter?"] Qadan asked for what felt like the hundredth time. Liao nodded, turning her eyes to the dark ocean.
["Sometimes you forget,"] Qadan said, his voice tender, ["the natural beauty of this place. When you see it every day, it ceases to be amazing."] He gave a low chuckle. ["It is so strange, Captain Liao, because sometimes I do exactly this. I come to a place I rarely visit so I can see the beauty again and remember why I live here."]
Liao turned back to him, her face lit up, unable to contain her joyous smile. Acting on impulse, she reached up behind her neck, removing the clasp of the thin string of pearls around her neck. She pressed them into Qadan's paw.
"Take these," she said, knowing he could not understand, "as a memento."
["You want me to have it?"]
Liao nodded eagerly.
The Toralii man held the pearls up to what little light was present, marvelling at the opalescence in each of the little white balls, along with the shimmer on the central black pearl. Reluctantly, Qadan gave a sigh. ["I cannot. It is too beautiful. I have never seen anything like this."]
Qadan went to hand them back, but Liao closed his fingers around the thin chain of pearls."Take," Liao instructed, nodding her head encouragingly.
He held up the pearls to his neck, but it was clear that—long as they were—wearing them as she had would be uncomfortable. For a moment he seemed puzzled, then Qadan's features slowly changed to a warm smile and, closing the clasp, he slid it around his wrist.
["Thank you, Captain Liao. This is a very exquisite gift."]
They had been a gift from James, but for the moment Liao couldn't bear to have a constant reminder of him around her neck. They had arranged a trade, yes, but Qadan had been more than welcoming. More than polite. 
He'd been a friend.
 

The Northern Beach
Surface of Velsharn
 
The next day
 
 After everything that had happened, it seemed impossible that Liao could arrange to spend three whole hours laying on a beach. Yet there she was, stretched out on a towel as though she were enjoying a day at any beach on Earth. She hadn’t brought a swimsuit, so she stripped down to her undergarments and folded her uniform neatly on the top corner of the towel.
She cast her gaze out towards the water’s edge, the fading light of the setting sun causing sparkling reflections to twinkle off the calm water, the edge of the sun—now a fiery red disk—just beginning to kiss the edge of the horizon. Kamal was in charge of the ship, her senior staff were handling the day-to-day tasks required to keep the Beijing functional and Summer was busy playing with all her new toys. The rest of the crew were enjoying some well earned shore leave, fraternizing with the Telvan scientists and trading knick knacks.
She’d given Saara the same courtesy, letting her be with her own people for the first time in months, and Liao could tell she appreciated it. It was all that Liao could do to repay the Toralii woman for her generous service. Her salary didn’t seem adequate. As a member of the crew, Saara was paid a wage just as everyone was, but the Toralii woman had nowhere to spend it except aboard the ship; there was only so much one could spend coin on, even on a large vessel, so for the most part it sat in her bank account gathering interest. If Saara ever decided to spend time on Earth, she’d have a tidy sum to spend on luxuries.
Liao closed her eyes, enjoying the serenity of the moment and the chirping of distant birds carried to her on salty winds, letting her mind play over thoughts of the future. For too long, it had been occupied with thoughts of war and responsibility, so it was extraordinarily pleasant to just sit back and daydream.
She would take Saara to the city of Beijing, Liao decided. She had always enjoyed her visits and there would be no better time to do so than with her friend. Saara would need someone who could translate for her, after all, so that would be an excellent time for Liao to repay the woman for her service on Velsharn.
Perhaps they could travel farther. Liao had always wanted to visit the United States. A world power until recently, the country was beginning to enjoy an economic renaissance. The so-called Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave was still mired in a financial depression, but there was hope. That pleased her. The United States and the People’s Republic had been wary enemies for so long—despite the trade which benefitted them both—and it was only after the Toralii attacks on Earth that they had, genuinely and without reservation, begun to discuss how they could work together.
Hope seemed to be blossoming everywhere.
She daydreamed so intently that, perhaps because of the warmth of the sun, she nearly fell asleep. The sound of footsteps in the sand was followed by a shadow falling across her and, even though she had her eyes closed, she didn’t have to see to know who it was.
“You’re standing in my sun, Summer.”
A chuckle from the fiery redhead, and Liao could hear the smirk in her voice. “What, you want to lay around on a beach and relax while the rest of us work?”
Liao smiled, waving blindly at the redhead. “Mmm. It’s definitely a switch. I kind of like it, though. Thinking about making it ship policy.” With a groan, Liao opened her eyes and sat up. She blinked away the glare and looked at her engineer. “Well?”
“I gave the Toralii a full datastore from the ship’s multimedia library and from what I could pull from the crew files. One hundred fifty thousand songs, a terabyte of books, and about ten times that in movies—new and old. That should keep them occupied for a while. Apparently they’re going to start regular movie nights. At one movie a night, well, I doubt they’ll finish them all before they die of old age.”
Liao nodded. “Very good. And the modified jump drive?”
“That’s why I’m here. It’s actually not a modification of the jump drive, per se, it’s just a new component—a coprocessor. We can have it installed this afternoon and ready for a test by tomorrow morning. Qadan gave us detailed instructions and, in typical Toralii fashion, it almost seems too easy. Their philosophy is a good one—simple, simple, simple—but it’s kinda boring.” She clicked her tongue. “So we’re moving along well ahead of schedule.”
Liao felt an uncharacteristic stab of disappointment. They had budgeted two weeks to install the new jump drive and accordingly, she had decided to take some long overdue shore leave on the surface of Velsharn. To learn that her beach-hopping would be cut dramatically short was a shame.
She reached for her jacket, nodding. “That’s good news, but why did you need to interrupt my sunbathing to tell me this?”
Summer folded her hands in front of her. “Well, unfortunately, in order to make it work at all, we need a Telvan military access code. I spoke to Ben about it. The Telvan are not big on security—we knew this already—but their access codes are very… broad in their application. For instance, with one of those we could shut down their whole facility, overload their reactors, or even power up their surface defense drones—like the ones that were protecting the wreck of the Giralan. So… yeah. We doubt these scientists will give us one just so we could use the jump drive. They’ve been helpful so far, but there are limits to their hospitality, I imagine.”
"Didn't they know that it required the code before they offered it to us?"
Summer shook her head. "Nope. They designed it, yeah, but then they pass the schematic to the military for approval. They added the requirement of the code and deleted the original schema for security reasons."
Liao thought it odd the Telvan would trade them a jump drive they suspected they couldn’t use, but there was no sense being angry about it. In all likelihood, Qadan had no idea the drive required a code, and she knew Summer would be in a much darker mood if there were no way around the limitations. “What are our options? I’m guessing you have a plan.”
Rowe nodded. “Yeah, a couple, but you ain’t gonna like either of them.”
The idea that the key to finding James would be unpalatable didn’t rest easy with her. She was already struggling to remain objective.
“Let me hear them, then I’ll decide if I hate it enough to beg the Telvan for one of their codes.”
"First idea, wait around for the Telvan to fabricate one from scratch. Qadan says it will take two months, though." Summer smiled. "And he's really sorry. He kept trying to give me this string of pearls and apologizing, but I got Saara to talk him out of it."
Liao suspected he wouldn't have known. She shook her head firmly. "Not going to happen, Summer. We need this thing now. What's option two?"
Summer nodded, taking a breath. “I thought you'd say that. Basically, Ben still has his access code from the Giralan. It’s old, and we’re not sure it’ll even work, but we can hook Ben’s datacore up to our jump drive computers and get him to do the heavy computational lifting for us.”
Liao pondered a moment, tilting her head to one side. “Okay, so? That sounds like a perfect solution. What’s the catch?”
“The catch is, if he has full access to our jump drive computers, he has full access to the entire ship’s systems.” Rowe paused a moment, glancing down at Liao. “So, Captain, it basically boils down to how much do you trust it—him, Ben, whatever? With your entire ship.”
Trust was a strange thing. Ben had proven himself to be a useful ally in their cause, and linking him more directly into their computer systems could prove to have any number of unexpected benefits. Liao’s mind played over the scenario; it would dramatically increase their computational power, and his knowledge and experience would be an amazing addition to their ship’s capabilities. Having a sentient mind reaching into their computer cluster would probably have all kinds of unforeseen effects, both good and bad, depending on how Ben conducted himself. Turning over full control of her vessel to Ben was a risk, but it seemed like it would be an acceptable gamble.
Humans were odd beasts. They avoided so much risk in their lives just so they could arrive safely at their deaths. Some people lived entirely in a bubble. They went to a safe private school, they got their education in a safe field with plenty of employment, they worked a safe government job and took a safe, boring wife as their partner and produced safe, boring children before their safe, boring death.
Liao had chosen a different life. She could have been a wealthy businessman’s wife, or a socialite, or even a high paid escort. But she had chosen a life in the military and had worked hard to get where she was, and she had taken plenty of risks; especially since she had assumed command of the Beijing. So far things had paid off, more or less, and she had become accustomed to the idea that sometimes you had to roll the dice. Sometimes you had to assess the options, analyze the risks, and take the plunge on an unknown.
She nodded. “I think, sometimes, you have to take a gamble. Ben’s shown that he means us no harm. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with letting him crash on the Beijing’s couch, at least for a little while. I’m confident that he’ll be a very powerful asset for us, especially when it comes to getting us those jump coordinates. The Tehran, well, I don’t need to tell you how important it is to our military operations that it’s returned and her crew rescued.”
And important to me as well, Liao mused privately.
“Okay, Captain, if you’re sure that’s a good idea…”
Liao smiled. “I’m not. Not completely, but I want to trust him. I want Ben to see that we’re not like the Toralii who marooned him on that planet, that we’ll treat him like a member of our crew, with all that the privilege entails. I really think our best chance to survive in this great big galaxy is to build up our allies. We’ve made some here, and we made one with Ben. I want to keep up our winning streak.”
Summer nodded. “A’right, Captain, as you wish. I’ll begin to make the changes immediately.”
Liao reached out her hand, gently touching Summer’s foot. She looked up at her chief engineer with a pleasant, relaxed smile. 
“How about you do it tomorrow?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter VII
 
Progress
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
Near Velsharn Research Facility
Toralii Space
 
VELSHARN
WAS
STUNNINGLY
BEAUTIFUL, AND the day passed far too quickly. Liao wished she could stay there forever. Get a little cabin on the beach, stay with the Toralii, and have her child. She would teach it to speak Toralii, English, and Chinese. She could borrow one of the Telvan scientists’ short-range shuttles and take her child into space. She could teach him or her science, art, military protocol. Raise the perfect little child, all on her own.
It was an attractive proposition. Although it would be scandalous, nobody would stop her, nor say that she hadn’t served with distinction, or question her decision to retire. She imagined the Telvan of Velsharn would be her companions. They would treat her and her child well. Saara would probably stay, too, and there would be others. Some from the ship, some from elsewhere—from Earth, maybe. They could make Velsharn a nice home. She knew Fleet Command would probably brand her a traitor, strip her of her rank, and have her arrested, but she allowed herself the daydream for a time.
But her life would be incomplete without James. She knew that even if she could stay on Velsharn, she would spend the rest of her life casting her eyes to the stars, wishing fruitlessly that James could be with her and their child.
There was work to be done, and wishing and daydreaming weren’t accomplishing anything. Fate helped those who helped themselves.
So it was with a genuine, fond sadness that she bid Qadan farewell, then boarded the Broadsword that would take the last of her crew from the surface and return them to the Beijing.
As the heavy gunship lifted from the large clearing that served as the launch point for the small craft, Liao moved forward to the cockpit, watching the blue surface of the island slowly disappear from view. She felt a faint sense of longing, as though leaving behind her home forever, and she cast her thoughts back to the very first time she had left the Earth’s surface for her command aboard the Beijing. She was filled with nervousness, excitement, and anticipation.
But not longing. She didn’t miss Earth at all. Some things, yes; the street seller on the corner who sold the most delicious dumplings she had ever tasted, the neighbor with the extremely rare breed of cat she would occasionally feed and play with, Earth’s sun rising at the dawning of a new day.
It was difficult to articulate just how much the visit had affected her, but the few days she had spent on Velsharn had felt more like home than any other place she had ever been. She felt as though she had finally found a place where she belonged. Something called to her from Velsharn’s shores, and she could not place it, but it was a welcome, attractive thing that made her long to return.
The blue sky out the cockpit window slowly faded to the dark, inky black of space, and Liao pushed such thoughts away from her mind. She had a job to do. They had secured access to the Telvan advanced jump drive that allowed them the faintest hope of recovering the crew of the Tehran. She could dwell no longer on the beautiful planet she had just left. James was counting on her.
Ten minutes later, the gunship docked on the Beijing, depositing the last of the crew aboard the ship. Well after the dozen or so people crammed into the small gunship had departed and the craft had been parked, Liao remained in her seat. Her body was back on the ship, but her heart was still on Velsharn’s beaches. She felt that if she waited long enough, the squat, heavy space fighter would lift off again and return her to the surface.
Eventually, though, she unclipped her seat belt and stepped onto the cramped hangar bay. As her boots hit the metal, her eyes met Kamal Iraj’s. Her First Officer nodded her way, falling into step with her as she drew close.
“Captain. I trust your stay on the surface was a pleasant one.”
Liao gave a polite smile, answering with a deliberate neutrality she hoped wouldn’t betray her desire to return. “It was very restful, but I’m glad to be back. What do you have for me, Commander?”
He handed her a clipboard. “Well, first things first. We’ve begun the process of integrating the upgrade that Qadan’s people provided, but we are short a number of parts that we need to link it into Ben’s systems. The Telvan don’t have them on hand, and we can’t fabricate them onboard the ship. Everything seems to be working just fine, but we can’t perform any jumps or even test it. Summer’s a little pissed.”
Liao frowned, examining the brief report attached to the clipboard. “I thought the upgrade Qadan gave us was just a single extra component? He didn’t mention anything about all these other parts. I guess he just assumed we had them or could fabricate them. Can we implement a workaround? Or is there some other way we can get the jump drive to function using what we have already?”
Kamal gave a low chuckle. “To paraphrase Miss Rowe, no. But we have a plan.”
Liao raised an eyebrow. “Another plan. Am I going to like this one any more than Summer’s half-baked idea?”
“Well, Summer came up with this one, too. Ben gave us the specifics and worked on the details, so if you’re happy to ignore the source of this course of action, I think you’ll be content. The idea is pretty simple; we jump back to Karathi and take the parts we need from the Giralan.”
Liao regarded him, absently tapping the clipboard on the palm of her hand. “Well, we have the jump coordinates, and the planet’s abandoned. It wouldn’t be a big effort. But the Giralan is ancient and in terrible shape. How do we know those bits even work?”
“According to Ben, the ship has the parts we need. The Toralii didn't take them because they're common and easily manufactured, and he didn't think we'd need them. They still work. He said he spent so long on that planet he had the condition of every piece of the ship checked and rechecked. There’s enough there to add in the extra part, although it’ll take some time to clean off the rust and to integrate it with our gear.”
She frowned. “I’m not entirely happy with the idea of mixing half-century-old alien technology into my ship’s systems. It’s one thing to lift a component wholesale and metaphorically bolt it on the side. It’s another thing entirely to start mixing and matching parts. He won’t like it.”
The He was the Beijing. The ship’s ‘gender’ was set at Liao’s insistence. Tradition dictated that ships were always female; this was, she presumed, because most captains were male and ‘married to the job.’ Because of this, Liao insisted the Beijing was male.
Kamal nodded. “Summer says she’s up for the challenge, but I don’t think that woman believes she has any limits.” He paused as they turned down a junction, heading towards Liao’s office near Operations. “It’s good to see her starting to get back to her old self, though.”
Liao thought so, too. “How did she react on the surface, surrounded by Toralii?”
“Aside from her quick trip down to the surface to talk to you and the initial landing party, she didn’t really participate. I don’t think she even managed a visit, except when work took her there. I asked her twice, but she insisted she didn’t want to. I… well, to be honest, I think it had something to do with the Toralii. She probably didn’t want to be reminded of the battle.”
That troubled Liao. She had enjoyed her time on Velsharn immensely and had hoped some time spent on the surface might speed the redhead’s emotional recovery.
Liao motioned for Kamal to turn down the corridor to the Operations room. “What about the rest of the crew?”
He smiled at her, folding his hands behind his back. “Once the first reports came back from the surface about how beautiful it was, the Broadswords couldn’t shuttle people back and forth fast enough. I think the pilots that stayed should be given some kind of reward or something—they were working flat out, and I’m pretty sure they barely got a moment on the surface. From speaking to the senior staff, I think the crew had a relaxing time, and they’ve returned refreshed and ready to work.”
“And what about you?”
Kamal seemed momentarily flustered, glancing over his shoulder and waiting until they were in a secluded section of the corridor before speaking.
“I stayed on the ship, Captain. With Lieutenant Peng. It was karaoke night, so…”
She gave him a nod. “So you needed a drinking buddy, huh?”
Kamal flashed her a playful wink. “A little more than that, Captain.”
Liao blinked as the man’s meaning settled in. “Oh. Oh.” She grinned. “Well, good for you. I felt guilty about leaving you with the ship while I bummed around on a beach, so I’m glad you enjoyed yourself.”
Liao did not think much of Peng, but she could admit that he was attractive. And, apparently, Iraj’s type.
“Believe me, Captain, I was much happier up here.”
They stepped into Operations, giving a curt nod to the skeleton crew on duty, then moving over to Liao’s office. When the door was closed, she grinned at her XO.
“I bet you were. He’s cute.”
“He is.” Kamal smiled, then deftly changed the subject. “But I am worried about Summer. If you could have another chat with her, I think she’d appreciate it.”
Liao nodded. “I’ll have a word with her about it.”
She walked over to her desk and eased herself into her chair with a light groan. A slight frown appeared on Kamal’s features as his eyes took in her posture.
“There was one more thing, Captain.”
She squirmed to get comfortable, reaching down to smooth her uniform. “Yes?”
Iraj hesitated, as though reluctant to say anything, then sighed. “Don’t take this personally, but I think you should allocate more time in your day to the upkeep of your personal fitness. I don’t know if it’s because you relaxed a little too much on the Toralii planet, or if it’s just the stress of what you’ve been through over the last few weeks, but I noticed you’re putting on some weight. It’s not good for the Captain to appear out of shape or unfit. It makes a poor impression on the crew. We need everyone at our best, especially you.”
Melissa felt a surge of anger and, before she had a chance to consider the implications her words tumbled out of her mouth. “I’m not fat, I’m preg… pregnant.”
She didn’t know why she said it, and she regretted it immediately. Iraj’s eyes widened.
An uncomfortable silence filled the air. “I… Kamal, I’m sorry you had to find out like this. Obviously, I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while and I promise you, I was going to tell you eventually, I just had to wait until the time was right.”
Kamal nodded slowly. “I understand. How long have you known?”
 “I’ve… I… since I was injured in the battle with the Seth’arak. Doctor Saeed is the only one who knows, apart from Saara. And now you.”
His posture changed, becoming more formal, his gaze locking on Liao’s. She imagined he was annoyed—and rightly so—the Toralii civilian had known about an important development before he had, but his sense of duty and stoicism prevented him from raising the complaint directly. 
The Iranian man’s voice was even but firm. “I see.”
Liao sighed and put her head in her hands. “I’m sorry, Kamal. I am. She found out while we were on Velsharn. I let my defenses down, and it kind of slipped out. Now that she knows, it’s probably good you do as well. I can’t keep it a secret forever.”
“No, I don’t think you can.” His face softened slightly, forming the beginnings of a smile. “Congratulations, though. I’m guessing it’s—”
“Yes, it’s James’s.” She emitted a soft groan. “The press are going to have a field day with this one.”
“I imagine they will.”
Liao returned her hands to her lap. “Well, at least the distance between us and the nearest reporter is measured in light years.”
“Small mercies.”
Liao nodded, echoing Kamal’s sentiment, but she didn’t have anything meaningful to add. It was her fate, something she would have to deal with when it came up. 
Kamal excused himself to make sure all the crew were back on board, leaving Liao with her thoughts until her radio crackled and Operations informed her she had an incoming transmission from the Sydney. She requested that Hsin, their communications officer, place the call through to the internal communicator on her desk.
“Good evening, Matthew.”
There was a moment's pause. “Good evening, Commander Liao. I hear you’ve returned from Velsharn.”
Liao frowned slightly at the small beige box sitting on her desk. The Australian-accented captain seemed far more formal than he had been previously, something that set off alarm bells in her mind.
“That’s correct, Captain, I have. What can I do for you?”
“Are you alone?”
She took a moment before answering. “Yes, Captain, I’m in my office.” A pause. “What’s going on?”
“I wanted to speak to you about the mining outpost Qadan mentioned. According to my people on the ground, you were eager to assault it.”
Liao stared at the communicator, her hands flat against the desk. “Forgive me, but were you spying on me?”
A thin chuckle came through the speaker. “No, no. Nothing like that. Our translator, Andrews, he spoke to Saara yesterday and the conversation you had was mentioned.”
Liao grit her teeth. “Yes, I suppose that’s logical. The Toralii tend to be far less secretive than we do.” And far less protective of the secrets of others, she mused.
“Uhh, yes. Anyway.” Knight coughed softly. “I’m calling to remind you of what we discussed earlier. I know there’s a possibility James might be there, so I imagine you’re chomping at the bit to attack that colony, but I don’t think it’s appropriate for you to do so. We have two ships, Captain, and your crew have already been to Karathi. Neither of us have laid eyes on the colony. Even setting your potential bias regarding Captain James Grégoire aside, it makes logical sense for the Sydney to assault the colony—which by reports is not well defended—while the Beijing returns to Karathi and retrieves the parts.”
“But—”
Knight cut her off. “You agreed, Captain.”
She had, but it was one thing to make a promise and another to uphold that promise in the face of enormous temptation.
With a sigh, she nodded, although he couldn’t see. “Very well. The Beijing will retrieve the parts from Karathi. The Sydney can investigate the mining outpost.”
Knight’s voice carried his relief through the communications channel. “Thank you, Captain. You’re doing the right thing.”
With as much strength as she could muster, Liao forced herself to sound agreeable. “You’re right.”

Operations
TFR Beijing
Orbit of Karathi
 
One hour later
 
 They finished up the last of their business on Velsharn and jumped the ship to Karathi. Once the jump sequence was complete, Liao retired to her office, officially to catch up on paperwork.
Unofficially, she cried her eyes out.
The Sydney was, at that very moment, investigating a Toralii Alliance mining colony where James might be held captive. Would he be fit and well? Or were they starving him? Torturing him? Had he already perished?
Dark visions played in her mind for a time, but the hands of her wall-mounted clock crept towards the hour, and she could indulge herself no longer. The ship needed its captain.
She spent a moment checking her composure, making sure her makeup was fixed and her eyes were no longer red. She also made sure her uniform was tucked in as well as it could be to try to hide the growing lump in her abdomen. Her confidence returning, Liao stepped into the Operations room.
When she did, she took a breath to clear her thoughts and instantly felt her command instincts return. Liao looked at her tactical officer. “Mister Peng, report.”
Peng twisted in his seat. “Jazz and Butcher are flying escort for the Broadsword Switchblade. It will enter Karathi’s atmosphere in two minutes. Distance from us is one hundred thousand kilometres.”
Jazz and Butcher. Peng was using callsigns to identify their strike craft. Not entirely against protocol, but Liao did not favour the callsign system and preferred to identify her craft with numbers. That was one problem with having rookies on the bridge, but there was nobody else to replace Jiang on such short notice.
She let the ghost of a smile play over her lips. It had been interesting how quickly Peng had found himself an operations position, and now it all made sense. Kamal’s influence.
Liao wasn’t sure how she felt about the obvious favouritism, especially with her connection to James, but she put it out of her mind. The situation with her and James was not the same, but given how high her spirits were after her stay on Velsharn, she merely resolved to investigate it later. Now was not the time to worry about it.
“Very good. Keep me informed about their progress,” she said.
“Aye aye, ma’am.”
Liao moved to her command chair, easing herself into it with a soft groan. 
Kamal stepped up beside her. 
“Captain, the engineers report said they should have the parts we need within two hours. It’s night on Karathi, so the heat should be bearable.”
That was good. Nice and quick, and the temperature would be a lot more comfortable for her team. “Two hours it is. I hope they brought plenty of torches.” 
Liao managed a smile. 
From the engineer’s station, Summer spoke up. 
“They did. I helped them pack.”
It was a simple statement, but one Liao found gratifying. Summer was starting to overcome the trauma she’d experienced, to begin the healing process that would eventually close the wound in her mind. She trusted Rowe and knew time would heal her pain.
She studied the redhead, watching as she worked her engineer’s console, doing innumerable things which normally didn’t concern Liao. Even though the rest of the ship had nothing to do, Summer was always busy. There were so many systems that needed regulating, so many little things the crew normally took for granted. Liao was grateful for the engineer’s skill.
Time ticked away. There was little for Liao and the Operations crew to do but maintain a high state of readiness. She remained quiet and alert, occasionally checking her readings and receiving reports from the surface.
The quiet moment was relaxing, in a way. A chance for her to avoid any disasters, any great dramas, and just do what she’d always wanted to do—captain her ship.
Those thoughts playing through her head, she heard the voice of Peng calling out across Operations. 
“Captain Liao, the landing party reports that they have secured the parts for the jump drive. They’ll be lifting off momentarily.”
She nodded. “Good. Get them back here and let’s get to work installing them.” Liao stood, glancing towards the navigator. “Lieutenant Dao, prepare to—”
Cutting her off, the alarmed voice of Lieutenant Ling rang through Operations. “Captain, radar contact! One large signal in the Karathi L1 Lagrange point! Two hundred thousand tonnes!”
Liao whirled to face Peng, her eyes wide. “Is it the Sydney?”
There was a pause as the man studied his screen. Liao frowned, her hands on her hips. Jiang would never be so slow.
“Negative, Captain, it’s not transmitting the Sydney’s transponder signal.”
Ling spoke up again. “Multiple smaller radar contacts. The contact is launching strike craft!”
“Any identification on the vessel?”
Peng shook his head. “No, Captain.”
Almost as though answering Peng, Ling’s voice rang out. “Captain, that vessel is emitting an identical thermal and radar profile to the one we engaged near Mars. It’s a Toralii Alliance cruiser!”
The Toralii had found them.
Missing that crucial piece of information regarding the ship's identity was another rookie mistake from Peng. Liao stepped towards her command console, leaning over it intently. A cruiser. Just one of the mighty ships managed to take on the Sydney, the Tehran, and the Beijing all at once. There was no way she would or could fight it alone. 
“Sound general quarters, Mister Iraj, and ready the ship for combat. Charge the hull plating.” She glanced at Peng. “How long until the contact closes with us?”
“Twenty minutes to effective weapons range, Captain, if they maintain their current heading and velocity.”
Space combat was a strange thing. Once fired, a slug from their railguns would continue to travel until it hit something. That could take a minute, a day, a year, or longer, but eventually that slug, traveling at a fraction of the speed of light, would smash into a solid object at full force.
There were limits to how far the weapon could be accurately aimed when faced with a moving target, however. Against a stationary target, their weapon could very well reach across the solar system, but the Toralii warships had proven themselves remarkably nimble.
Liao looked at Peng, her tone dispassionate and even. “How long until our team on the surface returns?”
“Seven minutes, Captain.”
Thirteen minutes. It was more than enough time to retrieve their crew and escape.
Liao gestured to Kamal. “Commander, retrieve our strike craft and prepare the ship to jump. As soon as our people are on board, we are out of here.”
“Yes, Captain.” The man stepped away, calling orders out across the room. Liao went to assist, but another voice caught her attention.
“Captain Liao, the hostile strike craft—they’ve changed course,” Ling said.
Liao frowned. “What’s their current vector?”
“They’re… they’re moving towards the Broadsword and her escorts.”
Liao swore softly and, out of the corner of her eye, saw Summer’s ashen face turn to look at her. Unable to spare her a glance, Liao stepped over to Ling’s console, her hand on the back of his chair.
“Time to intercept, Mister Ling?”
“Four minutes, Captain.”
Four minutes. A lot could happen in four minutes. Against one of these ships, the Sydney and the Beijing had suffered heavy damage, and the Tehran had ended the battle by ramming it. That was with surface batteries for support and home field advantage.
Now it was just the Beijing, alone and deep in hostile territory.
“Mister Peng, scramble all our strike craft and gunships. Instruct them to escort our wayward birds all the way in. Give them whatever fire support we can. Mister Dao, set in an intercept course. We’ll meet them halfway.”
There was a tense moment where the Beijing’s strike craft and the Toralii vessel’s ships raced to meet the returning Broadsword. Liao glanced over to Summer’s console. The redhead was staring at the radar screen, nibbling on her lower lip. They all felt the same way.
Liao watched the radar screen as the swarm of dots that was their strike craft raced towards the hostile contacts. 
Ling spoke up. “The radar signals have merged, Captain. They’re engaged.”
There was nothing they could do—they were too distant for fire support—except push their engines to the limit, trying to reach the fighters without overshooting. Liao straightened her shoulders, nodding to her communications officer. “Mister Hsin, patch us into the strike group’s communications.”
The voices of the strike group pilots filled the cramped Operations room. Liao recognized the energetic but clear Israeli-accented voice of Alex.
“Predator, Jazz — we’re engaged defensive over here! Six contacts, bearing one sixty by zero eight four. Butcher is covering Switchblade while I run interference.”
“Jazz they’re firing again. Break left!”
Liao studied the radar screen as much as she was able, but it was just a sea of signals with no clear identification who was friend or foe. She had to extrapolate what she could from the jumbled fragments of conversation she was hearing.
“Switchblade, this is Predator. Splash one!”
A surge of adrenaline coursed through her. Their new strike craft were providing effective cover for the Broadsword; a glance at the long-range radar screen showed that the Beijing would reach the Broadsword before the unidentified Toralii cruiser.
“Butcher, Switchblade; splash two. Defensive screen engaged. All gunners report contact.”
The Broadsword gunships were essentially squat armoured boxes covered in heavy cannon turrets with engines stuck on the end. Aside from surface landings and tactical deployment of Marines, they were designed to protect the main ship and provide fire support against overwhelming opposition.
In short, they were fighting in their element. The combat devolved into snippets of disconnected dialogue, which Liao tried in vain to follow.
“Jigsaw, Butcher—missiles away.”
“This is Jazz. Splash three!”
“Damnit, I can’t shake him!”
“Too close for missiles—I’m moving to cannons.”
“Fuck, he nearly flew into me!”
“I got him—no, wait, I lost him. Jazz, look out behind you! Seven o’clock high, coming in fast!”
Then, above the noise, a panicked shout came over the radio. “Switchblade, Switchblade, this is Predator—Jazz is hit!”
Liao reached down and put the short-range communication headset over her ears and thumbed the talk key. “Predator, Beijing actual. Report status of Major Aharoni.”
The voice of an unknown pilot, another Israeli, shouted in her ear so loudly she nearly yanked the headpiece off.
“Jazz is hit—he’s hit bad! Smoke is pouring from his starboard thruster and he’s in a dead spin, floating out of the combat. His Wasp is venting atmosphere!”
Liao squeezed the talk key. “Major Aharoni, this is Beijing actual. Report status immediately.”
There was a split second of absolute silence, and Liao’s eyes met Summer’s, her face drained of colour. She stood up from her console on shaky legs, halfway between her seat and Liao.
“This is Jazz.” Alex’s dazed, groggy voice came faintly through the radio. “They got me good, Captain. No lateral thrusters, no reactionless drive. Venting atmosphere like a bitch.”
Summer exhaled, looking for a moment as though she would fall over. Many voices followed the report.
“Jazz, eject, eject, eject!”
“Alex, punch out! You’re on fire!”
“Flight Lead, flames are moving up your starboard side, bail out!”
“Beijing, this is Predator. Major Aharoni has ejected. He’s clear. Vitals are clean, no breaches in his suit.”
Summer let out a joyous shout, pumping her fist in the air. From around Operations, the mood immediately brightened with soft cheers, fists thumped on consoles, laughter, and congratulations.
But not from Liao. 
Kamal moved beside her, gesturing to Peng. “Mister Peng,” he said, “dispatch search and rescue immediately—get our SAR Broadsword to our pilot’s location.”
Liao didn’t wait for Peng to reply to Kamal. “Mister Peng, assuming our current course is held, time until the Beijing is within weapons range of the Toralii cruiser?”
Peng, confused, shook his head. “Six minutes, but—”
“Time to dispatch the SAR bird, retrieve our pilot, and return to the Beijing?”
Suddenly, the meaning of her words became clear, and a hush fell over the room.
“Ten minutes, ma’am. At best speed and assuming nothing goes wrong.”
Four minutes. If they stayed, the Toralii would have at least four minutes to fire on the Beijing. He was a tough ship, but the amount of damage those cruisers could bring to bear was staggering. Liao stood, hands on her hips, taking a breath then slowly letting it out. She looked at Kamal, who merely returned her stare. They both knew what the rational choice was.
Summer took a step forward. “Captain, you’re not seriously considering—”
Liao turned her gaze towards the engineer. “I’m considering nothing. There’s no other choice to be made here. We’ve got no time.”
The triumphant jubilation Summer had displayed moments ago melted away. Liao could see the colour drain from her face. She held her hands out, and they shook slightly. 
“C-Captain, please. He’s still alive.”
“I know.”
“If you leave him here, the Toralii will take him captive. They’ll make him their prisoner. You know what Ben said. They’ll torture him!”
“I know, Summer.” Liao narrowed her eyes at the redhead. “I am acutely aware of what the Toralii Alliance does to its prisoners.”
Kamal handed her the internal communications headset. “Captain, I have the SAR Broadsword Archangel on the line. They are requesting to speak to you directly.”
She cocked an eyebrow, but nodded. The short-range communications set was removed and the internal one put in its place. 
“This is Liao, I’m kind of busy at the moment, gentlemen. Make it fast.”
Surprisingly, the voice that came back was female. Liao was not aware she had any female pilots. They must have come onboard with the Broadswords. She felt a sudden sting of guilt that she had not met them yet.
“Copy that, Captain Liao. This is Lieutenant First Class Medola. Ma’am, my crew and I request permission to launch, execute a hot extraction, and retrieve Major Alex Aharoni.”
She admired their tenacity. “You understand, Lieutenant, that the situation is extremely perilous and your recovery may be difficult? Even if the pilot is still alive, a fact we have not yet confirmed.”
The reply was immediate. “Affirmative, Captain.”
“And you understand that I cannot risk my ship for a single pilot or even a single gunship. If the Beijing is in peril, I will be forced to withdraw to the Lagrange point and execute an emergency jump. You understand this?”
Again, there was no delay. “Understood.”
“And you understand that in that very likely event, your recovery will be impossible?”
The pilot’s voice became agitated. “We’re wasting time, Captain. My crew and I know the risks, but we never leave a man behind.”
“Standby.”
Summer, her freckled face streaked with tears, clutched her hands together in front of her. “Captain, please!”
Liao reached into her breast pocket, her hand seeking the key that would form one half of the authorization to activate the ship’s jump system. Kamal had the other. She closed her fingers around the cool metal, a fingernail tracing along the indentations of its grooves.
How foolish Summer was to risk everything, her life, the ship, the crew, and ultimately humanity’s prospects of survival, just so she could rescue one man whom, in all probability, was already dead. A man whom she cared for, to whom she had never gotten the chance to really say goodbye, and someone she dearly wanted to hold in her arms again. Even if it meant abject grovelling in front of everyone who knew her. Even if it meant putting her life in very real danger for the chance—the mere chance—to save him.
If they launched the rescue mission, there was a good chance Alex wouldn't make it, or that he wouldn't have a ship to come back to. But even with those thoughts playing in her mind, Liao knew firsthand how important it was to have hope. She removed her hand from her pocket and touched the talk key.
“Archangel, your mission is a go. You have ten minutes and not one second more. Godspeed.”
She closed the connection, and the Operations room leapt into a buzz of activity. 
Summer stumbled forward, her face streaked with tears as she grabbed Liao’s arm. 
“Thank you, Captain. Thank you, thank you, thank you.”
Liao turned to the radar screen on her command console, watching the dozens of tiny dots swarm around each other like angry bees, all following the lead Broadsword, which shot towards the Beijing, carrying the parts they needed to launch their rescue of James. Beyond that, the looming spectre of the Toralii cruiser grew closer and closer, a large red circle representing their estimated effective weapons range creeping towards the Beijing with alarming speed.
Liao had no tricks up her sleeve. She had seen how rapidly a cruiser had casually defeated all three Pillars of the Earth, but now the Beijing was facing one alone. The mission seemed impossibly foolish, even suicidal. In four minutes, the Toralii ship would utterly annihilate them.
“Don’t thank me just yet.”
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LIAO
LEANED
OVER
HER
CONSOLE, her fingers gripping the metal so tightly it hurt.
“Commander Iraj, have the Marines escort Ben up here and get Saara on deck. I want to see what they can tell us.”
There was a tense wait as the Toralii cruiser drew closer. The Broadsword Archangel raced away from them, and Switchblade flew closer, the Toralii strike craft in hot pursuit. The Broadsword turned on its axis and began accelerating in the same direction the Beijing was moving; it was standard procedure to ensure they docked inside the Beijing’s fighter bay instead of splattering against his hull.
The clicking of claws on metal alerted Liao to Ben’s presence behind her. “You called for me, Captain?” asked the thin, robotic, heavy British accent.
Liao turned around, putting her hands on her hips and nodding to the large robot who seemed cramped in the already tight confines of the Operations room.
“Yes, thank you for being so prompt. I need your help. Our expedition was retrieving the parts from Karathi when a Toralii cruiser jumped into the system. One of our pilots was forced to eject and we are going to hold it off until he can be rescued. Can you give me any information on Toralii cruisers? Any specific weaknesses?"
Ben did not answer immediately. All of his optics were fixed on Liao, lenses widening in shock. He clicked his claws nervously. “Is this a test? A test of loyalty, where you ask me to help you fight an imaginary ship?”
Liao grimaced. “I’m afraid not. That ship is very real. We need to know their weaknesses so we can fight them, recover our lost pilot, then get the hell out of here.”
Ben raised his claws in a helpless shrug. “They have no weaknesses, Captain. They’re two hundred thousand tonnes of unfeeling death—cold and unsympathetic, built for one purpose and one purpose only; To emerge victorious from every battle. They have no weak spots, no vulnerabilities. The Toralii have used them to fight—and win—thousands of skirmishes for hundreds of years against dozens of species in countless scenarios. They are the pinnacle of Toralii war-fighting capability.”
That was not a reassuring assessment. Liao found it interesting how emotive Ben’s description was, but before Liao could press him for further details, Saara stepped through the hatchway to Operations. Liao repeated the tactical situation for the Toralii woman.
Saara just stared at her. [“Captain, as the Humans say, we are fucked. There is no way we can defeat that enemy under these conditions.”]
Liao held up a hand. “We don’t need to beat them, just survive long enough to grab Alex’s rescue gunship, then get the hell out of here.”
For a time Operations was quiet, then Ben scratched his chin with a claw, a strange gesture Liao thought very out of place on a synthetic creature. “You know,” he began, “those ships are fast, powerful, tough, but the crew are usually hauntingly arrogant. They know they can beat us and, after that stunt you pulled in Kor’Vakkar, I bet they’re out for blood. So, why don’t we use that to our advantage, eh?” 
He skittered towards a console, studying it with his various optics. “If we kept accelerating and changed course slightly, we could swing around the far side of Karathi. Make it look like we’re making a break for the L2 jump point, but instead, we use the planet’s gravity to slingshot us around, right back towards your pilot. Those Toralii ships are agile, sure, but we’ve got a massive inertia lead on them because we’re moving in the right direction already. By the time they realize we’re overshooting them and turn around, we’ll have a significant lead. We snatch him on the way out, head to the L1 jump point, then jump.”
It made sense to Liao. “Do you think they’ll take the bait?”
Ben turned his ‘head’ towards her, optics glinting in the low light of the Operations room. “I don’t see why they won’t. They don’t know what’s onboard that gunship, although they might suspect it’s salvage from the Giralan. In any event, I don’t think they’ll care. They’d much prefer stomping your collective Human buttocks flat to chasing after one tiny ship. The gunship, I suspect, will be an afterthought.”
Liao didn’t know if that made her feel better or worse. With no other options, she nodded to Kamal. “Mister Iraj, let’s do this. Work with Dao—try and find the course that gets us around the planet the fastest. Saara, Ben, give them whatever assistance you can.”
The four of them went to work immediately, and Liao returned her attention to her command console. She sensed someone moving up behind her, and a cock of her head revealed it was Summer.
“Captain, I… if there’s anything I can do to help, let me know.”
Liao nodded. “We’re going to pass through its weapons range, at least for a time, so if we can find a way to increase our defensive posture, that would be excellent. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you exactly what we’re facing.”
She didn’t. Summer had been present during the battle against the Seth’arak. She knew of the incredible capabilities of Toralii warships, but she also knew that the Human forces had tricks of their own. One of the defensive capabilities of the Triumph-class cruisers, such as the Beijing, was the complex alloy that lined the hull. Before the attacks on Earth, Summer had named it indestructium.
While tough under normal conditions, its most beneficial property was its induced rigidity. If an electric current was passed through the metal, it became unyielding; the ship’s armour would deflect nuclear blasts, kinetic impacts, and all manner of abuse. Its primary weakness, however, was temperature. Each time energy was absorbed by the armour, it would radiate that energy out as heat. When the metal reached one thousand two hundred kelvin, it would return to its liquid state. As the indestructium comprised most of the outer hull, this would be an undesirable outcome.
“See what you can do to bolster the integrity of the hull plating, and see if we can find a way to dump that excess heat. We’re going to need every advantage we can get when that cruiser opens up on us.”
Summer, her eyes filled with a sudden fire, nodded. She turned and raced back to her console, her red hair flying as her fingers danced over her console’s keypad. Liao could see the determination she had to save Alex, and the Chinese woman was inspired by it.
One of the other lieutenants raised his voice in protest, alarmed by what Summer was trying to do. 
“Don’t worry about it,” Summer muttered to him, then glanced at Liao. “They always put a safety margin on these things. Twenty percent or more. Sometimes much more."
That didn’t reassure Liao very much, but her attention was drawn back to the command console. Liao watched as the red circle that represented the Toralii ship’s effective weapons range drew closer and closer, then enveloped them. Using the long range thermal cameras, she observed white-hot dots of energy leaping towards them, the Operations room giving an almost imperceptive shudder as they impacted on the ship’s forward hull. The Toralii weapons travelled slower than the speed of light, so avoiding them was possible, but they still moved awfully fast.
“Hull temperature rising,” came the call from Peng. “Four hundred kelvin and climbing!”
Liao nodded. That was to be expected. “Any sign of their energy cannon?”
Aside from their more conventional armaments, the Toralii cruisers possessed a terrible weapon. Summer had wanted to call it the BFG, but the Toralii called it the worldshatter device. The mechanics of it were not well understood by Human scientists, but it was the same weapon that had destroyed Tehran, Sydney, and Beijing with a single flourish of its power. Saara had explained that it was a limited-use device, but it was one of the main reasons for the Toralii domination of space.
Peng shook his head. “Not yet, Captain, although we are in range.”
Saara spoke up, her voice cutting over the chatter of the room. [“Captain, the Toralii Alliance vessel will avoid using their worldshatter device if they want to take us alive.”]
A comforting thought. “Thank you, Saara.”
The bombardment intensified, and Liao could barely see the tiny Broadsword’s signal finally merge with the Beijing. A swift glance at the command console showed that the ship was safely secured inside their hull, and the rest of the strike craft were on board. The only one left out was Archangel; the search and rescue craft.
The temptation to jump away was strong, but they had committed to their course. They needed to reach a Lagrange point before they could leap across the stars. All they had to do was hold out for a few more minutes.
“Forward hull temperature at six hundred kelvin! We’ve passed the cruiser, they’re swinging around to follow us.” Peng called.
Liao swore. The hull was taking a pounding. Six hundred degrees was a surprisingly fast rise in a short period of time. Although they were still a fair distance from the limit, it was distressing.
Fortunately, because they’d passed the Toralii ship, the aliens would be shooting at their stern. That would alleviate the damage in the bow and give them a chance to radiate some of that heat away. Since the reactionless drive was mostly internal, with only alignment dishes for optimal projection on the external body of the vessel, the stern of the ship lacked the kind of structural weaknesses that plagued naval vessels. The ship was strong from all directions. Rotating the vessel to keep the rising heat spread out as much as possible—giving their heat sinks a chance to work—made good tactical sense.
“Good. Keep maximum power to the engines and continue accelerating. Saara, Ben, how’s our slingshot around the planet coming?”
“Jolly good, Captain! We’ve nearly completed the calculations.”
That surprised Liao, but she nodded her gratitude. “Good work, both of you.”
Saara nodded in return. [“Thank you, Captain. I am using this construct’s computational abilities to determine an optimal course for the ship.”]
Ben, his optics flashing in what Liao swore was anger, wheeled about. “Excuse me, I am not a tool to be used. I’m doing the heavy lifting here, so you can just go die in a hole if you think for one second that you can claim much of the credit for this!”
Saara rolled her eyes. [“Unliving things can’t claim credit, construct.”]
Liao opened her mouth to intervene, but Ben’s voice—amplified by what passed for Toralii speakers—boomed over the top of her.
“Unliving?” Ben took a step closer to Saara, raising his claws menacingly. “What do you have against me, Toralii? What wrong have I committed against you that you would continue to treat me so callously? Why do you hate me?”
[“I cannot hate that which does not live. You—”]
“That’s enough!” Liao slammed her fist on the metal of her console. “In case you two morons have forgotten, a Toralii cruiser is out there blasting our asses into slag while you bicker senselessly over credit. Pull yourselves together. Focus on the planetary pass, or get the hell out of the way so we can do it ourselves!”
Staring daggers at each other, the robot and the Toralii obediently went back to work. Liao watched them for a moment, then Kamal’s soft voice pulled her away.
“Captain? We are leaving the Toralii cruiser’s effective weapons range.”
She had felt the shudders from the incoming fire become lighter and more sporadic, but she hadn’t realized what it meant. Inwardly, she cursed Saara and Ben for distracting her at a critical junction.
Liao nodded. “Very well. How long until we can meet up with our SAR bird?”
“A full circuit around the planet will take us approximately thirty minutes. Saara and Ben can optimize it, but if we miscalculate, we could either fall into the atmosphere and burn up—the ship is not rated for reentry at these speeds—or skip off the atmosphere like a stone off a lake. But if we can pull this off, we’ll make a perfect pass and before the Toralii realize what we’ve done—they’ll be going too fast to slow down to do the same—we’ll be around the other side of the planet.”
Liao digested that information. “Good. Allow a small margin for safety, but cut it as close as you can.” She flicked her eyes to her console, then back to Kamal. “Damage assessment from the bombardment?”
Iraj smiled. “Minimal, Captain. We were moving too fast to be accurately targeted by their weapons, and Summer’s work enhancing the strength of our hull plating seems to have paid off. We’ve got reports of burnouts and light damage across the ship’s internals, but they’re in modular systems, which should be easy to replace. Assuming we don’t take too much more damage before we pick up our pilots, and assuming we can find somewhere safe to work, we should be one hundred percent combat effective within two hours.”
This was welcome news, and Liao’s smile conveyed her relief. “Good.”
The minutes ticked past as the ship hurled itself around the planet, the Toralii warship in hot pursuit. They bade the Broadsword Archangel farewell and good hunting as the Beijing slipped behind the planet’s gigantic mass, the Operations room falling into a tense silence as the vessel hurtled around Karathi, the planet’s sands flying past below the great warship.
As predicted, the Toralii overshot. For a moment, the Beijing was in range of their weapons and the ship, once again, shook with the force of their impacts; but the ship’s momentum quickly carried them beyond the curve of the planet and the incoming fire abruptly ceased.
As they cleared the surface, Hsin reestablished contact with the Archangel. The Toralii vessel’s strike fighters had followed their mothership, apparently ignoring the small rescue craft, and Liao was pleased to hear their relieved voices.
“Beijing, Archangel. Welcome back.”
“It’s good to be back, Archangel. The pass went successfully. Prepare for recovery.”
A strained chuckle. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear those words, Captain.”
Liao touched the talk key. “Status on Major Aharoni?”
“His suit suffered a pinhole breach from debris from the dogfight. He’s lost a lot of blood and nearly asphyxiated, but he’s stable. He’ll recover just fine.”
Liao’s gaze darted to Summer. She had anticipated more alarm, more worry, but the redheaded Australian looked relieved.
“Very fine work, Archangel. Wait for us at the Lagrange point. We’ll be there to extract you in forty minutes.”
The Beijing hurtled towards the lone craft parked in the jump point and, apparently more agile than Kamal had anticipated, the Toralii cruiser appeared from behind Karathi’s vast surface like a predator breaking from cover. Distant and out of weapons range, but still far too close for Liao’s liking.
“Ben, Saara, distance to the jump point. Are we going to make it?”
[“The Toralii cruiser is gaining on us, Captain, but we will arrive at the jump point before we are within maximum effective weapons range.”]
A cheer broke out in the Operations room, and Liao smiled. “That’s what I wanted to hear.” She made a distinct point of nodding at Saara and Ben individually. “You have both done exceptional work. We owe you our thanks.”
To Saara’s credit, she said nothing, merely dipping her head. 
Ben clicked his claws together excitedly. 
“Bully for us, Captain!”
Liao smiled. “Indeed. Rowe, program in a jump sequence to take us back to Velsharn. We’ll install the parts there. It’s as safe a place as any.”
The attitude in the Operations room was tense as both the Beijing and the Toralii vessel raced towards the jump point. Both ships exchanged long-range fire to little effect; each was able to change their course to avoid the incoming railgun or energy weapon fire, while any missiles the Beijing fired behind it were simply shot down.
Within the hour, the Beijing snatched the Archangel and slid into the jump point just as the Toralii warship came within firing range. 
Their hull shaking from the absorbed impacts, Liao nodded to Kamal and the two of them withdrew the jump drive keys from their breast pockets, inserting them into the dual locks that controlled the jump coordinates. The artificial gravity—a modified reactionless device planted in the deck—was turned off and Liao felt her stomach lurch as she slowly began floating off the deck. 
She had read somewhere that zero gravity was harmful to fetuses in the long term, but she was exposing it for only a few moments. Still, she fumbled slightly as she inserted the key and nodded to Kamal. 
They turned the keys. Instantly, the bombardment ceased and all was still. Peng eased on the artificial gravity, and Liao’s relief was palpable when her feet touched the deck.
The long-range radio crackled and Qadan’s voice came through. [“Welcome back, Beijing. Was your search successful?”]
With a smile, Liao picked up the headpiece and pressed the talk key. 
“Very.”
 

Infirmary
TFR Beijing
 
The next day
 
Liao stepped into the infirmary, her hands folded behind her. She hated coming to the ship’s hospital, but this visit was one of the few welcome ones.
Major Alex “Jazz” Aharoni lay on his bed, his left shoulder and arm bandaged, his right drawn snugly around Summer’s waist. The redhead, her face streaked with tears, leaned over him, gently rubbing her hand through his hair and giving him fond looks.
To Aharoni’s left was a short, dark-skinned woman in an Israeli uniform who Liao presumed to be Lieutenant First Class Medola, the navigator and radio operator of the Broadsword Archangel. She heard the last of their conversation; the three of them were laughing about a topic best avoided when senior officers or NCOs were present, so their humour faded quickly when Liao came into view.
“Evening,” she offered, nodding to all of them, watching approvingly as the posture of both pilots stiffened automatically. “At ease. Don’t worry, I’m not going to stay. I’m just here to see how the leader of my strike group is recovering after his little jaunt in space.”
The two pilots relaxed. “He’s doing a’right, Captain,” came the voice of Medola, grinning from ear to ear, “but his larynx was injured when his suit decompressed. Damn fool forgot to exhale properly, so he damaged his vocal cords when all the air rushed out of his lungs.”
Liao frowned. “I wasn’t aware of that injury.”
Medola shook her head, still grinning. “Ahh, well, we thought it best not to mention it. The strike wing thinks it’s an improvement.”
“Will he recover?”
Medola waved her hand dismissively. “A few days, tops, Captain. The doc promises he’ll be offending and horrifying us again soon enough.”
With a smile, Liao nodded. “Good. Please see to it that I’m informed when he’s back on duty.”
Liao turned to leave but stopped, commenting almost as though an afterthought. “Oh, one more thing. Lieutenant Medola, I’ve nominated your crew to receive the Israeli Medal of Valor. Major Aharoni, for your role in destroying a strike fighter worth ten billion dollars, I’ve nominated you for the Israeli Medal of Courage.” She gave the shocked pilots a playful wink. “It’s not as good as hers, but you’ll have to make do.”
 

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
Two days later
 
 Liao looked at Summer expectantly. “Are we ready to make the link?”
The parts for the modified jump drive were installed, and Ben’s datacore had been modified to allow a fistful of the ship’s optic fibres to be run directly into his uplink circuitry. The calculation of the jump coordinates would take the majority of his processing power, so to allow him to focus, the maintenance robot he ‘inhabited’ was powered down and placed in Engineering Bay Two.
The redhead nodded.
“We’ve done every conceivable test, Captain. There’s nothing more we can do. We’ve plugged the bastard in, just gotta throw the switch.”
Summer looked a lot better now that Alex was safe. The Marines had forwarded two complaints of public indecency involving the two of them since Alex had been released from the infirmary, along with a report of the two creating an unsanitary condition in one of the Broadswords. Liao was content to let the complaints slide—for now—especially as it seemed she had finally gotten her Chief of Engineering back.
“Is Ben patched into our internal communications?”
Summer grinned from ear to ear. “Damn right he is, Captain. Wired in the transceiver myself.”
Liao nodded. “Let’s test that first. I want to monitor his condition from here, just in case something goes wrong.”
She pushed the talk key on the internal communicator. “Liao to Ben, status report.”
The voice that came back was enthusiastic. “Good evening, Captain! I’m ready when you are. Just give it the okay, and we’ll be ready to go in a jiffy. Shouldn’t take me more than a few minutes to calculate the coordinates, but it could be faster or slower. Never done this before, after all.”
Liao nodded, even though the gesture would not be seen by Ben. “Good. We’re going to initiate the system confluence momentarily. You’ll have full control of the ship’s systems. Once you’ve settled in, prepare jump coordinates for our test site—six hundred thousand kilometres away from the L2 Lagrange point, on bearing two two eight, three eight five.”
“Roger that, Captain!”
Liao closed the channel. “Engage the link,” she told Summer.
Rowe’s keys tapped over the surface of her console. For a moment there was nothing, then the redhead nodded her way. “Okay, Captain, that should do it.”
Liao touched the talk key. “Ben?”
Silence.
Liao frowned slightly, moving over to Summer’s console, looking over her shoulder. “Ben, can you hear me?”
Silence.
“Summer, why won’t he answer me? He could hear me just fine a moment ago. What happened?”
Rowe shrugged, jabbing a finger at her console’s display. “It worked,” she said. “Look here. That’s the traffic going back and forth from Ben’s datacore to our computer cluster. It’s a lot of data. Most of it—well, almost all of it really—going from us to him. Maybe he’s downloading our star charts? Or our operations manuals?”
Something nagged at Liao, and she shook her head. “None of that information is necessary for him to plot a simple jump. Something must have gone wrong. Terminate the connection.”
Summer nodded, tapping a sequence of keys. Nothing seemed to change on her console, so she tapped them again. And again.
“I… I can’t. It’s locked out.”
Liao’s frown became more pronounced, her eyelids narrowing. “Locked out? Is it a system glitch?”
Twisting in her chair, Summer looked at Liao and shook her head. “No way. There’s a specific override I’m using, and it goes straight to the ship’s primary control interface…”
“… which Ben now controls.”
Abruptly, the thin crackling of a radio was heard throughout Operations. Ben’s voice, thicker and more somber than normal, echoed throughout the room.
“Oh dear. Tsk, tsk, tsk. This is not good, not good at all.”
Dao called to Liao. “Captain? Captain, the ship is moving!”
Liao whirled about, facing him. “What?”
“Exactly what I said, Captain. The ship’s reactionless drives have been engaged; we’re rotating, spinning in place on our Y axis, end over end. Helm control is completely locked out.”
She felt the barely perceptible motion of the ship as it tilted forward, slowly rotating around its midpoint. The ship’s Operations centre was at its heart, near its centre of mass, so the movement was almost nothing where she was standing. 
Liao jabbed her finger on the talk key. “Ben? Ben, what the hell is going on?”
Ben’s response was immediate. “I’m sorry, Captain Liao, there’s been a change of plans.”
The ship slowly rolled over onto its back then stopped, its upper surface pointing down at Velsharn. 
Liao gestured to Summer, her voice charged. 
“Sever the linkup. Get control of my ship back!”
Summer thumped her fist on the console in frustration. “I can’t, Captain. Not through the software. Ben controls everything—even the overrides. We gave him full access to the ship. There’s nothing I can do from here! He is the ship!”
Liao gestured at Peng. “Get the Marines down to Engineering Bay One. Pull the plug on him.”
“Aye aye, Captain!” There was a momentary pause as the command was relayed. “Captain, Cheung says her team will be there in three minutes.”
That was the standard response time, but every second Ben controlled the ship was a second too long. She had to stall him. 
Scowling, Liao pressed the talk key. “Ben? Ben, it’s Liao. We want you to abort the test. I say again, abort the test, disconnect from the Beijing, and return full control to us immediately.”
Ben gave a low chuckle, his voice echoing around the room.
“I’m afraid that will be impossible. You see, Captain Liao, now that I’m in your systems, in your ship’s mind and memory, I can see so much more about him than I could before. More, even, than your foul-mouthed chief of engineering knows. I can load his blueprints, his work orders, his maintenance records. Every system, every modification, every bolt and screw and wire. I can conjure it all in my mind as clear as day. Through your extensive paperwork, I can analyze this vessel’s capabilities more completely than any Human ever could, and armed with this powerful knowledge, I now realize the truth.
“This ship is not strong enough to defeat the Toralii Alliance. I know this now. I know it with a certainty that you could never have. This ship will never be a match for a Toralii warship one on one, and not even in groups. In fact, at the rate your species produces vessels of this class, you will not be able to successfully engage a single cruiser for decades, and when you do, you will suffer mightily for every victory. The numbers you require are vast—staggering, even—but they are eventually achievable. Eventually.
“Of course, this is no reason to have hope, Captain, as my statement neglects one critical factor—your enemy’s movements. The Toralii will not stand idly by while you build up such strength, while you enhance your technology, while you gain the raw power required to defeat them. They will come—much sooner than you imagine, I fear—and they will annihilate your species. It is inevitable. It is inescapable. And I, having thrown my lot in with voidwarp users, will be annihilated alongside you. So as my thoughts turn to my unavoidable destruction, what other things spring to mind?”
Liao swore she could hear a cruel, sadistic sneer creep into the robotic voice echoing around her ship as Ben continued. “My enemies. Those who abandoned me, who treated me like one of your people the Sydney is currently battling to rescue. A slave.” A pause. “As worse than a slave, as a nothing. A tool. A thing, to be used and discarded at their leisure, completely uncaring about the pain and agony they caused me, and how this pain would forever be unanswered.”
Peng swivelled in his seat, his voice filled with alarm. “Captain Liao, the ship’s launch tubes are opening! He’s arming our missile batteries!”
Liao pulled up the external camera feed on her command console, revealing the faint trails of atmosphere leaking from the launch tubes as the doors opened. She watched silently as all twelve missile launchers disgorged their contents, the projectiles leaving thin wisps of exhaust as they streaked towards the bright blue ball that was Velsharn.
There was a faint chuckle from Ben, his robotic voice filtering through the Operations room. “I cannot undo the past. I cannot undo the time I spent crawling helplessly through the wreck of the Giralan, of the decades I spent trudging over the sands of Karathi, but what you Humans call fate has given me at least one satisfaction. The act of a living creature, a sentient being, and ironically, inspired by the Beijing itself. Your ship’s motto, Captain, is ‘Justice belongs to those who claim it.’”
His voice lowered, becoming menacing and dark. “Now, I, Ben, former construct of the Toralii warship Giralan, claim my justice. My vengeance.”
Liao watched helplessly as the missiles flew into Velsharn's atmosphere like tiny falling stars, each leaving a fiery trail behind it, disappearing when it grew too distant to see. For a time there was nothing. That pause, that wait for the inevitable, was intolerable. She stared, unable to tear her eyes away from the monitor, her gaze fixed unblinkingly at the tiny island on Velsharn. She prayed something would happen. That Ben was just testing her, or the warheads would malfunction, or the Toralii possessed some kind of advanced defense technology.
She thought of what Summer had said earlier as the redhead sat staring out into the great nothing of the universe. Every Toralii who lived on the colony was just a speck to the island, and it was just a tiny speck on a vast, blue planet. To the star system, the whole planet was just a tiny speck. If everyone on its azure surface winked out and disappeared, nobody would care—or even notice.
There was a series of bright flashes—visible even from their orbital vantage point—as the island that held fifty thousand Toralii researchers was engulfed in a brilliant, yellow radiance so vast it cast a pallid light over the surrounding ocean, instantly turning the beautiful alien paradise and all its inhabitants to ashes.
Ben gave a low, hollow chuckle, his voice seeming to echo around the Operations room. “So, Saara, tell me. Do you hate me now?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Act III
 
Chapter IX
 
Walking Amongst the Ashes
*****
Ground Zero
Surface of Velsharn
Toralii Space
 
WHEN
THEY
ARRIVED, THE MARINES cut the cables from Ben's datacore to the ship’s computer systems with a fistful of precisely placed semtex, and his link to the computers was severed. Some creative engineering by Rowe had control of the ship restored to the Humans. The Marines had Ben’s robot shackled in heavy chains, and his datacore was placed under armed guard.
It was impossible to think of what she might do with him. Her first instinct was to just thermite-bomb his datastore and be done with it, but no matter what she thought of Ben—and they were dark thoughts indeed at this juncture—the decision was not one to be made in anger. 
Instead, her primary concern was to locate the survivors on the planet’s surface and to help however she and her crew could. Liao had made herself a part of the landing party and took Kamal with her. According to protocol, his place was on the ship while she was not, but she insisted and would brook absolutely no argument from anyone on the matter, not that any was offered.
She told the senior staff that she wanted Kamal with her because she wanted a complete, objective analysis of the impact site. In reality, she took him because she was not sure if she could handle visiting the planet on her own. In case the emotions were too strong, in case the guilt was overwhelming, she needed someone who could give orders while she composed herself, which would be difficult inside the sealed radiation suit.
As the Broadsword had soared over the northern beach—the same beach where she had lain days earlier and considered retirement—she could see the once-pristine golden sand had been blasted to sheets of blackened, scorched glass. Not for generations would anyone dare step foot in that place without being wrapped in a cocoon of lead.
She hoped for survivors. The Toralii buildings were strong, and although the colony had been struck multiple times from high-yield warheads, she was optimistic. The Toralii had an advanced understanding of architecture and construction; the Giralan had held up amazingly over the years. It wasn’t unreasonable to expect their structures to be tougher than the Human equivalents.
But the moment Naval Commander Melissa Liao, clad in full radiation suit with a buzzing Geiger counter in hand, stepped onto the blackened and charred surface of the Velsharn Research Facility, she knew the horrible truth immediately.
There were no survivors.
She felt hollow, as though a piece of her had been taken and viciously ripped out. The loss of Velsharn hurt her more than James’s disappearance. At least she had hope James was still alive, that she could save him.
She could not save anyone on Velsharn. That battle was already lost.
Numb, she ordered the Marines who came with her to fan out and begin search and rescue operations immediately. As her men clumsily stepped between the rubble that only hours ago had been houses and laboratories, she could see the blurry, indistinct outlines of immolated Toralii—clear silhouettes against the charred walls of buildings, fences, and gardens. They stood mute and unmoving, like the spirits of the dead, all that was left of men, women and children. She imagined their ghostly eyes upon her, watching her every move, judging her. Blaming her.
And she deserved to be blamed. Liao hated herself more and more with every passing moment. With every report from the SAR teams. With every grim discovery her Marines made: collapsed buildings, charred bodies, pockets of increased radiation.
She hated that she had trusted Ben. She hated that she had become so attached to an alien world when her duty lay to her own. She hated that she had turned over control of her ship to someone she barely knew. She hated the trust the Telvan scientists who’d lived here had placed in her.
The flare of anger, white hot and primal, was hard to maintain as she looked at the wasteland around her. She knew her naïveté and incompetence had caused this. She, not Ben, had been the one who had failed to live up to the pure, honest faith the Telvan scientists had placed in her. Liao had only to look around her at the still warm glass that was once beautiful sand to know that judgement of her failure had already been passed.
Together, Liao and Kamal stared quietly at the nuclear wasteland, watching as white ‘snow’—immolated particles turned to clumps of ash—fluttered to the ground all around them. It was an eerie and beautiful sight, but it was unnaturally silent. The island had previously been home to a chorus of bird songs that, although initially annoying, Liao had come to enjoy. The only sounds she could hear were the occasional crackle of her radio as each of the Marines reported in, and the faint hiss of her suit’s internal air supply as it kept the oxygen circulating inside her helmet.
“Doesn’t look good,” the Iranian remarked.
“No, it doesn’t,” Liao answered, her voice soft, barely above the faint background hiss of the radio.
They were silent for a time.
“I remember,” Kamal began, his tone soft and wounded, “when I was a child, watching an interview with J. Robert Oppenheimer, one of the principal minds behind splitting the atom and the creation of the atomic bomb. He was asked what he’d been thinking about when he saw the light of the Trinity explosion for the very first time. What was going through his mind when he and his team split the atom and unleashed atomic fire, brighter than the light of a thousand suns, onto the desert of New Mexico.” 
Kamal took a breath. He said, 
“We knew the world would not be the same. A few people laughed, a few people cried. Most people were silent. I remembered the line from the Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita. Vishnu is
trying to persuade the Prince that he should do his duty and, to impress him, takes on his multi-armed form and says, 
‘Now I am become Death, the Destroyer of Worlds.’
I suppose we all thought that… one way or another.”
Kamal was silent for a moment, his lead-lined glove gesturing slowly at the ruins of Velsharn and the Marines picking through the rubble. “I never really understood what he meant by that until today.”
Liao, unable to add anything to Kamal’s observations, closed her eyes. She did not want to look at what she had done, but after a moment she forced them open. Forced herself to take in every blasted tree, every scrap of vine, every ruined building and fence and gate and blackened, charred corpse.
It was all her doing.
“I know what you mean,” she answered, a slight tremor in her voice as she surveyed the scene. “We have to decide where to go from here.” 
“Agreed. Let's head back. We have a lot to discuss.”
Liao inhaled, glancing around the blackened and charred landscape, the white 'snow' whirling all around. “Give me ten minutes.”
Kamal did not argue and so Liao left, ambling over the ruined island in her bulky radiation suit, searching aimlessly. She knew—subconsciously—what she was looking for, so it should not have come as much surprise to her that she found herself outside Qadan's dwelling.
If there was any hope that her friend had survived the blast, it was quashed when she saw the badly burned body outside his dwelling. The body was crouched over a much smaller one, as though trying to shield the child. Liao moved closer, hoping his effort had not been in vain, but they were both dead.
Instinctively, she reached up to wipe her face, but her hand met only the heavy radiation glass. After a moment, she gathered the strength to look over Qadan’s body. She reached down, finding the string of pearls around his wrist, pinned under the child and apart from some scorching—intact. She unhooked the clasp and slipped them into one of her pockets, then touched her radio's talk key on the side of her helmet.
"Kamal?"
To use his first name was a significant breach of protocol, but he said nothing.
"Yes, Captain?"
“Have the Marines continue search and rescue operations. I’m heading back to the ship." Despairingly, Liao reached down and touched her friend's scorched cheek with her glove, gently stroking it.
"There’s nothing left for me here.”
 

Engineering Bay One
TFR Beijing
 
 Liao felt hollow as she pushed open the heavy decompression door of the engineering bay, the metal swinging open with a soft groan. Stepping into the room, she surveyed the scene. Her eyes immediately fell on the large, heavy datacore her Marines had pulled from the wreck of the Giralan, now without power and silent, the maintenance drone shackled nearby with thick chains.
She fixed her eyes on the drone for a time, its fresh coat of paint scratched by the heavy chains, still and unmoving. Although she and the rest of the crew associated the drone with Ben, it was really just a shell—an empty vessel that he’d controlled remotely. She ran her gaze over its shape, taking in its spider-like form with its two forward clamps for arms, Kamal’s words drifting into her mind. His mention of multi-armed Vishnu, the Destroyer of Worlds.
Ben, with his spider-like body, seemed to be a fitting heir to that title.
Unable to keep a slight sneer from her face, she turned to the datacore. Ben’s mind was in that large, hexagonal box with the central light that glowed faintly when it had power. She examined it, narrowing her eyes at the sight of it.
It was difficult to rationalize that in that unassuming metal box was the consciousness of the construct that had survived for decades on Karathi. It was the place where Ben had made the decision to destroy the most beautiful place she had ever seen, all in the name of revenge. Revenge for an action taken nearly half a century ago and exacted upon a group of Toralii who had nothing in common with those who had wronged him except that they lived under the same banner.
Perhaps she should destroy him after all, she mused. Ben had shown no remorse for his actions, actions that had lead to the deaths of tens of thousands of Toralii. It was difficult not to order Cheung to hand over one of the dozens of chunks of thermite kept close at hand and just incinerate the datacore and be done with it.
She couldn’t, though. She considered the construct alive, no less or more sentient than herself, and sane, even though his thought process had lead him down the twisted and bitter path of murder.
What Ben had said as he annihilated Velsharn was true. Revenge was the act of a sentient creature. It was not an act of self-defense, nor was it an act of predation. To Liao, revenge in this instance was harming someone else for no gain, because they had harmed you in the past. It was the kind of thinking far beyond the animalistic and instinctive; a higher order of thought.
Ben was more alive than he gave himself credit for.
Checking the chains and shackles once more, Liao nodded to Cheung.
“Give him power, but be prepared to cut it at any moment. If he does anything, and I mean anything, even slightly aggressive, I want him shut down instantly.”
A nod from Cheung showed she was ready, and Liao pressed the button.
 Immediately, Ben’s voice echoed throughout the spacious room. 
“Captain Liao.”
Although she was looking at his datacore—his brain—the voice came from the heavily shackled robot. 
She turned that way, her arms folded over her chest. 
“Ben.”
The heavily shackled robot tried to move but only managed to achieve the clanking of chains. Liao stared directly into his optics; she swore she saw something there. Resignation, perhaps, tinged with anger.
“I suppose you’re here to destroy me.”
For a moment, the temptation to say yes was almost overwhelming, but she shook her head. “Believe me, I would be lying if I said it hadn’t crossed my mind, and I still might. But for the moment, I just want to understand you and what you did.”
The robot looked confused. “I’m not sure I follow. I got my revenge. I hurt those who hurt me. It’s a fairly simple motive, I would think.”
“Well, then,” Liao answered, “Perhaps rather than understanding you, I want to understand myself. Why I trusted you. Why I chose to help you, and what I can do to salvage this mess.”
The robot’s many optics focused on her, moving slightly. It was a strange expression—a reflection of the emotional workings of a synthetic mind—and when he spoke, Ben’s voice was more subdued than normal. “The mind of a computer works differently than a Human mind. Not necessarily worse or better, but… different. You have amazing abilities in terms of your image and pattern recognition. Your ability to recognize a face, for instance, happens amazingly quickly. Computers are nowhere near as accurate, nor as fast. You can sense things, like someone hating you, or lying to you, or wanting to have intercourse with you. These take me a long time to determine, if I can at all. But in terms of mathematics, well, my mind is considerably faster.
“So while my decision to destroy the Velsharn Research Colony may seem hasty, even impulsive, it was a carefully thought out, logical decision. I reviewed all of the documentation your systems had on your capabilities, what you knew about the Toralii—secondhand accounts from a mere pilot—and ran countless simulations. I anticipated how long the Toralii would leave you alone as you ran around the galaxy blowing up their installations and attacking their craft, then I cross-referenced this with how long it would take for you to build up adequate countermeasures. The numbers didn’t add up. It was simple mathematics, which need I remind you, I am excellent at.”
Liao was silent for a moment, watching Ben and letting her mind digest what he’d said.
“I think you’re lying.” Liao unfolded her arms, slowly placing them on her hips. “I think you did analyse our capability to fight the Toralii, and maybe we are screwed in the long term, but I don’t think that’s why you did what you did. I think you were right before. I think this was a simple act of revenge by someone who was hurt and wanted to hurt in return. I think you’ve been looking for a way—any way—to get back at the Telvan who did this, and that’s why you murdered those researchers.”
She leaned in closer, feeling her emotions flare within her. “You wanted to be treated as alive so badly, and for a time, you were. I gave you everything,” she hissed. “I gave you the acknowledgement of sentience that you claim to desire so badly. I gave you a place on my crew, and I defended your status against Saara, who wanted to treat you like a machine. I even gave you control of my ship, and despite all the help I gave you, all the trust I put in you, you betrayed me. You threw away every scrap of belief I had in you and destroyed the only allies we have in this entire galaxy, and now the consequences of this action will be tremendous for my species.” 
“Here’s what I think of you. You were, in the beginning, just a machine—Saara seemed to believe that you came off the production line just like all the others, and so do I—but then something happened. Perhaps it was your stay on Karathi, I don’t know, but somewhere between your ‘birth’ and now there was a brief flash of humanity—true sentience—quickly smothered under hate and self-doubt and all manner of Human emotions. You wanted to be recognised as alive so badly that you robbed yourself of the very thing that made you alive—your soul.
“Now, because of your paradoxical inhumanity to those who deserved it, the only people we’ve met so far in this whole galaxy who didn’t hate us are now—within a single week of meeting us—all dead. Dead because of you and what you did, what I allowed you to do. Because I treated you like a damn person instead of the twisted, bitter monster you truly are.”
Ben didn’t seem to have an answer for that. 
Liao stepped back, refolding her arms over her chest. “One thing about being a Human is remorse. Humans make mistakes—I have, we all have—but we acknowledge that and we try to make amends. We do different things in the future based on our experiences. Do you feel even slightly sorry for what you’ve done?”
The robot’s shackles rattled as he shook his head. “No, I don’t. My course of action was carefully and deliberately taken. I cannot be sorry for an action I consciously performed in full knowledge of the consequences. As I said before, my mind works differently than yours. You see—and please don’t take this the wrong way—you’re right. Humans make mistakes. Humans, knowing full well what the most logical, most statistically beneficial course of action is, sometimes do something else, even the exact opposite of that. You’re nondeterministic, nonoptimal. Remorse is applicable in your case—the acknowledgement of your failings. We synthetic minds have no such luxury.”
Liao was quiet, then she nodded. “Very well, then we have nothing more to discuss. You will be kept under guard in this room until we arrive back at Earth, where you will be charged with the murders you’ve committed today. You should know that you’ll be tried under Chinese law, which includes the death penalty. We don’t have a protocol for dealing with robots yet, but I’m sure we’ll work something out.”
“Very well, Captain.”
Liao regarded Ben, as though trying to gauge his emotions through the array of optics on his head. It seemed so natural to do so—strange, considering his artificial nature, but it was what it was.
“There’s one more thing you’ve taken from me—the jump coordinates.” And James, she added silently.
Ben frowned, the lenses of his optics narrowing. “I’ve done no such thing. Haven’t you seen what I uploaded?”
Liao shook her head. “I had Summer quarantine whatever you put on our systems.”
“Have her examine the files,” he requested, his clipped British accent polite. “I uploaded the jump coordinates as promised.”
Liao raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said you needed no distractions?”
Ben inclined his head. “I told you, Captain, my brain works differently from yours. Concurrency is not an issue, but controlling a body means, well, I instinctively want to be more like you all. I noticed that I even began to think like you. It was disconcerting, and I needed to focus. Instead of being more like a Human, I needed to be more like a machine.”
"How can I trust these are accurate?"
Ben gave another hollow laugh, trying to shrug, but the heavy chains prevented it. The whine of his stressed actuators echoed in the large engineering chamber. “You can't. But I don't have any quarrel with you, Captain. In fact, you've treated me very well, and I genuinely want you to find Captain Grégoire.” He lowered his voice knowingly. “Every child should have a father.”
Liao had not discussed her pregnancy with Ben, and the Marines guarding him cast their eyes towards her, curious. Liao tried to brush off his comment. “If… if I can’t trust the coordinates, then…”
“Have Summer examine them. They are accurate. I owe you the coordinates at least, and I have nothing to gain from denying you them. You did me a kindness, Captain, by rescuing me from Karathi.”
Liao's tone was icy. "A kindness you repaid with murder in my name. Gratitude is something you've yet to learn, I see."
Again, Ben had no answer to her words. He merely continued to stare at her, his datacore pulsing with power as the ship’s reactors fed it.
Her willingness to spend any more time with Ben waning, Liao turned and left.
 

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
 Liao stepped into Operations. The ship’s monitors were still turned to the visage of Velsharn, the planet’s blue surface calm. The tiny island that comprised the research colony was nothing more than a small black speck on that vast blue sea.
“Status report,” Liao ordered, unable to look at the image of the ruined island on her monitor, “And show me something else.” She occupied herself with her command console for a few moments and, when she looked up again, the view had changed to the brilliant sea of stars that reflected the view from the other side of the ship.
Nobody spoke. Liao knew how obvious her attachment to Velsharn was, and it made sense that the crew knew how badly the loss was affecting her.
Liao bottled up her emotions as much as she could. She didn’t want to seem weak, didn’t want the crew to see how badly she was hurting. She would remain on duty, in command, and do her job to the best of her ability. They had a mission, after all. Attack Cenar and rescue James, assuming the Sydney did not find him at the mining colony.
Still, she could not look at the planet any longer. 
The status reports came and went. There was no hope of survivors on the planet; every single building they found was either incinerated or collapsed into rubble. The island had been struck by a barrage of missiles that—with the true precision available to synthetic minds—had completely carpeted every square centimetre of ground in a high-yield thermonuclear barrage.
Liao turned to Summer. “Rowe, how far along is the analysis of the coordinates Ben left for us?”
The redheaded woman shrugged. “They look legit,” she admitted. “At least, to my eyes. Based on the maps he gave us, they’ll take us right into a blind spot real close to their main facility and outside of the arcs for most of their weapons. So with no guns pointed at us, along with a perfect insertion and extraction point, we should have the opportunity to wreak as much mayhem as our little black hearts desire.”
“I guess the question remains, then. Do we trust them? Do we trust what Ben left for us?”
Summer gave a barking laugh. “Oh, well, you know me. I work much better with machines than people. Aside from the fact he fucking went mental and killed like fifty thousand people, Ben’s still cool with me—in theory. I relate better to him than anyone else.”
Liao frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t know how you can say that. He’s a killer—soulless and without remorse.”
Summer just flashed Liao a strange grin, her tone landing her exactly at the halfway point between genuine sorrow and gallows humour. “Gingers don’t have souls, Captain. So we’re kindred spirits.”
Liao’s first instinct was to be offended, but she had come to know that Summer rarely meant to upset when she employed her dark, twisted sense of humour. If nothing else, her statement was as self-deprecating as they came. Liao, despite knowing this, couldn’t bring herself to find any joy in the situation and went back to staring at the command console.
The hours ticked by, and Liao was glad when Lieutenant Ling spoke up.
“Radar contact at the L1 Lagrange point, Captain. It’s the Sydney.”
Despite the sudden onset of a foul mood, Liao felt a sudden surge of energy at the news. It was possible, after all, that James was aboard that ship, and she was mere moments away from hearing his voice again.
She straightened her back, nodding to Hsin. “Open communications.”
There was a faint crackle as Hsin spoke into his headset. “TFR Sydney, this is the TFR Beijing. Welcome back.”
A voice, female and speaking in Australian-accented English, answered. “Beijing, this is the Sydney. Mission accomplished. We recovered nineteen workers from the colony and we’d like to transfer them to the Beijing while we conduct repairs. Following that, we believe it best to split them between our ships until more permanent lodgings can be found. Accordingly, we request permission to dock.”
Hsin glanced to Liao, and she nodded her immediate acceptance.
“Permission granted, Sydney. We’ll have a team meet you in the umbilical.”
Another strong surge of energy bubbled from within Liao, but she focused her effort on keeping it well hidden. She knew that, even when so close to her goals, she had to temper the thrill of success with patience. Running a marathon only to trip on the last hundred metres was not a productive way to spend one's time. A task was only complete when it was complete. Premature celebrations cheapened the result. Mustering all of her patience, she waited until the communication channel was closed, then casually nodded to Kamal. “Commander, I’ll meet the team in the airlock. You have the ship until I return.”
Iraj smiled knowingly. “Of course. Good luck, Captain.”
 

Docking Umbilical
TFR Beijing
 
 Liao hurried towards the midsection of the ship and the docking umbilical, her feet thumping on the deck as she sped through the various sections. In deference to her rank, the crew gave her room to walk without hindrance, but she felt as though every minor delay, every obstruction, was intolerable.
She knew that even if James was there, the mission to assault Cenar and recover the Tehran would still go ahead. The likelihood that James was among the nineteen recovered persons was low, but for some reason, she felt as though her luck was about to change. It had been so poor for so long that things could only go up.
Liao arrived at the docking umbilical before the Sydney was ready to dock. Frustrated with the wait, she silently berated herself for rushing all the way there.
Through the round porthole on the Beijing’s airlock, Liao saw the faint speck that was the Sydney closing to dock. She watched as it grew larger and larger, a slight frown of displeasure crossing her face as she took in its freshly battle-scarred hull.
But there appeared to be no major breaches. It was nice to have a win every now and then, even if she hadn’t been present for it.
The hulls of the two great ships kissed and the docking bridge was extended, making its seal with a faint hiss. Liao watched as the Sydney’s Marines opened the hatch, creating a walkway between the two ships. They stepped between the threshold of their own ship and the Beijing, walking with a number of individuals wearing the tattered remains of the uniform of the Iranian Navy.
“Permission to come aboard, Captain.”
“Granted, Marine.”
Liao stepped out of the way, watching carefully as the faces of the Tehran crewmen walked past her, gaunt and dirty, but laughing and chatting with the Marines from the Sydney. She took careful note of their condition: malnourished, scarred, unwashed, but alive. The uniform of a petty officer. The uniform of a junior officer. The uniform of a midshipman.
Eleven of the nineteen passed her without a sign of James. Walking behind them, Captain Matthew Knight gave Liao a nod as he boarded her ship.
“Seven of the nineteen remain in our infirmary, Captain. They’ll be along shortly.” To answer her unspoken question, Knight held up his hand. 
“We didn’t find James among them. I’m sorry.”
Liao closed her eyes for a moment, letting all the excitement and hope she had summoned drain out of her. She’d known it would be hoping for too much, that she was running the risk of building herself up too high, then something like this would bring her crashing down.
“Very well,” she offered, bobbing her head slightly. “It was to be expected.” She gestured to the retreating backs of the crewmen. “Have they been debriefed?”
“Not properly,” Knight said. “A few questions here or there. We were running all the way to the jump point. There wasn’t much time for chatter.”
Liao nodded, motioning for Knight to follow her. “Let’s head to the infirmary to get these men checked out. We can talk as we walk. I know you want to get back to your ship, but at least give me a brief rundown of what happened.”
Knight fell into step with her. “Very well, Captain. We arrived at the jump point and transmitted our demands to the Toralii. The outpost, which was significantly outgunned, put up a bit of a fight but we forced them to run. We lost one of our fighters, but the pilot ejected safely and was picked up by our SAR craft."
“Is he okay?”
Knight gave a playful smile. “He'll have a hell of a scar, but that won't bother Magnet much. He's got more than his fair share already.”
Liao reached up to adjust her hat. “Good. What happened after you recovered your wayward pilot?”
"Well, after the Toralii fighters bugged out, we began the process of liberating the slaves. Some were almost too sick to move, but we got all of our people out in the end. However, as we were preparing to debrief those who were well enough to talk, a Toralii scout ship jumped in. We ran a fighting retreat to the Lagrange point, and here we are.”
She nodded, the next words tumbling out of her mouth. “And is there any word of James?”
Knight’s tone was even. “I knew you would want news, so I asked the prisoners about him. I hope you don’t mind that I took the liberty.”
“Not at all. What did they say?”
Liao saw there was a sad, sympathetic edge to Knight’s smile as he stopped in the corridor, letting her move ahead of him before she stopped as well, turning to face the Australian Captain.
“They said he was badly wounded in the battle. There was not much they could tell me, but his wounds were not fatal. When the Tehran jumped away, the Toralii had boarders throughout the ship in minutes, taking prisoners and shutting off her systems. Nobody knows what happened to him.”
Liao’s heart clenched in her chest as Knight continued. “I’m sorry, Captain. From what they were telling me, there’s little hope the Toralii would keep a slave in that condition alive.”
She shook her head forcefully, sucking in air through her nose. “No. James is strong. If he was injured, he’d find a way to make them keep him. Even if he couldn’t work, he’s a naval captain. he’s worth a lot to them for intelligence. There’s no way they’d just ex- execute him.”
Knight took a step forward, gently resting his large hand on her shoulder. “Captain. Melissa. You know how the Toralii Alliance extracts information from their captives. You wouldn’t want that fate for him. Neither of us would.”
She knew. The primary method of information extraction was torture, according to Ben, which was one of the primary reasons that Cenar existed.
“I know. I just… I just want him to be okay.”
Knight released his hand, nodding. “As we both do. We’ll get our chance to find him, don’t worry.”
A thought occurred to Liao. “You mentioned that you rescued nineteen from the colony. Eleven came onboard the Beijing, and seven were in your infirmary.” She crossed her hands. “What happened to the other one?”
Knight took a breath, letting it out slowly. “Well… that other one is currently cooling his heels in our brig.”
Liao tilted her head. “One of the Tehran crew?” She frowned. “Were they cooperating with the Toralii after their imprisonment?”
Knight chuckled. “Not quite. We’re not sure what he is. We can’t communicate with him, but we were hoping Saara might be able to help us find out if you’ll let us borrow her for a while.”
Intrigued, Liao nodded. “I think we can arrange that. I’d like to come too, if you wouldn’t mind another visitor aboard your ship.”
Knight smiled. “You’re more than welcome, Captain. We’d appreciate your insight.”
 

Brig
TFR Sydney
 
 Her arms folded gently across her chest, Liao studied the creature sitting mutely on the bed in the rear of the cell.
The reptilian creature was four feet tall and covered in a thick, rubbery, scaled hide. It had a long snout-like nose, and hands that ended in viciously sharp claws; its balance was supported by a thin, sinuous tail. 
It had bright blue, pupil-less eyes that darted around the cell, studying the Humans endlessly. Occasionally, it would clack its jaws together, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth. The creature's entire body was covered in rippling muscles, giving it a stocky, broad appearance like an exaggerated linebacker. It wore the remains of a faded uniform that Liao did not recognize.
Saara, however, recognised the species immediately, a heavy frown crossing her furry features the moment she laid eyes upon it.
A Kel-Voran, she informed Liao. A people who, until recently, had warred endlessly with the Toralii Alliance, although they were—for the moment—enjoying an uneasy truce.
A truce that, apparently, did not preclude the taking of slaves.
Saara approached the cell. Many species considered the Telvan dialect to be a useful second language, especially the Kel-Voran. [“Do you speak the Telvan dialect? We are not your enemies, and we are not members of the Toralii Alliance.”]
There was no reply from the creature. Liao could see the intelligence in its eyes; it could see them, and it clearly knew they were trying to talk to it. Its eyes flitted back and forth between Saara and Liao, and as its eyes settled on the Toralii, they narrowed. The creature’s teeth were visible through the gap between its gums. The Kel-Voran's anger was palpable, its source obvious.
Liao laid her hand on the Toralii woman’s shoulder. “Saara, perhaps I should talk to him alone.”
The Toralii woman raised a fur-covered eyeridge. [“But how?”]
Liao knew the Kel-Voran could not understand her. “I can listen, at least. That’s all I need to do right now.”
With a reluctant nod, Saara stepped outside. Liao pulled up a small folding metal stool, set it on the metal deck of the Sydney’s brig, and gingerly slid onto it.
“So,” she said, looking directly at the reptilian creature, “I know you can’t understand me, but the Toralii is gone. It’s just you and me now.”
[“Is it? Or do thy microphones record our words for your study?”]
The Kel-Voran’s voice was thick and raspy, almost hissing as he spoke in the thick, rolling Toralii tongue. Liao had only recently learned the language, but she knew enough to recognise the Kel-Voran's articulation was off. Perhaps it was a very slight variance on the Toralii language, or perhaps its mouth was not well suited to articulating the language, but most startling of all was that it seemed to understand her. 
“I- you understand our language? How?”
She felt as though she was talking to Ben again. Did everyone in the galaxy somehow speak English?
[“Nay,”] he said, leaning forward on the bed. [“I cannot understand thy words in the natural sense, but I possess a device—a neural implant—which hast been programmed with the numerous tongues of the void and twist words into a comprehensible form as they enter the mind.”]
It was difficult to explain, but Liao found its accent—even though it was speaking the main Toralii dialect, which she herself was not perfectly proficient with—to be extremely cultured and refined, as though the Kel-Voran had learned the language long ago and had not updated their knowledge to take into account natural changes in the way language was spoken—as though aliens had visited Victorian-era England, learned the language, and departed. She mentally contrasted that idea of learning and knowledge with Saara’s description of them as war-seeking monsters who craved heroic deaths.
The universe was full of opinions and contradictions, she mused, but she had picked up on something in the way it spoke. The Kel-Voran used male pronouns to refer to itself—a concept that did not translate well into English, but which was clear in the Toralii language structure. Liao had learned the Kel-Voran's gender. That was something. It did not seem right to think of another sentient creature as an 'it.'
“Sounds useful,” Liao remarked, giving a polite smile. “How do I get one?”
[“Regrettably, thy physiology cannot accept it; it must be implanted when one is freshly hatched and squealing, and thy species is incompatible with such technology.”]
“I see. That is regrettable.”
The Kel-Voran sprang up from the bed, the sudden motion startling Liao. He paced the floor of the cell, his unblinking cyan eyes locked on Liao, his broad shoulders flexing as he clasped his hands together.
[“My name is Garn, a Starslayer of the Kel-Voran Imperium. What is thy name? The she-bitch called thee her captain. Art thou the commander of this vessel?”]
Liao shook her head. “No, but I do command one that is essentially identical. The TFR Beijing, with whom this ship is docked at the moment.”
The alien stopped his pacing, wheeling around and facing Liao, excitement and wonder painted on his face.
[“The Beijing? Stars alight; art thou Captain Melissa Liao, the Butcher of Kor’Vakkar, The Bringer of Terror, Slayer of Varsian the Immortal? Art thou she, sitting before me?”]
This was the second time that a member of another species had recognised her based on her deeds, and the Kel-Voranian man had given her a truly impressive list of titles. She brushed her uniform absently, nodding. “I commanded the Beijing against the station of Kor’Vakkar, yes. Technically, it was one of my engineers who killed Varsian, though, and I don’t know about the whole ‘Bringer of Terror’ thing.”
The stocky alien stepped up towards the bars, gripping them with his sharp-clawed hands. [“Will wonders never cease.”] A wide grin spread across his face, revealing the thin rows of sharp teeth that lined his maw. [“Thy name echoes throughout the stars, Captain Liao, and word of thy deeds travels far. For the first time in an aeon the Toralii know fear, and it is a joyous thing. May all thy battles be as successful!”]
Liao held up her hand. “We are,” she hesitated, “were on good terms with at least one Toralii group—the Telvan.”
[“Toralii rodents are all the same in my eyes, Captain, but thou art free to pick thy allies as thou wilt.”]
“Indeed.” She took a breath. “My sources tell me the various Toralii factions and the Kel-Voran are at peace. How did you come to be here, Garn?”
The Kel-Voranian shook the bars of his cell, growling. [“My Deathbringer, the Hirakan, mis-jumped and reappeared in space their forces occupied. Those worms, the Toralii Alliance… normally they would forgive this slight, but they are in the process of expanding their mining operations, which are fuelled by slave labour. A prolonged struggle ensued. Many filthy alien heads were claimed and Toralii widows made, but eventually, as thou can see, my crew were overwhelmed and my ship impounded in Cenar. How we wished for death!”]
“I see.” Liao folded her hands in her lap. “What is a Deathbringer?”
[“A Dreadnought-class vessel—a colossal ship. Four hundred thousand tonnes, and equipped with all manner of weapons. The Dreadnoughts were our answer to the Toralii cruisers. Twice as large, and almost a match for them.”]
“Almost?”
The Kel-Voranian gave a low laugh. [“Tonne for tonne, naught can match the Toralii warships. But the Dreadnoughts art formidable still; we art some of the few who can stand against the Toralii and hope for victory.”] The Kel-Voranian man puffed out his chest, his voice booming across the brig. [“And they will learn that the fight has not yet left Garn! I shall requisition a new ship with a new crew and then, arm in arm with the Butcher of Kor’Vakkar, she and I shall take the fight unto the Toralii! We shall sow such terror in their hearts that the Gods wet themselves recounting our deeds!”]
Liao chuckled, leaning back in her chair and raising an eyebrow. “You presume much,” she observed. “How can we be sure that you’ll work with us?”
He leaned forward, pressing his snout against the bars of his cell and grinning fiercely. [“Wherever thy rage falls upon them, Captain Liao, I will be there. I shall require a new ship, of course, since the Hirakan is forever locked in Cenar. However, if you take me to my people, they will rearm me immediately. Verily I say, they shall clamor to fight at thy side!”]
Liao smiled widely, clasping her hands together in front of her and leaning forward. “Cenar, huh? Well, how about I get you your old ship back?”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter X
 
Preparations
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
 
LIAO
LED GARN
INTO
THE Operations room, gesturing at the various sections of the room. The creature drew stares from the crew, most of whom had not yet seen him, but there were no incidents.
[“This is thy command centre, is it not?”] he asked, trying to see over the top of one of the Human-sized command consoles.
“Correct,” Liao answered, leading him from the Operations room into her adjoining office. “From here, we give the ship the broad-ranging commands required to make him move. For example, we instruct the reactionless drive—our engines—to move at a certain speed. In most cases these controls are computer controlled, but in a few cases the crew themselves perform secondary orders.”
[“Fascinating. You have so many buttons and controls and crew here; we do not. Our vessels art built to a different philosophy. Our commander dost give the commands, yes, but this can be done from any part of the ship. Frequently the commander doth house himself in a different place every engagement, so as to confuse our enemies and prevent boarding parties from locating him. Almost every section—every corridor, every computer, every construct—is built to receive commands. Our vessels are extremely decentralized.”]
Liao tilted her head, caught by something Garn said. “You have constructs aboard your ships? Artificial intelligences?”
Garn frowned in confusion. [“Of course,”] he answered. [“Verily, they are common amongst the spacefaring peoples. Thou dost not employ them?”]
Liao shook her head firmly. “We don’t, no. And after recent events, I expect that will remain so for some time.”
Garn hopped up onto the chair of the navigation console.
[“A shame. The artificial intelligence has proven to be a valuable ally to my people—may I touch this?”]
The Kel-Voran male had his finger over one of the buttons on the console, which would incinerate the day’s garbage and dump the ashes from the rear of the ship.
Liao gave a low chuckle. “It’s our garbage disposal. It’s not a critical system, so as long as you promise not to touch any other buttons, you may.”
With an amount of glee Liao found fascinating, Garn pressed the small red button. It lit up, then after a few seconds blinked and switched off.
[“Amazing.”]
“Is it?”
The Kel-Voranian man, shorter than the consoles, hopped off the chair. [“Verily. We do not use this system of inputs. All our commands art stored in a tree; top to bottom, with each branch becoming more specialized. This doth allow us to give commands to our vessels rapidly and without error.”]
He grinned at her. [“But thy species doth have a good notion, too.”]
Liao smiled. “It’s worked well for us so far, but let’s not get distracted with tours.” She gestured to the hatchway that lead to her office, opening it with a soft groan of metal.
The Kel-Voran laughed, following her inside. [“Then let us get straight to the business of war! I like thy direct attitude; thou art all I’ve been told and more, Captain Liao!”]
She closed the door and sat behind her desk. She let Garn sit, then folded her arms in front of her. “You’re surprisingly calm about all of this,” she observed. “I had heard that the Kel-Voran consider a death in combat to be the most honourable of all, but not even you attack Cenar any more. That your kind, like most species, avoid it.”
Garn laughed, leaping up on top of the chair and standing on it, looking directly into Liao’s eyes. [“We do think that, yes, Captain, and for an age we have avoided Cenar. There is death in combat, yes, but then there is just suicide.”] His visage suddenly twisted, taking on a fierce, primal edge that Liao found mildly disconcerting. [“But oh, Captain, how we’ve longed to spill her blood, to open up that space station and peel back its hull, venting its air to space.”] He snarled, snapping his jaws. [“But it is just too well defended! Eventually, to stop the loss of our ships and personnel, the Council forbade assault on Cenar, and on the Toralii forces as a whole.”]
An eager grin formed on his face. Leaning forward, he put his hands on the edge of her desk, shuffling himself carefully so the chair didn’t slide from underneath him. [“That is, until thou—by chance—appeared before us. The great doombringer, she who makes the impossible trivial.”]
Liao raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t even told you my plan yet,” she said. “You don’t know if it’ll even work.”
Garn lifted waved a hand dismissively. [“Captain, Captain, Captain. Believeth me, whatever plan thou have concocted inside thy fertile mind, I am and remain supremely confident it will work. Thou art the warrior maiden who broke the back of Kor’Vakkar, the steel-hearted killer who burned the Gateway of Eternal Ash to nothing. That system, Captain, used to belong to my people long ago, and the Toralii took it from us. We hath been unable to recapture it for decades, but their defenses were greatly weakened in the wake of thy assault. Eight of our Dreadnoughts appeared a week after thou departed the Gateway’s jump points and now the system doth belong to us again.”]
[“Without their primary resupply and reinforcement point, Toralii systems began falling all over the border sectors. Eight star systems in total, including Kor’Vakkar, have been retaken. We hath almost regained as much territory as we lost in the great war! Thy actions hath conjured great hope amongst my people—hope for a changed tomorrow, for a chance to strike back at the Toralii Alliance who hath verily done us so wrong. We art in thy debt.”]
The Kel-Voranian man flashed her a wild, toothy grin. [“And the Kel-Voran are never debtors for long, Captain. We shall repay thee for thy kindness, even if we must split open our chests in battle by your side, even if we shall burn alive and suffer endlessly to appease you!”]
His bold, wild proclamation was more than Liao was ready to accept. It gave her the impression that—if the man was representative of his species—the Kel-Voran were somewhat more unhinged than she had been led to believe. But she nodded. 
“I’m glad to hear that. My people are children when it comes to space exploration. There is so much in our own planet that we still do not truly understand, let alone our own solar system. Fate has given us a chance to reach out towards the stars, even if it came at a great cost to some of our most populated cities, and it is good to have finally met a species who do not want to kill us for simply possessing a piece of technology we did not know was forbidden until we had already developed it.”
 [“Agreed. Thou may not be aware of this, but the Kel-Voran have taken an intense interest in your activities. Verily you can see, the stalemate with the Toralii is greatly unpopular among my people. We consider it to be a great insult. The Toralii art the greatest militarily-inclined species we hath ever encountered. They would be our most treasured foe, the most honourable combat, if our Council would but allow us to strike at them. Imagine the glory, Captain, of bombarding the Toralii colonies from orbit, destroying their ships and weapons facilities, wiping their species from the galaxy.”]
A painful clench in her heart reminded Liao of the destruction of Velsharn. The glee Garn painted on his face when unknowingly describing the very act Ben had committed turned her stomach. 
Liao was certain genocide was not an appropriate response to the behaviour of the Toralii, and large-scale slaughter was not how she pictured resolving the conflict between their species. She thought of Saara and how treasured a friend she was. If all other Toralii were exterminated from the galaxy, that would leave the Telvan woman alone and childless. Liao thought of the Telvan civilians she had met on Velsharn, such as Qadan, their bodies laying burned beyond recognition on the surface of the planet.
War was a lot less glamorous once you had experienced it.
Worse, she knew Garn’s attitude would find traction on Earth, especially with nations that had been devastated by the Toralii worldshatter devices. After what the aliens, who some still referred to as 'demons,' had done to mankind, reconciliation and peaceful co-existence seemed an impossible dream.
“I would like to think that there is a peace to be had with the Toralii. I think there is enough room in this galaxy for all of us. We just have to find a way to reach that peace amicably.”
Garn gave a dismissive snort, his tone sarcastic and mocking. [“Right, well, verily thou art convinced of the kindness and generosity lurking in the hearts of the Toralii, just waiting for a chance to spring forth and take root in their collective consciousness,”] his visage hardened, [“but truthfully I tell thee, there can be no peace with them. Yes, they gave my people the original voidwarp technology, and they assisted us greatly, but then they interfered. They meddled. They wanted to control what we did with their ‘gift.’ That is not the mark of a civilized society; it is the mark of slavers. That is what they are—slavers. They enslave individual people with chains and electric shock-sticks, and they enslave entire civilizations with gifts of technology hamstrung by impossible conditions. The Toralii, of course, art bound by no restrictions; they use their voidwarp technology freely while denying other species the right to do so. The Toralii possess no great secret to teleportation, Captain. Their devices are no more safe than ours. Or yours.”]
Liao listened, occasionally nodding. “I understand. And while that was certainly your experience with them, Humans have discovered that—though initial contact may not be promising between two peoples—eventually a compromise can be worked out.” She gave a low snort. “That, or they annihilate each other.”
Garn’s cyan eyes gleamed at that thought. [“That is what I am talking about—annihilation.”] He gave a slight shrug. [“Never mind.”] He stood back up on his stool, clasping his hands together. [“Truthfully, I doth say, we have enough enemies to share between us. Let us not bicker amongst ourselves over the very distant future, where the situations may well be so fluid we cannot recognise them from this vantage point. Let us set minds to purpose, shall we?”]
Liao nodded, shifting her posture behind her desk. “I agree.” She reached for her notepad and a pen. “I was talking with my XO before I came here—we had a few questions for you, as I’m sure you have many for me.” She tapped her pen on the top of her notepad. “The Dreadnought—your vessel. You said there was a battle, many widows made and so forth. What condition is it in?”
The Kel-Voran gave a low chuckle. [“To be honest with you, Captain, that was merely bluster. The vessel is in pristine condition. We jumped right in the middle of the Toralii assault force. They gave us a chance to surrender, and we knew better than to throw our lives away senselessly. The Kel-Voran love nothing more than an honourable death, Captain, but there is no honour in one-sided slaughter. The scales need not be fairly weighed, but there must be some game in it or we art doing the work of butchers. I wouldn’t be surprised if our ship still has its weapons charged, although they must have separated it into two pieces to jump it.”]
“Separated?”
Garn nodded. [“Yes, Captain. Eighteen hundred Xi—approximately the weight of this ship—is the limit for jump drives. To get around that, our vessel breaks into two halves—each with their own jump drive—which jump separately. The two pieces are reunited on the other side.”]
An interesting approach, one Liao would remember.
“I understand. And you’re certain the ship was impounded in Cenar?”
[“I saw it towed there my own self. The Alliance impound every ship they capture at Cenar—permanently. It will still be there.”]
“And you know where it is?”
[“As precisely as I know where thou art standing, Captain. There is only one dock vast enough to hold a Dreadnought. That is where she’ll be.”]
She nodded. “Then our course is clear. We’ll jump in and dock with the Cenar facility. Once our Marines are inserted, we’ll have one team find your people and fight their way to the Dreadnought. We’ll have the other locate ours and take them back to the Beijing. Then we’ll take both ships and escape at maximum velocity to a distant jump point, then retreat to Earth. Our defensive batteries will cover us from any pursuit.”
Garn bobbed his head as he listened. [“Very well. Thou dost have a sound plan, Captain, but how will you fight your way past the warp point defenses?”]
Liao grinned. “We have an additional attachment to our jump drive—an experimental piece of Toralii technology that will allow us to jump to any place in three dimensional space, regardless of gravimetric interference—and a set of jump coordinates that will take us directly behind the facility. By the time they realize we’re there, we‘ll be well on our way out of range of their defenses and into open space, where we can jump.”
Garn stared at Liao for quite some time. [“Thou dost possess a means to execute the voidwarp device without needing the void points to travel?”]
“In a limited sense, yes, that’s correct. It’s more correct to say that we had this capability. We lost our ability to recalculate jump points that are inside gravity wells, but we aim to regain this ability once we have completed this mission.”
The Kel-Voran nodded thoughtfully. [“And what wilt thou do with this technology once you have it? Wilt thou share it with us? This pilfered technology of yours. Think of it. The means to allow a ship to appear outside the gravity voids. What we could do with that device.”]
Liao hesitated. “I don’t have authorization to do that. Not on my own. It would have to go through Fleet Command before I could authorize anything.”
She had seen enough of the Kel-Voran that she was certain any new technology would be immediately weaponized and turned against the Toralii, and possibly others. That was especially troublesome because the Kel-Voran did not seem to differentiate between the various Toralii factions, such as the moderate Telvan. There was another pressing concern that nagged at the back of her mind.
When the Toralii were exterminated, who would the Kel-Voran turn to next to sate their bloodlust? Who would they then consider their “most mighty foe”?
After all the praise Garn had heaped upon her and humanity, the answer was fairly obvious.
She lowered her notepad. “But I can certainly investigate the prospect.”
Garn, seeming to understand, nodded.
[“Very well, then. When do we begin the operation? I am anxious to retrieve my ship.”]
Liao gave him a tense smile. She suddenly felt uncomfortable being around the Kel-Voranian and resolved to spend as little time as possible with him until the completion of their mission.
“As soon as the Sydney has completed their repairs.”

Marine Barracks
TFR Beijing
 
Two days later
 
 Preparations were being made in earnest for their attack, but there was one more thing Liao needed to do before she felt confident assaulting Cenar. She stepped into the Marine barracks, closing the door behind her, then nodded to the Marines who stood at attention.
The closest of them was Lance Corporal Li Tian, the Marine who had been with her when she met Ben on Karathi. Liao nodded to him.
“At ease, Marine. I was just hoping to have a word with Yanmei Cheung if she’s available.”
Tian nodded. “Of course, Captain. I think she’s in Armoury Two, testing out the new weapons we’ve received.”
Giving him a firm nod, Liao walked towards the Marine’s armoury. Moving past the soundproofed blast shield, she was immediately assaulted by the loud, repeated cracking of some kind of intense explosion. She clapped her hands over her ears, watching as Yanmei Cheung test-fired their new field weapon.
The Toralii Marines wore armoured spacesuits that were not only sealed against gasses and decompression, but also hardened against the kinetic weapons—such as firearms—Human forces used. Only their joints and the visor covering their faces seemed to be vulnerable to weapon fire. When the Toralii had boarded the Beijing, the Humans had momentarily gained an upper hand by increasing the gravity on the ship—this was a trick they could only pull on their home turf, however. Liao was concerned their small-arms wouldn’t be sufficient to overcome the Toralii armour. Based on the handful of armoured suits they had captured after the battle, she had requested new weapons be developed and provided to them that could reliably penetrate the Toralii defenses.
The Sydney had jumped back to Earth to retrieve a smattering of parts for their repairs and to check in with Fleet Command, and the ship had returned with a surprise. Cleaning and cycling delays prevented the weapons being issued to them earlier, but they were ready for the operation on Cenar. One Broadsword full of the new firearms had awaited the Sydney at the jump point. Now that Yanmei had them in her eager little hands, Liao was equally eager to see them in action.
Yanmei stopped firing, and Liao gingerly eased her hands away from her ears.
“Loud, aren’t they?” Cheung called, unplugging her earplugs and grinning at her Captain. 
Liao nodded. 
“Too loud,” she said. “I hope the assault teams will be wearing ear protection.”
“It’s mandatory, as you can imagine. According to R&D in Hong Kong, they’re working on reducing the audio profile of the weapon, but it’s hard when we’re dealing with this kind of firepower. Since we can just put in earplugs, this was triaged so we could have them on time.”
Liao gestured to the bulky weapon. “And what exactly is it?”
Cheung had a wide, eager grin stamped on her face that reminded Liao of Summer when she was given a new toy to play with. She mused that perhaps the redheaded engineer had more in common with the Marine than either woman would be comfortable admitting.
“They call it the 大胡子龙.”
“The Bearded Dragon,” Liao translated, almost subconsciously. The English-only rule of the Task Force was one that she took very seriously.
“That’s right. An automatic grenade launcher, firing ten-millimetre armour-piercing rounds by default, but it can be loaded with all manner of fun ammunition. Explosive, smoke, gas, non-lethal, signal flare, air-burst—you name it, we have it. Each magazine holds eight shots, each Marine carries five magazines. We’re not certain, but a single shot should be enough firepower to breach the Toralii suits and take one down—assuming it’s a good hit. Recoil’s a bitch, though, despite the hydraulic compensators, and it’s heavy as a rock. And, well, you already noticed how loud it is.”
Liao nodded. “That’s some good news,” she remarked, nodding. “Excellent work. I want the Marines that go into Cenar to have these, but pack submachine guns just in case.”
“Of course, Captain.”
Liao hesitated. She wanted to ask Yanmei more questions, but she couldn’t find the right way to express them.
“Captain?”
“Do you think this will be enough?” Liao pointed at the bulky weapon in Cheung’s grip. “The guns, the advantage of surprise; do you think it will be enough to successfully attack Cenar?”
Cheung shrugged absently, lowering the weapon and placing it on the table in front of her. “Who knows?”
Liao couldn’t help but look at Yanmei’s pitted and scarred arm. She chuckled at her comment, raising an eyebrow. “You don’t know? Doesn’t that worry you, or make you question why you’re doing this?”
Cheung smiled at her. “Captain, if I wanted certainty in my life I wouldn’t have become a Marine. We’re trained to deal with unexpected situations, fluid situations that can change at any moment. In fact, one could argue that everything we do has at least some significant element of the unknown in it.” 
Cheung reached down, gently stroking the length of the gun in a way Liao found slightly unsettling, as though she were touching the face of a beloved child. “I mean, if all variables in all our battles were known in advance, we’d know whether we would win or lose, so we would retreat or attack accordingly. Extrapolate that out to entire armies. If the outcome was known, then there’d be no wars. Everyone would get together, compare their respective strengths, then either declare victory or concede defeat. What we do is intrinsically random, to some extent.”
It was an interesting point, and Liao had no immediate comment to refute it. “Well,” she began, “I hope to have as few surprises as possible on this mission.”
Cheung chuckled. “I wouldn’t count on that, Captain. We know a bit about the Toralii, yes, but this is the first time we’ve gone toe-to-toe with them on the ‘ground,’ so to speak. The boarding party was an interesting taste of their abilities, but things are very different when you’re the one attacking. A defender’s position is a lot stronger because they have control over what points they’re willing to defend or what they’ll cede. They also have full knowledge of the terrain and in most cases are defending their homes, so their motivation is greater.”
“You make it sound like we should be defending more often,” Liao said. “You don’t believe all that crap about garrisoning the Pillars, do you? That we should focus ourselves on defending Earth and our solar system and not leave it at all?”
Cheung chuckled again, shaking her head. “No, Captain. While all I said is true, an attacker dictates the tempo of the battle. They choose where to strike and when, and they possess other advantages, usually more specific to the individual battle. The whole point of battle, of war, is to win; modern warfare, even in space, is the epitome of that philosophy. We don’t consider fighting fair, Captain. If we had some technology that allowed us to kill the Toralii defenders in their sleep from vast distances, you can be certain we would use it. We’re not here to engage in heroic battles with bayonets—we’re here to annihilate our enemies as efficiently as possible with as little risk to ourselves as we can manage.
“Fortunately, while our chances aren’t that high, things look okay for us. The Toralii here have been there for some time. Centuries. They’ve only really fired on ships from afar and then watched the pretty fireworks. The combat they’ve seen so far has mostly been, well, shooting Kel-Voran in a barrel, if you catch my drift. That’s exactly how it should be done, mind, but it dulls the edge a little bit. Their people may be well trained and equipped, but their experience in real battle, in this terrain, is minimal.
“So if I get my way, things are going to get ugly in there. We’re going to hit them fast and hard, and we’re going to carve a bloody path through that station. The Toralii won’t be expecting that, no matter how well trained they are or how important the station is. Everyone gets complacent. Everyone lets their guard down over time.”
Cheung extended her hand to the weapon. “The last time they met us, we got our arses kicked in space and our guns could barely pierce their armour. This time we’re going to drop in right behind their defensive perimeter, and we’ve got weapons that can—hopefully—knock them down in a single hit.”
Yanmei looked down at her weapon again then turned to Liao, a fierce grin spreading across her face. “This time, Captain, things are going to be different. This time it’s their turn to earn some scars.”
Liao nodded, unable to resist a faint smile. “I surely hope so.”
Cheung gave a low cough. “Is there anything else, Captain?”
 “No, that will be all.”
“Great.” Yanmei picked up the weapon again, reaching for another magazine and loading it with a smooth click. “I have a lot more weapons to inspect, and I only have one set of earplugs.”
Liao left to the sound of booming explosions and the snap-snap-snap of high-powered rounds being discharged downrange, noises that stopped with an eerie suddenness when she closed the soundproofed door. It was as if she had wandered into a little piece of the Marine’s mind that had to be quarantined and shut off from the rest of society, lest they take her and lock her in a mental ward.
Liao couldn't resist the urge to yawn, and she suddenly realised it had been nearly a full day since she last slept. She would be of no use to her ship exhausted, so she took a left turn at the end of the junction, heading back towards her quarters.
 

Liao’s Quarters
TFR Beijing
 
 Liao dreamed.
She was sitting on Velsharn’s shores, sunlight pouring down from the planet’s bright sun and illuminating every corner and crevice—blasting away the darkness with waves of beautiful, warm radiance. She watched the sunlight wink off the water, reflecting and refracting in a dazzling display of light that was as beautiful as it was alien.
Then the sun went below the horizon and, with twilight’s heavy cloak shrouding the sands around her, she turned and made her escape to the buildings of the research colony.
Liao laughed and played, feeling like a child again. She ran across the dark earth, blue vines crushing under her feet as she darted along the main roads of the settlement, her head twisting this way and that as she waved to passersby. The path was lit by lights and, standing under each, a Toralii scientist laughed and waved back. She darted from building to building, as though tagging each of them with her hands, giggling impishly.
Rain began to fall slowly through the dark cloak of night, then with an increasing tempo. Large drops of water beat down on the strange blue vines that covered most of the surface of Velsharn, slickening the ground, her boots turning the earth to mud as she ran.
The water was good, she mused. The water was life.
A flash of lightning lit up the sky and Liao, momentarily blinded, looked up. She knew it had been nighttime on the main island when the missiles came, and she could see them now—faint, twinkling falling stars leaving long trails behind them as they wandered gracefully towards the settlement, growing larger.
Then another flash of lightning, but she knew it wasn’t lightning. The missiles soared through the atmosphere, one exploding nearby; that one was closer. Loud alarms rang out all over the settlement, the dull klaxon barely audible above the rain. The scientists ran to their stations; the civilians called for their children and spouses.
She glanced down at the ground, feeling a sharp pain in her abdomen. Reaching down, her hand came away slick with blood, which poured out onto the rain-slick ground in a wave.
She looked up just in time to see the last of the missiles, heading straight towards her, burst in the night sky. The huge shockwave of superheated atomic fire raced towards her, engulfing her and turning her body to ashes.
 

Liao’s Quarters
TFR Beijing
 
Liao awoke with a start, her sheets stained with sweat, her breathing heavy. She closed her eyes, calming herself. Just a dream…
She shifted herself to a sitting position on the edge of the bed, shaking her head to clear away the last remnants of the dream. The shadows haunting her mind began to fade, though the pain in her abdomen remained. Slight but pointed, like a menstrual cramp.
Without thinking about it, she reached down between her legs with one hand, the other reaching over for the light. Illumination flooded her quarters—the harsh white light of a fluorescent—and she squinted for a moment before glancing down at her hand.
At fingers that were tipped in blood.
 

Infirmary
TFR Beijing
 
Liao knew she must have made quite the sight. The captain of the ship wearing nothing but a bathrobe as she power-walked from her quarters to the infirmary. By a sheer stroke of luck, the ship was in the middle of the night shift, so most of the crew were either asleep or at their posts, and the corridors were mostly empty.
Only a handful of eyes spotted her as she walked, and without her makeup, hat, or uniform, she doubted they would have recognised her anyway.
“Doctor?”
Doctor Saeed, clearly about to leave for the evening, took one look at Captain Liao and ushered her into a private ward.
When they were alone he stared at her in alarm. “Captain, you look like hell. What’s going on?”
Liao, unable to keep the tremor from her voice, shook her head. “I’m bleeding.”
Saeed’s features withered, and Liao could tell that he was not pleased by the news. “I see. Well, some bleeding is normal during a pregnancy. It’s not good, but it’s not automatically a threatened miscarriage.”
His voice was strong. Confident. Too confident. Liao knew it was partly an act; he was trying to be strong for her, and she could tell whatever was happening to her was serious.
“What are the odds?” she asked, her voice quavering slightly.
“Of it being a miscarriage?”
Liao nodded, drawing the bathrobe tighter around herself.
Saeed frowned. “I don’t know. I’d say seventy percent, depending on how much blood is present, what type of blood it is, and a whole host of other factors that are outside my area of expertise. We don’t have obstetricians on-board, but I could arrange a teleconference.”
Although slightly higher than fifty-fifty, Liao wasn't happy with those odds. “What can we do until then?” she asked, stepping over to a sink and washing the blood from her fingertips.
“There’s a small cocktail of drugs we can try, but we just have to wait and see. We can keep you here overnight for observation and we’ll know in the morning.”
Liao nodded. “We can say that it’s a follow-up for my injuries earlier. We can say there’s some kind of complication, or…”
Saeed took a step towards her. “Captain, if this is what you know it could be, you might be here for several days. The crew are going to start asking questions, and—”
“Not now!” Liao snapped, turning to him and shaking her fingers dry. “Not now, okay? The crew will get told—assuming it’s still viable—but not now.”
Saeed held out his hand. “I’ll make you a deal,” he offered. “I’ll cover for you, and by that I mean I won’t just ‘no comment’ whatever I’m asked, like I’m supposed to. I’ll actively lie for you while you’re here if you can promise me that if the fetus survives, you’ll immediately come clean with the crew about your condition. If it doesn’t make it, then I’ll maintain the cover until my dying day.”
Liao gripped the sink, then slowly relaxed her hands. “If you can save her,” she promised him with a weary sigh, “I’ll tell the crew anything you want me to.”
“Her?” Saeed asked. 
Liao knew the fetus was far too young to determine gender, but she had a feeling. An unexplainable piece of knowledge she couldn't verify in any way. It was irrational and illogical, but somehow Liao knew her baby was a girl.
 She thought Saeed was going to press her for more information, but he simply held up his hands, shaking his head. “No, no, I’m not going to ask. Good. I’ll hold you to that. Lie down. It’s best if you rest. If we’re going to do this, we don’t have a lot of time.”
 

Later
 
 Liao didn’t want to wake up.
It was an odd feeling to slowly begin to awaken and then, realizing what it would mean, to try desperately to go back to sleep.
But the feeling was tempered by a deep-seated desire to know. She forced her eyes awake, revealing the dark room of the surgical ward where Saeed had put her to bed. Privately. He was as good as his word in that regard.
She had been drugged—she remembered that much—but she remembered as well that it was a necessity. She needed rest and she wouldn’t get any without help, so they both agreed the risks involved with putting her under would be outweighed by the potential benefits.
Saeed said he would perform the ultrasound while she was asleep, though he had been on duty for nearly twelve hours when she had arrived, so he could stay up no longer than necessary. Anxious to ask him how the procedure went, she sat up, which caused a previously unnoticed brown envelope to fall from her chest and fly to the floor. She watched despairingly as the thin envelope flipped and slid under a heavy steel cabinet.
“You have got to be shitting me,” she muttered, her mind still dull from the sedatives. She clambered to her feet, staggered over to the cabinet, and crouched beside the metal container. The slit where the envelope had fallen under was only a centimetre high—too thin to slip a finger under—and the cabinet looked too heavy to move on her own.
It took her several minutes, but she eventually found a long, thin strip of metal—possibly some kind of surgical device—and bent the tip around in a hook. Returning to a prone position she clumsily began fishing for the envelope.
She slid the metal towards the paper. The strip touched it, caught on an edge, and pushed it farther under the cabinet.
Liao uttered a curse in Chinese, essentially calling the pre-marital virtue of the paper’s maternal ancestor into question, before calming herself and trying again. This time the hook caught on the envelope’s fold, and she gingerly extracted it.
Eager hands tore the envelope open. Within was a single black and white picture from an ultrasound, dated yesterday. She took the printout in trembling hands, her eyes scanning over it.
A circle, drawn in red pen, was made around a small white speck on the black field. It was similar to her last, except the dot was slightly larger.
Her fetus was still there. 
Emitting a gasp of relief, she clutched the paper to her chest.
The radio she’d left beside her bed crackled. 
“Lieutenant Jiang to Captain Liao.”
Standing shakily, she walked over to the black device and pressed the talk key. “C-Captain Liao here.”
“Sorry to disturb you, Captain, but we’re ready to go up here. I hope everything went well with the checkup. Saeed told me you were experiencing some more trouble with your shoulder, and you were scheduled for a possible surgery today.”
She looked down at the ultrasound. Below the red circle, written in the same red pen, were two words in Saeed’s handwriting.
Your move.
She took a breath. “Actually, Lieutenant, my shoulder’s fine. I’ve discovered that I’m pregnant.”
There was a moment of silence. She could tell Jiang had the talk key held down by the slight hiss over the line and the faint sound of her breathing, but no other sound came through. Then, in the background, she heard Summer’s voice.
“Saeed got her pregnant? Hey, did anyone else know the Captain was nail’n Saeed last night? How’d she know she was knocked up so fast? I suppose he is a doctor.”
Liao practically crushed the talk key into powder, her voice a furious hiss. “No, you idiot, I’ve been pregnant for three months!”
“Really? Oh, well, that explains it. ’Grats, Captain!”
A loud cheer rose from Operations, and Liao couldn’t fight a wide, joyous smile.
 

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
Two days later
 
 The next two days passed in a flurry of congratulations, presents, and gentle pats on the back. It seemed everyone had a gift for her: Yanmei gave her a ribbon she’d worn as a child, Summer her first video game—a dusty old PlayStation controller that probably didn’t work anymore, which Liao didn’t have any hardware for, rendering it a moot point—and a small pocketwatch from Kamal. The Iranian explained it was supposed to be a gift for when they retrieved James, but since they already had “a little bit of him,” it seemed appropriate.
The rest of the crew gave her knickknacks, cards, and the occasional flower. Given how rare and expensive they were, she appreciated the latter more than the crew could have imagined.
It was completely the opposite reaction to what she’d been expecting, which made her earlier refusal to share the information seem silly in retrospect.
To sweeten the moment, Jiang returned to duty as the ship’s Tactical officer, replacing Peng. Although Kamal had a soft spot for him, it was a welcome change for Liao, but she felt sorry for the young man. She wrote in her report, using the very pen that Peng had given her as a congratulatory gift, that he had not adjusted well to living so far away from home, and his particular skills would be better suited to one of the various defensive stations placed around the Sol system’s lone jump point. It would still be a prestigious posting and would, she hoped, give Peng ample time to improve his skills. And Kamal would be able to visit as often as time allowed.
But those days, as all things do, passed quickly. 
Back in her uniform, she stood in Operations, the flowers and presents securely stowed in her quarters. They were ready to launch.
It was the moment she had been waiting for ever since James's disappearance. They were going to Cenar. They had a plan, and it might even work.
Liao reached into her breast pocket, withdrawing the simple steel key that would engage the jump drive, her eyes meeting Kamal’s as he did the same. Together, they strode over to the simple grey box that was the jump drive's activation console, glancing at Summer as she approached. 
“Is the jump drive prepared?” Liao asked.
“Ready to jump, Captain,” the redheaded woman confirmed, giving her a reassuring nod.
Liao slid her key forward, as though in slow motion, pressing it against the keyhole and pushing it in with a soft click. 
She watched as Kamal turned to Dao. “Disengage artificial gravity throughout the ship.”
She felt the familiar sensation of weightlessness. Her heels floated up from the metal of the hull, propelled by the slightest pressure from her feet. 
“Mister Iraj,” she took a breath. “Ready to turn the key on my mark. Three, two, one…”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter XI
 
Assailing the Unassailable
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
 
INITIALLY, LIAO
HAD
BEEN
TAKEN aback by lack of fanfare in a jump. She expected a flash of light, swirls of energy, a strange warping sound, or some strange physics-defying phenomenon to occur when the jump was made, but the moment her key clicked into place, there was no noticeable sign that anything had happened. She floated above the console, feeling the gravity slowly returning.
When she had first came to space, the lack of gravity had made her nauseous—she threw up on the shuttle to the Beijing—but she had slowly become used to the strange sensation. That, or her nervousness and excitement were far too strong for her to worry about such a trivial thing as a little weightlessness.
“Navigation reports jump complete, Captain,” came Dao’s voice. “We are inside a gravity well. The jump drive is cooling.”
Liao steadied herself on the command console as her feet once again found purchase on the steel of the Beijing's deck. She withdrew her key from the console, placing it back in her chest pocket and glancing at her command console's readouts, then up to the Operations crew.
“Tactical report, Mister Jiang.”
Jiang's expert fingers flew over her console. “Aye aye, ma'am.” He frowned. “Strange. Uhh, the forward optical cameras show, well, nothing. There's nothing on long-range radar, either, just a whole bunch of weird reflections. The thermals are playing up, too. There’s something messing with our forward sensors, Captain. Maybe we’re being jammed, or it’s some kind of strange interference.”
Liao frowned, glancing down at her console. The forward-facing camera showed nothing but a dark grey blur, uniform in colour. The radar showed nothing at all, not even dust or sensor ghosts. The thermal camera was a thick white sheet of moderate heat, grey like its optical cousin.
“What the fuck's going on? Did we misjump? Is there some kind of equipment malfunction?”
She didn’t vocalise the last question in her mind, but thought it instead. Are the coordinates Ben gave us a trap?
“The coordinates appear to be accurate,” Dao said. “Based on our position… I'll check them again.”
Summer thumped her fist on her console. “We're right where he fucking said we would be, but there's just something wrong about our sensors.” She used a trackball to rotate the camera, spinning the device from side to side. 
Liao could see the bearing change, but the grey wall in front of them didn't change until the camera moved past a hundred and sixty degrees, where the sea of stars that could be seen out the rear returned like someone pulling back a huge sheet in front of their cameras.
[“The constellations displayed by the rear cameras match those that would be seen from Cenar,”] came Saara's voice, [“but the forward cameras cannot see anything.”] 
Liao didn’t like this one bit. She crossed her arms. “Launch strike fighters and hail the Sydney. Something's gone wrong and I want to know what that is.”
Jiang nodded, reaching up and speaking into her headset. “Strike craft away, Captain,” she called, then—focused, and frowning in confusion—received a transmission. She paused for a moment, listening, then turned back to Liao, her eyes wide with alarm.
“Captain! Jazz reports the launch process nearly flung his fighter into the station—we're right next to them. Cenar is directly in front of our bow, six hundred metres distant.”
“Six hundred metres?”
Liao stared. The distances involved in space travel and combat were usually vast, measured in thousands of kilometers at the least; for something to be only six hundred metres away was to be so close that the Beijing's sensors not only couldn't detect it, but couldn't differentiate between its hull and the hull of their own ship.
Summer spun one of the trackballs and the forward facing optical camera zoomed out, the grey blur shifting as it slowly come into focus, revealing the dull, grey metal hull of the Toralii Alliance station of Cenar.
The Toralii were right in front of the Beijing’s guns.
“Confirmed. One massive contact, six hundred and eight metres distant, showing up clear as day on short range radar!”
Summer stared blankly at her console. “What the fu—”
[“Captain, that is level sixteen—the command level. Ben's coordinates have deposited us directly in front of the tactical hub for the entire station!”]
Liao couldn’t help but realize, in that split second while her brain processed Jiang’s words, that Ben’s precise, robotic mind had—naturally—placed them in the optimal position. A Human operator would have simply put them anywhere within range, and Liao would have accepted that without question, but Ben was something else. She had expected to be close to the station, but this was practically inside it.
Their course of action was clear. 
“Fire!” Liao shouted, gesturing wildly at Jiang. “At this range we can do some serious damage. Open up with everything we've got: railguns at maximum power, the strike craft—hell, even hit them with the point defense cannons if we can get a firing solution. Have the missiles target their guns: point defense, medium range, energy weapons—everything! The more we can knock out now, the better our chances will be.”
“Aye aye, Captain—firing everything at everything! Railguns charged—firing!”
Liao turned her gaze back to the command console, watching the forward-facing cameras with not only her military, analytical mind, but also her innate Human curiosity. She had not seen the effects of their weapons at such close range before. Normally, because of the vast distances between their vessel and their targets, the enemy contacts were always distant, disconnected entities that appeared merely as dots on their radar screen, like labeled pieces on a mah-jong board. Hits and misses were determined through feedback on their radar or thermal cameras, the exact results of their efforts estimated by thermal buildup or debris field dispersion—information based entirely on extrapolation and guesswork.
This time, however, she had ringside seats to her ship’s destructive capabilities.
Liao felt the barely perceptible shudder of their railguns engaging, the ship's twin magnetic accelerators propelling two ferrous slugs out towards the station’s hull. The ludicrous speed they were launched at—a fraction of the speed of light—made viewing the actual projectiles in flight impossible, but the results of their journey were immediate. The instant the shudder ended, two showers of sparks—like the splash from a rock being dropped into a pond—burst forth from the Toralii station's hull as the two slugs smashed into the armoured metal at terrific velocity, instantly vapourising large chunks of the structure and sending out sparks of super-heated plasma.
Twin geysers of white gas, like two high-pressure fountains erupting from the ground, burst from the two entry points as the atmosphere of Cenar vented into space, taking with it clouds of debris and the occasional Toralii body.
It was beautiful, in a way, watching the gas cool and expand, the debris cloud meeting the Beijing's forward hull like fog rolling down a mountain, the occasional flash of a missile detonation elsewhere on the station casting a fragment of the Beijing’s colossal shadow on the hull of the space station.
“Good effect on target. Numerous gun batteries disabled, and the hull near the command centre has been breached!”
For once, Liao didn't need her tactical officer's report to know how just how well they'd done. “Excellent work, Mister Jiang. Fire again when ready.”
“Aye aye, Captain. The railgun’s capacitors will be cooled and charged again in twenty seconds!”
Liao turned to Dao, a sudden knot forming in her stomach as James, one objective of their mission—in her mind, the sole objective—leapt back into her head. “Report, Mister Dao. Have we located the Tehran or the Kel-Voran Dreadnought yet?”
“No sign of the Tehran yet, Captain, but there is currently one contact within the four hundred thousand tonnes range. The rest are two hundred thousand or less, so that must be the Kel-Voran ship.”
Liao nodded. “Have the Archangel insert her Marines there, along with Garn. They'll need to secure the ship until the rest of his crew can be rescued and brought to man the ship.”
“Right away, Captain.”
Liao turned back to Jiang. “Status on Broadswords?”
“The Archangel is en route to the dreadnought; the Switchblade, Predator, and Paladin are standing by to insert their Marines once Cenar’s command centre has been disabled.”
“And the railguns? How close are they to being ready?”
“One moment, Captain.” Jiang leant over her console, scrutinizing her readouts. “The railgun capacitors will be charged in three, two, one…”
There was another faint shudder as the railguns fired a second round of shots, the slugs disappearing into the twin holes already punched in Cenar's hull. This time, the effect was even more pronounced; the friction of the shots as they passed through the space station’s atmosphere ignited it, causing a gout of flame to burst from the two impact zones.
Liao watched in grim satisfaction as the whole level ignited, with secondary explosions clearly visible on the ship’s thermal cameras. The parts of the blaze exposed to space were quickly snuffed out, but that was precious little comfort to the Toralii in those sections who were left without air to breathe.
Jiang called over the bustle of the Operations room. “Captain, the railguns have had good effect on the target. Between the strike craft and our missile barrages, we’ve knocked out a great number of defensive batteries on the station. We’re ready to insert the Marines.”
Liao straightened her back, feeling it crack slightly and realising just how long she’d been hunched over her screen. “Excellent. Put them in, Mister Jiang.”
“Will do, Captain. Stand by.”
The woman turned back to her console, tapping her talk key. “Beijing actual to Marine teams—green light on insertion. Good hunting.”
Good hunting. The Marines were hunters, and that was something hunters said to each other. Never good luck or be careful. It was always good hunting. To rely entirely on luck was seen as a weakness; real warriors made their own luck through skill, relentless training, and tactical advantages. To rely on luck was not wise, but being overly careful was even worse. Hunters were supposed to treat defensive positions as a stable platform for attack, not a place to hide.
Aggression was necessary in warfare. You couldn’t win with caution. It was as Cheung had told her earlier—everything in warfare had to have a certain level risk to it, or there was no conflict. 
The Marines she was ordering into battle knew the risks. It was admirable, in a way, how nonchalantly Cheung had dismissed the dangers of her profession, even when her arm had been scarred in the line of duty. Now she faced the same, and worse, along with all of her soldiers.
Jiang turned in her seat. “Captain, all Broadswords except the Archangel report they’ve attached to the hull and begun insertion. Archangel reports they’ve dropped their team and are now standing by for Search and Rescue duties.”
Liao folded her arms. “Good. Align railguns to target Cenar’s fighter hangars. Let’s see if we can clip their wings before they launch too many.”
Jiang chuckled. “Already got the firing solution locked in, Captain. With their hangar doors open, it shouldn't take more than one or two shots to have them nicely roasting in Hell."
Liao gave the woman a slight grin, nodding. “Use your discretion with the railguns, then, but be cautious. Make sure our Marines have their locator beacons on. Watch for friendlies and prisoners.”
“Of course, Captain.”
Liao felt the almost imperceptible shift as the ship rotated, then a third shudder as the railguns fired another barrage.
Dao’s voice caught her attention. “That’s odd,” he said, glancing at his instruments in confusion.
Liao stepped over to his station, resting her hand on the back of his chair. “What is it?”
“The reactionless drive. When I made that course correction, there was a weight on the outer hull. Small, but enough to affect the change.”
Liao frowned. “A weight? On which side?”
“The underside. One moment, I’ll bring up an external camera.” 
When he did so, the problem became obvious. 
A Toralii boarding ship had attached itself to the underside of the Beijing.
 

Engineering Bay One
TFR Beijing
 
 Ben was good at a lot of things, but one of the things he was very good at was passing the time.
Being locked in Engineering was really no different than being stuck in the hull of the Giralan, or being left in the vast deserts of Karathi. He amused himself by scanning the entire interior of the engineering bay with his advanced optics, mapping its structure down to the molecular level and analysing every tiny imperfection in its surface. He counted not only how many bolts and welds and joins the room contained, but performed numerous small tasks such as estimating the temperature of the welds, or running the metal through an analysis to find its impurities then trying to to guess its age to the day.
All this was bought to an end by a crashing, burning explosion that tore a two metre hole in the side of the bulkhead. In Ben’s mind it all happened in slow motion; through his audio sensors, he could hear the faint hiss—undetectable to Human ears—that preceded the detonation of a Toralii breaching charge. He watched as the bulkheads came apart, the metal melting and fragmenting, and studied the trajectories of the semi-liquid metallic shards as they splattered onto the deck.
He saw the Toralii boarders come into the room, anticipating where their armoured feet would fall, studying their featureless visages through the helmet visors. Ben saw the attackers raise their weapons and cut down the startled Marines guarding him like a scythe through a field of wheat.
[“They have a construct,”] one of the Toralii observed, wearing the white armour that denoted a leader, [“chained, and in the stylings of our own. Perhaps it is salvage?”]
The word burned through Ben’s mind like a brand. Salvage. These Toralii were of the Alliance, as bad as the Telvan in any way he could measure. He watched as they inspected the Human bodies, barely paying attention to him.
[“That’s correct,”] Ben offered, lying. Fortunately for him, though, he had full control of his vocal chords. He allowed emotion in only when he chose to, and in this case, discretion would serve him better. [“They bound me, not knowing what I was. But I can help you.”]
The Toralii attacker used his boot to casually turn over one of the Human corpses, verifying it was dead. [“Construct, what do you know of the layout of this ship?”]
[“Everything.”]
Casually, the white-armoured Toralii leader gestured to his red-armoured companions. [“Good. Break his chains.”]
And they did, with the ruthless precision that Ben expected from them. He stretched himself to his full height, gesturing submissively towards the Toralii leader.
[“What is your command?”]
It riled him to offer service, but it was necessary—for now.
[“Show me to this vessel’s voidwarp device so that we may destroy it. We do not know how these aliens arrived this far beyond the jump point, but they cannot be allowed to escape. We need to prevent further translocation so our reinforcements can arrive and crush them.”]
Ben gestured with a claw. [“The device is through that bulkhead, then down one level.”]
A breaching charge was placed on the far wall and detonated. Like this room, its neighbour was occupied, but by engineers; the Toralii boarders made short work of them, cutting the unarmed Human engineers down like insects. Then a charge was placed on the floor.
[“You are certain, construct?”]
Ben affixed his sensors on the lead Toralii. [“My information is accurate, Leader.”]
With a nod, the Toralii blew the charge. A spray of metal flew into the chamber below and they leaped in one after another, Ben taking the rear. 
The casing for the jump drive was empty because most of its systems were controlled from Operations.
[“Hold,”] Ben said, watching as the Toralii prepared another breaching charge. [“You will need that one to escape this room.”]
The white-armoured Toralii regarded him with a condescending sneer. [“What?”]
Ben gestured to the roof. [“You blew a hole in the roof, and your armour is too heavy to climb back up through it. You will need at least three charges to get back to that level.”]
The Toralii became agitated, but Ben held up his claws. [“Do not worry. I will tear the forbidden voidwarp device from its mounts and crush it myself. ”]
That idea met with nods of approval, so Ben turned to the casing for the Humans’ jump drive. Attaching his claws to the metal, he steadied his feet and gripped the device with his large clamps. Straining his articulators, he pulled, the metal of the jump drive stressing and groaning before finally tearing free in a cloud of debris.
[“Crush it,”] the Toralii leader commanded, nodding with approval at the gaping hole in the Beijing’s jump drive compartment.
[“As you wish.”]
Ben extended a claw, grasping the shocked Toralii leader by the middle and closing his grip. With the crack-splinter of stressed metal, the Toralii spacesuit crumpled like an empty can, the violent gesture barely giving the alien just enough time to shout before his lungs were crushed. Swinging the corpse as a weapon, Ben slammed it into the one of the other Toralii, then casually dropped the one-tonne jump drive onto the forehead of the third. Picking up the device when his grisly work was done, the construct scampered nimbly up the wall to the ceiling, disappearing through the hole the Toralii had made, carrying the Beijing’s jump drive with him.
It took him only a few moments to return to his datacore. With the drone’s arms free, reconnecting the cable from the Beijing’s systems to his own took only a matter of moments. He powered up the link, feeling with his mind the ship’s systems, reaching—in an almost telepathic sense—into its computer systems.
Ben knew the Humans had changed their access codes since he was granted access to the ship. With an engineer like Summer Rowe—brilliant, with a splash of paranoia—the change came as no surprise. He knew the code was a number, represented by a series of bits—ones and zeroes. There were 1024 of them.
This was standard, military-grade encryption. Most civilians, he had learned from the huge ream of data he’d extracted from the Beijing’s computers, used 256 bits. These bits were capable of forming a number larger than the number of atoms in the observable universe. 
Approximately 10^78, give or take. Another way to look at it was five trillion of Earth’s computers working together to solve the key would take 197 years to solve a 256 bit problem. To solve the 1024 bit problem would take those five trillion computers a staggering, exponentially larger amount of time to complete.
But Ben was no ordinary Earth computer.
He was what Human scientists would call a quantum Turing machine. He didn’t even use bits—metaphorical ones and zeroes—instead using a complex notion called qubits. Qubits could be a one, or a zero, or any suspension between the two. A subtle but crucial difference.
In layman’s terms, playing by the rules would mean the level of encryption the Beijing used would be impossible to break in any meaningful period of time, but the rules did not apply to Ben. It was akin to a two-dimensional cartoon trying to design a maze. Another two-dimensional cartoon might well be trapped there for days, but a three-dimensional cartoon could step over the 'walls' as though they were nothing.
Ben set his datacore to work, reaching further and further into the ship’s computer cores and stripping away the encryption as though it were a child’s toy. Guessing the key wasn’t necessary; his system worked in a way that didn’t use such limited abstractions.
Soon, he had access to the ship’s entire network. He was careful—read access only, he didn’t want to interfere with the battle—and he could tell they already knew he was there. 
Alarms and alerts, subtle changes in the flow of information, like a body’s immune system responding to his presence. He recognised the style—Summer, the redheaded engineer. 
But she was made of flesh and could not possibly outwit him. Not on the digital battlefield, in the realm of pure mathematics. 
Ben turned off the artificial gravity on the whole ship, powering down the reactionless drives and locking the crew out for a few minutes. His body, the jump drive, and his datacore slowly drifted up from the deck of the ship. With a claw he reached down, taking up one of the combined power and data couplings and placing it into the Beijing’s disembodied jump drive, watching with his many optics as it slowly sprang back to life.
He extended the fingers of his mind into that device, feeding it data and performing trillions of operations a second. Soon, he had what he wanted.
Absently, he brushed away minor annoyance—a digital spike from Summer as she attempted to overvolt the power feeding his datacore—as the jump drive flared with life. It seemed to throb in his claws as it heated up, drawing more and more power from the ship’s systems.
The jump drive became so hot that steam began to rise from its surface. In the zero gravity of the ship, it came off in waves, coalescing into light pockets of vapor. Ben knew he was close. Data flowed across the thick cable as he sent small commands back and forth to the device and received input back from it in return. His spare claw gripped the datacore tightly.
Then he engaged the final command and the device, his body, and his datacore winked out from inside the vast ship’s inner hull. A powerful shockwave flew out in all directions, crumpling bulkheads and blasting the Beijing from within.
Then he was falling, surrounded by rushing air and blue skies.
 

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
 The scream of twisting metal, loud enough Liao could hear it in Operations, was accompanied by a shockwave so violent it threw her from her place at the console. The ship bucked and heaved as the energy slowly dissipated, the impact minimized by the lack of local gravity. The lights were out, the room illuminated only by emergency power. She saw Summer floating nearby, blood streaming from a cut on her head as she tried to maneuver herself in the weightless environment.
Liao grabbed hold of one of the support columns in the room, floating weirdly in the air. “Report!”
Summer shouted across the room to her. “Ben activated our jump drive. He jumped the fucking thing from the inside of the ship!”
Liao began lowering herself down towards the deck. “Damage report. And get the gravity back on!”
She nearly had her boots back on the floor when, with a lurch that contrasted with how it was usually eased back on, the gravity came back. She managed to avoid sprawling herself out on the deck like most of the Operations crew, but she was far away from her console, and she couldn’t imagine what chaos the rest of the ship was in.
Liao watched as Jiang pulled herself up back into her chair. “Captain, control of the ship has been returned to us.”
She could barely believe it. “Summer—confirm that!”
“Looking good, Captain. Navigation, Tactical, Engineering—all up and going.” Summer emitted a loud, barking laugh. “Well, everything except the jump drive, of-fucking-course!”
Of course. If what Summer had told her was true, Ben had physically jumped away with their only method of escape. Then, of course, there was the internal damage to her ship from the shockwave, which might well be catastrophic.
Liao climbed up to her feet, spending a quick moment checking to see if she was injured. Fortunately—although she wasn’t sure what else could go wrong—she didn’t have anything worse than bruises. 
Ling, the radar operator, called out to Liao. “Captain, the Toralii ships defending the jump point have turned and begun heading this way.”
That was expected. The only thing that surprised her was how long it had taken them. Small mercies. “How long?”
“At their current pace, they’ll be in weapons range in half an hour, Captain.”
That sounded promising.
She glanced down to adjust a part of her uniform then looked up, catching Jiang’s eye. “Status report on the Marines. Tell me they’re doing better than we are.”
Jiang didn’t look back at her instruments; it seemed as though she had already received a report and was waiting for the chance to relay it.
“Captain, the Paladin reports they received a signal from the Archangel via signal light that their radio has been damaged and is inoperative.” A wide grin spread over Jiang’s face. “The Paladin additionally reports that their Marines have located what appears to be the majority of the crew of the Tehran in one of the cell blocks.”
Liao’s eyes widened in shock. They had suspected they were on board, and she had hoped for a quick rescue, but they were closer than she had expected. If it weren’t for the raging chaos around her that had followed Ben’s jump away, she might have focused her energy entirely on that tiny scrap of information, but she couldn’t.
“Good. How quickly can they get moving? Any sign of—” She hesitated. “Commander Sabeen or Captain Grégoire?”
Jiang screwed up her face. “I don’t know, Captain. Nothing so far. Corporal Tian reports there’s a lot of wounded there. I don’t know how quickly they’ll be able to move.”
Liao swore. The plan called for the Tehran crew to be able to man their posts—more or less—so they would have another ship to fight the Toralii with. Which reminded her…
“母亲笨蛋! Any sign of the Tehran itself?”
To Liao’s infinite relief, Jiang nodded. “Yes, Captain. The Switchblade reports they’ve spotted a damaged but functional Triumph-class cruiser near where the Tehran’s crew is being kept. It’s got to be the Tehran. It’s still badly damaged from the battle, especially on the bow, but it should be able to move.”
Liao gave a wild nod. “Excellent. Get the crew aboard as soon as we can. Shuttle over some of our people if they’re missing anyone critical. They don’t have to fight, they just have to move.”
Hsin’s voice called out to her. “Captain, Garn reports that he and his crew have seized the Dreadnought. They’re powering it up as we speak. According to his communications officer, they’ll be ready to fly in eight minutes.”
Eight minutes was a long time, but their alpha strike had proven to be extremely effective. There was minimal resistance from Cenar itself, and although Toralii vessels were closing in from the jump point, they were too far away to do anything about the Humans for the moment.
“Good. See if they can’t get their weapons online faster, then they can help us go to town on this place.”
Hsin relayed the message, and Liao turned to Kamal. The Iranian man was nursing a fairly severe head wound but seemed lucid.
“Kamal, since our jump drive upped and left without so much as a goodbye kiss, I was hoping you would have some idea how to escape.”
The tan-skinned man gave her a cocky grin. “Aside from getting out and pushing…” the smile faded. “Without a jump drive, there’s no way we can get the ship out of here. The only option we have is to make for the rendezvous with the Sydney in the Tehran and evacuate to those ships—or even the Hirakan if we have to, then scuttle the Beijing.”
Not an attractive plan, but Liao didn’t have any better ideas. “Just get us to the rendezvous,” she murmured, reaching up and adjusting her hat. “We’ll deal with what to do when we get there.”
She wished she could give a stronger reassurance to her crew than that, but her reluctance to abandon the ship that had carried them so far—her first command—was tempered by the knowledge that no amount of technical trickery could get them out of this situation. They had no jump drive. There was nothing Summer or anyone could to do create one out of thin air.
Hsin turned in his chair, glancing at Liao. “Captain, all five Marine teams report mission successful. The Tehran and her crew are powering up the ship, and the Dreadnought’s weapons are online.” He grinned. “They’re going to town on them, as you put it.”
She nodded. “Very good. Coordinate with them however you can.”
Hsin nodded, then tapped his headset. “Captain, I’m receiving a communication from the Tehran. It’s Commander Farah Sabeen.”
Sabeen was James’s XO. If anyone knew what had happened to him, it was her. 
The dagger of doubt jabbed at her mind, though. Farah would only be the one to make the call if James wasn’t there or wasn’t able to speak to her.
“Put her through,” Liao ordered, slipping a headset over her head and nodding as she pressed the talk key.
“Commander Sabeen, this is Captain Liao.”
Farah's voice crackled through the radio, charged with adrenaline. "Captain Liao, you have no idea how grateful I am to hear your voice.”
Despite it all, Liao couldn’t help but smile. “Believe me, Commander, the feeling’s mutual, but we’re going to have to save our catch-up chat for later.”
“Agreed,” came Farah’s reply. “We’re still powering up our reactors over here—I estimate it’ll take a few more minutes before we get one online, which should be enough for us to begin hightailing it.”
Liao nodded, even though Sabeen couldn’t see it. “Good. We’re going to have to stick together as we exit this place—whatever remains of the Toralii guns are going to be following us as we go.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” came Farah’s reply, laughing down the line. “Your Marines couldn’t figure out how to lower the energy field that was keeping us all prisoner, so they semtexed the generator. Every single cell on the whole facility is now open, Captain, and it’s a mad house down here. Species I’ve never even seen before are fighting their way to their ships.”
A grin spread over Liao’s face. “A little chaos is just what we need. Excellent,” she replied, holding down the talk key a little longer than necessary, trying to work up the courage to ask her next question. “Farah, is James with you? What’s his status?”
“Haven’t seen any sign of him, Captain. He was taken away from us right at the beginning. I haven’t seen him since the battle. Nobody has. We assumed he was being taken for medical treatment, but he never came back.”
Liao’s heart clenched. That meant that James wasn’t among the crewmen from the Tehran that her Marines had rescued. He might not even be on the station.
He might be dead. 
Or one of a billion other possibilities, none of them good. Once again, as she had done so often, she stuffed her emotions and her wild, rampaging imagination into a box and banished it to the darkest corners of her brain.
Probably not the most healthy psychological practice, but Liao had to be made of steel if she wanted to lead the ship.
“Thank you, Farah,” she said, unable to even summon the will to use the woman’s last name.
“Sorry it couldn’t be better news, Captain.” There was a pause as, presumably, Farah received some kind of communication from someone on her crew, then the faint hiss of radio communications came through once again. “Captain, my chief of engineering reports that the Tehran is as good as she’s going to get. We have navigation and half of our missile tubes. We can barely charge our hull plating, and the jump drive’s still being worked on. That’s all we can give.”
“You just run,” Liao ordered. “Provide whatever support you can, but focus on getting your ship to the Sydney and getting the hell out of here. We’ll cover your retreat as much as possible.”
“Very good, Captain. Commander Sabeen out.”
Commander Sabeen? If James was gone, even in the medium term, then the ship was rightfully hers. She should be referred to as Captain Sabeen, especially since Fleet Command would almost certainly install her as the new commanding officer.
The thought irked Liao more than she cared to admit, and she felt her emotions flare up again. She had held out hope for so long, but it seemed as though they would not be rescuing James today.
And the likelihood of him being rescued at all was vanishingly slim.
Liao closed the link. She stood on the deck of her ship, surrounded by shouting voices and calls back and forth between the various sections of the Operations department. Navigation spoke to Communications as the the Tehran, Beijing, and Hirakan plotted their escape route through the debris. The Sydney called them, providing targeting information and planning long-range fire support to cover their escape. The Beijing’s strike craft buzzed around the station, striking at targets of opportunity and providing protection to the Broadswords, who—with their Marines extracted and their missions complete—began to fall into formation with the Beijing in preparation for their departure. 
She watched it all on her monitors, unwilling to look away, unable to shake the deep-rooted feeling that she was as close to James as she was ever going to get, that she was squandering her last hope of saving him. She knew that after their brazen attack, the Toralii would not permit them a second chance to rescue him—assuming they wouldn’t just throw him out an airlock.
If he was even still alive.
She heard Kamal’s voice behind her and felt his hand on her shoulder. “Captain, we’re ready to depart. We’ve done all we can here, and it’s becoming dangerous to stay. It’s time for us to go.”
The words felt like they might crush her. 
“We haven’t located J- Captain Grégoire.”
“I know.” Kamal’s hand tightened on her shoulder. “Believe me, I know. And I know you’re hurting right now, Melissa, and I know you want to stay. You must be thinking there’s some way we can pull this one off, that we can hold off that massive avalanche of steel and hate that’s bearing down on us through sheer force of will, but hope and courage can only last you so long. When it’s bows and arrows against bolts of lightning, it doesn’t matter how good a shot you are.”
He was right. Every word was true, and yet still she hesitated. She wanted—hope against hope—to believe James would be found and returned to her.
She wanted it so badly that she was, for a moment, tempted.
Then the voice in the back of her head, that self-sacrificing voice that had allowed her to put aside the easy path early in her life and encouraged her to join the military, spoke up. With the subtle guilt only the subconscious mind could summon, it carefully and gently guided her mind to where it needed to be.
“Arm the remaining nukes,” she ordered, her voice quavering. “Target Cenar’s primary reactor clusters. We’ve got our people out and the other prisoners have escaped. Let’s blow the whole fucking place sky high." She took a breath. "Then plot a course out of here, Mister Dao, and step on it.”
Kamal leaned in close to her, his hand still resting on her shoulder. “Captain, we don’t know if everyone got away. Some of those may be our people, or other species, or those too sick or hurt to move, or any number of things. Destroying this facility isn’t part of our mission. We don’t have to do it, and perhaps we shouldn’t. If we leave now, perhaps we can come back, we can strike again—”
“Our ‘go anywhere’ jump drive is gone,” she reminded him, squeezing her hand into a fist so tight her nails dragged against the palm of her skin, scratching it until it drew blood. “We relied on that and the advantage of surprise. If we leave now, they’ll rebuild—better and stronger than before. But now they’re weakened. They’re exposed. If we capitalize on this, we can destroy this godforsaken place and make sure nobody is harmed by it ever again.”
She wouldn’t cry. She forced herself, somehow, to not cry, her voice coming out as a choked whimper. “I won’t have James die for nothing.”
With their strike craft in formation, the Tehran and the Hirakan making their way towards the jump point and freedom, and alien ships of all descriptions breaking free of their moorings and flying off in all directions, the Beijing launched the last of its missiles, striking at the centre of Cenar and igniting its primary power reactors. As the Triumph-class vessel sped away with a sizable Toralii fleet in screaming hot pursuit of all of them, the centuries-old fortress of Cenar was enveloped from within by a bright, impossibly white light and utterly obliterated.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter XII
 
Beyond the Impossible
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
 
LIAO
WATCHED
THE
STATION
EXPLODE with a sense of finality. It was done, and there was nothing to do but focus on the business of escaping.
She would soon have a child to care for, after all, who would die with her if they didn’t make it. That was a motivating thought, something to break her out of her stunned grief. There would be time enough for tears, but the moment called for action.
Liao looked her XO in the eyes, her tone hardening, the weakness in her voice stripped away by the reality of their situation. “Commander Iraj.” 
The Iranian man released her shoulder, his gaze meeting hers and holding firm. “Captain.”
Liao took a breath. “Coordinate with the Sydney. We’re going to be coming in hot, and we don’t have a jump drive. We’re going to need some cover as we approach and while we dock and transfer the crew. Verify the integrity of the scuttling charges and prepare to evacuate the ship when we arrive.”
Recognising the gravity of her order, Kamal gave a slow nod. “Right away, Captain.” He stepped over to Jiang’s console, speaking to her in hushed tones. 
Liao watched them for a moment, then turned her head to Dao. 
“Lieutenant Dao, time to arrive at the rendezvous?”
“Eight minutes, Captain.”
She frowned. “Eight minutes? It was six minutes two minutes ago.”
“Aye, Captain. The Hirakan is not accelerating as fast as our ships—they are falling behind. This is probably a result of the significant mass difference between us.”
Liao gritted her teeth. “Slow our acceleration to match. We’re a fleet, dammit, and we’re going to stay with them as long as possible. I don’t want to give the impression we’re leaving them to die.” She gestured to the long-range communications headset. “In fact, let me talk to them.”
Hsin nodded and patched in the two ships. “Channel open, Captain.”
Liao touched the talk key. “Beijing to Hirakan, this is Beijing actual. Report.”
The sound that came back was a combination of a guttural roar and a snarl, but it was clearly Garn’s voice. [“What in the almighty stars art thou doing, Captain? Art thou trying to steal our glory?”]
Liao blinked in confusion. “Steal your glory?” Realization dawned. “You’re deliberately slowing down to let them catch you?” 
[“Nay, not quite deliberately,”] the Kel-Voranian man admitted. [“The starboard section of our ship has experienced a significant breach—I believe it is due to starting our reactors too rapidly—and I doubt it will be able to jump. We are in the process of abandoning that section, with the remains of my crew transferring to the port side.”] He roared triumphantly into whatever passed for his microphone. [“Still, this is a welcome development. Our beam arrays will roast the Toralii dogs alive, and we shall bathe in their blood!”]
Liao pressed the talk key, her tone dry. “Why don’t we save the blood-bathing until we’re all safe, mmm?”
[“Bah, those art not the words of a true warrior! What kind of soldier would I be if I were to avoid honourable death fighting hated enemies?”]
“One who can live to fight another day?” she suggested, and then a thought struck—sudden and powerful, like a punch to the head. “Garn. The starboard side of your ship—how badly damaged is it?”
[“So badly we are abandoning it, Captain. That should tell you everything thou need to know, I would have thought.”]
She shook her head. “No, I mean, you mentioned your ship had multiple redundant systems, are any of your reactors still online? And does your jump drive still work?”
There was a pause as, presumably, the Kel-Voranian man consulted his systems. [“The voidwarp device is functional,”] he admitted, [“along with the attached reactor. What good will that do?”] His tone grew ominous. [“I’m not using it to escape, if that’s what thou art implying.”]
“Nothing of the sort,” she admitted. “I promise. I was curious—you said it has an attached reactor?”
Garn’s voice betrayed his confusion. [“Yes? The whole system is designed to be extracted at a moment’s notice, in case the other hull needs it. Why?”] 
“Well, Garn, our jump drive is currently—uhh—offline. I was wondering if we could borrow the one from your starboard section, especially if you’re just going to throw it away?”
He gave a low chuckle through the communications line, and Liao could almost picture his scaled and menacing form shaking his head. [“Captain, I hath already promised thee that I would burn in thy service, so I hardly think thou shouldst need to ask to borrow a piece of technology that I am prepared to discard.”]
Liao bit her tongue, wincing as she tried to explain to the Kel-Voranian man the next part of her plan. “Understood, and that’s very welcome news, but transferring the reactor core and jump drive over will take some time, I imagine. I doubt we can last that long without your vessel covering us, so I need you to hold off on your—” she almost said suicidal, but caught herself. The Ken-Voran had strong opinions on the subject. “Heroic last stand until we can get the device inside our ship.”
[“I’m unsure we’ll have time to move the whole assembly into your ship before the Toralii dogs arrive, Captain.”]
Liao was thinking the same thing. “What if we just bolt it to the side and jump? If it has its own self-contained power source, so I’d guess it doesn’t need to be inside to work.”
Summer spoke over her. “Captain, that is beyond the impossible. You realize that, right? Right? You’re suggesting that we take a possibly damaged alien jump drive that we have absolutely no idea how to operate, provided by people we just met, and just attach it to the outer hull of the ship in the middle of a pitched battle? All the while having no idea if, at any stage, the whole thing is just going to blow us all to atoms?”
Liao gave the engineer a cocky grin, moving over to Rowe’s console. “That’s basically the gist of the plan, yes. Thank you, Summer. Now, if I give you whatever manpower resources you need and enough spacesuits to go around, do you think you can do it?”
Summer balked, then made a weird half-strangled noise in the back of her throat. “You want me to do it? You want me to bolt that damn thing to the hull?”
“It has to be outside the ship, Summer, and I’m going to need your skill to make it work.”
Although she was a civilian, Liao could still order Summer to do it. But Liao had learned that the redhead worked best when she was doing things her way. 
Rowe looked understandably reluctant, so Liao tried a different approach. “I mean, could you imagine the look on Alex’s face when he hears about your thrilling heroics?”
Liao could see Rowe was still hesitant. She leaned over the redhead’s console, giving a low chuckle. “And, of course, there’s the fact that if you don’t, he and all of us will probably die. Just something to think about.”
“You should have led with that one,” Rowe snorted, groaning and easing herself out of her chair. “Gimme a suit and fifteen minutes. If I die, I hate you all and blame you for everything.”
“Noted,” Liao said, giving Summer a playful clap on the shoulder as she left.
Liao pulled out her radio. “Captain Liao to Saara. Please report to Operations.”
She had instructed the Toralii pilot to remain in the hangar bay in case her ability to speak Toralii was needed by the Marine boarding parties, but Liao was glad that it had not been. Now she had someone to cover Rowe’s position at the engineering console.
She had other engineers, yes, but Saara was different; she was more familiar with alien technology because she was Toralii. Summer was different because, well, because she was Summer.
[“Of course, Captain. I will be with you momentarily.”]
“Thank you.”
Liao moved back to the command console, closing her eyes, inhaling, and slowly letting the breath out in one long motion.
“Okay. Round the room. Mister Dao, how far are we away from the jump point?"
The blue-eyed Tibetan man looked up. “Four minutes, Captain. We’ve nearly completed our deceleration. The Tehran has kept pace with us the whole way, and the Sydney is standing by for fire missions.”
Liao found she was building a new respect for the crew of the Tehran. They’d been prisoners only a half-hour ago—tortured, abused, and starved, according to the reports that had already begun to filter their way to her—but they had responded to the call of duty admirably. While the badly damaged Tehran would not be able to contribute much to the coming battle, for now they were far from a burden.
If they survived, Liao would pin a medal on every last one of the surviving crew’s chests.
“Good. How long until the Toralii vessels have us in weapons range?”
“Approximately ten minutes, Captain, but possibly less. They’re decelerating beyond the halfway point, which suggests they’re planning to overshoot slightly.”
“Let’s be gone before they get here.” She looked expectantly at the tactical console. “Mister Jiang, tactical report.”
Jiang twisted in her seat, glancing over her shoulder. “All five Broadswords are currently in formation with us, Captain. Four have reported in; the Archangel has a damaged radio and is silent, but otherwise combat effective. Strike craft are ready to launch once again.”
Liao nodded. “Good. When we’re in the jump point, launch ‘em. Be prepared to retrieve them at a moment’s notice, though—combat landings.”
Her gaze turned to Hsin. “Communications?”
“Our targeting computers are linked with the ones from the Sydney. We can commence coordinated barrages to try to dissuade the Toralii from coming in so fast.”
Liao grinned crookedly. “That’s what I like to hear. Hit them with whatever we have. Try to cripple one of their ships if possible; the more we stop out there, the less we have to fight when we’re trying to jump.”
She glanced over her shoulder. “Mister Ling, coordinate with the Sydney. I want our rounds to fly right down their throats.”
“I was going to aim for the eyes, ma’am.”
“Also good. There are five of them, but we’ll do what we can.”
She felt a wild surge of adrenaline course through her as she contemplated their situation. Cenar was gone, almost certainly taking James with it, and now she had five Toralii cruisers heading directly for her. If their insane plan to borrow the Hirakan’s jump drive didn’t work, or if there was even the slightest delay, the three Human ships and their Kel-Voranian allies would be swiftly and sharply annihilated.
In Liao's first battle with a Toralii cruiser her enemies had boarded the Beijing despite having the tactical advantage in space. Saara explained that this was because the Toralii wanted to take them alive—as slaves, they now knew—but after what Liao had just done to Cenar, she fully expected that such a measure would not be taken this time.
The Toralii Alliance was out for blood, and she knew nothing less than their blasted, frozen bodies floating in space would satisfy them.
“How long until the Hirakan arrives and jettisons their starboard-side jump drive?”
“Four minutes, Captain. They should be pulling up right beside us.”
Liao did some swift mental calculations. “That’s not going to give us much time to rig the thing up. We’re probably going to be in weapons range for a minute or so, at least. Can we hold out that long against five of them?”
Jiang nodded. “The Sydney and the Beijing, certainly. We don’t know enough about the Kel-Voran to know for certain what their capabilities are, but I can guess well enough. They’ll be fine.”
“Good. Get the Tehran to jump as soon as they’re ready. With their ship and crew in that state, I want them safe as soon as possible. Mister Hsin, signal Commander Sabeen and tell her to jump away.”
The man nodded and spoke into his headset. “Captain, Commander Sabeen reports their jump drive is still charging.”
Liao stared. “What?”
“They only have one reactor—they used almost all of their juice just keeping up with us.”
“How long?”
Hsin spoke again into his headset, then nodded. “Captain, she says to give her five minutes and if they’re not ready, jump without them.”
Already the Toralii ranging shots were flying past their ship. Liao muttered a dark, bitter curse and nodded. “Tell her that there’ll be no waiting. Five minutes, then I’m leaving.”
Assuming I can.
Hsin began relaying her message, and Liao turned back to Jiang. “I’m sorry, did I say one minute? I meant two.” She screwed up her face. “I’ll take you to dinner in Paris if you can give me some good news.”
The groan of an opening hatchway heralded the arrival of Saara, and out of the corner of her eye Liao saw the Toralii woman move towards the Engineering console.
Jiang nodded. “I’m not big on French food, so if you make it Rome instead I think I can do that, Captain. Two minutes is a bit of a stretch, but with a bit of luck we shouldn’t lose any major systems. However, I’m more worried about the Tehran. They’re quite badly damaged, with sections exposed to space and a significantly reduced hull plating charge—I doubt they'll last even through the first barrage, let alone two minutes.”
Closing her eyes a moment, Liao gritted her teeth, leaning over her console. “Then we’re going to have to be their armour.” She straightened her back. “Mister Dao, I want you to reposition the ship between the incoming Toralii vessels and the Tehran. I want anything going towards it to strike us first. Link up our navigation systems to theirs; I want our vessels moving synchronously. Any defensive maneuvers we use, I want them to copy us. We have to protect that ship until we’re all ready to jump.”
Jiang winced. “Captain, I didn’t count on having a third fewer targets, and protecting the Tehran is going to significantly affect our defensive posture.”
“You want to go to Rome or not? I’m pretty sure Summer would love to smear spaghetti sauce all over her face if you aren’t up to it.”
Jiang looked despondent for a moment, then she laughed. “Captain, you know I’ve never failed you. Now would be a bad time to start. I’ll see what I can do.”
Liao chuckled. “I’m giving up my delicious blanquette de veau to cater to your tastes, so you damn well better.”
She felt the ship shift and position itself in front of the Tehran, then the first shots started striking their forward hull.
 “Captain, the Kel-Voran report that they have engaged the Toralii Alliance. Captain Garn was extremely optimistic of their chances, although he appeared to be distinctly jealous that we’re absorbing the lion’s share of the Toralii weapons fire,” Hsin called.
“Tell him he can have it if he wants it,” she muttered, reading the hull temperature from her console. The Toralii had struck from farther out than anticipated, probably because the Beijing was less maneuverable when they were protecting the Tehran. That made their already precarious tactical situation even worse.
[“Captain,”] Saara called. [“Summer reports that the starboard half of the Hirakan has jettisoned their jump drive, and the Paladin is maneuvering it towards the underside of our hull. She also said some other things, but I did not feel the need to repeat them.”]
Summer, despite her obvious fear, was at least being herself. Liao expected nothing less than a foul-mouthed barrage from her.
“Thank you, Saara. Keep me informed about their progress. The sooner we can get that thing attached and functional, the sooner we all get to leave.”
[“Sooner would be better,”] Saara agreed, chuckling softly.
Hsin turned to Liao. “Captain? I have Captain Sabeen on the line for you.”
Liao touched the side of her headset. “Tehran, this is Beijing actual. Go ahead.”
From down the line the wailing of alarms and klaxons was heard, along with the shouting of voices. Farah’s voice was remarkably loud to try and compensate. “Our jump drive is functional, Captain. We’re good to give it a shot.”
“And not a minute too soon. Thank you for the good news,” Liao responded, nodding to Dao. “We’re going to continue to shield you as you make your way into the jump point. Some shots might get through. I suggest you fire whatever ordnance you have, overload whatever hull plating you have, then hold on tight and prepare for a wild ride.”
Farah gave a loud laugh. “We’re already dry, Captain. To be honest, I barely thought we could get this ship moving at all, let alone the jump drive. It’s a miracle the old girl’s still kicking.”
“People make their own miracles,” Liao said, feeling the barely perceptible shift as her ship dropped, protecting the Tehran as it descended towards the Lagrange point. She watched on her console as the ship grew closer and closer to their escape route. “Godspeed, Tehran.”
“Good hunting, Beijing. We’ll see you on the other side.”
Liao took off her headset and gestured to the Tactical console. “Mister Jiang, move us away to a safe distance and inform Rowe to hold onto something. Things are going to get rough on the underside.”
Liao returned her attention to the her console. The five Toralii ships bore down on them like rampaging elephants, their shots becoming more accurate the closer they got. The ship began to shake and shudder with the force of the impacts, despite the best efforts of Dao to twist and turn them away from the worst of it.
Ling caught Liao’s eye. “Captain, the Tehran has jumped away.”
A cheer went up from Operations, muffled slightly by the slowly increasing volume of the Toralii weapons pounding on their hull. 
[“Captain, Summer reports—and once again, I am paraphrasing her—that the shockwave from the Tehran’s departure nearly knocked her into space, but that our loaned jump drive has been hooked up. Four more minutes and it’ll be ready to go.”]
Already the hull temperature was climbing at an alarming rate. Liao gestured to Hsin. “Four minutes, everyone! We’re getting out of here in four minutes. Mister Hsin, relay this information to the Sydney and clear the jump point for them. Mister Jiang, retrieve our strike craft and Broadswords—combat landings. Have point defense cannons protect the hangar bay from weapons fire until they’re all aboard.”
“Aye aye, Captain—combat landings, all craft. Return to the Beijing and prepare to jump away.”
The shaking and pounding grew louder as the five Toralii ships decelerated, aligning themselves to appear just beyond the jump point. Liao gripped her rattling console. “I’m going to need Summer to work faster if we’re going to get out of here alive, Saara! Give me a time estimate!”
She watched the Toralii woman speak into her headset, marvelling at how collected the Toralii woman appeared. She was the epitome of calm, quiet professionalism, while everyone around her was shouting and getting carried away with the moment. Liao tried to draw upon her stoicism, forcing her voice to remain low and even.
[“Two minutes, Captain!”]
Liao nodded, glancing at Ling. “Is the Sydney moving towards the jump point?”
“Aye, Captain. Captain Knight reports that they are inside the Lagrange point and will be jumping in moments.” Ling spoke again after a brief pause. “The Sydney has jumped away, Captain!”
Another round of cheering. Liao gestured to Hsin. “Signal the Port side of the Hirakan—tell them to jump away while we protect them.”
Hsin relayed the message as instructed, then turned back to Liao. “Captain, it’s Garn again—he wants to talk to you directly!”
She didn’t have time for this. “Put him through!”
Liao tapped the talk key on her headset. “Garn, this isn’t a good time to argue about—”
[“Our port side jump drive is offline, Captain!”]
Liao’s blood ran cold. “Say again, Hirakan?”
A loud, rambunctious laugh echoed down the line. [“Captain, I think thy ears art blocked. I know thou heardst me! Our jump drive is gone. It took a hit while we were separating the ship!”]
She bit her lip. “How quickly can you evacuate yourself and your crew to the Beijing?”
Another laugh. [“Melissa, Melissa! There art no forces in the universe that could drag me away from this battle! The shaking of my ship and the roar of her guns echoes the bellowing of the gods—I’ve not felt so alive in months. Besides, Captain, you and I know there’s no time for evacuations.”]
“There’s always time,” Liao said. “You make time! You make what you want happen, and you spit in the face of destiny. Garn, you don’t have to die protecting some people you’ve barely met.”
Jiang’s voice cut into Liao’s conversation. “Captain, the Kel-Voranian ship has taken heavy damage. They’re venting atmosphere on most of the their decks and they’re not moving to the jump point!”
Liao pressed the talk key again. “Garn! Garn, listen to me—listen! I’ve already lost—” Her voice cracked and broke, thinking of how James had rammed the Toralii cruiser to save her. “I lost someone I cared about because they were defending me. I’m not going to lose anyone else! I’m ordering you to effect whatever repairs you can, then to move to the jump point and follow the Tehran to Earth.”
[“Thou art not my commander, Captain, and thy orders fall on deaf ears.”] There was a shout in the background, then Garn’s voice roaring once again. [“More power to the weapons! Continue firing!”] 
“Garn—”
[“Captain, I am terminating this communication. May all your blades be bloodied!”]
There was a faint click as the signal ended. Liao tried to raise him again but heard only static.
Closing her eyes, Liao inhaled. “Saara, status on our jump drive?”
[“Captain, Summer reports work complete. She is moving back inside the ship in preparation for the jump.”]
Liao gave a low growl and nodded. “Get her up here as soon as possible.” Turning to Dao, she fought to keep the bitter edge out of her voice. “Mister Dao! Move us into the Lagrange point and prepare to jump the ship back to Earth.”
“Course laid in, Captain!”
Her headset crackled into her ear on the short range frequency. “Captain, this is Yanmei Cheung on the Archangel. Request permission to come to Operations to give my after action report.”
She slammed her finger against the talk key. “Can’t it wait?” she snapped.
“Negative, Captain.”
Rolling her eyes at Yanmei’s impatience, Liao squeezed the talk key so hard the plastic cracked. “Get up here, then—on the double. Meet Summer on the way up. I don’t care if she’s still half-naked and undressing from her little space walk, drag her up here by her hair if you have to. I want my Chief of Engineering.”
Yanmei’s voice crackled through the tiny radio. “Aye aye, Captain.”
Liao moved her hand on the black box and switched it off. She could afford no further distractions. Turning to Dao, she focused her eyes on the man. “How long before we are enough into the Lagrange point?”
“Thirty seconds, Captain.”
Liao nodded, a particularly heavy impact nearly causing her to lose her footing. “Good. The moment we’re inside, engage the jump drive and get us the fuck out of here!”
“Captain,” Jiang called, her tone charged with alarm, “The Hirakan’s reactors are overloading!”
Liao turned to her radar console, watching as the Toralii weapons fire came in streams like the drops of water from a hose—one fountain driving against the hull of the Kel-Voranian vessel and the other pounding at their own armour. There was a brilliant white flash as the reactors on their allies’ vessel cracked and broke, then a powerful shockwave rushed over them, throwing the crew of the Beijing to the deck.
When she clambered back to her feet, she could see that the spot where the Hirakan was moments ago was now nothing more than an expanding, white hot debris field surrounded by an equally large ball of spilled gasses and molten metal.
“They’re gone,” Jiang said, stating the obvious. A hush fell over Operations as the crew digested the news.
The Beijing glided into the jump point, and Kamal turned to Liao. “Captain, we’re in position to jump.”
Nodding, Liao reached into her chest pocket, withdrew the steel key, and moved to the jump console. Kamal moved around beside her, his key in his hand as well.
“Prepare for jump,” she called to the room. “Disengage artificial gravity in twenty seconds!”
Liao flipped back the protective plastic cover, staring down at the small keyhole. She fidgeted with the key in her hand, waiting for the gravity to be dialed down and for the familiar sensation of nausea to overtake her. In the background, there was a dull metallic groan as the hatchway to Operations opened. Liao looked up, seeing Summer push open the heavy door.
“Well, that was fun,” came Summer’s sarcastic, nasally voice as she moved towards her console, panting softly as though she’d been running, her voice laced with triumph. “Getting hung out on the arse end of a spaceship to get blown around by explosions and shot at by aliens. Brilliant.”
Liao purposefully looked back down at the jump console and bit back a biting retort. Summer’s attitude at this critical junction was aggravating, but she was who she was. Liao heard Yanmei’s voice from down the corridor and felt a somewhat unreasonable spike of anger. Yes, Summer was Summer, but for her head of Marines, Liao expected much better. 
“You’re late, Lieutenant,” Liao snapped, jamming the key into the tiny keyhole, unable to keep her frustration from playing itself out on her face as she wiggled it into place.
“That’s funny, I thought I was a little more senior than that.”
Liao’s heart stopped, her head snapping around as though she’d been punched in the face. The voice was deep, male, lightly accented and familiar. Standing in the threshold between the corridor and Operations, clad only in rags and covered in bruises, was a face she’d thought she’d lost forever. 
Captain James William Grégoire.
Immediately behind him, Yanmei Cheung stepped through, grinning like a jackal. “Surprise, Captain. Our squad, by sheer dumb luck, were dropped in right next to their infirmary. With all the forcefields down, guess who we saw wandering around like a lost little…”
Liao wasn’t listening. Her eyes were locked on James’s. Time seemed to slow down as they stared at one another, Liao’s mouth agape. She had written him off as dead, a marker on the growing list of casualties the conflict with the Toralii Alliance had produced, but here he stood. Battered, weary, wounded, and with half his previously observed muscle mass, but alive.
Before she knew what she was doing, her feet were pounding on the deck, her hat flying from her head as she drove headlong towards the man, grabbing him roughly under his arms and drawing him into a crushing embrace. Her hands gripped him as though she feared he would slip away and vanish again. She felt his hands around her shoulders, holding her in a similar fashion, and for a brief moment there was nothing but silence as the ship’s computers counted down towards the jump.
And she wept, openly and unabashedly. She wept with relief, with joy, with giddy disbelief, her chest heaving as she emitted a weird, half-strangled noise that alternated between jerking sobs and joyous laughter. She pressed her face against his shoulder and poured it all out. The stress of living in space on a warship, the weight of having the fate of Humankind resting on her shoulders, the terrible emptiness that had gripped her every second that James had been absent from her life, the shock of finding out she was with child, the agony of losing Velsharn, the terror of her near miscarriage. Those emotions, bottled and contained for too long, poured out in an tide of feelings that not even Liao's considerable mental discipline could contain.
It wasn't Commander Liao, Captain of the TFR Beijing, decorated war hero and savior of humanity who stood in full view of the women and men she commanded in battle, crying shamelessly into the tattered rags that served as James’s clothing, but a woman named Melissa; a Chinese woman with a Greek name who had finally earned a chance to hold the man she loved.
She felt herself being lifted up—the gravity was switched off in preparation for their jump—and the two floated away from the deck. She didn't look at anyone, didn't try to justify or excuse herself, or hold anything back. She merely buried her face into James's shoulder and sobbed. Her mind spun, flailing uselessly as it tried to process what had happened. Surely it was impossible, surely it was all just a dream. 
For the first time since she had come into space and experienced weightlessness, there was absolutely no nausea or sickness or discomfort as gravity loosened its grip and the two of them—arms gripping each other as though they would never let go—floated gently in the air. With a tear-stained sideways glance, Liao saw Summer taking the captain’s place at the jump console, the redhead seemingly pleased to be finally be able to use the technology she had helped build.
Summer nodded energetically to Iraj, and the two of them turned their keys. The barrage on the hull of the Beijing disappeared with a silence so abrupt it seemed impossible, quieted by the disappearance of the Beijing as it leapt away from Cenar and back to Earth.
She knew her work was not yet done, and their arrival back on Earth would be anything but peaceful and relaxing, but she didn't care. With her child's safety secured, all she cared about was that after enduring countless trials and suffering terribly, James was home, and she was in the arms of the man she loved.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
Survival
*****
Near the wreck of the Giralan
Karathi
 
BEN
WAS
RARELY
SURPRISED, BUT he was not expecting the two-metre drop through the atmosphere of Karathi—a short amount of time for a Human, but an eternity to a synthetic mind—to be over so quickly.
All that time spent living with biologicals had taught him to occasionally think like one, he mused, as his drone body crashed into the unyielding desert sands, his datacore thumping into the ground just beside him, the spherical jump drive landing nearby and beginning to roll down the side of the dune. 
“Oh, no, you bloody don’t!” he shouted, reaching out with a clamp to grasp hold of the device, pulling it back towards him. His articulators strained with the effort, claws digging into the sand for purchase and scrabbling as he tried to avoid being pulled along with it.
Fortunately, the device stopped rolling and Ben, slowly and carefully, began dragging it towards the ruined Telvan ship that had been his home for decades.
Although he had previously told Liao that nothing could possibly bring him back to Karathi, the situation had now changed. The Giralan was in terrible repair, and most of the systems required to support life had been removed—artificial gravity, atmospheric processors, sublight engines. The ship couldn’t move nor sustain anyone aboard it, so it was stationary, to be slowly buried in sand over the years. It was, for all intents and purposes, useless to everyone.
But for a life form that didn’t breathe or suffer in zero gravity, a spaceship only needed to be able to keep out solar radiation—which his datacore was hardened against anyway—and to function as a platform for weapons.
The ship would need weapons, but he knew where he could trade for them and get more material for repairs. His artificial mind began working through an inventory of the ship’s contents, auditing them and collecting a tabulated list ordered by value.
The jump drive that could move outside of voidwarp points, however, was the most valuable thing that he could add to a ship that couldn't move. After all, who needed sublight drives when a ship could just jump wherever it wanted to, unimpeded? Who needed armour when one could just disappear before the missiles arrived?
He could see it in his mind; a perfect simulation of his ship appearing above the Telvan worlds, immediately dispensing worldshatter barrages and then vanishing as quickly as it had arrived. He would be undetectable, unstoppable, and invincible. And he would never tire. He would never rest. He would never sleep. He would never grow bored, old, or remorseful.
Liao believed Ben had drank his fill of revenge, but now that the construct had the jump drive and a new plan, his work had barely begun.
Now it was Ben’s time, and the Giralan would sail again.
 
To Be Continued in Lacuna: The Spectre of Oblivion…
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