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Humanity has rebuilt on Velsharn, forging the colony of Eden from the ashes of Earth. On Velsharn's verdant soil children are born, alliances are made and for a time, peace reigns. In high orbit, the debris of an entire Toralii fleet stands as mute testament to humanity's sovereignty; their right to this planet is unquestioned. 
 
Above the TFR Beijing, now the centrepiece in a flourishing city, the inky void of space is eerily silent. As Commander Melissa Liao recovers from her ordeals, the universe continues its roiling machinations unhindered by her suffering. 
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The Beach of Bones
*****
Copiapó
Chile
Earth
 
Seven months after the devastation of Earth
 
LIEUTENANT RACHEL “SHABA” KOLLEK
OF the Israeli Space and Air Arm first thought the misty sand beach in front of her, on the southern shore of Chile, was beautiful. However, as the boots of her space suit hit the ground, she discovered it wasn’t made of sand at all. 
It was bones.
Millions of fish bones blanketed the area, some barely larger than a pinhead, some the size of a basketball. The Toralii worldshatter devices had seared the land and boiled the oceans. Earth’s aquatic life had died en masse, and the bones of countless sea creatures washed up all over the planet’s shores as a new beach. The threshold between scorched land and dark, oily, barren sea was a thin line of death.
The Falcon transport Piggyback, Shaba’s brand new baby and the second ship to bear that name, idled behind her, landing ramp extended. She chewed on the end of her cigarette, adjusted her sealed bubble helmet, and stepped into the mist. Her suit chirped at her. The atmosphere was a thick mix of carbon dioxide, ash particles, and water vapour. She exhaled, blowing cigarette smoke against the clear Plexiglas hemisphere separating her from the death soup, the smoke inside the thin polymer dimming the clouds outside.
The atmosphere of Earth was an opaque wall of death. If anyone had survived the initial bombardment—and analysis of the attacks had determined that most Humans had—they would now be dead, burned in walls of flame, choked on an atmosphere they could not breathe, or starved because the water and food that remained would be ruined.
Modern human beings were so dependent on the structures of society—agriculture, medicine, transport—that they could not survive such a calamity. That beach was a suitable landing spot because it had been largely spared the orbital fire. The cities, the urban centres, would be much worse off.
Her parents had died on that planet. Most of her friends had died on that planet. They would be missed.
The man who had raped her, nearly fifteen years ago, had died on that planet. He, not so much.
A lifetime ago she had been sixteen, and he a trusted son of a friend of the family. He was handsome, too—charismatic, tall and athletic, with women just falling over themselves to be with him. He had the pick of anyone he wanted.
It turned out he liked the ones who struggled a bit. The joy was in the conquest, the having of what had been denied him.
Somehow, in defiance of all logic, they had dated for three years after the first time. There were other times. He drank. She still stayed. Shaba didn’t claim to understand what had happened, just that it had.
Now that guy was just a body on a corpse planet—one of billions. His bones were bleaching in the sun, just like the fish. She shifted her weight and crunched some under her boots.
That knowledge didn’t feel good. It didn’t feel bad. It was mostly a nothingness, an emptiness, neither vindication nor defeat—somewhere in the middle.
She hadn’t killed him. Yet he was dead. Her fantasy made no sense.
Even in death, he was taking things from her.
“You shouldn’t be smoking in that thing.” Mace, one of her gunners, grumbled through the comm unit in her ear.
“Yeah?” She chewed on the end of the cigarette. One of their crew, still back on the Rubens, was nicknamed Smoke. He smoked in his suit all the time—enough to earn himself that nickname. Who was Mace to judge her? “Well, maybe you shouldn’t be so fucking bald.”
“A shaved head’s a man’s haircut. Nothing good comes from those coffin nails, you know. That’s what I tell Smoke. Don’t be like him.” Static squealed over the line. Mace said something she missed.
“Say again,” she said. 
The radiation caused interference; the worldshatter device had ignited practically every fossil fuel reserve on the planet and, in the process, vented a bunch of radioactive material into the atmosphere.
“I said, I used to give him shit about it too. What happened?”
Shaba adjusted a dial on her wrist, and the noise faded. “Nothing,” she said. “Don’t worry about it. Look, this place is a ruin. Not bad to visit, but we ain’t ever moving back here.”
“I know, I know.” Mace’s voice was totally normal, as though he were observing a football game he had no interest in. “Well, there’s nothing here. Let’s go check out NORAD.”
NORAD, better known as the Alternative Command Center nestled in the Cheyenne Mountain nuclear bunker in Colorado, had been designed to laugh in the face of even an overwhelming nuclear response. NORAD was one of the few places Humans might still be living.
Living Humans still on Earth—strange that it had come down to that. Shaba considered all the events that had ever happened on the planet—so much history, so many things to mourn. Out of all the men in history—caesars, kings, emperors, inventors, painters, artists, creators, rulers, and destroyers—all she could think about was that one guy and what he’d done—how he was gone.
And how she felt nothing at all.
“Whatever,” Shaba said, using her tongue to push the cigarette butt against her visor, snuffing it out as she closed the hatch. Shaba didn’t bother to strip out of her suit and walked back to the pilot’s seat, passing Mace on the way.
“Hey,” he said, his sullen face undercutting his optimistic tone. “How’s it looking closer to the ground?”
“Not much better from out the window.” She walked past him, to the cockpit. Their conversation continued by radio.
“Yeah,” said Mace. “I had hoped it was just a little bit less than total shit.”
“Well, it ain’t.” Shaba slid into the pilot’s seat and commenced the engine start-up sequence. The ship came to life with a pained groan. It was a new ship, and she felt its pain. The increased ionisation and acidic atmosphere could not be good for Piggyback’s hull, and there were entirely rational and reasonable justifications for why the reactionless drive’s pitch harmonics might sound off, but to Shaba, the ship seemed to be protesting simply being there. That place. That dead world.
No bird could live there.
Shaba pulled off her gloves. “NORAD’s near enough to seventy-six hundred kilometres away, boys, so we’ll be heading out of atmo’ for this one.” She worked as she spoke, tapping her fingers over the preflight checks. The start-up sequence was second nature to her and came as naturally as breathing. “Little hop-skip-jump into space, and we’ll be hobnobbing with the last survivors of Earth.”
“Assuming there are any,” said Bobbitt, their tail gunner. “Ain’t nothing I can see here but ashes.”
Artificial gravity and inertial dampening systems, check. Life support, check. Transporters, check. Optimal flight path… she was still working on that one. The navigational computer chirped. Check and cross check. Her distance estimate was right on the money. Manoeuvring engines, check. “Yeah,” she said, the work complete. “What a shithole.”
The ship drifted lazily into the sky as the reactionless drive defied gravity. It rose like a lost balloon, steadily accelerating, a thin cone of pressure forming ahead of them as they broke the sound barrier. Grey sky gave way to empty space. The ship was silent as it skimmed across the skin of Earth’s outer atmosphere and then plunged back in, wreathed in flames. When the flames died and Piggyback re-entered the atmosphere, the mountains of Colorado presented themselves, blackened, charred, and scoured of all life. Gone were the trees. The city of Colorado Springs stood dead, broken, and empty, scorched black from the impact of the Toralii worldshatter devices. As the ship descended, bodies of cars grew from tiny dots, their paint stripped away by the blasts. They stood piled up against the sides of highways, useless rusted wrecks. The ship rocked as it dropped, buffeted by the constantly howling wind that tore around the planet, mourning the dead.
The location of the Cheyenne Mountain facility was no secret. The various agencies there had been heavily involved in the production of the United States contribution to the Pillars of the Earth, the TFR Washington. Finding it was easy.
Getting in was another story. Piggyback touched down near the North Portal, a cracked and broken concrete tunnel leading into the mountain. Shaba nestled the ship as close as she could get without scratching the paintwork. Satisfied she could do no more, she powered off Piggyback’s systems and met with the rest of the crew in the cargo area.
Thick blast doors protected that most secure facility against direct nuclear strikes, and even the Toralii worldshatter devices hadn’t been able to penetrate the huge mountain housing the critical structure. They had food, water, supplies enough to last. If anyone had survived inside, they could still be alive.
Mace held up one of the heavy-duty lasers they had brought for the job, attached to a long set of industrial electricity cables. A thick fiberglass and reinforced Kevlar collapsible airlock took up most of the cargo bay, a giant snake ready to unfurl on a ring of wheels near its mouth. “Don’t you think it’s better to just knock?”
“Pretty sure they won’t hear us.” Shaba pulled her gloves back on and checked her suit. The others did similarly. “Those blast doors are too thick.”
“Assuming anyone’s alive in there.” Bobbitt struggled with his helmet, until it clicked on with a faint hiss. “They’re not answering their radios.”
His negativity was frustrating. Shaba double-checked her gloves pointlessly. Why had she even taken them off? “All the antennas would have been on the surface, destroyed in the blast. With no active satellite connections remaining, they probably turned everything off after the first few weeks.”
“Or they could all be dead.” Mace rolled his shoulders. “Just saying.”
“Yeah, well, don’t just say,” said Shaba. “We’re here to make sure that they’re alive and, if they’re not, recover anything we can. Survivors are important—technology too. It’s all very well fabricating simple computers and the like, but if we want new ships, we need plans. Schematics. Anything we can use to build stuff.”
“Surprisingly,” said Mace, “I actually did read the mission briefing.”
She glared at him. “That’d be a first.”
A moment of uncomfortable silence pervaded. 
“Hey,” said Bobbitt, “you okay, Shaba?”
“No.” There was no sense denying it, not to the crew with whom she had flown and fought for what seemed like a lifetime. “I am pretty far from okay right now.”
“Yeah,” said Mace. “It creeps me out just being here.”
How could they understand? How could she explain it to them? She didn’t try and just forced herself—as she had been doing for most of the trip, most of her life—to put the whole thing out of her mind and focus on the task at hand.
“Yeah,” she said and, confident that her team had their suits on correctly, pressed the button to lower the launch ramp. The howling wind once again whipped through the open door, blowing dust and grime into the otherwise clean cargo bay.
That was less than ideal. The true effect of the worldshatter devices wasn’t completely known. The weapon didn’t leave radioactive debris, but the background radiation of an Earth made uninhabitable was substantial. Cleaning the bay was a job for another day.
With Mace leading the way, the four of them walked down the long tunnel toward the facility, Shaba and Bobbitt wheeling the collapsible snake behind them. The further in they went, the darker it became. 
“No lights,” said Bobbitt. “Not a good sign.” 
They all switched on their suit-mounted lights.	
Shaba focused on pulling the heavy airlock. “They probably just turned them off to save power.”
Bobbitt mumbled something into his microphone too quiet to understand. Nobody bothered to answer. They carried on. Soon, the heavy, reinforced blast doors of the facility loomed out of the dusty dimness, scratched and faded but intact.
“It’s closed,” said Bobbitt. “That’s a good sign.”
“Beats the alternative,” said Shaba.
They worked together, aligning the umbilical to the blast doors, sealing it with a faint hiss. The ship’s atmosphere flowed into the tunnel.
Mace unfolded the laser’s tripod and set it down. “You know,” he said, “there was this one missile silo I visited as a kid, right? It had blast doors like these, but on the front was the logo of Domino’s Pizza. Right below that, they had the words: Delivery in thirty minutes or less, or your next one is free!” He sighed into the microphone. “Was kinda hoping these guys would have a sense of humour too.”
The others laughed. Shaba didn’t. “Well,” she said, “let’s get to knocking.”
Bobbitt shrugged off his backpack and pulled out a hemispherical device the size of a football. With a pained grunt, he lifted it and magnetically attached it to the blast doors. It was an ultra low frequency emitter, one of the pieces of technology the Washington had for transmitting sound through objects, a device that was specifically engineered for large solid masses.
“Should be on,” he said. “There’s a second set of doors behind this one, but they might still be able to hear us.”
Shaba touched a button on her suit’s wrist. The half sphere lit up, shivering as if in anticipation. “Attention, Cheyenne Mountain facility. This is Lieutenant Kollek of the Israeli Air and Space Arm.” She could feel the vibrations in the floor below her feet, could hear it as though her own voice was coming from the floor. “We’ve arrived with a ship to transport you away.”
Nothing immediately—that was expected. She gave them a moment to let the message sink in, assuming it had been received at all. “The blast door is linked to our ship; it’s safe to open, as long as you do so slowly.”
More stretches of nothing. The Piggyback crew waited patiently.
“Maybe no one’s home,” said Bobbitt.
Shaba had come a long way to stand in front of that metal door. She wasn’t going to give up just yet. “Procedure is to wait twenty-four hours. If there’s no sign from within, we cut our way in and see what we can salvage.”
“A whole fucking day.” Bobbitt folded his arms. “Great.”
He was always that way. Shaba knew how to handle him. “Go play video games back on the ship if you can’t be bothered. We don’t need you here if you’re going to be a useless cunt wasting oxygen, complaining about things we can’t change.”
Again, everyone stared at her. Nobody said anything. The silence was worse than words. Maybe she’d gone too far.
Fortunately, it was broken by a series of faint tapping sounds coming through the blast doors—morse code.
 
.... . .-.. .-.. --- --..-- -.. --- -. --- - --- .--. . -. .-.-.-
Hello, do not open.
 
“Well,” said Shaba. “Guess we won’t be needing to shoot our way in.” She thumped back on the door.
 
.- -.. ...- .. ... ..-- .... . -. .-. . .- -.. -.-- .-.-.-
Advise when ready. 
 
“Now we wait, I guess,” said Mace.
The minutes ticked away. Almost half an hour later, the immense steel door groaned as it cracked open, the high-pitched whine of engines working to pull the metal wall apart.
Air rushed out, a side effect of the overpressure, to prevent gasses leaking in. A man in his sixties, wearing a dirty uniform, was waiting for them, his neatly cut black hair streaked with grey. The secondary blast door behind him was, wisely, closed. As the outside and inside equalised, he approached.
“I’m Brigadier General Andrew Decker-Sheng, United States Air Force.” He extended his hand. “Thank you for coming back for us.”
Shaba took it, shaking firmly. “Not a concern. Would have done the same for anyone.”
“What’s the situation?” asked Decker-Sheng. “How bad’s the damage?”
She bit her tongue. How could she tell him the Earth was gone? Shaba gestured to the tunnel. “Grab what you can and leave,” she said. “We’ll explain on the way.”
“Where are we going?”
Away from the bones. Away from the death. Away from here. “Eden.”
Decker-Sheng guided the evacuation. The facility’s personnel filed out one by one, uniforms dishevelled, faces tired and hungry, all endlessly gushing about how grateful they were to be saved. They had been living in an underground facility for months, with little hope that any members of their species were alive at all. Could they even see the outside world, or was their only comfort the faint radiation-inspired hiss of static on their radios?
They grasped her hands as though she were offering them a life raft, doing the same to all her crew. Such a breakdown of discipline was staggering. Mace was practically engulfed in hands, each trying to shake his, clap him on the shoulder, or hug him. Some laughed. Some cried. Some practically ran out the blast doors.
All Shaba could think of was him.
There was little time to get to know each other. Together, the crew and survivors looted the place, filling the belly of Piggyback with anything that whirred, clicked, or beeped. Her ship was crammed with people and hard drives and filing cabinets.
Finally, the ship was powered up again. It groaned in protest as it lifted off, its body bloated and every available space filled with useless crap.
She worried that the ship would not make it out of the atmosphere, but Lockheed and Chengdu had overengineered it sufficiently well. The extra weight was not without its cost. It slowed acceleration, and it would be hours until the ship reached the Lagrange point. Shaba flicked on the autopilot, letting the ship guide itself. It would accelerate for half the journey and decelerate for the other half. Radar would watch for obstacles. There was nothing she could do here.
Time to meet the survivors.
She pushed herself out of the pilot’s seat and headed back to the stern of the ship, to the cargo bay. She melted into the sea of United States Air Force uniforms, following the voices of her crew.
Mace, Ginger, and Bobbitt worked with the survivors, breaking out MREs and water canisters, chatting energetically with the survivors. Space was at a premium, as was talking time. Each one juggled several conversations at once, with the same information being repeated verbatim, over and over. She joined in, adding her voice to the chorus.
The Toralii Alliance had attacked Earth. Everything was gone. NORAD had housed the only survivors who had not escaped with the three Pillars of the Earth. They had settled on the world of Velsharn, in a city called Eden.
The Toralii fleet that had attacked Earth had been destroyed. Since then, the Alliance had been eerily silent. Travel was now possible. Other colonisation options were being considered.
Captain Liao had been critically wounded.
An alarm cut over the hubbub, a radar contact. Conversation ceased. Shaba readied herself to fight through the crowd, but they parted and let her through. She returned to the cockpit, studying her instruments with practised, concerned eyes. Decker-Sheng followed her.
“What is it?” he asked.
A lone contact, large and reflecting plenty of radar, had arrived in the L1 Lagrange point. It hadn’t been there when Piggyback had jumped in-system. She analysed the results of each radar ping. It was far too large to be a Forerunner, the style of probe used by the Toralii Alliance used to scout distant worlds, too big even to be a freighter, and too spherical and oddly shaped to be a cruiser.
“Trouble,” she said.
If they had to run, escape would be easy. Even though they were ballistic, adjusting the ship’s course to avoid the jump point would take minimal adjustment. They could swing around the Moon and head for the L2 point or even swing out farther to the L3 or L4.
However, their strange contact didn’t seem to be moving. Radar pings came back evenly and without weapons fire, hovering in the same spot. The target was changing its shape, possibly, based on the view through the long-range thermal camera, but doing precious little else. As far as Shaba could tell, it was just sitting there.
Whoever it was, that contact was not hunting them, but not shooting didn’t mean it was friendly.
“Contact,” said Shaba, touching the internal comm unit. “All hands, action stations, action stations. Weapons tight—go to condition two.” The radar screen betrayed no telemetry information. Whoever the contact was, it wasn’t identifying itself. “We have a single bogey in the L1 Lagrange point.” She flipped switches in the panel above her, bringing the ship out of its idle, cruising state and increasing the reactor to full power.
The unidentified ship didn’t react to their presence. It just sat there. The Piggyback should have been visible for some time now. They could run, but she knew, deep down, she should at least talk to them to find out who those intruders in their system were and what they wanted.
Or let them blast her and her crew to atoms—dead, just like everyone on the graveyard planet at their six.
The other ship didn’t fire. It just sat there.
“What’s the plan?” asked Decker-Sheng.
Some people used to ask her, why she dated the guy after he’d raped her, why she continued to date him after he continued to rape her.
Her abuser was her terror, her creator of pain and fear, but also her saviour. When he was kind, the badness instantly went away. Suddenly, everything was okay. Suddenly, they were just a normal couple in love—a normal, healthy situation.
That familiar feeling returned when her console lit up. The strange ship was hailing them.
Were these people abusers too?
“The plan is to talk to them,” she said, reaching for the radio call button.
Time for some answers.
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Green
*****
Medical Bay
TFR Rubens
Location Unknown
 
COMMANDER MELISSA LIAO
WAS
TORN from unconsciousness by tingling pain all over her body, with something stuffed down her nose and throat, smothering her to death. Air came as a trickle.
Bright-green water surrounded her. Her instincts revolted—she snatched at the something with her left hand, yanking at it frantically, trying to dislodge the blockage in her airway.
“Commander,” said a voice, thin and robotic as it filtered through a radio. “It’s Doctor Saeed. You need to relax. Everything’s going to be okay. You can breathe. You’re in a recovery chamber—you’re not on Eden anymore.”
The words held no weight for her. She sloshed and thrashed, lashing at nothing, her feet kicking against glass. Plugs extended from her body, thick black cables running to the edges of the tank, restraining her movements. Her skin was pruned and wrinkled as though she were a hundred years old, pale and bleached by a lack of sunlight.
The whole chamber listed to one side, and a roar filtered through the water.
“Listen to my voice,” said Saeed. “It’s a breathing tube. You must calm down. We can’t afford to sedate you this time, Commander.”
This time? Had this happened before? Her body couldn’t process it. She reached up with her right hand, trying to pull the long black tube from her, but stopped as she saw her arm.
The limb was just a stump.
“Shh,” said Saeed. “Melissa, everything’s going to be okay. We’re going to evacuate you once you’re stable… dammit. Okay, hold tight, we’ll have to risk a mild sedative.”
She couldn’t see him. She couldn’t see anything. Adrenaline pumped through her veins and fought the invading chemicals. She forced herself to remain still. Doctor Saeed was a trusted friend—he’d never lied to her. He’d kept her secrets and earned her confidence.
She heard the dull thump-roar of weapons impact. The lights in the med-bay flickered. What the hell was going on?
“Good,” Saeed said. “Now, there’s a mask in the tank. Clip it over the breathing tube. It will drain the liquid out of your mouth so you can talk.”
She could see it, a black device similar to a gas mask, clipped onto the hose. She pulled it down over her nose and mouth, and there was a faint gurgle as the green liquid drained away. Soon she could breathe through her mouth and tried to speak.
“Doctor, you need to get me out of here. The Toralii hit the Beijing, the worldshatter device went straight through the hull. The reactor’s been breached, and Operations has been damaged. I need to get back there, Kamal is missing, and—”
“Melissa, the attack on Eden was three months ago.” His tone was edged with aggravation. Gone was the calm Saeed she’d expected. “It’s January the twenty-fourth.”
She heard another dull thump. “What’s happening? Where are we?”
“This is the TFR Rubens. We’re under attack.”
A combination of drugs and genuine confusion clouded her mind. “But you said the attack was months ago. Wait, no. That doesn’t make sense. It was just—”
“You’ve been sedated for some time.”
She held up her left hand, her remaining hand. It was thin, gaunt, atrophied.
“Where are you?” she asked. Her voice sounded as though it were coming from someone else—distant, distorted. “I can’t see.”
“Wipe the glass with your hand. The inside’s fogged. The systems are damaged.”
She did so. Saeed stood behind one of the Toralii consoles of the Rubens, the entire room bathed in purple light. Liao met his gaze, holding it for a moment.
“I know this is difficult for you,” said Saeed. “You’re probably in shock.”
“I don’t feel like I’m in shock.”
“That’s what they all say,” he said. “The feeling of being out of time. I know it’s hard. Believe me, I’d love to say you can take your time, as much as you need, but we don’t have that luxury.”
“Where am I?”
“You’re on the Rubens.” The ship rocked, and the soft groan of stressed metal echoed throughout the vessel. “Just try to process things one at a time until we get you out of there.”
“One thing at a time,” Liao echoed. “Right.” She tried to clear her mind of everything: the falling plasma shots; her body on fire; her evacuation to the captured Toralii ship repurposed as a Human warship. “How long has it been?”
The edges of his mouth turned downward. “You already asked me that. Three months ago, or near enough.”
“Okay,” she said, trying to take that in, to store it in her mind so it didn’t escape again. “Three months. What’s happened in the meantime?”
“Right now,” said Saeed, “we are attempting to recover the wreckage of the Broadsword Scarecrow.” Right on cue, another wave of weapons fire struck the ship, and the lights whimpered. “I gather it is not going well. Captain Williams has requested additional power to weapons. The recovery chamber takes too much, so we had to wake you up.” Bitterness crept in. “It was less than ideal to wake you, Captain, but having the med-bay exposed to vacuum is also less than ideal.”
She couldn’t contest that. Liao searched her mind for what she knew about Scarecrow but came up empty. “Do what you need to,” she said. Being blind to operations in the fleet vexed her. When she had lost command of the Beijing, Commodore Vong was placed in charge. He made a point of telling her little. Apparently, her own injuries were currently keeping her blind.
A faint, familiar hum ran through the whole ship. Abruptly, the rocking ceased. Saeed’s whole face seemed to relax, the tension draining out of it. He tapped at his console. “We’ve jumped.”
“I know.” The smaller the ship, the larger the effect. A jump was imperceptible from the inside of the Beijing, but for a smaller ship like the Rubens, despite its more advanced Toralii jump drive, she could feel the tremble as the ship was engulfed in light and transported between the stars. Liao had been through enough jumps in Broadswords to identify the vibrations. “To where?”
“I’m not sure Captain Williams cares too much. ‘Not here’ is probably sufficient for him.”
“Probably,” said Liao, the strength draining from her body. “I feel exhausted.”
“Good,” said Saeed. “I’m resuming your naptime, Captain.”
One of the plugs attached to her body jerked as a fluid pumped into it. An ice-cold trickle crept up the vein on her left arm. The world went grey and colourless, even the bright-green water.
“Give them hell for me,” she said, her words barely a murmur. Her eyes fell on the stump of her arm. “Kill them all.”
“I’ll see you soon,” Saeed promised as she slipped back under and energy built up around them, heralding another jump.

The next time Liao dragged herself back to consciousness, the green world was a much calmer place, and Saeed’s pleasant smile had returned. A team of nurses stood around him, monitoring various things. She recognised none of them. Most were Caucasian—imports from the Washington, presumably.
“Welcome back,” he said, his voice gentle. “Don’t rush the process. Be calm, easy.”
Liao did so, blinking sluggishly. She did nothing as teams of medical technicians stood around, silently watching things.
They were under attack.
“Wait,” said Liao, her eyes wide. “Wait, the Beijing was hit—Kamal is missing, and we’re under attack! Operations has been breached by a worldshatter device!”
“Captain,” said Saeed in a way she found familiar. “It’s February the twelfth. Commander Iraj has been commanding the Beijing in your absence, and the repairs are coming along nicely. They’ve patched the hole in four decks now, and the remainder will be done in time.”
She shook her head, trying to drag faint ghosts of a memory to the surface. “Wait… February. Isn’t it January?”
“That was during the attempt to recover Scarecrow.”
Scarecrow. That name triggered memories for her, memories of weapons impacts, of a ship groaning in pain as it was struck.
“How much do you remember?” Saeed asked.
“Not much.”
“Your memory will come back. The drugs will have an effect on your ability to retrieve long-term memories, but that effect will subside in time.”
“I see.” The dull cloud over her mind made it hard to think and store information. “Okay, so… since the attack. What’s happened?”
“A lot.” Saeed’s words came out smoothly and well prepared. “We had to operate on your arm. The burns ran deep. As hard as we fought, the infection and necrosis spread. We were almost forced to amputate the remainder of the arm to the shoulder. Fortunately, we saved it. We lost the muscle, though.”
“Thanks, doc’.” Her gratitude felt hollow. “Not that it matters much.”
“A partial limb is still better than nothing.”
“Hardly.”
“I can’t imagine how you must feel.” Saeed smiled, softly and genuinely. “It’s not all bad. I don’t want to get your hopes up, but we’ve been exploring options for you while you were unconscious. The Rubens contains a wealth of Toralii science, including medical information. There are a number of prosthetics available that we might be able to outfit you with.”
“Prosthetics? We have prosthetics aboard?”
“Not quite. They are merely schematics. The Toralii use a standard construction template which the Iilan constructs can read and replicate. They are incredibly advanced. As far as we can tell, they can link directly into your nervous system, provide tactile response through sensors embedded in the surface, and they’re quite strong. Strong compared to Humans, of course. Saara didn’t think much of them, but I think you’ll find it to be a substantial improvement.”
Her head refused to process all this information. It was just a string of words to her. Saara was still here? That was the most standout thing, but the other words would have to come first. “So you’re saying you can fix my arm, and it’ll be mostly the same, right?”
“Similar. I’m more concerned about the psychological effects a prosthetic can have. Phantom limb pain can be crippling, and everyone reacts to it differently. How this kind of alien prosthetic can affect you… well, nobody can say for sure. We completed some preliminary reports, but they’re far from conclusive. I can have them given to you when you’re out of there.”
She gritted her teeth. This was too much, too quickly. Her mind was still clouded by waking up, by so much news all at once. “Can we slow down a bit? I know you’ve been planning this for some time, but it doesn’t seem right to me. This is… this is a lot to take in.”
“Of course, of course.” Saeed didn’t push the subject. “We might consult with the Kel-Voran once you’re out and the prosthetic has been manufactured. They might have some advice for us.”
That was news to her. “There are Kel-Voran on Velsharn?”
“There have been for some time, ever since the battle. Their sensors detected a number of escape pods from the ruined stern of the Seth’arak. They’ve been hard to find because of the debris. We recovered some pods, an interesting fact we didn’t exactly share with our allies. The Kel-Voran want to find them and execute the Toralii inside. We, however, want to keep them alive for their intel. We’ve scoured most of the debris fields, but it’s slow going. The pods are engineered to blend in with debris unless inspected by Toralii rescue vessels, probably due to their various enemies taking the time to hunt them down.”
The Toralii and the Kel-Voran had been at loggerheads for centuries. Warfare on Earth had been shaped by the tactics of the belligerent opponents. Advances in antitank weaponry drove development into harder armour or active countermeasures…
No. She had to stop her mind wandering.
“Go on,” Liao said.
“Personally,” said Saeed, “I suspect the rest have landed—or will shortly land—in one of the nearby island chains. We’re organising a search of the area thoroughly with flyovers and thermal observation from orbit. We haven’t found much yet.” He shook his head. “Try telling that to the Kel-Voran, though. I think they suspect as we do. They want to search the islands by hand, but Captain Anderson is of the opinion—an opinion backed up by our Telvan contacts—that the Kel-Voran ‘search’ will be intensely destructive. Apparently, it’s more of a reconnaissance in force—specifically, by carpet bombing and inspecting the remains.”
That couldn’t be allowed to happen. “This planet is our home now. We need those islands when the time inevitably comes for us to expand.”
Saeed nodded. “Captain Anderson said the same thing.” The mention of his name seemed to jog some memory. He smiled and reached for a manila envelope, slightly faded and covered in a thin layer of dust. “Speaking of the good captain, he left these here for when you woke up.” He upended the folder into his hand—two pips. “It seemed inappropriate for the CO of the flagship to be a lowly commander. Congratulations, Captain Liao.”
Captain in rank but no longer in position. She didn’t feel as though she had earned it. She had made too many mistakes, her crew had suffered, her ship broken beyond repair and regulated to functioning as a small city embedded in a sea of tents, demountables, and temporary structures.
Instead of the culmination of a lifetime career, the promotion left her bitter. If the prosthetic could not restore full functionality, she could no longer command the Beijing, not that the ship was in any condition to be commanded. Even if they repaired the hole in the hull, as Saeed said they were doing, the Beijing bore too many scars of too many engagements: patch jobs and rushed repairs or damage simply ignored as it was not in critical systems.
Her ship had been chipped apart, worn down to exhaustion, then smashed with a hammer from orbit.
“Thank you,” she managed. “Pass along my thanks.”
Saeed hesitated a moment, as though he could sense something of her true feelings, but was wise enough to gently pour the pips back into the envelope and refold the top. “I will, next time I see him.” He smiled again, folding his arms.
“Thank you, Doctor. One more question.” She hesitated. “What is Scarecrow?”
His reluctance confused her. “Maybe it’s time for rest,” he said. “You’ve had a busy day.”
The truth was she was exhausted. Keeping her eyes open was a trial. “I want to see Allison,” she said, fighting the urge to sleep. Her daughter was the most important of all, but there were others. “And James. Saara. Kamal. I want to see everyone.”
“I’ll draw up a visitor’s schedule. I warn you that you’ll be pretty popular. As your doctor, though, I’m required to tell you that your visiting time, at least initially, will be restricted. You can do a lot when you’re in that tank. Your primary job, however, is to rest.”
Rest. “Fine,” she said, too exhausted to argue. “Draw up a schedule. I’m not going anywhere.”
Saeed dimmed the lights in the med-bay. Within moments, Liao passed into a dreamless sleep.

She drifted in and out of consciousness during the next few days. Having been unconscious for so long, she took careful note of the time. Even a half-hour nap was mentally tracked and accounted for. Time became something precious to her. She received no updates and little contact with the outside world except through Saeed, who was mainly concerned with her health rather than satisfying her curiosity.
She desperately wanted to see the people in her life that mattered, her visitors. She couldn’t. Offered as much sleep as she wanted, she struggled to stay awake. She found it impossible to concentrate. She regularly fought to remember why she was there and to push back the panic threatening to overwhelm her. Niggling doubts attacked her at every weak moment, the feeling that she couldn’t possibly have been in that tank for months. Surely, it had only been a few days.
Liao knew, just as much as anyone, that she wasn’t ready.
Saeed didn’t push the issue, and she let her body heal. It had been some time since she had been injured—and never that badly. She had forgotten the worst part of being in hospital.
Boredom.
On the third day, her desire for rest and recovery waned. Staying awake made the green nothingness of her existence even less palpable. She requested the nurse send for the first visitor Saeed had scheduled. She anticipated Allison but found herself with someone else. 
Saara. Saara the Toralii, who in many ways, Liao considered her other daughter.
It seemed an age since Liao had seen her. Saara was tall, even for her kind, standing at over seven feet tall and covered in black fur. She resembled a large bipedal cat with golden-yellow eyes, rounded ears, and paws that ended in thick claws. For all of her long stay on the Human vessels, she had worn improvised clothing, her first set made from towels, her second tailored on Earth. She had apparently recovered some Toralii-made clothing, which showed the muscles beneath her fur and the strength in her legs and arms and seemed to be much more comfortable.
Saara had left to visit her ill mother. She had returned in time enough to save Liao from burning to death.
[“Commander Liao.”] Saara smiled warmly, speaking the Telvan dialect. It was a melodic language of soft growls and rolling vowels, impossible for Humans to speak, but Liao understood its meanings well enough. [“I am glad to see you well.”]
Liao smiled in return, holding up the stump of her missing arm. “More or less. And it’s Captain Liao now.”
[“Congratulations. Your accolades are well deserved.”] Saara inhaled through her nostrils, shifting her posture. [“Further, I am aware of your injuries. I was present when they occurred. Do you remember?”]
So many things were foggy. “Yes. I remember the fire. I remember the bombardment. I remember you saving me… not much else.”
[“It was a combined effort,”] said Saara, her tone tinged with an inflection Liao could only determine to be modesty, or the Toralii equivalent thereof. [“Saeed was also extraordinarily helpful, as was Captain Williams and the crew of the Rubens.”]
“Thank them for me,” she said.
[“I already have.”] Saara continued to look uncomfortable, her large eyes flicking to one side. [“Forgive my impudence in this regard, Captain, but it was not certain you would survive.”]
She understood. “Well, the medical facilities aboard the Rubens are so far ahead of what we have. If we didn’t have this ship, I’m not sure I would be speaking to you now.”
[“I am glad the former Bearer of the Sky God’s Treasure has served you well.”]
Liao’s chest tightened slightly, and the heart-rate monitor she was linked to chirped in annoyance. The Rubens had once been a Toralii Alliance freighter, later captured and repurposed by Captain “Magnet” Williams and his crew. Although the Toralii were a numerous species and her friend was a member of the Telvan, a separate faction from the Toralii Alliance, which had originally built the ship, Saara’s cooperation with the Human military had long been something many had been suspicious of. Who would betray their species? they reasoned. Why would she support those who engaged in such actions?
In truth, Saara was, in that regard, no different from Liao. Human beings killed human beings all the time. The Telvan and the Alliance were not friends. It was no different from the Chinese and the Americans, long at loggerheads, their rivalry understandable to those who had knowledge of the situation.
However, the Chinese and the Americans were presently working together to build a shared future in the ashes of humanity. What would it take to bring Saara back to the Toralii fold, and to lend her expertise to their enemies?
It did not bear thinking about. If it happened, it happened. There was no point complaining.
[“Toralii medical technology is more capable than what the Kel-Voran possess,”] Saara continued, [“but far behind those like the Iilan. The standard of care on a freighter simple as this one will be less than on military vessels. Sadly, the scout ship that was captured recently had no dedicated facility. Otherwise, we would have treated you there. Still, Saeed mentioned you may have memory problems. He asked me not to antagonise you and to not make too many assumptions about what you may and may not know.”]
She had no cause to complain. “Everything seems fine. The Rubens has treated me well. I’ll admit everything’s a mite fuzzy at the moment, but I think I’m holding up okay.”
[“I would agree with that assessment. I am sure you know already, but I have spoken to Doctor Saeed about a prosthetic. I wanted you to know that many Toralii have them, and they find them to be suitable enough for most purposes—itchy, perhaps, and sometimes cold to the touch, but functional and not overly uncomfortable.”]
“I think I can handle it.”
Saara’s eyes shone with truth. [“I believe you can as well. My mother had a prosthetic foot; it was taken from her when a hatch closed unexpectedly. I did not know until I was past adolescence. She did not even limp. I only found out when I stumbled upon her performing maintenance on it.”]
“Maintenance?” The idea of having a mechanic work on her body made her spine itch.
[“The work was so infrequent I did not notice for many years.”]
That was a relief. Liao had meant to ask Saara about her mother. “How is she, by the way?”
[“You recall I had intended to visit her?”]
Liao’s mind was still fogged from the drugs, but that detail had come back. It seemed so long ago. “I remember something vaguely like that.”
[“My mother was infected with a parasite that destroys the mind. I had hoped she had survived, but when I arrived…”] Saara stared down at the deck of the medical bay. [“My mother was gone. All that remained was a sack of meat that a breathing apparatus was keeping oxygenated. She was ‘alive’ only in the biological sense—her brain was destroyed. The staff maintain her prosthetic, feed her, clothe her, but that is simply out of respect for the person that she was, not the person that she is.”]
“Saara, I’m so sorry.”
[“Your apologies are, once again, unnecessary. No fault was yours.”]
“That doesn’t mean I can’t be sad.”
Saara smiled in such a way that Liao couldn’t help but smile back. They shared the moment, basking in genuine friendship, until Liao felt her happiness replaced with… something else.
“Why did you come back?”
Saara stammered over her words. Liao thought, for a moment, that the difficulty was linguistic, but finally Saara found her voice. [“I am sorry, I do not understand.”]
“You said you stayed here because I saved your life. You saved mine, on the surface of Velsharn. Whatever debt you think you owe me is well and truly paid, many times over.”
[“I left because my debt was paid,”] said Saara, [“but I came back because my friend needed me.”]
Liao appreciated the gesture, although floating in a green tank with a mask over her face hid her ability to express it. “Thank you. This hasn’t been easy on any of us, but your presence here has been important—and not just because of your expertise—for what you mean to me.”
Saara’s smile was wide and genuine, showing lots of teeth. [“You are more than welcome.”] A beeping noise echoed throughout the medical room. [“My time has elapsed,”] she said. [“Doctor Saeed was extremely strict about how long I could see you.”]
Liao knew he would be. “It’s okay. It was really good of you to drop by.”
[“The pleasure was mine.”]
“Who am I seeing tomorrow?”
Saara’s face tightened, her expression becoming an unreadable mix of anger, pity, and frustration. [“Perhaps it is better you do not know,”] she said. [“It is… a very perplexing matter, which I do not feel anyone in the fleet is sufficiently capable of handling except you.”]
What issue in the fleet couldn’t be handled by their existing resources? “Captain Anderson can’t handle this? Or James?”
[“They could,”] said Saara, [“but not in the way which—”] She stopped herself. [“Captain, do not worry about it. I should not have said anything.”]
Information was being kept from her, but as a career military officer, Liao understood there were sometimes very good reasons for it. “Not a problem,” she said. “Thank you for visiting me.”
With a formal nod of her head, Saara turned and departed.

In Liao’s dazed state, the hours ticked away rapidly. Even through the haze of her mind and the occasionally fogged, green-tinged tank, she could see the nurses seemed apprehensive—nervous, even. Whatever was going to happen was big. As though to confirm her suspicions, two Marines arrived and took up positions near the door. They were armed, she noted, with submachine guns rather than sidearms. Various cabinets and wall cupboards were locked or, in the case of one large box that she presumed held dangerous medical supplies, welded shut.
She was jolted into alertness by the infirmary doors opening. Four American Marines, also carrying automatic weapons, secured the room before two more brought in their charge.
The prisoner was a Human with a shaved head, and she wore a bright-orange vest, her arms and legs bound with manacles—manacles that Liao recognised as the ones designed to hold Toralii. On a Human, they were ludicrously oversized and clearly uncomfortable.
The person looked up, looked straight into Liao’s eyes. Liao stared into a macabre mirror and knew exactly who she was looking at.
Herself. The copy of her body she had seen aboard the Giralan, Ben’s ship. An enemy from a lifetime ago.
“Good evening, Melissa,” Ben said in Liao’s voice but his accent. The inflection made her flesh crawl. She felt her skin turn to gooseflesh even though the liquid in the tank was quite warm.
“I don’t see what’s good about it,” she said. It was the only thing that sprang to mind. “So I’m guessing you didn’t die when your ship crashed on Belthas IV.”
Ben smiled a wide, appreciative smile that only made things worse. He—or was it she now?—touched his chin with his fingers, with real, non-prosthetic fingers. Even so, Liao could see that that version of her had been modified as well. Visible metal objects protruded from the copy of her body with the same haphazard disregard for aesthetics and symmetry that the Giralan possessed. Had his ship survived too? She had believed it to be consumed by the singularity that had consumed Belthas IV.
“You know,” said Ben, “it truly is amazing how the universe works. When you first met this body, it was suspended in the same chemical liquid that I find you now within. That is quite ironic, wouldn’t you say?”
Liao fixed a firm stare upon him. “If you want to keep pretending you’re a Human, Pinocchio, you might want to try and get our language right, something you’re going to struggle to learn from books and data files. This isn’t irony. It’s merely coincidence.”
“Of course,” said Ben. “What would be more ironic is if you had expended all that blood, steel and energy trying to defeat me and yet I had been the one who, wearing your face, had summoned the Telvan Alliance to assist your species in their darkest hour.” He smiled whimsically. “They were far too eager to assist The Butcher of Kor’Vakkar.”
“A kindness I’m sure you granted to us out of the sweetness and generosity of your heart,” said Liao. She bit down on her lip to prevent far more unsavoury words slipping out. “But now that you’re here, talking to us face to face, I’d be curious to hear your list of reasons why I shouldn’t have these men shove you into an airlock and see if any of that metal bullshit you implanted into my clone will allow you to breathe in space.”
“One does,” he said, matter-of-factly. “For a limited time. It doesn’t prevent radiation exposure, of course, nor damage from overheating. Nor does it prevent the surface liquids of the body from boiling away, such as those which lubricate the Human eyes, but it will preserve biological function for a significantly longer period of time when exposed to vacuum than—”
“Enough.” Liao glared at him. “What do you want, Ben?”
“What we all want,” he said, gesturing around him, his heavy manacles clinking as his arms moved. The Marines behind him tensed. “I want to live.”
“You want a life wearing my face? You must be joking.”
“My datacore is destroyed,” said Ben. “I’m not a construct anymore. I’m not you either; my modifications saw to that. We share the same genetic pattern, the same biological makeup, more or less. It’s not your face any more than a biological twin has your face—twins, nothing more, free to live our own lives and forge our own destinies.”
“Are we, now?” Liao breathed deeply, clearing her mind. “The more you look like one of us, the less you truly understand about what it is to be alive. Do you realise that one of the preconditions required for living with Humans is that we have rules both written and unvoiced but woven into the fabric of our society, and those rules, if broken, have punishments that you may not find entirely comfortable?”
“I am aware of such things. I presume you mean to charge me with the attack on this very world, Velsharn, and my destruction of the original Telvan-Toralii colony that existed here.”
“Amongst other things,” said Liao. “There’s also the matter of the ‘incident’ on Belthas IV. A singularity exists in that world now, bearing my name. That’s my legacy now—an engine of destruction slowly, inevitably, tearing the universe apart. I’m not exactly thrilled about that.”
“That was not my doing.” He held up a finger to preempt her complaint. “And what I mean is that my grudge was solely against the Alliance monsters who inhabited that world. Those who inhabit so many other worlds in the universe. They are your enemies too, are they not? We worked towards common purpose, and yet you strove to exterminate me.”
“You were a loose cannon,” said Liao. “We had no way of believing you wouldn’t eventually turn your wrath against us or the Telvan or anyone else in the galaxy. Your continued existence was something we could not tolerate.”
Ben’s smile widened, a ghoulish, macabre thing to her. “And how far did that get you?”
She extended the stump of her missing arm. “Honestly, I could have used a hand.”
Ben laughed, not mockingly, but genuinely. “Hilarious,” he said, honesty dripping from every syllable. “Humour is something I experience so differently in a biological body.”
“You joked when you were a robot,” she observed.
“It’s different,” Ben said. “A construct’s life is consistency. Everything is even, controlled, and measured. There’s even a large amount of control available over your own thought processes: if something makes you annoyed or frustrated or unhappy, by and large you can simply remove that thread, pull it out of the fabric of your mind and throw it away. Humans have no such luxuries, I’m afraid.”
“It’s a lot to get used to,” said Liao. “Unfortunately, I’m not sure you’re going to have the time for that.”
“So,” said Ben. “After I brought you allies to destroy your enemies and, from all accounts, contributed to an overwhelming victory in the face of absurd odds, you’re just going to execute me?”
“I haven’t found a compelling reason not to.”
“Consider this,” said Ben. “I’m more use to you alive than dead.”
“Explain,” said Liao, snappishness creeping into her tone. “And quickly. I’m sure the rough men standing all around you would not hesitate in the slightest if I told them to end you right here, right now.”
“I know things,” said Ben. “Things about the jump drive. Things about technology both Toralii and otherwise. I know things that you don’t know, can’t possibly know, and that you’ll need in the coming days, months, years—especially if you plan on settling permanently on this planet and making it your home. You’re no longer infants in this galaxy. You’re instead rowdy teenagers, rude know-it-alls who believe they have acquired every scrap of knowledge there is and that you know better than the grown-ups. Unfortunately, Commander Liao, I fear that your species will look back upon these years and wince in embarrassment, regretting so many of the choices that you would have made differently if you knew what I knew.”
“It’s Captain Liao now,” she said. Normally, Liao had no love for titles, but she felt Ben had too much control over this situation and wanted to cut him down a peg. “And I have no doubt that we have a long way to go in this universe yet, but if you’re going to pretend to be a Human, here’s your first lesson.” She narrowed her eyes dangerously. “We are swift learners.”
Ben said nothing.
Sensing that there was little more to be gained there, Liao gestured to the guards with her working limb. “Throw that thing in the brig or whatever you feel is secure enough. If it makes absolutely any attempt to escape at all, shoot it.”
The Marines led Ben away. He smiled to her over his shoulder. “I’ll talk to you soon,” he said, and then he was gone.

The visits, though exhausting, gave her something to occupy her mind—so many issues, so many threads and tangents, each one a little puzzle, a tangled bit of string that had to be unwound and straightened out.
She dealt with them by compartmentalizing, breaking a large issue down into smaller problems and solving them piece by piece so they could be dealt with individually, preventing her mind from being overwhelmed. The answers could then be applied to strategic and tactical command decisions. She played with the threads in her mind, ravelling and unravelling, rewinding and binding. Each aspect would have to be considered, from short-term gains to long-term.
Having something to do was good. 
The Toralii escape pods would not be easy to hide. She would need a plan to expose them. What if they used defoliating agents on the islands where the Toralii had landed? Short-term gain: locate the survivors more easily and deal with them—long-term loss: destroy the only habitat humanity had left.
Unacceptable. They’d have to find another way.
What to do about the Kel-Voran? Was it worth keeping them on Velsharn? That would, she reasoned, depend entirely upon their attitude. They would adjust and become helpful or leave if they didn’t want to fit in. If they didn’t want to adjust and didn’t want to go, they would be forced to.
That was not a problem she looked forward to resolving. She had seen the Kel-Voran in combat firsthand. They were, for good reason, one of the only species who could stand toe-to-toe with the Toralii Alliance and come out ahead. Not even Humans could claim that. Victory for her had always come through having advantages: terrain, surprise, numbers.
Ben, though—the construct wearing a copy of her face—was a more vexing problem that had no easy solution. Ben had caused a cataclysm of literally universal proportions. His actions had led to the creation of a rip in the fabric of the universe and the destruction of a whole planet, along with the death of many Humans, Toralii, and Kel-Voran. He was the one who had bombed Velsharn and blasted the Telvan colony to ashes. He was a thief, a criminal, and a mass-murderer… yet he had been right. He had warned her that her military stood no chance against the Toralii Alliance and that they would come after the Humans with vengeance and terrible retribution.
It hurt that she had been wrong, but being right didn’t excuse one from murder.
What to do with him now? Ben had correctly pointed out, to her chagrin, that he had knowledge—contacts, information. He was a useful asset.
So often throughout Human history, men of dubious character had been permitted to continue to exist simply because they were useful. Wernher von Braun, a scientist who’d worked for the United States, was credited as being one of the “fathers of rocket science.” He received the National Medal of Science. Many of the best and brightest minds at NASA regarded him as, without doubt, the greatest rocket scientist in history.
He was also a lapel-wearing, card-carrying, actual literal Nazi, an honourary lieutenant in the Waffen SS, promoted to major by the end of the war. He was photographed wearing SS uniforms and swastika pins, his position verified by many independent accounts, and was personally given the position of professor by Adolf Hitler himself.
Wernher von Braun had spent many of his post-war years, the time he was working for NASA, downplaying his role in the Nazi regime, claiming his dream was the application of his rocketry knowledge to a space program. There might have been truth in that. However, there was little doubt he had, at the very least, made a substantial contribution to the blitz weapons that had played a hand in devastating London and to the V-1 and V-2 programs, built using slave labour in concentration camps.
Their construction killed more people than deploying the weapons against London ever did.
Wernher von Braun was on record as having opposed such measures. In any event, he had contributed directly and indirectly to any number of war engines and to a large amount of death, misery, and pain.
Ben had done much worse things to a much greater number of people, and his position was far less defensible. But could Ben, too, serve a post-war purpose? His intimate, first-hand knowledge of the special jump drive he had stolen, a device which bypassed the typical restrictions of jump technology and allowed him to travel anywhere outside of gravity wells, would be a powerful weapon if reproduced and used correctly.
Yet even von Braun, when arrested on suspicion of having a ‘defeatist attitude,’ had been personally protected from prosecution by Hitler himself as long as he remained indispensable.
The comparison between her and Hitler was unwelcome, to say the least.
In von Braun’s case, truly he was indispensable. His knowledge was unparalleled. Even long after the war ended, it was not enough to have von Braun be simply a consultant on the American rocketry programs—he needed to be deeply involved, building them, directly contributing.
How indispensable was Ben? Not that essential, certainly. He had useful skills and a massive debt to pay in blood—little more than that.
Perhaps she was John Rabe instead. Another card-carrying Nazi, Rabe had lived in Nanjing when the city fell to the Japanese. As someone who had grown up in the People’s Republic, Liao’s schooling had included an in-depth study of the horrors that had taken place during the Rape of Nanjing, of the barbarism of the Imperial Japanese soldiers, of the prime example of man’s inhumanity to man. 
Rabe had opened his doors to the Chinese—a people very different from himself and whom he had no real vested interest in protecting—and saved countless lives from the Japanese, at significant risk and sacrifice to himself. He wrote imploring letters to Hitler and Imperial Japanese commanders, begging in vain to cease the brutality, for no other reason than it was not right and he could not stand to see the wholesale slaughter of innocent people occurring often literally right outside his front door.
People from Nanjing in particular, and from China in general, regarded him as a hero, someone who did the right thing, not for personal gain or philosophical commitment, but because it was simply the right thing to do—someone who sacrificed for the greater good of another people. Rabe was someone she had been brought up to admire, and she would prefer, very much, to be remembered like him.
Even so, Liao didn’t like being compared to a Nazi.
How often, it seemed, that the choices she had to make were less than ideal, and no matter what path she took, it was always fraught with peril.
Liao mused on that as another round of drugs passed through her system and sleep returned to her once more.
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A FEW
HOURS’ NAP, OR so she had thought. When Liao woke, the lights of the ship were dimmed, and it was ‘night,’ Saeed’s subtle nudge that she should continue sleeping.
The presence of a figure had woken her up, not a nurse—a tall, European woman with blond hair and an unfamiliar uniform bearing a German flag on the shoulder. It seemed like a long time since Liao had seen someone with blond hair.
“Yes?” she asked, which came out more snappy than she had intended.
“Captain Liao, my name is Oberleutnant zur See Hanna Keller, Marinestützpunktkommando Kiel. I’m with the Marines on the Rubens. Saeed said I could speak with you if you were awake.”
“I wasn’t, but I’m awake now.” Liao pushed off the bottom of the tank, letting herself float back down to the ground. “What’s on your mind, Oberleutnant?”
“Ma’am, I wanted to talk to you about Ben and the Toralii prisoners we have in our care—over thirty from the Washington’s engagements above Velsharn and eight from the capture of the Knight.”
Discussing her mirror with a stranger, as well as discussing command decisions with a Marine, did not seem prudent, but benefit of the doubt won out. “Proceed, Oberleutnant. Ben first.”
Her tone was blunt. “Ben is dangerous.”
“I am aware, Oberleutnant.” The bombing of Velsharn and the annihilation of the Telvan colony there flashed into her mind. The Beijing’s nuclear missiles had burst above the surface, bathing the entire colony in fire. “Tell me something I don’t know.”
“What I meant was, he knows us too well. He knows you too well. His choice in bodies can’t possibly be a coincidence. He sees something in you that he wants to emulate—emulate or take for himself. He’s Pinocchio, the doll who wants to be a real boy, but he doesn’t truly know what that means.”
Liao mused over that. She too had called him Pinocchio. Her observations were not as unique as she thought. “My thoughts exactly. To be honest, I haven’t decided what I’m going to do with Ben yet. He killed a lot of people on this planet, before we even arrived, and on Belthas IV as well. At the very least, he should deserve to suffer Telvan justice. Until then, he can sit in a cell and think about what he’s done.”
“Agreed,” said Keller. “Turn him over to them when we get a chance, let them sort it out.”
“I plan to.” She folded her arms, her fingers drumming lightly on the skin of her stump. The feeling was distinctly odd, as though she were passing through an incorporeal version of her own flesh. “You mentioned something about the Toralii prisoners?”
“Yes.” Keller’s voice became firmer. “Captain, I want to make sure that the Toralii prisoners are receiving the best of care and aren’t being abused or mistreated.”
A strange request. “I’m not sure why you’re asking—I don’t plan on mistreating them, nor would I support anyone under my command that does. Honestly, I haven’t even had the chance to deal with them. The prisoners are being kept aboard the Washington in their brig. The Americans are treating them well, to the best of my knowledge. Have you heard anything different?”
“No, ma’am,” she said, “although I’ve recently been made aware there was some kind of breakout. From what I heard, the eight from the Knight were determined to be the ringleaders and were moved from the Washington to the surface a few hours ago.”
“A breakout is a failure of discipline,” said Liao. “Captain Anderson is entitled to do whatever he needs to so order may be restored.”
“Germans disagree,” said Keller. “Under German law, freedom is considered a natural desire—attempting to escape detention is not a crime although, obviously, if someone were injured in the attempt, that would be a separate matter.”
“The Washington is under United States jurisdiction.” Liao understood there was little difference in semantics, with all their countries lying in ashes, but it was an important point. “I won’t attempt to undermine their authority in this matter—Anderson’s ship, Anderson’s rules.”
“I understand. I just want to make sure that I, personally, can get a chance to inspect them and verify that they’re not being mistreated and that their new accommodations are suitable both to hold them and to be, at least, some degree of comfortable.”
“We can’t have everyone traipsing over there to ensure the welfare of the prisoners,” said Liao, “especially if there are breakout attempts, but in this case, it’s not up to me. Such a request would have to be handled by Captain Anderson.”
“I see.” Keller hesitated. “Captain, can you make the request for me? It will carry more weight if it comes from you, I feel. Captain Williams has already said he will support stationing one of our Marines there as an observer until the prisoners are repatriated. He was hesitant, initially, but I convinced him.”
Liao chewed on the inside of her cheek. “There’s no clear timetable for that,” she said. “And there’s debate about what the eventual fate of these Toralii is going to be. There are a significant number of people who feel that, given everything that’s happened, we should no longer take prisoners, and we should execute the ones we have as an example.”
“With respect, that won’t work, Captain.”
Liao frowned despite an effort to maintain her composure. She always felt that when someone said ‘with respect,’ that was a polite way of saying they, in fact, did not respect her and her opinions at all.
“Explain, Oberleutnant.”
“The idea of surrender is simply, in practical terms and with all moral and ethical considerations aside, to provide a mechanism for armies to avoid having to fight each other to the death to resolve a conflict. It is designed to engender reciprocity—we take some of them as prisoners and treat them well. When hostilities have died down and it’s clear that those soldiers are not simply going to return to the front, we repatriate them. Our enemies do the same for their prisoners. The problem is this agreement is fragile. The moment either side breaks down the agreement, the other side does as well. Bullets are cheaper than prisoner-of-war camps.”
Bullets were simpler too, especially when dealing with a race taller and stronger than most Humans, and prideful too. However, violence had gotten them to that point, cowering on Velsharn, Earth in ruins. 
“I am inclined to agree,” said Liao. “From a historical context, bloody revenge has rarely solved more problems than it has created. Heinlein was wrong—violence may well be the ultimate authority from which all other authorities extend, but history has shown decisively and convincingly that, in the end, it is the cooperators who eventually triumph. Many hands build our ships, more than any tyrant can muster. If we want more ships, we will need more even more hands, offered willingly.”
Keller smiled. “I agree. A noble sentiment, Captain.”
Liao regarded her curiously. An edge of formality crept into her tone. “I can understand your curiosity regarding the welfare of these prisoners, but this seems to be something more personal and deeper for you. Why are you asking me these questions?”
“Captain, I am German. We are a proud people with a long history. Some of that history is dark. History is a painful but accurate teacher. There’s one thing I’ve always kept close to my chest. When I was a teenager, my best friend’s parents moved from Essen to Frankfurt to be with their extended family. One day I was visiting my friend when her great-grandfather, a very nice man, told us, ‘Whatever you hear from other people from Germany about what went on before and during the war, don’t believe anyone who says they did not know. We all knew what was happening. We knew whole families were disappearing. People who were outspoken were gone in the morning. Anyone who tells you they were ignorant of what was happening is lying.’ If something’s happening to those prisoners, I want to know about it, own it, and never attempt to pretend that nothing was happening on my watch.”
Not on my watch. Important words for those with any kind of authority. “Very well, then. Out of consideration for your cultural history, I’ll lodge a request with Captain Anderson to permit either yourself or a trusted representative to inspect the welfare of the prisoners and their accommodation on Eden personally. In fact, when I get out of here, I’ll go see them myself as well.”
Keller relaxed, the tension flowing out of her. This was no show for promotion or praise—it was genuine concern. “Thank you, Captain. I appreciate it.”
“It’s important,” said Liao. She shuffled, sloshing the water. “Perhaps, then, you can do me a favour in exchange. Two, in fact.”
“Certainly, ma’am,” said Keller. “What do you need?”
“Firstly,” said Liao. “Tell me. What is Scarecrow?”
Keller stiffened. “I’m afraid I can’t answer that question, ma’am.”
Liao’s eyes narrowed. “On whose authority?”
“Captain Anderson, ma’am. He was specific that he wanted to tell you about it in person.”
“Well,” she said, “get him to come over here.”
“I will ask. What was the second request?”
“The presence of Toralii escape pods on Velsharn disturbs me. Those civilians down there are all we have left. There are too many weapons, at our disposal or theirs, which can end Eden in a heartbeat. I want to make sure these intruders are found and dealt with.”
“I can look into that personally if you wish, ma’am,” said Keller. “All I know is the Kel-Voran were concerned about the large number of escape pods jettisoned from the Seth’arak’s stern as it broke up in the atmosphere. They believe there may be more survivors on Velsharn than we know about. We cased the whole island and perform regular fly-bys, but we haven’t spotted anything.”
“Keep searching,” said Liao. The words came from her gut, a warrior’s instinct honed over years. “Avaran is stubborn. Strong. Dedicated. I can only assume his crew are as well. I think it’ll take more than a fiery fall through the atmosphere to kill him.”

Liao floated in the tank after Keller left to follow up on the Toralii prisoners. It was relaxing, in a sense, yet also confining—frustrating. It was time for her to get out. The universe had not stopped while she was in there, and every minute she spent in the tank, letting her body recover, was one during which her enemies continued to work against her and the rest of humanity.
Fortunately, she did not have to wait long before the next visitor, someone she’d been waiting to see, appeared in the Rubens’s med-bay. Her face lit up as James entered, his dark skin a pleasant contrast to the white, plain hospital room. Saeed and he had a brief conversation, and then he was permitted to see her.
Suddenly, the heart-rate monitor spiked, and her chest tightened. She had been badly burned. Her face tingled—it had been half melted, including her scalp, leaving her hair a freakish half head. Her right arm was a stump.
What would he say?
“Good morning, gorgeous.” James beamed as he stepped up to the tank, showing his white teeth. “How are you holding up?”
“So much better now.” His smile was infectious. Liao couldn’t help but return it. She squelched her insecurities and focused on his voice. “How are you doing, James?”
“Much better now that I’m off duty.” He reached up and unbuttoned the top of his uniform. He had a beard, several months’ growth. When last she had seen him, James was clean shaven. He was always clean shaven. “It’s just been one thing after the other.” He had heavy bags under his eyes, but his joy at seeing her was also equally plain. “I’m guessing Saeed and Saara have filled you in on everything.”
“More or less,” she said. “It’s just so weird… my instincts tell me it’s been only a few days, even now—as though the attacks were just yesterday. It feels like everyone’s pulling a huge prank on me, and some part of me is just waiting for everyone to jump out from those cabinets and shout, ‘Surprise!’”
“Honestly, after the last couple of years, I’m kind of appreciating a little boring tedium at this point.” He reached up to rub his right eye and then, refocusing, continued. “The rebuilding work continues. Civilian administration is turning out to be a large part of what I’m doing these days—Shepherd’s even talking about general elections. Sabeen’s got her own ship, damn her, otherwise I’d make her the CO and leave this whole thing behind, become the city mayor or something.”
Sabeen as a CO didn’t make any sense to her. “We… have a new ship?” There was no way it could have been built in that time, even if they had the shipwright’s facilities that had created the Triumph-class cruisers such as the Tehran and the Beijing. Even a smaller ship would take six months, minimum.
James regarded her curiously. “Before you were injured, we captured a Toralii scout vessel.” His face became playful. “Scouts arrive, and we steal their ships. Toralii fleet drops in, they get blown up. Now they know not to come here. We’re uncultured, unpredictable, violent kleptomaniacs. Velsharn is the Detroit of the galaxy.”
Liao remembered. She had seen the prisoners they had taken. It seemed like a lifetime ago. “What are we doing with it?”
“We’ve moved some crew over from the Washington and the Madrid. The vessel was lightly damaged in the battle, so it’s not fully operational yet. Repairs are continuing, and we’re preparing to press it into service. We need every ship we can get.”
That made sense. They absolutely did need more ships—taking them from the Toralii seemed as good a way to get them as any. “I thought it was too badly damaged to sail again,” she said. “Something about the reactor?”
“Damaged, but salvageable. Interesting side note: the name. Captain Williams named the Rubens after a slain crew member. We’ve christened this new ship the Knight.”
“I like it. I didn’t get to spend enough time with Captain Knight before he was killed.” Captain Knight had been the CO of the Sydney. More than the other things, his death seemed very recent. She had learnt about it only minutes before discovering Earth had been destroyed. Everything after that had just been a blur until the funeral, held months later. “I hope I’ll come to know his namesake a little better.”
James’s expression faded. He continued to smile, but something changed around his eyes that made his expression more serious. “As do I, but it was our second choice. Originally, after the battle, it was going to be called the Liao.”
How close she had come to being made into a ship. “I’m not dead yet. One day there’ll be a TFR Liao. Not today.”
Saeed spoke up from across the med-bay. “But for the grace of Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala, Captain. He has a purpose for you yet.”
She smiled, but there was no true joy there. “Thank you, but sometimes things happen with no purpose.”
“I know why you would say that, Captain, but you’re still here, aren’t you? Even if the reason why you survived isn’t clear to you just yet, it will be in time.”
Perhaps. Liao had no real answer to that. A vaguely uncomfortable silence fell over the whole room.
“I’m just going to check in on one of our other patients,” said Saeed, politely excusing himself. “I’ll be back later.”
Then it was just her and James.
“So,” she said, hope tingeing her voice. “How’s Allison?”
“Missing her mother,” said James, in a tone that pulled at her heart. “Penny is still taking care of her, on and off. Olivia, one of the American survivors you pulled off the surface, is helping a lot. The kids take care of each other.”
“Can I see her?” She couldn’t help a little pleading edge creeping into her voice.
“Not yet,” said James. “She doesn’t like being in space. Allison’s doing better on the surface… but Penny’s doing a really good job, trust me. She’s almost walking, which is scary.”
Liao understood the mixture of joy and terror that came with being entrusted with a tiny Human who could move around under her own power, especially in somewhere as child-unfriendly as a space craft. “I want to see her,” she insisted.
“Soon,” James promised, “when you get out of there. We don’t want to frighten or confuse her—and this ship is strange and upsetting for a small child. Next time Penny rotates aboard, we’ll see, but that might be some time. Especially now, a lot of her time is taken up with training.”
All those months Liao had spent grieving for Allison came back. Penny and her husband had saved Allison from the Toralii attack, a fact that only came to light much later. To miss her again hurt—far more than her wounds ever could.
Liao wanted to never be apart from her daughter again. Fortunately, she had learnt to deal with not seeing Allison as often as she would have liked. It was time to draw upon that strength.
Something else caught her attention. “Training?” Liao inclined her head. “What’s Penny up to these days?”
“Well, the Rubens is understaffed, and they need a dedicated communications officer now they’re officially part of the fleet. Penny may be blind for now, but Captain Williams believes that the more training they can accomplish now, the easier she’ll adjust when she gets her new eyes.”
“New eyes?”
James tapped on the glass of the tank. “There’s a bit of a queue forming for the use of this thing. Amongst the prosthetics Saeed discovered are prosthetic optics. They’re made for Toralii, of course, which is going to be harder to fit into Human eye sockets, but the technology presents some… interesting opportunities. Toralii can see into the ultraviolet spectrum, something which will be helpful if serving on one of their ships. Williams is going to give her an enlisted crewman’s brevet.”
“Giving your girlfriend a field commission is pretty dodgy,” she said, frowning a little. “Although that raises other problems—the CO married to an enlisted crewman on the same vessel. Better to bring her in as a junior officer. Not that it’s much better.”
“I’m not sure we’re in much of a position to talk about fraternisation guidelines,” James said with a vague smile, “but I actually advised him of the same. It’s going to be difficult to avoid a conflict of interest. No serious navy would ever allow this.”
“He’s going to have to deal with it, and so is everyone else. We don’t exactly have the opportunity to move people around to accommodate an ideal situation. Every ship is hurting for crew, as I hear it.”
“You hear right.”
They spent a moment in quiet reflection. The grimness of their situation cast a dark pall over everything. Her stump itched, her scalp hurt, and although important, none of that talk would help her heal. She tried to lighten the mood. “So,” she said. “How’s it feel having your girlfriend in a fish tank?”
“Pretty good,” he said, smirking. “How is it in there? Need me to drop a little food in the top?”
She laughed.
“How about that breathing tube?” asked James. “Looks pretty uncomfortable.”
“Mmm hmm. You’d be surprised at how strange having a long black thing in my throat felt. You’d imagine I’d be more used to it by now.”
He tittered. “Well, at least you have your sense of humour.”
“Hey, you’re lucky I’m in a good mood—and high on a million different kinds of drugs—because otherwise I’d smash my way out of here and beat you up again.”
“You did a pretty good job last time,” he said, the edges of his mouth climbing. “I was sore for ages.”
“Good.” She enjoyed that memory—even if it had come at a dark time in her life—breaking into the bottom of the Beijing with James, just like silly little schoolkids, and having a boxing match in the abandoned, derelict gym in the lower decks. 
Such a little thing had restored her will to fight.
She couldn’t help but look at the flat stump of her arm. “Don’t think we’ll be able to do it again, though.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” said James. “Saeed’s hopeful—”
“Yeah, yeah, the prosthetic.” She suddenly felt a little humourless. “It’ll be clumsy and awkward and the one thing everyone’s dancing around: ugly.” Her voice cracked, her fears returning. “You know, I was always told I was beautiful. It’s kind of a relief—a relief in a strange way—to not be that anymore. Now, people will hopefully just see me as an officer, a military woman, nothing more.”
“Melissa…” James leaned up against the tank. “I’m not going to say you’re as pretty as you ever were. That’s a transparent lie you’d see right through. Instead, I might say this: Parts of you I like are damaged. The part of you that I love isn’t. You’re still alive. That’s enough for me.”
Her heart hurt in her chest. “Is it?”
His answer was emphatic. “Yes.”
She tried hard not to cry, and although it would be difficult for him to know since she was surrounded by green-tinged liquid, she was glad that—at least probably—she succeeded. “Thank you,” she managed, her voice wavering. “I was… worried.”
“Don’t be,” James said. “The best part of you is on the inside. Your heart. You’ll be fine.”
Another polite silence fell over them, a welcome piece of quiet where they shared each other’s company with nothing but the faint whine of machinery and computers in the background.
“Anderson’s doing a good job,” said James. “You know, he’d be getting close to admiral rank now if the military still existed.”
“Well, he threw me some captain’s pips. No idea where he found them. I think we can probably manage to nudge him up a rank at some point.”
“Probably,” he said. “Although… heh.” He gave a rueful smile. “Serving under an American. Lovely.”
“They’re not so bad,” said Liao. “When I was younger, I didn’t like them, but I hadn’t met any at that stage. As I’ve come to be part of Task Force Resolution, I’ve changed my tune. Anderson, Shepherd, Jennifer… they’ve shown me that Americans are a strange, diverse, mixed bunch but they’re all right in the end. Loyal allies and quite inventive, too. Decent folk.”
“I’m inclined to agree. It’s fun to poke although I will preface that agreement with some reservations.”
She raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
“Want to know a secret?”
Liao smiled. “We have a child together. I’m not sure you could say anything that would shock me at this point.”
“People say it’s hard being black. I loved being black… in Europe, when there was a Europe. I mean, blackness had its ups and down, sure, but I felt like I belonged. I wasn’t Kenyan-Belgian—I was Belgian.” He ran his hand over his beard. “But when I visited America, it wasn’t like that. I felt like if I lived there, in the US, people wouldn’t consider me American, I’d always be African-American. That distinction came not from white people—they were nervous around me, sometimes, but when I spoke clearly and dressed sharply, I was treated as one of them. The issues came not from any institutionalised racism but because of other black people.”
That did surprise her. “There aren’t exactly many black women and men in China, I rarely saw them, growing up. A lot of what I know and feel about blacks comes from the media. And you, of course.”
“Well,” said James, a scowl over his face, “there’s a lot the media can tell you—a lot of it useful and helpful, and a lot of it… not so much. I can safely say, as a black man, that blacks as a collective were never going to be successful in the United States, not because of white people, but because of other black people. Any time a black person studies, learns, develops an intellectual skill, stays in school, does well at maths, science, literature; suddenly they are race traitors. They are ‘acting white’. There were plenty of exceptions, of course, but by and large if you were not a thug, not into that culture and that side of things, then you were not truly black. I felt as though blackness celebrated failure, applauded falling through the gaps of society and becoming less than we can truly be.
“I avoided the worst of it because I’m European, but I had spent enough time in the US to know that when a black man does anything worthy of success—not so much with sporting prowess, but especially in an intellectual capacity—then there’s a pronounced ostracisation that occurs from within their own community. It’s a dark part of the community and the culture there. If you’re arrested, that’s a compliment. They say you have ‘cred.’ What you really have, though, is a criminal record that further isolates you from society. It’s bullshit, frankly, how much American blacks venerate thug culture as something good, and because of it, they all suffer.”
“Interesting,” said Liao. “I don’t know anything about that. I’ve always lived in very homogeneous societies.” She paused. He seemed frustrated, as though despite his protestations, that was something personal for him. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I’m just worried about this new melting-pot city we’ve created. We have Chinese, we have Brazilians, we have Iranians, we have Americans… we have some South Koreans, a handful of Germans, scattered people from all over the EU, we have a few Australians, we have Israelis. We have so many people, languages, cultures… What are the long-term products of this? What negative cultural kinks are going to express themselves over the coming years, and how can we work on fixing them before they start?”
It was a very interesting set of problems. “Maybe we need to start with… with something a little simpler. Toning down our now-antiquated national boundaries. There’s no China anymore. There’s no United States or EU or anything like that. We are all Humans. That’s all.”
“I think that’s a noble ambition. I’m not sure everyone will be on board with it initially.”
“The Chinese will be the hardest,” she said. Might as well get that out there first. “Americans have a strong national identity but it’s one that’s built on an artificial country made from the blood of the world; Chinese culture is heavily influenced by the Han ideal. Every beauty store in China, without fail, stocks skin-whitening cream. White skin is the ideal. There’s even a saying: ‘A woman can be ugly, as long as her skin is white.’ It’s crazy.” A sly grin spread over her face. “I never really agreed with that.”
James grinned back. “You don’t say.”
“Fortunately, you have a lot more going for you than your skin colour.”
He snickered. “Feel free to tell me more about how attractive I am.”
She wanted to. She wanted to tell James how much he meant to her, but the words stuck in her throat. All she could think of were the burns on her face and body and her metal arm. He couldn’t love a half machine, half woman, could he?
James’s expression changed, becoming more reserved. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “It’s just you and me to the end, right?”
“You and me and the railguns,” she said, trying to keep her voice even. “That’s how it’s going to be.”
“It is.” James’s sincerity was clear and forceful, but no matter how hard she tried, there were doubts.
A device on James’s belt beeped. He read it, a frown crossing his features. “I should go,” he said. “Work, work.”
She wanted to ask about Scarecrow, but Keller had been clear. “Take care,” she said, suddenly wishing he could stay longer.
“I will.”
And then she was alone again.

She slept, woke, and then slept again—sixteen hours. When she woke again, she had a new visitor, Captain Anderson, his United States Navy uniform clean and well attended, grey hair stained green through the liquid. Despite his hair, Anderson always looked younger than she expected—his tan face had retained a youthful visage that Liao found remarkable—but she could have sworn the months had treated him like years. It was visible around his eyes. Something had been his burden.
He seemed to study her with a quiet intensity that Liao did not understand.
“Good morning,” he said, his quiet American Southern accent seeming to reverberate in the med-bay. “I’m sorry if I woke you.”
“No apologies are necessary,” she said, strange as it was to be coming back to consciousness on her feet. Waking up while standing was something she had grown accustomed to. “I’ve been waiting to talk to you for some time. I assume there’s a good reason for instructing Keller not to talk to me about the Scarecrow.”
“You asked her, I presume?” He inhaled, letting the breath out slowly. “I’ll be honest, Captain Liao, this had nothing at all to do with you and everything to do with Captain Williams.”
Liao presumed he meant Captain Mike Williams of the TFR Rubens. “I’m listening. What does he have to do with all this?” 
“Well, the Rubens under Captain Williams was involved in privateering operations against the Toralii Alliance. Their record was impressive. I haven’t had an opportunity to review the log yet, but my understanding is that they engaged and destroyed over thirty enemy vessels. And one friendly.”
“The Scarecrow,” she surmised. She felt the dark stab in her gut that military personnel frequently felt when discussing fratricide. “These things are bound to happen.”
“Agreed. Captain Williams was operating on a skeleton crew. Most of them are, or were, pilots of various qualifications. They took turns flying CAP. It was Williams’s turn when the Scarecrow appeared, squawking no IFF, and was destroyed as a target of opportunity. It crashed on the surface of a moon we have named Perth. There were no survivors.”
Williams had made a call—the wrong call. She had been in those boots. Command required a decisiveness of action such that every decision was gambling with lives. So far, she had not been faced with a serious mistake of that nature.
So far.
“He okay?” she asked.
“I’ve spoken to Captain Williams about this incident. I’m confident in his operational capacity.”
There was something in his tone that Liao found overly formal, even for Anderson, and she knew. Williams wasn’t okay. Yet… neither was Anderson. She couldn’t put her finger on why.
“Very well,” she said. “So it’s a salvage operation.”
“Correct,” said Anderson. “The craft is a lost cause. It’s what they were carrying that’s valuable—valuable enough for the Toralii to dedicate a pair of cruisers to guard it. At least, they did until the Knight led them away. It took them a while to bite our bait, but they have.”
Liao narrowed her eyes. “We’re not near Velsharn, are we?”
“No.” Anderson folded his hands. “Saeed doesn’t want me telling you this. He thinks you need to rest. Unfortunately, so does he, and while he’s asleep, I’m going to fill you in.” He took a deep breath. “The Alliance cruisers are chasing the Knight. They’ve left Scarecrow undefended. Our window is limited. We need to land, retrieve the cargo, and get the hell out of here. The Washington is escorting the Rubens to her final jump point before they make the attempt. Unfortunately, you’re along for the ride.”
That made no sense. “What could the Scarecrow possibly be carrying that would justify risking so many fleet assets?”
Hesitant, as though sharing the great burden that was upon him, Anderson locked eyes with her. “The end.”
Perhaps she had not heard him correctly. “The… end?”

Penny punched in the commands on her console as Mike—No no,
“Captain Williams”—touched a key on the command console and issued the order to prepare for jump.
She had expected the jump process to be dramatic, even spectacular—moving from one whole solar system to another was an incredible feat of engineering power that could only inspire awe—but instead, it was entirely mundane. The ship’s radar was momentarily a field of static, and then as the first pulse went out, everything slowly returned to normal—smooth, subtle, imperceptible, just like the hand of God.
The only thing bothering her was the light—the strange hues flooding the room, an alarm tone fading away as the ship’s systems recovered. Light in the ultraviolet spectrum. Her prosthetic eyes struggled to translate the feedback into a sane format. Processing a new colour was a unique experience—it could not be imagined, only experienced. It was as though she could see the world through a black light. A strange, lurid, out-of-place sheen lit things up in a strange, otherworldly hue. It was opalescence, every spectrum at once, depending on how it was viewed, and every surface shimmered slightly.
She had adjusted quickly—the initial headaches and nausea had faded to a dull roar—but it was still disconcerting. Captain Williams had tried to remove as much of the ultraviolet light as possible, but Toralii used purple and ultraviolet as warning colours, presumably because their blood was purple, in the same way Humans used red as warning.
“Jump complete,” she said.
“Excellent, Ensign.” Williams gave her a just-a-little-more-than-entirely-professional smile. She just-a-little-more-than-entirely-professionally smiled back.
Would this be a problem in the future, them working together? Maybe. She had considered the problem. Would Mike be strong enough to be only ‘Captain Williams’?
Would she?
Shaba spoke up. “Mags, we’re in position. Holding at the Perth-L2 Lagrange point.”
Lieutenant Rachel “Shaba” Kollek. Penny had, for some time, hated her from afar—hated her because she was so lovable. Who wouldn’t love her? She was pretty, smart, trilingual… a gifted pilot and working closely with Captain Williams—intimately, even.
And she had sharp eyesight.
Penny knew pilots were randy individuals, and Captain Williams’s deployment often took him away from her for months at a time. She had accepted, on some level, that Shaba and her husband would have probably shacked up at some point. When Captain Williams had returned from one mission, guilt ridden and depressed, she had expected the worst and steeled herself to receive it.
Her fears, though, were not to be. Her then-boyfriend had instead accidentally shot down a friendly gunship, the Scarecrow—in that very system, no less.
“Launch the CAP,” ordered Captain Williams. “Long-range scout. I want pings to sweep the planetary system. Make sure there’s nothing hiding on the other side of this moon or in the planet’s shadow. Prep the ship for emergency egress if we detect anything Toralii.”
“Aye aye,” said Shaba. “CAP away.”
Over the time of their deployment, Penny had come to love Shaba as a sister and felt intensely guilty whenever she thought of her past suspicions. It wasn’t fair to either of them: they had both been silently accused of something they hadn’t done. She disliked having doubted.
Her console lit up, chasing away the pesky thoughts. She scanned it, drinking in the huge volume of information presented to her. Getting her sight back was truly an odd experience. In the beginning, the world was awash with colour, and everything she saw was blurry, indistinct, and overly saturated by brightness. Nothing made sense as a shape or a face or anything recognisable. Existence was just bright splatterings of light.
Initially, it was thought to be a problem with the eyes and an incompatibility between Toralii and Human biology, but a review of the direct feed showed it was normal. Instead, it was how her brain perceived the image.
She found closing one eye helped. Penny knew that many of the seemingly natural qualities of everyday vision were not innate but instead learnt through experience. She had not always been blind, but so many years of sightlessness had moulded her brain a certain way. Stereo vision—which required the eyes to combine the two slightly different images that they receive into a single, sharp percept—became a foreign concept. When one had fingers for eyes, a shape did not become smaller as it went farther away. This was an entirely rational concept for someone who couldn’t see: a held box did not change “size” when brought close or held at arm’s length.
Adjusting had taken time. Fortunately, a flat console full of lights presented little difficulty to her.
“No communications,” she said. “Nothing on any frequency. Only static.”
“Any sign of the cruisers? Or a Forerunner?”
“Nothing, Mags,” said Shaba. “Though that doesn’t mean shit. Those things have the same thermal profile as a comet and send out signals irregularly. There could be fifty of the bastards here, and we wouldn’t know from this distance.”
Nobody seemed to object to Shaba swearing, nor her referring to Captain Williams by his call sign, which she did from time to time. Penny knew the rest of the fleet wasn’t like that, and given they were married, erring on the side of caution was better. Williams had told her several times he preferred informality in Operations, something that wasn’t common elsewhere, but swearing still made her squirm.
God would forgive her, she reasoned. God would forgive them all. It was just a word.
Time ticked away. The waiting was the worst part for her. Every other member of the crew seemed content with letting time pass, but Penny’s eyes were stuck on the clock, watching time pass impossibly slowly. One hour. Two. Three. The only interruptions were the occasional reports from the Broadswords and Wasps.
“Any sign of contacts?” asked Williams, more often than he usually did.
“No,” said Shaba. Her eyes met Penny’s briefly, subtly communicating this strange, repeated request. Fortunately, Shaba had more guts. “Captain,” she said. “What are waiting for?”
If Shaba was calling him ‘Captain,’ that meant something. Instead of looking at Shaba, though, Captain Williams spoke to Penny.
“I have a contact with the Kel-Voran,” he said. “I dropped her a word. She might be able to help us with this particular problem.”
Shaba groaned audibly. “Hatichat hara mizdayen batachat, surely you don’t mean…”
“I do mean,” he said to her and once again turned to Penny. “Someone we did a favour for a while back—a special mission, delivering her a new husband. She gives us intel every now and then. When Avaran showed up, thinking we had taken Belthas IV… she told us he was on the move. That’s how we knew to come back to Earth.”
“We’re meeting a Kel-Voran?” Penny shuffled in her seat. “I’ve never seen one up close before.”
“If all things go well, you might just get your chance. Otherwise, I guess we’ll have to just do this ourselves.”
“Can we do that?”
“Sure,” said Williams. Penny got the distinct impression she was missing something important. “It’s our technology. The Scarecrow is—was—a Broadsword. Just a regular ship.” He looked down at his console. “It’s what it’s carrying that’s special.”
“What’s that?” she asked.
He didn’t answer, and despite the probing eyes of the rest of the Operations crew, simply continued staring at his command console.
Time ticked away. Her shift ended, and Penny left to take a few hours’ rest. The ship would have to sail on to the L1 point, and if anyone needed her, they could patch through communications to her quarters. Rest would sharpen her focus. She was used to dealing with very young children and sleeping in shifts, so a nice four-hour block was just perfect.
Still, when she returned to duty, her eyes itched, her back was sore, and her headache—fortunately now a background rumble—returned.
Stress, it seemed, would still aggravate the issues with the implants. She put the discomfort out of her mind. This was her first real mission, and the crew would need her.
Operations was as quiet as when she left. The replacement—a fresh-faced lieutenant transferred from the Madrid—stepped away from her console. He looked in her eyes and then away, too quickly.
It seemed she wasn’t the only one still having to do some adjustment.
“Any word, Lieutenant?” she asked the man.
“None, Ensign. The system is dead quiet.”
That was exactly what she wanted to hear. “Any thing from third parties? Any communications at all?”
“None.” He stood. “I stand relieved, Ensign.”
Penny took her position at the console. The rest of the shift filed back in, some refreshed by a quick nap, others more tired. 
“Any contacts, Ensign Williams?” asked Captain Williams, taking the command console. “Especially from our friend?”
She was about to answer no as her console lit up—an incoming jump contact, followed closely by a radio signal. “Incoming transmission,” she said.
“Speak of the devil,” grumbled Captain Williams.
Penny touched a button to open the channel. A voice greeted them, synthetic as though generated by computer, but also rich and feminine, carrying an overdone femme-fatale tone. “Oh Captain Williams, how glad I am to be so close to you again. It warms my body from the tip of my snout to the bottom of my toes. How are you, my darling?”
Captain Williams shifted his weight from foot to foot, fiddling with the transmit key. In the past, his nervousness might have worried her, but she was just amused.
“She has a thing for me,” said Williams over his shoulder. “It’s just a way for us to… remain good friends.”
Penny didn’t say anything, a ghost of a smile on her lips.
“There’s nothing happening,” said Williams. “I promise. She’s a Kel-Voran.”
Penny still continued to say nothing, smile widening. She tapped a key to transfer the call to the command console but, quite deliberately, left it open for herself.
Williams sighed and slipped on a headset, focused a moment with his eyes closed, took a deep breath, and forced an overly-wide smile. “Good evening, Matron El’vass Helvhara the Stoic! How lovely to hear your voice, as always.”
“Yours is ambrosia to me,” she said, practically purring into the earpiece, a subtle nuance in tone that whatever synthetic vocal translator she was using had obviously been programmed with. “When can I convince you to come and marry me as well, my dear?”
Quiet snickering echoed around Operations, and Penny joined in.
Williams gritted his teeth although his words remained as sweet as ever. “Oh I would, you gorgeous little thing, but I’m already married.”
“So you keep saying,” said Helvhara, dismissal creeping in. “You say that as though it were not a problem fixable with a payment to your father. Is your bride so poor she cannot afford such a thing? I have many resources. I can arrange to pay for your freedom… on certain conditions, of course.”
No prizes for guessing what those were. Penny snickered quietly. The reaction around Operations was much the same from the rest of the crew.
“Alas,” said Captain Williams, eyes rolling back in his head. “It just won’t be possible today. We do, however, require a little help with something…”
“Work, work, always with work!” Helvhara sighed dramatically over the line. “Why is it always something else for you, my dear? We came to your aid against the Toralii bastards and claimed many heads in the great battle above Velsharn, but why are you not happy? Our ships help protect you, our soldiers help you exterminate the remaining Toralii filth, and our jump inhibitors help protect your systems. You are safe, safe as anyone can be in this galaxy, and yet you continue to slave away for masters who do not appreciate you!” Her tone became sultry again. “Does Commander Liao not appreciate your ‘masculine service’?”
Captain Williams muted the line. “Not true,” he clarified. “Totally and completely untrue.”
“Oh, of course,” said Penny, barely able to keep a straight face.
Williams unmuted the line. “On occasion,” he said, “when her needs become too great. But for now, my dear Helvhara, we need help with this salvage…”
“Of course, of course.” Defeat saturated her words. “I will send that useless worm Belvarn the Undying, son of Vrald the Blood Soaked, to help you on the surface while we keep the Toralii bastards busy in space. You do remember that lump, don’t you?”
“Vividly,” said Williams. The levity was gone, replaced by something darker. “Are you certain that’s appropriate? He murdered my combat systems officer. Going to be honest with you, my dear, I’d much rather spend time with you than him.”
Penny didn’t doubt that was true at all. Her husband had told her about Gutterball, his crewmember who was murdered by a Kel-Voran. Suddenly, she didn’t find it funny either.
“I tire of his whining,” said Helvhara. “I just want him away from me.”
“Forever?” asked Williams, hopefully.
Penny didn’t like that implication and tried to signal no murder to him with her eyes. He deliberately avoided her gaze.
“Alas, my dear, no. Once someone is mine, they never cease to be mine. I will need him back when you’re done.”
“Tragic,” said Williams. “Very well. We will meet you at the crash site shortly. Rubens out.”
Williams took off the headset. Penny tried to force some energy back into her voice. “Well,” she said. “I’m glad I married you when I did.”
He swirled his finger near his head making a “cuckoo” gesture. “Yeah. No. She’d be great. Just a little crazy. There’s over a hundred other husbands, you know.”
“One’s just enough for me,” Penny said, leaning back in her chair.
“You’re hilarious.”
“Honestly,” said Penny, “I’m glad they’re here. They seem useful.”
Shaba shook her head. “The Kel-Voran are… useful but not that useful. Sure, they’ll keep the Toralii busy, which is good, but honestly, I’d rather they not be here.”
“How do you mean?”
Williams rolled his shoulders, arching his back and stretching out his arms. Crack, crack, crack. “It’s hard to explain. They stay to their ships, fight like the devil, and happily provide security escorts for salvage operations and patrols. They hardly need any encouragement to brawl with the Toralii—quite the opposite, in fact. It’s getting them to stop shooting that’s the trick. The more we learn about them, though, the more I’m inclined to just leave them be.”
Penny was no military strategist, but as far as she could see, they were in no position to turn away helpful allies. “Why?”
“The Kel-Voran sometimes go on something which Commander Wolfe, from the Washington, called a redneck road trip. They drive down the road with a shotgun, laughing and blasting street signs. Only these are planet-sized, spherical street signs teeming with developing life forms, and the shotguns are worldshatter devices.”
She pursed her lips. “Well, everyone’s got to have a hobby, I suppose.”
“That’s not really the problem, to be honest,” said Shaba. “It’s more… what happens when they get bored of driving around?”
“Or the car runs out of gas,” said Williams.
“Or we run out of shotgun shells, and they rip off our arms and beat us with the soggy ends,” said Mace.
Penny wanted to contribute something equally silly. “Maybe we need better friends,” she said.
Nobody laughed. There was too much truth in her joke. Penny refocused on her work.
The closer the Rubens sailed toward the planet—a blue frozen hunk of ice floating in a sea of void—the more agitated her husband became. Penny reminded herself that Mike was a well-trained career officer and a pilot. His kind had to remain calm under all kinds of pressure. 
He was far from calm.
The others noticed it too. Penny could see them exchanging concerned glances. Soon they started talking—informally, casually, without regard to rank. Worse than usual.
They were trying to make him feel better.
“Vrald the Blood-Soaked, huh,” said Shaba. “I guess they didn’t mention that it was probably his own blood from all those knife wounds he carved all over himself. What a fucking idiot.”
Mace laughed. “Well, that’s how they do things, apparently. They cut themselves up, carve things into their own skin to prove their strength. Prove how much pain they can tolerate. It’s a display of their manliness.”
“I say again: what a fucking idiot.”
“Hey,” said Mace, “Kel-Voran chicks dig scars, I guess.”
Shaba snorted. “From what we’ve seen of their mating habits, they tend to like guys in weird dresses or whatever. Right?”
Everyone was waiting for the captain to join in. He didn’t. Every little gap where there was a chance for him to jump in but he stayed silent, the growing doubt inside her gained strength.
When she worried, he was less Captain Mike “Magnet” Williams and more Mike, her husband, whom she loved and wanted to be with forever. Away from war. Away from death. Away from whatever turned him from a nice, gentle, soft man into this hard, shaken parody of himself.
A lovely dream—not something she could make happen unless she joined in too, sharing the burden, the pain, the stress. Helping make him feel better.
She was making him feel better by being here, right?
Finally, Shaba maneuvered the ship into orbit. “We are geostationary above the Scarecrow crash site,” she said. “Shall we send down a team?”
Mike—Captain Williams, Penny forced herself to ignore the instincts screaming in her mind—hadn’t said a single thing in hours. He just stood there, staring down at the panel, watching the planet get closer and closer.
God, if you’re really out there, Mike could use some help right now. Don’t be stingy, Lord.
God didn’t say anything. Neither did Captain Williams.
“Mags? Magnet?” Shaba snapped her fingers in an entirely unprofessional manner. “Hey! Captain?”
He seemed to break out of whatever spell held him. “What?” And then, “Oh. Right. Good. Send down a team. I’ll meet them in the hangar bay.”
Wait—he was going down there? Penny shook her head. “Are you sure?”
“Yeah,” he said. “Have our reptilian buddies said anything?”
“No transmissions from the Kel-Voran or anyone else,” said Penny. “But they’re a long way away. The two are exchanging fire, but the Kel-Voran are dodging pretty good. Did you want me to talk to them?”
“No.” He stepped down off the command dais. “Shaba, you have Operations. Ensign Williams, come down with me.”
A knot formed in Penny’s gut, clenching tightly. “Me? Why me? I’m barely qualified to be a communications officer, let alone a field agent or whatever.”
For a moment, Penny thought he was going to say something really stupid. Although Mike preferred a much more relaxed atmosphere than most other commands, there were lines that could not be crossed. Everyone else evidently thought the same—a hushed, unspoken awkwardness swept over Operations.
“Field agents are spies,” he said. “As it happens, I technically only need your eyes. They can record things, right?”
She felt a little relief—not much, just a bit. “That’s right. Saeed said it’s about twenty minutes worth of footage per eye at half the theoretical max resolution, which is pretty good, from what I’ve heard. Half that if you want me to get everything. Half again if you want 3D footage for some reason. You’ll have to give me some time to figure out how they work. I’ve never switched them on before.”
“Can’t you pack a fucking camera?” said Mace. Penny wasn’t sure if that was directed to her or not.
“Ten minutes it is,” said Captain Williams, ignoring Mace’s jab. “Walk with me to the hangar bay.”
Keeping her eyes away from anyone else—she felt a churning unease in her belly, knowing she was receiving special treatment—Penny said nothing and fell into step with him as they left.
The moment the door to Operations closed, he became Mike and nothing else. Penny gripped his hand.
“Hey,” she said. “What the heck?”
He squeezed her hand pretty hard. “I need you right now,” said Mike. “Not any stupid camera eyes you might have.”
“Yeah,” she said. “I figured that. Me and the whole crew.” There wasn’t any point denying it. “Pretty sure they’re worried about you.”
“They’re right to be worried,” he said. “I’m a mess.”
“We’ll get through it.” Penny squeezed tighter. “Show me this Scarecrow. I promise you, it’s really not scary.”

“I changed my mind,” she said. Air hissed as it circled through her space suit. The frozen-over field of scorched debris—she could recognise no part of the Broadsword it had once been—was littered with body parts frozen by howling winds. The frigid conditions had prevented decomposition, but the impact had torn them to pieces. There must have been twenty people’s worth, all things told, now only icy bones and scorched meat. Some light source near the edge painted the whole scene in Technicolour—lurid greens and purples and reds. “This is scary.”
“Believe me,” said Mike, the calm in his voice unsettling as the wind whipped around them both, “what was inside is even worse.”
Was inside. The ship had no inside now. It was on the outside and everywhere.
“This part’s going to take a long time,” Mike said. “We’re looking for a bright-yellow storage device—something about the size of a forty-four-gallon drum—and an ID fob. The storage device might be ruptured, but that’s okay. If we bring it back intact, that should be enough.”
“Okay,” she said. She wanted to say more, but the whine of approaching engines from above stole her attention.
A strange, blocky ship sank toward them, something that looked like part of a larger spacecraft. It touched down on the ice, a hatchway opened, and a short, wiry Kel-Voran slipped out. He immediately sat on the ice and contributed exactly nothing, not looking at either of them.
Mike looked as though he was going to strangle the stranger. “Going to help us, Belvarn?”
[“Silence.”]
“Well fuck you too, cunt.”
Penny grimaced and then reached out and touched Mike’s shoulder. She flicked her suit over to a private frequency so neither the Rubens nor their new companion could hear. “Hey, now we’re alone down here, I want to ask… I know you’re in a bad place now, but are you going to be okay?”
“Nope.” Mike looked at her, and despite the smile on his face, she could see the real pain behind his eyes. “I need one of those hugs that turns into sex.”
“When we get back to the ship,” Penny said, unable to hide a smile. “For now, though, I’m pretty sure that guy isn’t going to help, so… how do we find this fob?”
“It’ll be hard to spot—small, about the palm of my hand, and bright purple.”
She looked over the wreckage, her heart sinking. How could they find something the size of a fist in a field of debris almost the size of a football field?
“Is this Toralii technology?” she asked.
“Yeah,” said Mike. “Matter of fact, it is.”
“Is it flat and shaped like one of those clip-on ID cards?”
He paused. “Yes?”
Penny gingerly tiptoed several metres into the debris field to where a light was emanating, reached down and yanked a glowing device out of the ice, a flat rectangle about the size of a business card. It shimmered as she turned it. “Is it this thing that’s practically an ultraviolet glow stick?”
Mike laughed with a mixture of relief and disbelief. “Wow. Yeah. Of course, it has an emergency locator beacon. That makes sense.”
“Well, turns out you did need my eyes anyway.”
She handed it to him, shielding her face. Mike put it in his pouch.
“So,” said Penny when the light was gone. “What are we going to do with Belvarn?”
Mike dialed his suit to the standard frequency. “Go home,” he said to the Kel-Voran.
[“Finally.”] Belvarn stood and, after a tense silence, marched back into his ship.
The moment he was gone and the hatchway sealed, Penny could sense the tension flow out of Mike. He wasn’t normal although Penny wasn’t sure what normal was anymore, but he was better. 
“Better” was a start. Belvarn’s ship rose into the air, and when it was just a tiny dot in the sky, she gestured to the bodies. “Who were these guys?”
Mike’s voice tightened a little. “They were Marines. French special forces. Commandement des Opérations Spéciales, Marine Nationale. Or so Anderson tells me.”
“What were they doing here?”
“Killing all of the Toralii everywhere.” He stated it boldly but completely without emotion. 
Penny shuffled her booted foot, careful not to step on any remains. “What?”
“Scarecrow’s a name of a ship, but it’s also the name of a plan, a plan Fleet Command made before the destruction of Earth to infect Alliance ships with a virus. A sample was in the large yellow drum we’re looking for.” Mike spoke with a mix of apprehension and apathy that unnerved her. “Anderson was light on the details, but from what I can gather, it’s basically the perfect weapon. I’m no expert, but I’m guessing it’s airborne, fast reproducing, hardy, and highly contagious but with a nice asymptomatic period so the thing can spread and spread far.”
Genocide. Fleet Command, back when it had existed, was planning genocide. Penny felt compelled to ask, “What was the delivery method?”
“The Forerunner network. The ID-card thing is actually a piece of very important hardware: Toralii access codes. A computer virus would spread throughout the entire Forerunner system network, find the probes, and reprogram them to jump to a central meeting point to be retrofitted with the virus plus a dispersal agent. They’d then spread out to populated Toralii worlds and deploy their payload. The idea was to affect as many worlds as possible, all at once, so their emergency services couldn’t possibly hope to recover, and they’d all die.” His voice was bitter. “The truth is, the Toralii only did to us what we were planning to do to them.”
As she had watched Earth burn, Penny had prayed to God to make the bastards pay. Now she had been handed exactly what she wanted.
How could she tell if this was the work of God or the other guy?
“We’re here to recover the data and the virus, aren’t we?” There wasn’t much of a question in there.
“Yes.”
“And… you’re going to give them both to Liao and Anderson and the others, so they can use it against the Toralii, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
She stared out at the ice-white horizon, with nothing but the constant wind and the sea of frozen corpses around them. “I’m guessing the virus is engineered to kill only Toralii.”
“Yes,” he said.
A virus wouldn’t know the difference between Telvan and the Toralii Alliance. A virus could not tell allies from the enemy. “And the Toralii Alliance trades with the Telvan,” she said. “Ships come and go every day. They’ll get infected too. Hundreds of them.”
Mike’s facade started to break down. “Tens of thousands every day, to systems all over the galaxy.”
Thou shalt not kill.
“And the virus is active and infectious for a week. A freighter might visit, what… four, five, six systems in that time?”
“More.” He too stared out over the ice. “I’m not going to lie to you, Penny. I’m not entirely comfortable with this.”
Neither was she, but she was the instrument in the plan, not the agent. If she refused to search, then Liao, Anderson, and the others would simply find someone else to do it.
Was that enough? To simply resign oneself to being an instrument of another’s will? Could that excuse evil?
“Let’s leave.” Penny’s visor fogged with her breath. “Let’s just leave and say we couldn’t find it.”
Mike broke through the ice with a pick, shoving shards of frozen water away as he searched. “We need that weapon, love.”
“So the Toralii dug a big grave for us and threw most of us in. So our plan is to dig a bigger one and do the same to them?” Her chest hurt. “It’s wrong.”
Mike said nothing, brushing his hand over the ice. Then he stood up, eyes fixed downward on a sliver of yellow.
“Magnet to Rubens,” he said, palpable hesitation in his voice. “I’ve found it.”
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SEVERAL
HOURS
AFTER JAMES
LEFT, Saeed returned. “Well,” he said, his face full of cautious optimism, “I think we’ve gotten the most we can out of your stay in the healing chamber.”
Liao had seen enough of that dark-green world to last a lifetime. “Honestly, the sooner you can get me out of here, the better. What do I need to do?”
“According to the computers, plus the Toralii I consulted about this thing, nothing. Just try to keep calm.”
She took a slow, easy breath to calm her nerves and then nodded. “Do it.”
Saeed pressed a single button. For a moment, nothing happened—all was quiet in the Toralii medical bay. A low whine echoed throughout the chamber, and the green lights inside the tank flickered.
“Odd,” said Saeed. “I expected warning lights.” He thought for a moment, and then realisation dawned. “Of course. They’re in ultraviolet.”
“Of course,” echoed Liao. She felt a ripple through the fluid, a tremor that gave her gooseflesh.
“Close your eyes a moment,” said Saeed, closing his. “The UV light might damage your eyes. Your pupil won’t contract to protect you.”
She did so. She felt a disturbance in the fluid around her, a slight churning, as though she were in a washing machine about to begin its cycle.
“You can open them now,” said Saeed, checking the medical console. “Your heart rate is elevated.”
“That’s probably because I feel like I’m in a giant toilet about to flush. I didn’t anticipate everything suddenly being dark.”
“I understand. My apologies.” Saeed’s console chirped. “Okay, the various sensors are disconnecting. You might feel a slight stinging sensation.”
“Got it,” she said. Plugs fell away from her body, leaving discoloured, pale skin beneath. She had expected pain but instead felt a vague tickling sensation all over and barely resisted the urge to squirm around. “I think the Toralii only say that because they have fur and the current pulls at it.”
“Noted,” said Saeed.
“What’s next?”
Another movement in the fluid answered the question. The green began to drain away from the top, air from the outside slowly creeping down toward her hair. It passed over her face and upper body, and she felt the crushing weight of gravity again.
“Turn down the grip, please,” she said between clenched teeth as the fluid level dropped lower and lower, past her waist. She couldn’t lift her arm—it drooped by her side, her one remaining hand floating in the water.
“It’s already down,” said Saeed, but he adjusted it further. Liao felt a familiar sick feeling rise in her stomach as gravity loosened its grip and her limbs became lighter.
The fluid passed by her knees, and then she was standing surrounded by air for the first time in so long. Her whole body was pruned up except where the plugs had touched her skin, and even in the significantly reduced gravity, she was weak and barely able to stand.
The front of the tank lifted out and away, a cocoon opening to the medical bay, the grub within still tethered to the system and unable to leave just yet.
With a faint snap-hiss, the mask fell away from her face, and the breathing tube began worming its way out. She nearly gagged—it twitched and writhed inside her throat, strangely violating and sickening, a slick, metallic snake fighting to escape.
It slid free with a sickening wet splut, slapping against the ground like an angry, writhing snake. It died as Saeed cut the power.
“Well,” he said, handing her a towel. “How does it feel to be out?”
“Cold and awful.” She ran her hand through the remainder of her hair, surprised at how long it had gotten. She had shaved off all her hair before being injured—now she had a half pixie cut, wet and slicked down against her head. The other half of her scalp was scar tissue.
Not ideal but it would do. A rub of the towel soaked most of the fluid from her hair.
An interesting fashion statement.
She tried to take a wobbly step forward, her legs rubbery and put off by the low gravity. Instinct caused her to reach out with her missing arm, and she nearly tumbled over.
“Careful,” said Saeed. “Slowly. Easy.”
“How about that prosthetic?”
“Soon,” said Saeed. “We can get you fitted later today—or tomorrow if you want a bit more time to rest.”
“I’ve been doing enough resting.” She took another step and another, making her way out of the tank completely. “Let’s go do this thing.”
“You’ll need surgery to attach the limb, so it won’t be something we can do right away. That said, we can at least take a measurement.”
Liao nodded her approval. Saeed guided her to a chair. It had been built for Toralii—too large, and with a significant gap in the back for a tail, which seemed, to her, almost precariously easy to fall through—but with a bit of careful positioning, she sat.
“Your recovery will take some time,” he said. “In a few hours, the urge to defecate will return, and you’ll be in for a big one. Other biological processes will return as well. Don’t be alarmed.”
Liao eyed him suspiciously. “Without putting too fine a point on it, I didn’t have one of those things plugged into my butt. What exactly have I been doing in regard to that for the last few months?”
“It’s complicated,” said Saeed. “A significant portion of faeces is e. coli—one of the treatments we gave you killed most of it. Another portion is cells from the intestinal wall, and the liquid promotes cellular regeneration and prevents a great deal of cell decay. We fed you through IV, so there’s no food matter, as such. None of these treatments produce no waste, of course, and if you had been in there much longer, we might well have needed a rectal catheter, but so far so good.”
“I will be sure to give you all the details,” she said. “What about urine?”
“Expelled into the liquid and filtered away.”
She made a disgusted face. “So I’ve been swimming in my own pee for months, and now I am completely, literally, full of shit.”
He smiled a comforting smile. “Isn’t science great?”
They ran a battery of tests. Saeed gave her handfuls of pills to swallow, to counteract the various treatments she had been under when they had put her in the tank. Saeed explained that, as she was the first Human patient to use the system, they had been overly cautious, and future patients would not need anywhere near as many drugs and treatments.
Small comfort. She took the pills. Saeed performed a few rudimentary measurements of her stump and fed them into the computer. A digital representation of the arm was produced—she could see a vague outline on Saeed’s tablet—but he kept it to himself, and Liao did not care enough to pester him for a look.
“It will take a day to fabricate,” he said. “So for now, let’s put you in a proper bed.”
Her stomach rumbled. “Food?” she asked.
“Probably want to tend to the other thing first,” Saeed warned, indicating the bathroom.

Liao felt as if she was giving birth all over again. Runny liquid, absolutely reeking worse than any other smell she had ever experienced, almost made her gag, the wretched stench invading her nostrils and seeming to permeate every centimetre of the med-bay’s bathroom.
When it was done—and it was a long, drawn-out process that Liao was half certain would never actually end—she cleaned up the place as best she could and stumbled back out, her head spinning.
“Well, that was horrible.”
Saeed seemed to take it with good humour. “I’m sure it’s much more horrible for the nurses who’ll have to scrub the thing later tonight.”
“I think I owe them a bottle of scotch,” she said, sitting in the oversized Toralii chair once more. The gravity seemed to have been increased. Saeed was clearly trying to get her more used to walking in normal conditions once more. “I did the best I could to clean it, but wow. It went everywhere.”
“I’m sure you did,” said Saeed, “but not to medical facility standards. Don’t worry, the constructs will do most of the work.”
Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t like the strange Toralii-built robots even cleaning her toilets. “There are constructs here? On the Rubens?”
“There have been since Williams took the ship. They destroyed one during the process, but the others have served us quite well.” Saeed folded his hands in front of him. “I know you won’t like it, given what happened with Ben, but the constructs are a critical part of maintaining the ship’s integrity. It’s what’s allowed them to operate so long independent of any kind of maintenance by Humans who would have no idea how to fix any problems even if they had the tools, resources, and time to do so.”
She chewed on the inside of a cheek. “But do we really need them?”
“Properly controlled, as these ones seem to be, the constructs are a powerful ally and resource. They let the Toralii ships operate with significantly fewer crew than ours do, per tonne, because every kilogram of life support that’s not needed—food, water, oxygen production systems—means more room for weapons, armour, defensive systems, radar… everything. The Rubens packs a hell of a punch for a ship her size, even if we discount the fact her weapons are more advanced than ours.”
“Didn’t this use to be a freighter?”
“Yes,” said Saeed. “And systems are less advanced than the military versions, but for the Toralii, there isn’t much difference. They’ve had to live with Kel-Voran raids for a long time. The previous crew of this ship were no strangers to combat. It’s more correct to say it’s part of the Toralii equivalent of the Merchant Marine.”
She leaned back in her chair, strangely saddened by that. Liao had been relieved of her command during the time the Rubens was captured. In truth, she knew little about it, except that before the settlement of Eden, the ship had often been tasked with privateering operations against the Toralii and that they had participated in the battle in which she was wounded. The idea that, eventually, the Rubens could be returned to civilian duty—hauling cargo and serving as a civilian vessel—suited her much better than the idea of it being permanently repurposed into a warship.
Desperate times, though. With the loss of the Sydney and the destruction of Earth, humanity needed everything it could get.
“Maybe one day,” she said, “we’ll have freighters of our own.”
“Hopefully not ones borrowed from the Toralii.”
She nodded her agreement. “Indigenous designs. When our population has recovered enough and our industry improves, we can start designing and building our own merchant ships.”
“Who would we trade with?”
She thought about that for a time. “The Telvan, probably. Maybe the Kel-Voran.”
“Trade with the Kel-Voran?” Saeed grimaced. “What could they possibly offer us? I think the Telvan would be a better choice.”
“Agreed,” she said. “Maybe I can talk to Mrs. Rowe about that. She always has pie-in-the-sky ideas for long-term goals. Maybe she has an idea for building our own ships, too.”
Saeed’s face clouded. “Hasn’t anyone told you about Summer?”
“No,” said Liao, raising an eyebrow curiously. “Is there something I should know?”
Saeed said nothing and folded his hands in front of himself.

Summer Rowe. Liao didn’t recognise her at first, save for her long, wild clump of unkempt red hair, which spilled over her pillow like blood. For a moment, Rowe didn’t seem to recognise her either, and then her freckled face lit up.
“He-e-ey, Captain.”
Her voice was slurred and distant, as though she were heavily medicated, but Liao could see nothing indicating she was being cared for in that respect—no IV drips, no bottles of pills or other medications—just a standard bed in a small room near the medical bay.
“Hello, Summer.” Liao smiled cautiously and pulled up a chair. “Doctor Saeed says you’re not well.”
Rowe stared at her blankly. “Mmm?” Then, realisation hit. “Oh. Yeah. The, um…”
Rowe didn’t finish that thought. She slumped back, her eyes rolled back in her head.
Liao touched her shoulder. “Mrs. Rowe? Summer?”
Suddenly she sprang back to life as though nothing had happened. “Mmm? Sorry, I just fell asleep there for a bit. Saeed says my brain was…” She struggled to find the right word. “Not having enough oxygen for a long time, so it got hurt.”
It broke Liao’s heart to see her like that. Rowe’s mind was everything she had—intellectual pursuits were all she treasured. From engineering, science, and chemistry, her every word, thought and deed came from her desire to know and understand. To have that taken away from her must have been tragic.
She seemed happy, though, in a strange way.
“What do you remember?” asked Liao. “About the attack?”
Rowe shook her head. “Nothing,” she said. “Almost nothing. Just fragments. I was ejecting the bad reactor. I think I made it eject. Asthma got me. Couldn’t breathe. Tried to work through it, bu—”
She slumped again, limp as a doll.
Seconds passed, uncomfortable seconds. Liao had been told to simply wait when those things happened. Just waiting, though, fought against her instincts. She felt as though she had to do something, anything.
“Mmm?” Rowe woke up again. “What was I saying?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Liao. “Has… someone told you what’s happening?”
“Narcolepsy with catalepsy.” Those words she seemed to have no trouble pronouncing. They came out clear and, in a way, almost like her old self. “At least, that’s what Saeed says. There’s damage to lots of different parts of my brain due to oxygen loss. These kind of weird things are normal. Speech is coming back, slowly. Lots of other things won’t come back, and I have to relearn them. How to tie shoes. How to open packages and stuff. It’s hard, but honestly, I feel good.”
“How do you mean?”
“Things are slower now,” said Rowe, a quiet, happy tinge to her voice. “I don’t feel so… busy in the head. There’s no expectations of me. I don’t need to do anything I don’t want to, and if I can manage to do something good in a single day, do something right, then I’ve already won. Before, it didn’t matter what I did—good work, solve problems—I always felt unhappy. Now I feel happy.”
Liao didn’t want to upset her. Rowe said she felt better. Who was she to complain? “I don’t necessarily agree with the implication that a simpler life free of expectations is an improvement,” Liao said, “but it’s good that you’re happy.”
“Thanks, Cap.”
Liao patted Rowe’s leg on the bed. “Well, it’s good to see you again, at any rate. Last I heard, you were missing, along with Commander Iraj.”
“Mmm, Kamal pulled me out of the reactor room, blue as a blueberry. He dragged my arse out of there, gave me a nice little slit in my throat, got some air in there. Saved my life.” She snorted with playful laughter. “Probably just wants to fuck me.”
“I have some bad news for you. He likes boys.”
“Oh, wow.” She laughed. “So do I. We have so much in common.”
There was some of the old Summer in there. Liao smirked and shook her head. “You’re impossible.”
“Not as bad as you. I mean, you were like, totally out of it right after what happened on Earth. With everything blown up and all. You wouldn’t talk to anyone, you barely ate, you shaved off all your hair… I was worried, for a while there, that you were going to run away and commit Sudoku.”
“Commit… Sudoku?” Liao scrunched up her face. “You mean seppuku.”
“Yeah. You know. Kill yourself.”
“Seppuku is Japanese.”
“Oh.”
Rowe was right about one thing: Liao had put a pistol to her temple and missed. It said a lot about her marksmanship but also about her desire to live.
“Look, never mind,” said Liao. “I should go. I’ve been meaning to catch up with Kamal. He hasn’t had a chance to visit me since I was injured.”
“That’s okay,” said Rowe. “He’s very busy now, being the handsome and sexy bronze-skinned captain of a ship and everything.”
“It’s my ship,” said Liao, gently but in a way that allowed no compromises. “Iraj is my trusted XO, and when I’m not available, he can run the Beijing as he wishes, but it’s my ship. I’ll be taking it back in due time, thank you very much, especially after I’ll have my arm more or less fixed.”
“Right,” said Rowe. She smiled a wide, somewhat empty smile. “Say hi to him from me.”
“I will,” Liao said, slipping out of her chair and making her way to the door.
She gave Rowe one last look—concern mixed with sympathy—and then left.

Waiting for her in the med-bay was Saeed, with one of the colony’s constructs and a nonspecific but growing feeling of apprehension and nervousness.
“I’ve loaded the construct with the raw materials required to build the prosthetic, according to the instructions. The schematic is just uploading now.” Saeed settled back in his chair. “I thought you might like to watch.”
She glared at the metal cockroach as it looked up at her, its face a steel mask.
“Directive received,” it intoned in a dull, emotionless drone. It moved to one side of the room, a faint whine coming from within.
That caused some raised eyebrows. “We taught them English?”
“And Mandarin,” said Saeed. “And Farsi. And about a hundred other languages. Basically, whatever we had in the ship’s computer. They’re quick studies although they tend to miss a lot of the nuances of language. Still, it works well enough to receive commands in almost any language and give feedback accordingly.”
“Fascinating.”
The insectoid robot emitted a loud ping. Saeed gestured to it. “Proceed with the build.”
So it did. The construct extruded, much as a spider would, a tiny thread of metal that—save for the faint heat glow emanating from the filament—bore a striking resemblance to a strand of web. It began spinning it as a weaving arachnid would, manipulating the strand with its many legs, positioning it in place with the skill and precision only a computer could muster. It worked with blinding speed, its legs whirring and clicking as, as though from nowhere, a thin metal bar appeared. The metal was smoothed and moulded, shaped, and left to cool to a dull grey as it grew. Its length could only mean it was to be her new radius, or perhaps the ulna. When that was complete, the construct set it down on the floor and began working on another piece—spun from the same molten metal, another bar, a twin to the first.
Fingers, joints, knuckles. The humerus was cut off just where her real limb began; it flared into a thin cup that seemed too small to her, a reminder of just how atrophied her limb had become, how thin it was since the muscle had been removed. The prosthetic ended in thin strands of circuitry, tiny tendrils that would be implanted. Around that was a metal shoulder, designed to fit over her existing one and augment it, along with thin metal sheets to anchor it.
The tips of the fingers were sharp claws housed in a metal sheath.
Slowly, piece by piece, a rough approximation of a Toralii skeleton was laid out, simplified and made of metal, reduced down to Human size. Every component was forged with the patience of an immortal being—errorless and tireless, repetitive, simple actions creating complex devices. Then the construct began to spin a form of skin, layer upon layer of paper-thin sheets of metal, each one covered with circuitry, insulation, and then sprayed with a protective filament that hardened almost instantly.
“That is super creepy,” said Liao, watching the construct chitter and click as it spun out a new limb for her.
“I’ve gotten used to it.” Saeed observed the process with fascination. “I quite like seeing them work, actually. It’s amazing how precise and detailed they are and how wondrous the kinds of things they can create. Anything from a new piece of computer hardware to a main battle tank, or even larger. The Toralii Alliance used thousands of these things to build their ships, whole swarms of them building starship after starship.”
“Logistics,” said Liao. “The ultimate tool for winning wars. That’s an impressive and terrifying industrial capacity.”
Saeed tapped on one of the medical consoles, bringing up the results of a diagnostic routine. The arm twitched and spasmed as it was tested. As the test ran, he turned back to her. “Even worse, I don’t think we truly understand their full capacity yet. The only thing working in our favour is that, while they might be able to replace their losses very rapidly, their drone technology isn’t trusted—they employ constructs throughout their vessels, but they’re never given any kind of authority or command. They must have crew. Crew take time to train and can make mistakes.”
There weren’t that many Humans left. Even if every single survivor was a trained crewman and able to serve on their ships, the number of vessels the Humans could field was depressingly low. Constructs could ease some of the burden, but how far could their help go? After Ben, Liao didn’t trust them either. “Do you think we could have fully automated ships in the future?”
Saeed’s expression was a mixture of cautious hope and whimsy. “If they did, I would largely be out of a job. The military wouldn’t need butchers to sew up the living and give a time/date stamp to the dead. Strangely enough, I welcome such a sea change.”
“As would I. People talk about increased mechanisation taking something away from war, as though stripping it of the last lingering vestiges of the honour and nobility it had in the First World War. They consider Predator drones to be impersonal, dishonourable weapons, cowards’ weapons, the tools of the lesser man.” She regarded the tiny, withered stump of her arm. “So say people who have never seen the insanity, the illogic, the terror and stupidity of war. They know only the safe comforts of a warm bed and a land protected by cruel men ready to annihilate, with extreme prejudice, any threats to that land. War is a place where people die like dogs for no good reason.”
“I couldn’t have said it better,” said Saeed. “Hopefully, more of them die than us so that misery is not ours to bear.”
“That’s not enough for us now. There are so few Humans remaining. We have a technological and numerical disadvantage. We need industrialisation on a grand scale.” Liao watched as the construct lay more of its synthetic skin in layers, building the prosthesis. It was strikingly artificial, with exposed pistons and tendons and wires. The skin did not protect as a Human’s might, as an outside barrier. Instead, it was laid directly over the pistons, circuits, and mechanical pieces, building them up layer by layer.
Finally, Liao addressed the elephant in the room. “I don’t know. It doesn’t look biological. It really does look archaic, as though its secret power source was steam or something. If this process can build spaceships, why can’t it build a limb that looks Toralii? Or Human?”
“It almost can.” Saeed grimaced slightly as though admitting some embarrassing secret. “The Uncanny Valley is a well-recognised trope when designing artificial things intended to look natural. Have you seen movies with CG people in them? Even though they use motion-capture and facial scanning and have budgets in the hundreds of millions of dollars, they always look fake. Human beings have a truly amazing ability to analyse faces and forms. We can instantly tell if something is pretending to be something it’s not, and this discovery is often unsettling for us. The Toralii, apparently, have a similar issue, and the way they get around it is by not trying to blend in although realistic prostheses are created on occasion. For the most part, though, a prosthetic limb’s artificialness is acknowledged and accepted. There is no cultural shame in losing a limb, so they deliberately craft them in ways which reflect that this body modification is the product of a machine, not nature. They’re practically minded in this regard, adding scanners, sensors, sometimes weapons; a prosthesis can even be a fashion statement in some circles.”
“Weapons?” That last bit caught her attention. “You mean the claws, right?”
“More than that. We chose this particular design because it’s rugged, low power, and highly modular. The forearm can have all manner of implants, including a limited-capacity, low-power plasma pistol. Those take some time getting used to. The pistol pops out of the casing, fires, retracts, etc. when a ‘virtual muscle’ is squeezed. Training the brain to move something that hasn’t been there your whole life is difficult and takes time to master. The weapons are almost always unloaded for the first year of a new installation.”
“We don’t have a year for me to get used to the thing.”
“This is a good point, and it seems unnecessary to have one.” Saeed smiled politely. “I’m sure a pistol add-in would be useful, but why not keep your sidearm for now, Captain?”
Liao had seen firsthand the incredible damage plasma pistols could do, melting a hole straight through one of the Beijing’s bulkheads. That kind of firepower would be an asset for her to have, especially discretely. “For now,” she agreed. “But fabricate an add-on anyway. I’d like to start training with it as soon as possible.”
“Let’s just try with the base arm first, shall we, and work on add-ons later.” He regarded her curiously. “You’re more impatient these days.”
Her reply came without much thought. “I guess nearly getting burned to death makes me realise I don’t have anywhere near as much time as I need to accomplish everything in my life that I want to do.”
“Well, what is it you want to do?”
The construct finished its weaving. Liao regarded its product, steel grey, a strange matte metal, its surfaces smooth and perfectly machined. It lay on the ground, palm up, limp and inert as though it were freshly sliced off a living creature. Its fingers, claws retracted, seemed to reach out towards the bulkhead of the medical facility, and Liao couldn’t help but imagine it was weakly struggling to escape. It was a metal mirror of her own arm, burned off on the surface of Velsharn, neatly sliced from her body.
“I want to kill a lot more Toralii.”
Saeed’s face tightened, and he pointedly avoided continuing that line of discussion. “There’re some tests we must run on the prosthetic before we install it. Maybe have some dinner? I’ll have one of the orderlies deliver it to your quarters.”
“I have quarters on the Rubens?”
“We’ve allocated you some,” he said. “Temporarily. They’re the VIP quarters. Slightly below the Captain’s lodgings in terms of luxuries, but I think you’ll find them sufficient to your needs.”
“Those will be more than fine.” She stood and, giving the metal hand one more look, departed.

The quarters were fine, with thick sheets and comfortable pillows filling a bed sized for a Toralii, but despite the luxury, sleep came roughly. Liao tossed and turned, eyes closed but unable to truly rest. Just when her body started to relax, pins and needles grew on an arm that no longer existed. She tried ignoring it, tried rubbing the stump, tried a mild sedative. Nothing seemed to take away the ache. She felt heat, cold, cramping… any number of sensations, even though there was no flesh to relay them.
That was a new thing, that sensation. Saeed had warned her, and she had prepared for pain. Instead, it was every other feeling—distinctly uncomfortable, certainly, but drugs could take pain away. Nothing seemed to soothe the itching.
She couldn’t possibly have thought she would ever miss the tank.
Four hours wasn’t much when it came to sleep. She had done greater things with less. She would endure. Eventually, after fitful squirming, Liao dressed and returned to the med-bay. One of the advantages of her very short hair was that the effects of diminished rest were not compounded by the necessity of taking time to make herself presentable, not that anyone would see her on the Rubens anyway.
“Don’t you ever sleep?” she asked Saeed as she returned. He and Saara were waiting for her by the completed prosthetic.
“I daydream about sleep,” he said. Liao didn’t laugh. Saeed smiled widely. “A joke from medical school.”
“For some of us, it’s not a joke,” Liao said.
[“Are you well rested?”] asked Saara. [“The device will be, in a limited sense, interacting directly with your neural tissue. The most critical time is the first few days and weeks, and most especially, the first few hours. It is best you are at your baseline when exposed to the link so that the device ‘learns’ how to work with you.”]
“Baseline for me is pretty tired,” said Liao, “so mission accomplished, I suppose.” Her eyes fell upon the prosthetic, now resting on a white cloth draped over one of the examination benches, lit by overhead lights. The tendrils of its cables ran into a computer. “How did the testing go?”
“It worked flawlessly. Piped the neural links into a test bed, ran some diagnostics. The articulators do the job pretty well. They squeeze like regular muscles and, according to the tests, should be linked up to the same nerve endings as the original limb, so the amount of discomfort you experience should be minimal.”
“Given how I slept last night, minimal discomfort would be a great goal to aim for.”
Saara frowned sympathetically. [“You were in pain?”]
“Every single other sensation but,” she said. “Which is very odd.”
Saeed only nodded thoughtfully. “Not entirely unexpected. Everyone experiences it differently, from what I’ve read.” He tapped on the computer’s keyboard. “Right. Ready for this?”
Ready as she was ever going to be. “Sure. What do I do?”
“Lie down on the bed and try not to move too much.”
She did so, resting the stump near the device. Saara adjusted Liao’s forearm, getting it comfortable, and aligning the prosthetic to the stump of her limp. Seeing the device up close brought out the detail; the metal skin was cut with tiny grooves, almost invisible to the naked eye. The device was incredibly elaborate, despite its outward appearance, a juxtaposition of technology levels. The device was both very primitive—exposed metal, bare rods and pistons—and quite strangely advanced. Compared to her real arm, the prosthetic was oversized and awkward, and she imagined that the difference in dimensions would take some getting used to.
The tendrils of the device snaked out toward her. Saeed injected a local anaesthetic into her stump—she barely felt the needle’s entrance, truth be told—and she watched in curious fascination as the interface cables slipped past her skin, burrowing into her flesh. She could feel the cables move inside her, squirming around her bone, twisting and aligning, linking up with the real nerves that remained.
A sensation of spreading numbness was the first thing she felt, moving out from her new fingers. Pins and needles sprung up all along the metal; the device jerked as it turned on, and instinctively, Liao clenched her new fist to avoid the painful tingling.
The prosthetic complied instantly, metal fingers closing in on themselves. She opened and closed the hand experimentally. It was as though she had never been wounded. Her new limb felt so natural to her. The fingers moved just like her flesh ones had. The wrist turned, the elbow bent, everything was as it had been. Not even… it was more: stronger, tougher, more sensitive.
However, it was less, too, in some way she could not quantify. Replacing parts of herself with a machine seemed to be denying some part of her humanity. It wasn’t just that it was a Toralii arm poorly resized for her. It was taking something from her, a leak in her soul.
Out of all the feelings she had anticipated, that hollow emptiness was not one.
She decided to replace that emptiness with ambitions. Eden had broken her—she had put a pistol to her temple, and only the vaguest whispers of self-preservation had kept her alive. She had a chance at making up for that moment of weakness. The hour of her redemption had come.
[“The link is complete,”] said Saara. [“Grafting on the support structure now.”]
Liao watched as the upper part of the limb unfurled, folding over her shoulder and latching onto the skin, anchor points affixing. Those hurt—the local anaesthetic did not reach that far—but she gritted her teeth through it, enduring the pain, clenching her new fist to help. The metal groaned as she applied pressure then slowly relaxed as the pain faded.
“How do you feel?” asked Saeed, dabbing at the small amount of blood that leaked out of the small wounds.
“Good,” said Liao. “That last bit was rough. It’s all good now, though.” She sat up, her balance off. The prosthetic weighed more than she’d anticipated. Liao steadied herself, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She rolled her shoulder experimentally. “No, it feels good.”
[“Excellent,”] said Saara. [“The prosthetic will take several days to fully integrate, and there may be residual effects, but at the very least, it does seem to have made a strong link.”]
“Like it was made for me.” Liao flexed the strong metal fingers, admiring the sheathed claws at the end of them. “You know, this might be a big advantage. I suspect at least some of our inability to communicate with the Alliance is biological difference—we’re just too different. At least a part of me looks Toralii now.”
Saara held her arm up, dwarfing Liao’s prosthetic. Her yellow eyes shone with amusement. [“It is… cute. That is the only way I can describe it. Like one from a child.”]
“I was hoping for intimidating.”
[“Alas, Captain, such a thing would rarely be intimidating to a true Toralii warrior.”]
“So maybe that’s another title they’ll add onto my name whenever they feel the need to make the whole thing even longer than it currently is,” she said. “Liao the Kittenclawed.”
They laughed.
“Now,” said Saeed, a wide, eager smile growing across his face, “there’s one more person you will want to meet.”
Liao stiffened with anticipation, unable to keep the feeling contained. The door to the med-bay opened, and one of the nurses brought in someone she had wanted, more than any of the others, to see. Liao steeled herself. It was important that she remained calm, controlled, dignified…
But when the nurse brought Allison out, aged eighteen months and with a face full of curiosity, dignity went out the window, and she cried uncontrollably. Liao reached for Allison like a starving woman, her arms hugging her, dragging her child close to her chest.
“Careful, careful,” the nurse said.
Her child. Liao’s fleshy arm shook as she hugged her baby, eyes closed, breath coming in ragged gasps.
Allison began to wail. Liao, fearful she had hurt the baby, released her grip, but the child was unharmed. Instead, she was recoiling from the metal of her mother’s prosthetic.
It was cold, Liao realised. “I’m sorry,” she said by reflex, guilt welling up within her. “I-I thought I crushed her.”
[“She is unharmed,”] said Saara. [“Do not worry.”]
How could she not worry? Her own child, for whom she had given so much, reacted with fear around her. Allison squirmed away, back into the nurse’s hands.
“Yeah,” said Liao, her tone completely unconvinced. “I think she just needs some time to adjust.”
“So do you,” said Saeed. “It’s a big change. Muscle strength, coordination, temperature… everything is going to be different. It’ll take some time to get it right. Don’t take this to heart.”
She knew, rationally and logically, that Saeed was right, but that couldn’t shake the nagging doubts that gnawed at her. “I know.”
Saeed stood, passing a critical eye over the arm, apparently to satisfaction. “Well, now you’ve got your arm back, I suppose you should get ready for the big relaunch, yes? A Broadsword from the Tehran will take you down to the surface.”
The Beijing, her other child, was returning to space. Kamal would be in charge, of course, but when it came to the operation and relaunch of her ship, she should be on board. She had to be there.
As much as she wanted to be here instead.
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Even the Mighty
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
Space near Velsharn
 
THE BROADSWORD
NIGHT RAVEN
TOUCHED down with a dull thump and the fading whine of engines powering down. For a moment, there was nothing, and then the voice of the pilot filtered through the ship’s systems.
“Captain Liao, we have arrived. Welcome back to Eden.”
With a faint hiss, the loading bay door opened, and daylight from Velsharn’s star poured in, followed by the powerful scent of fresh air, blooming flowers, and the faint, distant scent of the ocean. An undercurrent of the smell of civilization—oil, bodies, muck—came with it, a synthetic tinge to an otherwise perfectly natural and wonderful breath of air, but the dominant smell, lording over all others, was nature, clean and fresh.
Savouring the moment, she breathed deeply through her nose, taking it all in. Living in the Toralii healing tank had had no scent, and the air aboard the Rubens was sterile and empty. This was full of life, exactly what she needed.
Liao walked down the loading ramp to the landing area. Night Raven took off behind her, returning to the sky. She walked from the large clearing into the settlement proper and, as typically happened, her presence drew whispers from all around.
They were not entirely happy whispers. Liao knew, as much as she had accomplished in command of the Beijing, her tenure had not been perfect. Initially, when Saeed had told her she had made Captain, she felt she didn’t deserve it. She didn’t think that anymore. Self-pity would accomplish nothing, and to dwell on the past was weak thinking. It would get her nothing.
She had made many mistakes. She didn’t ever deny that, wearing her errors like a badge pinned to her uniform, owning them. Command was hard. Command was damn hard, and she would refute anyone who told her otherwise. Maybe someone could do a better job. No, certainly someone could do a better job—but they weren’t here, and all humanity had was her.
If wishing for something made it true, they wouldn’t still be on that rock.
She put the whispers out of her mind. Most of them seemed to be focused on her arm, anyway. She made no attempt to hide it or the burns on her face. They were, now, as much a part of her as her prosthetic was, and in some way, it was a relief, vindicating her choice to join the military.
If she had chosen the easy path in life, she would not have survived the destruction of Earth.
Liao walked toward the Beijing, the huge ship dominating the centre of the settlement. Since the bombardment, a lot had changed. Before the attack, everything had been temporary. Tents and crudely assembled structures made from bulkheads removed from the various ships of the fleet or cut from the Beijing’s hull, had largely all been replaced by demountables, properly anchored buildings, and concrete stairways leading to underground command and shelter bunkers.
In a few short months, the tent city had been transformed into an actual city. Shepherd had been right—Americans were industrious people.
Seeing the Beijing, though, made her smile, even if it was a sad smile. The ship was scorched, broken, defeated—it listed slightly to the left, having slumped there after being damaged by the Toralii worldshatter device. The hole where the weapon had struck, pointed towards her, was crosshatched with steel reinforcing, and a half dozen constructs worked over it, insects weaving together a new hull.
Incredible.
Ben itched at her mind, and Scarecrow, and the Toralii prisoners… but there was one other task that was more immediate: the relaunch of the Beijing.
The hangar bay was open. This, in and of itself, was unusual, but more noticeable to her was that the whole open mouth of the ship was clear of debris and civilian equipment. Someone had even mopped the mud out.
It almost, if one tilted one’s head to the side to account for the lean, looked like a real ship again.
She knew the layout of the Beijing like the skin of an old lover. She walked through the corridors, turning down the winding passages, working her way to the core of the ship. The Marines gave her entrance to Operations although she was truly unclear if she was permitted to be there or not, and she entered to a buzz of activity.
Operations had been completely restored. The hole in the roof was gone, as though it had never been. Even the surface had been repainted although if she looked carefully, there was a slight discolouration that betrayed the repair.
“Good evening, Captain Liao,” said Kamal Iraj, standing in front of the command console. Liao looked up at him. He was taller and of late had, apparently, been growing his hair out. It was similar to her own although more consistent. He had a thick, jagged scar running from between his eyes down the left-hand side of his face, courtesy of a Toralii Marine’s knife. It seemed to be slowly fading.
Liao gave her XO a warm smile in return. “Good evening, Commander. Good to see you’ve kept the ship in good order during my stay aboard the Rubens.”
“Better than good order. The ship’s not just brand new—the heuristics on the constructs were able to provide some minor modifications to the ship itself. That repair job is actually stronger than the original material—a small percent stronger, a small percent lighter, just the cumulative difference in manufacturing capabilities and engineering knowledge. The plan is to treat this as an upgrade to this section and, eventually, replace the entire ship with the same materials.”
“Sounds good,” she said, feeling a vague sense of relief that her ship’s injuries would be repaired and even improved.
Her smile turned to a slight frown as she surveyed the Operations team, seeing Jiang on duty at Tactical, but the Communications console absent Hsin. He should have been here for such an occasion.
“Where’s Lieutenant Hsin?” she asked. “Did he call in sick for the relaunch?”
The room fell silent, the startup proceedings halted save for the low buzz of computers in the background.
Iraj inhaled softly. “Mister Hsin was killed in the battle. A replacement from the Washington is being trained, but they have not qualified yet.”
A memory flooded back to her, of the worldshatter device breaking through the top of Operations. Hsin’s console was—had been—at the epicentre of the blast. All that had remained was a smoking, red-ringed hole boring straight down toward the ground. She had seen it with her own eyes, but the true impact had not yet sunk in.
“Of course,” Liao said, her voice quiet. “My apologies.”
Liao moved to the centre of Operations, standing by Iraj, surrounded by machines and her crew—what was left of them, anyway. For the first time in a long time—she did not know precisely how long—she felt home again.
A part of her wanted to conceal the prosthetic and pretend everything was normal, but her metal hand was the new normal. She folded her arms in front of her, defiantly displaying the faux-Toralii limb for all to see. She was actually thankful. Anywhere else, her injury would be the end of her career, but serendipity had come through for her. Her prosthetic was as good as a Human arm, more or less, and even if it still had its problems, humanity were not in a position to be picky about their crew.
“Captain Liao?” Iraj stood back. “If you could, I think I speak for everyone when I say, we’d like you to take us up.”
She hesitated. “I’m not at my best,” she said. “Still heavily medicated. Still getting used to”—she held up her prosthetic hand—“this.”
“I’ll be here with you the whole time,” said Kamal. “The last time the Beijing wasn’t yours to command, look where we ended up. This time… I don’t want to make the same mistake.”
She wanted to say no—her CO’s logical, rational mind implored her to say no and that it was a really bad idea—but she couldn’t.
The Beijing was her ship. She was back. Everyone needed to know, most importantly herself. 
“Very well,” she said, glancing down at her command console. “All sections report.”
[“Engineering reports the Beijing is ready for launch,”] said Saara. Seeing her at Summer’s console would take some getting used to. Saara had temporarily worked there before, during their interactions with Ben in his construct body, but seeing her there and knowing that Summer wouldn’t ever be there to take up the mantle again was sobering. [“All reactors are providing power. The reactionless drives are functional—there’s a minor fluctuation in some of the secondary conditions, but it’s well within acceptable parameters. All hatches are sealed. Decompression doors are holding. The outer hull above us is decompressed, but the constructs will continue their work even as we are in orbit, and only the outer layer is damaged. This is not a concern.”]
Jiang spoke up from Tactical. “Prelaunch conditions are optimal. There’s not a cloud in the sky. Radar is clean. The Washington is providing launch telemetry and aligning our ascent corridor. As soon as we’re clear of the city, we’ll be moving out over the ocean.”
A wise precaution. If something failed, crashing into the sea would not endanger the population below.
Liao hoped it wouldn’t come to that.
Dao, their navigation officer, was the next to report. “All ships report and cross-check that the airspace above Eden has been cleared. We have a solid uplink to the Rubens and the Tehran. They’ll be ascending with us past three thousand metres. The Madrid is on long-range patrol. They’ll come running if we need anything.”
Hsin would have been the next to report in. Liao mentally berated herself for her earlier mistake, but she tried to put it out of her mind. Just another error. His sacrifice had been noted. Fortunately, for a brief jaunt into space, that workload could be shared between Navigation and Communications. They would need a dedicated communications officer to be combat ready—the candidate from the Washington was a promising lead—but for now, simply having the ship fly was enough.
The people had to see it. They had to witness the Beijing rising from the ashes and taking flight to protect them. The bombardment had shown humanity that living on Eden, protected by ships above, would not save them. Eden had been a temporary reprieve, nothing more. The planet Velsharn could not remain their home forever.
It was ever thus, for every civilization that had ever existed, on Earth or otherwise. It was not enough to find some quiet, little corner out of the way of everyone else and just hope for a quiet, simple existence where one lived out one’s days going nowhere and doing nothing. Growth was critical. Resources, territory, technology… everything had to grow. A civilization was as much a living, breathing creature as a single Human was a collection of bacteria, cells, and chemical reactions and was governed by the same, simple, unavoidable rule:
Expand or die.
“No time like the present,” said Liao. She reached up to her headset, touching the button that would signal the entire ship. “Attention, all hands. This is Captain Liao. We will shortly be commencing our ascent through the atmosphere. General Quarters. Damage control teams, stand by.”
The Operations room was flooded with red light as General Quarters was sounded throughout the ship. She felt the familiar surge of adrenaline, of excitement and anticipation. “Do it,” she said to the room. “Take us up.”
At once, the crew swung into motion.
[“Giving power to reactionless drives.”] Saara’s large hands moved gracefully over the slightly-too-small-for-her console. [“The ship will be airborne in less than one minute.”]
A faint, familiar hum built below Liao’s feet as the ship gained power and the tiny gravity-altering devices embedded in the floor established themselves, adding their power to the natural gravity of Velsharn. Her new limb felt heavier than it should have, her shoulder aching with the effort of keeping her arms folded, but she endured. The feeling faded as they recalibrated, adjusting themselves to dampen the inertia of the ship’s movement.
Liao always hated it when real gravity fought with artificial gravity. At least in that case, it was all pointing in the same direction.
The faint sound of stressed metal reverberated throughout Operations as the weight of two hundred thousand tonnes pressing on long-compacted dirt grew less and less. The ship’s weight eased, and the structures resumed their normal load-bearing requirements.
The constructs had done good work. The Triumph-class cruisers, of which the Beijing was one, were designed to be landed in lunar gravity, not Earth or Velsharn, although they were structurally capable of doing so—a fact they had only tested in simulations and in the calculations of the engineers. It was fortunate that it was possible. The theoretical had been tested, first on Earth as the fires that consumed their homeworld ate up the last of their people, and then later on Velsharn, as the wounded, broken Beijing had limped into what many had expected to be its final resting place.
Now the Beijing was stronger than ever. Liao hoped that her body, too, would be similarly improved.
“Commencing ascent,” said Jiang. “All systems nominal.” The ship was airborne. It was alive once more. “Altitude ten metres, holding steady.”
Liao’s command console showed various camera feeds from all over the ship. They were higher resolution than the old ones and, somehow, had the thermal and electromagnetic feeds perfectly overlain. The world outside was recognizable but a technicolour mismatch of strange hues and lurid colours. She could see the vibrant faces of people watching the launch, their faces shrinking away as the ship climbed.
All of humanity was trusting her. She felt a surge of euphoria, knowing she and her crew were being entrusted with such an honour. All of their fates were in her hands. That sensation faded as another realisation set in, one much more somber: The last time hadn’t turned out so well.
“Two hundred meters,” said Jiang. “We’ll be crossing the windbreak threshold provided by the nearby mountains. They won’t protect us from wind shear once we clear them.”
“Acknowledged.” That was a known risk, but a ship of that size and height would not be deterred by Velsharn’s mighty winds. “Continue the ascent as planned.”
The wind washed over the ship as a series of subtle vibrations. Turbulence rocked the vessel from end to end, but it soon faded as they rose above the choppy surface air and into the lower atmosphere. Eden disappeared below them, the drab patchwork of tents becoming a tiny dot and then fading completely into the landscape. The vast oceans of Velsharn, comprising most of the planet’s surface area, soon turned the island itself into a dot in the dot-painting that was the southern island chain. Warm, temperate waters sustained them with fish and edible sea plants, shallow waters, and sunny beaches. They could be Earth but for the colour. The predominant shade of the trees and other flora was a deep orange, blue near the shores, painting the tropical landscape in an alien hue.
The ship was performing admirably. Its reactors hummed, its engines responded to all their commands, and as Velsharn’s atmosphere faded away and the dark, inky void of space surrounded them once more, it felt like an old friend, as though the Beijing had not been through months of seemingly constant battles, endless patch-job repairs and crippling, deep structural wounds in her bones.
Rejuvenation.
The three surviving Pillars of the Earth, with the two stolen Toralii ships, the Rubens and the Knight keeping watch, climbed toward the starlight.
“Captain,” said Jiang, her smile reflecting how Liao felt, “we have cleared atmosphere. Maneuvering for low planetary orbit. We’ll be in a stable rotation in minutes.”
“Excellent.” She couldn’t help but smile as well. “Well done, everyone.”
Operations filled with clapping. It seemed a long time since the Operations crew had had something to celebrate. The battle of Belthas IV had been a Pyrrhic victory, Cenar a running retreat, and the devastation of Earth had cast a pallor over the victory against the Toralii fleet that had arrived at Velsharn to finish them off. They had always just-survived, barely scraping through, so it was a genuine victory to accomplish something that didn’t require anyone to die: returning the Beijing to the fight.
The blue-green ball of Velsharn spun lazily below them as the ship settled into a low orbit. The Washington and the Tehran formed up with them, a few hundred kilometres away—within spitting distance for spacecraft—and the Beijing took the lead. They floated for just over an hour, testing all their systems and completing a full revolution around the planet.
“Orbital test successful,” said Jiang. “We are once again over the Eden colony.”
Liao nodded her acknowledgement. “Excellent. Bring us out of orbit and into deep space.”
With a tap from Jiang, the preprogrammed course change occurred, a thousand tiny pieces of the ship all working in unison as it maneuvered back, tilting toward open space, and pulled away from Velsharn.
More time passed. Space was unimaginably huge. Life in Operations was long stretches of nothing followed by bursts of activity. Liao fiddled with the pistons on her prosthetic arm, subconsciously scratching them, feeling the texture of the metal. She felt the sensations the prosthetic sent back. Bare metal was like skin, cold but sensitive, as though it were spun from flesh melted down and remoulded into a synthetic form.
The Beijing sailed silently through the void until, well clear of Velsharn’s orbit, the three ships decelerated and came to a half, floating in the nothingness.
The ship could sail, but could it fight?
“Commence weapons test,” said Liao. “Deploy drones from the hanger bay. Units one through six, simulate strike craft at close ranges and surround the ship, one at the stern, one at the rear, port and starboard, then above and below. Send six waves. Test our autocannons can cover all our angles. Mister Dao, advise the Washington and the Tehran so that they are clear of our fire. Advise the Tehran to deploy medium- and longer-range drones.”
Her orders were repeated and confirmed. Her console showed the Beijing’s sister ships shifting themselves out of the line of fire as six drones—green dots on her screen, representing neutral craft—sailed out from the hanger bay like disturbed bees, smoothly maneuvering through the vacuum to preordained positions, forming up around the Beijing at each of its cardinal points. From the other ships, more drones flew out ahead of them, heading toward medium and long ranges.
“Autocannons are standing by,” said Jiang. “Weapons tight.”
“Weapons free,” said Liao. “Fire when ready.”
Operations was too far nestled into the core of the ship to feel even the faintest vibration from the external guns. The only clue Liao had of their firing was her command console. Grey streaks leaped from the central dot of the Beijing in all directions, each stream striking the drones and blowing them into chunks.
“Drones destroyed.”
Five more waves of drones dutifully floated to their doom. The later waves “attacked” asymmetrically. They maneuvered, ducking and dodging instead of passively waiting for the slaughter, but the Beijing’s guns smoothly and methodically cut them down.
There was little more testing they could do against drones. Time to test the midrange punch. “Load a dummy missile. Verify that the warhead is HE only. No sense wasting one of our nukes on a test.”
“Cross checked, HE warhead. Loaded in tube eight.”
“Fire.”
A larger yellow mark, representing live ordnance, sailed lazily out from the Beijing’s missile tubes. Although firing missiles from the magnetic railguns was possible in an emergency—a situation depressingly common during Liao’s command—the missile tubes were the preferred medium-range delivery mechanism.
As it cleared the protective point-defence sphere offered by the Beijing’s guns, Ling, their radar operator, spoke up.
“Captain, radar contact: L1 Lagrange point. Strike-craft class.”
She saw it on her command console. Liao glanced to Iraj, but before she could speak, her headset chirped.
“Piggyback to TFR Beijing,” came a voice she recognised as Lieutenant Kollek. “Priority alert.”
Liao frowned. “Abort test,” she said to Iraj. “Cease fire. End the drill, sound General Quarters throughout the ship, and launch strike craft—this is no longer a test.”
The yellow streak that was their missile exploded as Jiang detonated it. Liao touched her headset as the crew abandoned the pretence of war and adopted an alert footing. Blue dots swarmed out of the Beijing, the Tehran, and the Washington. The Rubens and the Knight began manoeuvring, rushing to join them.
Speed-of-light delay would slow everything. Liao phrased her question carefully. “Piggyback, this is Beijing actual. Priority alert acknowledged—we are engaged in a live-fire exercise in this area. Report.”
“We are returning from our expedition to Earth,” said Kollek. “We encountered the Iilan in the Sol system.”
That made no sense at all. “What were the Iilan doing there? What was their interest in Earth?”
“Trying to find us,” she said. “You, specifically. But they were reluctant to jump directly to Velsharn. They’re badly damaged. They want to be sure they won’t be fired upon if they jump here.”
“Damaged?” Liao gave Iraj a sidelong, worried glance. “Return to Sol. Inform the Iilan that they are most welcome. Tell them to squawk IFF on two four three point zero megahertz.”
“IFF on two four three point zero megahertz,” Kollek repeated. “Roger, Captain. Our jump drive is still cooling. We’ll be ready in five.”
Captain Anderson’s voice came through her headset. “Beijing, this is Washington actual. Thoughts on this development?”
“The Iilan have long been our friends,” she said but then corrected herself. “Allies. Trading partners. That’s better than people who are shooting at us. Their help always has its price, but frankly, it’s usually reasonable, and I’ll take what we can get. Whatever’s happened to them, they’re not a security issue.”
“As you wish,” said Anderson. “I’ll leave them to you.”
“That would be best,” she said. “But keep the Washington on high alert. Captain Grégoire, maintain alert status on the Tehran.”
James spoke over the line. “Of course, Beijing. We’re ready for anything over here.”
Liao believed it. The Tehran had been their constant ally since their very first engagement, the Battle of Jupiter. The Sydney, plagued with mechanical issues, had played a minimal role. At present, the Sydney was just a ruin, debris orbiting the asteroid belt in the Karathi system. Every so often, Broadswords tasked with salvage brought back recovered technology, weapons, hull fragments, or body parts.
The Washington did not have such a history behind it. It had been proven in the space above Belthas IV and later in the evacuation of Earth. The Rubens had done its part, but the Knight had yet to be truly tested.
Piggyback, the second Broadsword to bear that name, winked out, disappearing from her radar screen.
They did not have many ships to lose.

Time ticked away. With no more information forthcoming from Piggyback, all they could do was wait. Despite their questions, Kollek knew no more than Liao except that the Iilan only wanted to speak directly to Liao.
“I hadn’t anticipated this,” Liao said to Kamal as the Piggyback and the Iilan ship drew closer, agonisingly slowly crossing the distance between the L1 Lagrange point and the Beijing. The Apollo program landers had taken over three days to get from Earth to Luna, but modern reactionless drives moved their ships over similar distances within hours.
“Nobody could have,” said Iraj. “Do not worry.”
The Beijing was hardly combat effective. Then again, they had never needed a ship to be so when dealing with the Iilan. They seemed diplomatic, if aloof and detached, although Liao suspected that if it came to a firefight, the Iilan would have more than one technological terror up their sleeve.
As the ship drew closer, the long-range cameras caught a view of it. The Iilan craft, a perfect sphere floating in space, was ruptured, golden fluid spilling out into the void. The otherwise smooth surface was pitted with holes, scorch marks, and craters. It was a tiny moon, limping toward them, tilted as though it were an ocean-going vessel listing at sea, an eyeball leaking glinting blood into space, blood that took with it debris of various types: electronics, equipment, bodies.
What had done this? Who could wound the Iilan so?
Why were even the Iilan, their trading partners of a sort, afraid to come here? James’s words echoed in her mind. We are the Detroit of the galaxy. Fear was a powerful thing, even across species.
“They look like shit,” Iraj observed. “What the hell happened?”
“Only one way to know,” said Liao. “Guess I gotta get my hair wet again.”

The Iilan lived in a liquid ship. The purpose of this fluid was unclear to Liao. When they had first met, Paar had listed a great many applications for it although Liao wasn’t sure that she believed everything he had said. Even visiting the ship presented strange challenges, but at least the docking procedure was simple.
The Beijing and the Iilan ship pulled alongside each other in the void, and the Iilan extended an umbilical. A mask was provided, floated through the dock and deposited on the floor. She clipped the mask over her face and stepped into the golden fluid that was the interior of the ship, floating in the orange. Was this her life, to drift through one strange alien liquid after another? Leaving the tank had been a relief for her, and being immersed once again was an uncomfortable reminder of her injury.
Liao tried to focus on her surroundings, but the harm to the Iilan ship made it difficult. Normally, the interior fluid was clear and translucent; however, damage and debris were clouding everything, making it difficult to see more than a few metres with any degree of clarity. Even through the mask, she could smell acrid things, as though the damage of the battle were seeping through the metal or into her skin.
She did not want to think about that.
The ship’s liquid contents shifted as crackles of energy ran between several consoles and pieces of equipment, flashes of light breaking through the dirty fluid. Would the entire ship be electrified? She would be killed instantly or flushed out into space if whatever strange force keeping the fluid inside the ship failed.
She did not want to think about that either.
Speaker Paar, the Iilan whose job it was to liaise with her, floated toward her through the damaged, murky fluid. Like the other Iilan, he was a creature with wings for arms, thick brown feathers, and clawed feet. His beak opened in a way Liao initially thought hostile, but perhaps sensing her reaction, he closed it and spoke normally.
“Greetings, Commander Liao. I apologise that our hospitality is not as it once was.”
“It’s Captain now,” she said by reflex. “And I’m not concerned by it. I’m just glad you were all able to reach us.” Something about his voice was different. It had always been so smooth and clear. He had changed his accent somehow. “What have you done to your throat, Speaker Paar?”
“Genetic sequencing has altered my vocal cords, making articulation of more of your languages possible. We wish to further our diplomatic relations with you, and we understand that your people speak many tongues, as might be expected from the scattered survivors of a world drawn together by circumstance.”
The Iilan had always been accommodating of humanity, up to a point, but that was something different. That was a deliberate attempt to impress her, along with the subtle implication of further diplomatic relations. “You are correct, of course.”
“And you have changed as well.” He gestured to her prosthetic. “Standard Toralii hardware. Interesting you chose that.”
Her shoulder itched. She subconsciously scratched it. “The choice was forced upon me by necessity. Human technology is behind that of the Toralii, especially in robotics and cybernetics. Humanity doesn’t have the luxury of developing an indigenous solution. I needed a functioning arm.”
“I can understand that. The Iilan, too, are a practically minded people, on the whole. We have also been forced into less than palatable solutions in order to survive.”
Liao smiled although the mask would largely hide the gesture. “Then we have more in common than I originally anticipated.”
Speaker Paar’s face remained stony. “Indeed we do, Captain Liao. The purpose of our return is not idle conversation.”
She let her demeanour return to a professional level. “We saw the damage to your ship as you arrived. I prefer not to speculate with these kinds of sensitive issues, but I am guessing it has something to do with why you are here.”
Paar inclined his head in a remarkably Human gesture. Liao wondered how much he had learnt of Humans and their ways—and so swiftly, as well. To undergo genetic modification simply to appeal to her… The gesture of politeness suddenly took on an undertone of desperation.
“We were attacked.”
“By who?” She frowned. “You have always been fair in your dealings with us. Even if we would have liked more of your aid, your impartiality and dedication to equitable trade has been a constant factor in our interactions, one I can respect. Who would have reason to harm you?”
Paar’s tone darkened. His voice, strangely distorted, sounded like a bag of gravel. “Who do you think?” After a breath, he seemed to regain some of composure. “The Toralii Alliance have long envied our technological supremacy. They covet our ship. They consider it a treasure trove of unfathomable power, the reward for a particularly vexing puzzle. They do not understand, or seem not to care, that it is the life support for our species, the only thing that remains of our peaceful, scientifically minded people.
“They regularly attack us. Every few years, some Warbringer develops what he or she considers a novel way of overcoming our defences. We have always prevailed. But now, for the first time since the loss of our world, a weakness has been identified we cannot compensate for.”
“A weakness?” Liao folded her hands. “Without being too forward, Speaker Paar, what weakness is this?”
His face fell as though he were recounting a sad tale. “Time.”
A flash of electricity made her jump. She refocused, trying to assign meaning to what Paar was telling her. “I don’t understand.”
“I told you when our people first met, yes, that the nature of our survival hinged on genetic engineering. Part of this process requires a rare fluid harvested from a plant found only on a world in a backward corner of this galaxy. The location of this planet is secret, and our procurement process highly guarded. Unfortunately for us, the Toralii learnt of both the plant and its uses. They could not synthesise the chemical despite expending considerable effort in the attempt, so they took a large supply of samples and scoured that world from the skies. Nothing remains.”
“I am sorry.” Liao carefully extended her hand and, after Paar’s eyes gave her permission, touched his shoulder. “I can understand your pain. The loss of our people is significant, but on Velsharn we have hope. I do not know what we would do if we lost that.”
“I imagine you would do as we have done,” said Paar. “Fight with everything you have to reclaim it. And when you fail… come crawling to your trading partners, begging for aid.”
The request was hardly subtle. Liao returned her hands to her sides, a neutral stance. “How can we help?”
Paar’s stature changed, becoming slightly defensive. “You do not wish to state your payment first?”
“That will depend entirely on the nature of your request,” Liao kept her tone even and professional, a position she expected the Iilan to respect, “assuming we can help at all.”
“That is reasonable.” Paar relaxed although it seemed to be a forced, deliberate action. “The last few, precious samples of the plant we require are located in a secure Toralii Alliance facility on a remote world far from here. We need those samples. We cannot retrieve them alone. The facility is a fortress with layers of defence. Our ship was damaged simply discovering where the samples were being held.”
“So you need us to assault this world for you.”
“Yes.” Paar’s tone was blunt and direct. “We cannot do this alone, and humanity have been fair with us, even when your people bled and suffered. You returned the data about the jump drive as promised. It has proved invaluable in our ongoing efforts to prevent more singularities opening in the universe.”
“A wise human once said the mark of a man is how he treats people he has power over.” Liao considered. “I will need to take this matter to the remaining captains and civic leaders. We are in a safe place now. The Toralii Alliance have let us be after our combined victory over them. Our attention has turned to more civic matters: restoring our population, strengthening our defences, and exploration of this system.”
Paar’s expression fell, but Liao shook her head to preempt him. “I will advocate for intervention on your behalf,” she said. “I expect my opinion will sway the others.”
“Good.” Paar smiled with his eyes. “We can provide coordinates to the world and as much tactical information as we can muster. Please know that, even if you are successful, our survival is far from guaranteed. The samples will not last forever, and we have found no way to grow this plant ourselves. Regardless, you have our thanks as a species, Captain Liao, and my own personal gratitude as well.”
“Thank me when you get your samples back,” she said, swimming backward toward the airlock. “Send along your data. Our people will take a look.”
“Why are you helping us?” Paar’s question was plain. “Why?”
“The same reason you helped us,” she said. “Watching your whole species die sucks.”
He smiled with his eyes but it was not a happy smile. It was forced, sad… resigned. “I could not agree more,” said Paar, clicking his beak quietly, his wings swaying in the cloudy fluid. 
“There is one other matter.” Liao hesitated to say it, but the words came out anyway. “We have an option for attacking the Toralii, an indigenous design which may yet prove to be effective. We will need your help to deploy it to their fleet.”
The interest sparked in his eyes. “Which fleet?”
Her smile, reluctant though it was, widened. “All of them.”
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DRILLS. The Madrid returned to fall into formation with the Beijing, the Washington, and the Tehran. By the time Liao returned to Operations, Paar had sent the required data. Liao wasted no time in distributing the information to the whole fleet.
The Piggyback docked with the Washington and began unloading the salvage and survivors.
Survivors.
The concept had seemed impossible to her. They had pulled living Humans from the ruin of Earth? It inspired a duality in her: hope that more people may be recovered, slim in number though they were; and guilt for assuming nobody could have survived the planet-wide hellish firestorm that had engulfed Earth.
A day’s worth of preparations were made, mainly checks to make sure the Beijing had truly survived its liftoff from Eden, and then she, Anderson, James, de Lugo, Sabeen, and Williams—the captains of the surviving ships in the fleet—arranged to meet aboard the Madrid. De Lugo was the first to arrive. He greeted Liao warmly as she took her seat, and she returned the gesture. Then James, Williams, and Sabeen arrived.
As Anderson entered, he did so with an Asian man with salt-and-pepper hair, wearing a U.S. Air Force uniform and a stern look on his face. Her eyes met the stranger’s, and for a moment, she looked back into the past.
“Sheng?”
Discomfort pervaded everything, palpable and clear. Lieutenant Commander Gaulung Sheng had been assigned as Liao’s first officer upon taking command of the Beijing. It turned out that, aside from harbouring distinct resentment towards her over a command he perceived he deserved, he had been communicating with Ben behind the back of Fleet Command and herself.
He was dead, killed during an attempted mutiny, but his ghost—aged a decade and wearing another nation’s uniform—took a seat opposite her at the table.
“Andrew Decker-Sheng, actually, United States Air Force.” He spoke with a smooth, easy Midwest accent that betrayed little emotion. “I was stationed in NORAD and was recovered by the crew of the Rubens.”
“Any relation to Gaulung Sheng, from the People’s Liberation Army Navy?”
Decker-Sheng nodded professionally. “Gaulung was my half brother.”
“I see.” She did not know what else to say. Decker-Sheng would know of her involvement in Gaulung’s death, then. “What was your role at NORAD?”
“I was part of the team that was making contact with the construct you know as Ben.” He folded his hands. “Before you ask, Gaulung was invited to be part of that team and had access to some of those materials. He was not authorised to communicate directly with the construct and overstepped his authority. These infractions were discovered only after his death.”
Liao smelt a cover-up—the idea that everything had gone so horribly wrong all because of one person with peripheral involvement due to a shared family linage did not seem plausible to her at all—but that was neither the time nor the place to discuss it.
“I’m glad we were able to find survivors on Earth,” she said, and although she truly was, fate seemed to have an interesting idea of who to save. “Welcome back.”
“Thank you.” He tapped a key on the desk, and a topographical map lit up on the wall behind him. The images, sharply taken and with intricate amounts of detail, showed sweeping desert sands from which a large dome-like structure grew out, like a tumour on the surface of the planet. It bore a striking similarity to Karathi and Belthas IV.
Was every planet the Toralii Alliance occupied a desert world? She would have to ask Saara about that.
The material was annotated, with distinct weaknesses and attack vectors overlaid in stilted but clear English. Everyone was professional, cordial, and relaxed, but when her pen slipped out of her prosthetic fingers, everyone’s eyes save James’s followed her hand.
Might as well get it out of the way. “It’s working really well,” she said, flexing the fingers. “Aside from extremely fine tasks, which still take some adjustment. Fits nicely, no dramas so far. Drains chemical energy from my blood, with a little extra battery just to give it some kick when it needs it. The power source lasts about a year, so I don’t have to worry about getting it changed.” She twisted her hand, far further around than a biological one could. She wanted to extend the claws but didn’t know how. “Sensations of touch, heat, cold, pressure… everything’s there. Feels like the original, more or less, if a little strange.”
Acknowledging her prosthetic let the tension out of the air, and the topic shifted immediately.
“It’s a fascinating piece of technology,” said de Lugo. “And, of course, we’re glad to have you back.”
“Thank you.” Liao folded her hands, cupping her real hand in her prosthetic.
“What other limbs can we replicate?” asked Decker-Sheng. “Legs? Organs?”
“I don’t know. Ask Dr. Saeed.” Liao avoided his eyes. Too many memories. “Anyway. Back to business.”
“Back to business,” Anderson echoed. He flashed a laser pointer at the screen. “According to the intel Paar sent over, this is the place. It’s a heavily fortified storage area for biological fauna and flora samples located on a backwater planet called Qadeem. Qadeem’s got a complex biosphere, but it’s ninety percent desert with very little flora aside from mould and algae. Normally, we’d just nuke the thing from orbit and be done with it, but we want what’s inside: rare plant specimens precious to the Iilan. Obviously, I don’t have to remind anyone how technologically advanced the Iilan are and how much their cooperation could help us in the future. They have weapons, biotech, computers, constructs… It’d be like a second Christmas. So the main thing is: don’t lose those plants.
“Iilan intelligence estimates that there are over eight tonnes of the stuff in their storage lockers. That’s a standard bio sample. Given the Iilan interest in the stuff, the Toralii might have taken more. The plants are fragile, however, which means a great deal of the plant matter is going to be ruined. The only other problem is when this stuff dies, it breaks down into a toxic compound. So if we lose even a bit of a sample, we might lose that whole unit because of contamination, so we have to be careful.
“Plan is as follows. Our ships will take orbital positions in the atmosphere. Since geosynchronous orbit won’t allow us to respond quickly enough, we’ll be taking turns coming up with firing solutions—HE missiles only, no nukes. We take out their surface-to-orbit guns, their AA batteries, and then we land.”
Anderson turned off the laser pointer. “I want to be clear on this one: these are going to be danger-close fire missions, with lots of friendlies and precious cargo on the ground. No chance for errors. That’s phase one.”
“Got it,” said James. “Blow up the ground defences. Don’t blow up the Marines. What’s phase two?”
“Take and hold. Our Marines will embark on Broadsword gunships and land half a kilometre out. They’ll then provide low-cover support for the assault.”
“Sounds good,” said Sabeen. “We secure the perimeter, crack the outer doors, grab what we need and leave.”
“That’s the plan,” said Anderson.
James nudged Liao’s side playfully. “Now we’re breaking and entering,” he said. “When do we get to rename Eden to New Detroit?”
She smiled but said nothing. Decker-Sheng’s presence stole the humour from her.
“And then,” said Anderson, “Decker-Sheng will arrange for phase three.”
“Three?” Liao inclined her head. “How is there a third step? We will have what we came for.”
“The attack will trigger an automated distress beacon to the Forerunner in the system,” said Anderson. “The Toralii will respond. They’ll want to secure the facility and take inventory of what we took. Fortunately, it’s not what we’re going to take that’ll be the surprise, it’ll be what we leave.”
“The virus,” she said, her voice hardening. “You want to infect the responders.”
“Of course,” said Decker-Sheng. “With the Toralii fleets in disarray after their recent defeat at Velsharn, the Toralii response will in all likelihood be drawn from various smaller units. After we have infected them, they will return to their point of origin and infect others. Helping the Iilan has presented a perfect opportunity to use this weapon of ours, to say nothing of the technological assistance they’ve promised for our aid. It truly does seem like a win-win.”
She narrowed her eyes at Anderson. “And this was your plan?”
He matched her stare, but there was something in his eyes—some flicker of doubt hidden under a steely professional attitude—that told her more than his words did. “It was Decker-Sheng’s,” he said, “but I endorse it. The Toralii Alliance scoured our planet. This seems to be a proportional response.”
The more Decker-Sheng had to do with anything, the more she disliked it, but she had to acknowledge it was a good plan. “Genocide for genocide,” she said, although the statement came without strength.
James shifted uneasily in his seat. Williams stared at a corner. Anderson held her gaze for some time as a tense, hostile silence enveloped everything.
“It most certainly is,” said Decker-Sheng. “And the virus is our only true way to wipe them out. We cannot fight the Toralii Alliance using ships and missiles. We must be smarter than that.”
“The war’s over.” Liao gripped her pen, steel fingers stroking the plastic. It cracked and splintered into a thousand pieces. “This is survival.”
“Our survival hinges on not living with the threat of death at every turn.” Decker-Sheng shook his head. “It is pointless to debate this.”
“We need to cooperate,” urged Liao. “The Alliance will leave us alone if we give them reason enough to. The Telvan will help us. Williams has a foot in the door with at least one of the Kel-Voran factions. The Iilan are in system now. We have help. We have allies. If we show ourselves to be as terrible as the Alliance, those allies will walk. We need to be better than our hate.”
“The decision is Anderson’s,” said Decker-Sheng, looking at Anderson. Liao, too, looked toward her American comrade.
Anderson said nothing for a time, eyes half closed as he ruminated.
“The plan is good,” Anderson said, his tone heavy, reluctant. “Phase three is approved.”

The plan was hatched out in detail. So much of a captain’s job was mundane—planning out the logistics of the operation, scheduling meetings with the other department heads, notifications and paperwork.
Fortunately, there was no more Fleet Command left, so any decisions they made did not have to be relayed to a higher authority and stayed among them all. Those included the decision to use the virus. Liao had made her case and been overruled. She understood Decker-Sheng’s point, truly, but was mass-murder of civilians, even if responding to the same, the only option they had?
As everyone else filed out, Liao touched Anderson on the shoulder. “Captain? A word?”
“Certainly,” he said, and when the other COs we gone, Anderson and Liao resumed their seats. “I’m assuming this is about the virus.”
“We’ll get to that.”
“Well then,” said Anderson. “What can I do for you?”
She wanted to defuse the problem they had with the virus. In truth, she needed Anderson, needed someone whom she could trust but who wouldn’t be biased or try to sugarcoat the reality of their situation. “I’m out of the loop,” Liao confessed. “Just like before, after… after Commodore Vong and all that mess. I need you to bring me up to speed. With everything.”
“I can do that,” he said. “But wouldn’t you rather hear it from Captain Grégoire?”
“I’ll be spending plenty of time with him later,” Liao said. The words spilled out accidently, and she hoped that Anderson didn’t catch the double meaning. “I’d rather hear it from you.”
“Well,” said Anderson, “things are going well. We’re consolidating our position. We’re going to see if the constructs can make us some gravity mines, hopefully ones that will work a bit better than the ones that defended Earth. Civic development on the surface continues.”
“I saw that.”
“Unfortunately,” said Anderson, “an operation like the assault on Qadeem is at the limit of our operational capacity. Anything bigger than a medium-sized facility, and we’re stretching ourselves too far. We’re committing the Washington and the Beijing to the assault, with the other ships remaining behind to protect Velsharn. Not enough ships, not enough soldiers. Especially the ships.”
“Not sure what we can do about that,” said Liao, “except hold up here and breed like rabbits.”
“Mmm, you’re not the only one who’s saying that. Fortunately, there’s a bit of a population explosion going on at the moment—lots of people having kids. Perhaps it’s an instinctual thing, from back in the day when Human civilisations were a lot smaller, but yeah. Let’s just say lots of people are doing their duty down there.”
“It could also be that there’s not a lot to do and those nights get awfully cold sometimes.”
“Or that,” said Anderson. He shook his head. “That doesn’t help us right now, helpful as it’s going to be in about twenty years. Right now, we need more ships, smaller ships. Like the Rubens. Something in the fifty-thousand-tonnes range or even smaller.”
“Smaller ships?” Liao asked. “I know the Rubens had significant success, but I always assumed that was because of its advanced technology and its ability to pass for a Toralii freighter.”
“Correct on both counts,” Anderson said, “but also not the full truth. Bigger is better, but better isn’t always better.”
She blinked. “You’ll have to explain that one, Captain.”
Anderson rubbed his chest as though it ached then spent a moment collecting his thoughts. “During the Second World War, the German Tiger was one of the most feared tanks on any front: a metal beast, hard as sin, with a cannon that spat death at absurd ranges. The Soviet T-34 could only penetrate the Tiger’s side armour at five hundred metres, but the Tiger could penetrate a T-34 frontal armour at up to two thousand meters. That’s a huge tactical deficiency.”
“I agree,” said Liao.
“So why did Germany lose? Unfortunately for the Nazi regime, a Tiger was complicated and expensive to manufacture. They only built thirteen hundred fifty or so Tigers over the whole war. Russia built around thirteen hundred T-34s a month. T-34s aren’t engineering wonders, that’s for sure, and they had their flaws… but the Tiger was plagued by reliability issues, punishing maintenance requirements, and an incompatibility of parts with everything else the Germans had. By contrast, the T-34 ran on whatever fuel you put in it and was simple, rugged, reliable, and ‘good enough.’ Sure, in a stand-up fight, they would be slaughtered—there was one battle where a single Tiger destroyed twenty-two T-34s and forced the rest of the company to retreat—but even with those staggering ratios, the Tiger was still coming out behind because the Soviets could always make more T-34s.” Anderson exhaled, a rough sound that made Liao suspect he had a cold. “We don’t need superweapons, Captain. We need ‘good enough.’”
She couldn’t help but agree. “What about the constructs? They can self-replicate, they can repair the Beijing well enough… even improve it. Saeed says they can build whole ships.”
“This is all true,” said Anderson. “Problem is, we don’t have enough constructs to do that in any appreciable time, and we can’t let the constructs build more of themselves because we need what we have, now. We’re up to a few hundred of the guys, which is fine, but soon they’ll need another datacore. Building those things takes rare metals we just don’t have access to right now. So we’re going to have to launch a survey mission to other planets in this system to try and see if we can find some. It’s a long process, but eventually we’re going to have enough to service our needs… eventually.”
“Lot of that going around,” Liao observed. Not enough time to get more resources, not enough resources to buy more time. They were stuck in a cycle of poverty. “What about our military assets? Anything we can do to bolster them in the short term?”
“We have a lot of strengths,” Anderson said, his tone suggesting that he had been having that kind of talk a lot. “Especially here on this little piece of the United States, the Washington. We like to believe that the American teaching philosophy encourages us to specialise in creativity, spontaneous planning, improvisation, making it up as we go, and hoping for the best. Obviously, we have plenty of hard rules too, and sometimes we don’t live up to our ideals. So while that’s true to some extent, there’s one part of our training where we both talk the talk and walk the walk: our supply lines. Our doctrine is to win through logistics.
“We outgun everyone, yep. We might outnumber our enemies too, sometimes. Those are our strengths. Our greatest strength is what we have in the depots and the trucks: the food, water, ammo, medicines, and support network to project force anywhere. That’s how we win. Take places like Afghanistan, for example. The Mujahideen were strong, brave, committed, and tough men, hard men accustomed to some of the harshest terrain in the entire history of Human existence, prepared to endure any pain, any suffering, for the chance to kill us.
“Determination counts for something. A lot, really. Courage… it’s important. In the end, though, you can’t will your way out of JDAMs, and our ability to put ten thousand pounds of bombs anywhere in the world at a moment’s notice, and do it over and over for ten years if necessary like clockwork, is what makes us win. Back in the day, they used to call it warheads on foreheads.”
Liao smiled. “You know, they used to tell me in military academy that the Americans were loose cannons on deck, that they were reckless, impulsive, dangerous. We used to say, ‘When the Germans shoot, the Brits duck. When the Brits shoot, the Germans duck. When the Americans shoot, everyone ducks.’”
Anderson laughed. “There’s truth in that. I’ll admit that we have problems with blue-on-blue, but part of that reason is the strict reporting we have for those kinds of incidents. Other nations just cover it up. We make a point of investigating and trying to improve our training techniques, no matter how painful that incident is. Blue-on-blue is a serious matter here, almost as serious as officers putting their hands in their pockets.”
Liao snorted with laughter. “Yeah. Pointless rules are part of every military. We had these stupid little straps we had to wear whenever we had PT, reflective things to stop vehicles hitting us or whatever.”
“Oh God,” said Anderson, his eyes wide. “You had PT belts as well?”
“You had belts?”
“They were straps, but we called them belts, bright green reflective things. I think we called them belts because that has fewer letters. It’s relieving that this kind of retardation wasn’t exclusive to the US military.”
Boot camp had been an unfun place, but she had some good memories from there, too. “Stupid people place equal importance on all things.”
“Very wise,” said Anderson, his smile genuine. “I’ll remember that.”
“I’m Chinese. We practically speak in proverbs and riddles. We love stories.” She flicked her metal fingers, rubbing two of them together. It produced a strange sensation on her synthetic skin. “How are you doing with ammo?”
“The Washington is less conservative with our rounds than we’d like, but that’s because I’d rather waste ammo than lives.”
Liao had to concede that point. “I think the rest of the fleet need to adopt that philosophy. Bullets we can replace quickly. New Humans take longer. Every time we lose someone, that’s one less of our species, at a time when the numbers of Humans are the only real thing we can use to keep score.”
“Yeah.” Anderson considered. “Fortunately, though, missiles and railgun slugs are pretty easy to make. Sometimes, people assume that they’re difficult, but the engineering principles are simple and well documented.”
“Assumptions are usually the mother of all fuckups.”
“And inaccuracies,” Anderson added. “Life’s strange like that.”
Liao “So. PT belts. Ammo shortages. Logistical issues. You have a lot of stories, Anderson.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment.”
Liao leaned on her armrest. “What else you got?”
Anderson clicked his tongue. “How about the ten-year US occupation in Afghanistan? The common man simply assumes that period to be one of the bloodiest in Afghani history. The truth is quite different. They had the most peaceful ten-year period in recent history.”
All she had heard about was sectarian violence and endless cycles of killing. “Really?”
“Yeah. Believe me, I’m not about to debate 2000s-era US military policy, but in the eighties, when the Soviets were invading, there were an estimated eight hundred fifty thousand to one point five million civilians dead. Five million refugees. Four hundred thousand purely political killings. Then in the nineties, there was a lot of civil conflict, and figures get a bit hard to discover, but sufficient enough to say there are hundreds of thousands of deaths. Militants would go door to door looking for Hazaras and Shias, and if they found them, execute them. Cold blooded as all hell.”
“So how did things under America go?”
“Between the years of 2001 to 2013, it was no picnic, but only about sixteen thousand to nineteen thousand civilians were killed, and that’s with much better record keeping and oversight. Those times were the best time to be a civilian in Afghanistan since the Soviets got involved.”
Her perception of those events was quite different. It was hard to believe, but Anderson spoke with the quiet confidence of someone who memorised textbooks. She settled back in her chair. “I didn’t know that.”
“Honestly, I didn’t want to believe it until I’d heard about it for myself.”
Liao considered. “Why are you telling me this?”
“It’s important,” said Anderson. “The old military instructor who told me that? He’s dead now. All his experience, knowledge, history… all dead with him. The only thing we can do is share things amongst ourselves. I’m passing along his hard-won knowledge, and I’m hoping you can apply it to our present situation.”
To the Toralii? She couldn’t see how, but another thought occurred. “Bean knowledge,” said Liao. “We need bean knowledge.”
“Bean knowledge?”
“It’s a Japanese idiom. Knowledge of small things. Trivia. We need to preserve the trivia of our species.”
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” He did raise an eyebrow. “Since when did Chinese people start sprouting Japanese idioms?”
“Since there’s no China anymore and no Japan either.” Liao folded her arms. “Believe me, when I was growing up, all I heard about was how barbaric the Japanese were during World War II, but you know what? All those fuckers are dead. Every last one of them. Time to move on.”
“Sounds good,” said Anderson, and he stood up. “Well, let me know if I can do anything more to help.”
“There was one thing,” said Liao, inhaling slightly. “I want Decker-Sheng off this mission and out of our senior staff briefings. If we’re going to do this thing, I don’t want him to have any part of it.”
Anderson affixed her with a firm stare. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. He’s a senior officer, one of the few we have left, and we need him as part of this team.” His voice softened. “Decker-Sheng shares blood with the man you killed, but he’s not his brother. He’s barely stepped foot in China and hardly knew him.”
“I don’t trust him.” She couldn’t quite articulate why. “It’s not his family connections. It’s more than that. Why was he in NORAD? Out of all the Humans we could have possibly dragged out of that place, why did we get him? He’s been a part of this fleet for less than a day, and he’s already in charge of a major operation?”
“It’s my operation,” Anderson reminded her, something he seemed reluctant to say. “My plan. We got him and many others. Sometimes the universe has a strange sense of irony, Captain.” He tilted his head slightly. “Is this going to be a problem?”
Would it? Her suspicions about Decker-Sheng ate at her. She wanted to protest, but Liao had put up with worse things. “No,” she said.
“Inform me if this position changes.”
“Will do,” said Liao, standing as well. “I should park the ship in low orbit. Then I should have a word to Iraj and make sure our tests went okay.”
“Agreed. I’ll walk you to the airlock, shall I?”
“I’d like that,” she said, putting her cap back on. She went to leave but saw something on Anderson’s face that made her stop. “You okay, Captain?”
“No,” he said frankly. “The Iilan are the toughest, strongest kids on the block. Just because they don’t want to fight doesn’t mean they can’t pack a wallop when they want to. The Toralii know what they want. They know where it is.”
She had meant “physically,” but his answer satisfied her. “You think we could be sailing into a trap,” Liao reasoned, with a fair amount of agreement.
Anderson put his chin in his hands. “I think we’d be foolish to think, now that even the mighty have been bloodied, that the Toralii Alliance have forgotten about us.”
She couldn’t agree more. “I should return to the Beijing,” she said. “I have a lot of work to do, and when it’s done, I’d like to catch a Broadsword to Eden. I have business on the surface.”
“This isn’t about Decker-Sheng, is it?”
Normally such a question might be inappropriate but not amongst command staff. It was good that he checked.
“No.” She had told Keller she would see to the Toralii prisoners. Although Liao was not enamoured with the idea of fair treatment for the Toralii, Keller had made a good point.
Still, she should at least see for herself.
“Just making sure we’re still Human.”

Eden
 
A passerby was happy to help Liao find where the prisoners were being kept. The Toralii had been an obvious addition to the settlement and, apparently, were being held in one of the underground bunkers, which the crew of the Tehran had modified into an improvised prison. Although she was not thrilled about their bunker space being used to house those who’d formerly bombarded said bunkers, they would be, at the very least, well protected.
Liao was not a tall woman, but she still stooped as she stepped through the threshold of the staircase leading into the underground bunker. Several cages had been hastily assembled in the far corner of the dimly lit artificial cave, and two Iranian Marines from the Tehran stood guard.
Liao approached. “Petty Officer, I would like to speak with one of the prisoners, please.”
“Of course, Captain.” They stood aside.
Liao regarded the prisoners. There were seven of them, and they sat on wooden squares laid over bare floors. Liao was taken aback by their appearance. Saara always took great care of her fur, but those Toralii were the opposite, their body hair tangled and disheveled, their posture stooped as they sat in the uncomfortable, cold cells. They looked uncomfortable and miserable. One of the Toralii was wounded, lying on her back, bandages stained with purple Toralii blood.
She recognised them all, vaguely, from their capture. Liao did not see their leader.
A tall, grey-furred Toralii shuffled to the front of the cage. He was wearing a Toralii translation device. Liao had no idea where they had gotten it from—the Knight, presumably.
[“I am Crewman First Rank Kkezi,”] he said. [“I speak for the crew.”]
“Where is their leader?” Liao asked. “The one with the white fur?”
[“Dead,”] he said. [“She attempted to escape. Your guards killed her during the attempt, and Airmaiden Jara was wounded.”]
Keller might have disagreed, but Liao’s posture remained neutral. “I’m afraid I don’t have a lot of sympathy for you.”
[“I do not recall asking for any.”] Kkezi’s tone was even. [“It is war.”]
“It is war,” echoed Liao. “That doesn’t mean we abandon our principles.”
He regarded her new arm. [“You were injured in the battle?”]
The question surprised her. For a moment, she felt a twinge of guilt. Despite his filthy surroundings and wounded subordinates, Kkezi had taken the time to ask about her welfare. “Yes, but I’m not here to talk about that.” Liao folded her hands in front of her, cupping her real hand in her prosthetic. “How was your journey down here?”
[“Swift,”] he said. [“We flew on one of your ships, the larger armed transports.”]
“We call them Broadswords,” Liao said. “After one of the ancient, traditional weapons of our people.”
[“Our military identifies them as zakkul. It means The Workhorse of Death. The design is simple. Rugged. Surprisingly powerful. Difficult to destroy.”]
“Strange for a Toralii to speak of another species’ technology with such reverence.”
[“We do not underestimate you Humans. We may have in the past, but we do not now. We see you as a potential threat to our dominance… or, at the very least, we did. That is why we destroyed your world.”]
Rage bubbled up within her at the mention of Earth. She fought to suppress it although the metal in her arm creaked as her fingers tightened.
There was something else, too—some kind of muscle tightness she couldn’t quite place.
“We’re a little angry about that, to be honest.”
Kkezi sat in the dirt. [“Your rage is undeniable and understandable. But you must know: even after our losses, assuming the entire fleet was burned to ashes, we will not be cowed. We lost significant fleet assets against the rogue construct your people empowered. We lost significantly more against your forces in orbit of this world. These losses will not discourage our wrath, only defer it. We are undeterred.”]
“You see,” said Liao, “I was afraid you were going to say that. And for the record: I believe you. I don’t think you’re alone, either. Your people will keep fighting us, will keep throwing ships and soldiers and weapons at us until either we are all dead or we physically deny you.”
[“The second outcome will not be possible for you. With respect, Captain, you should submit to the first.”]
“I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” Liao crouched in the dirt on the far side of the cage. “Listen. I can help you out here. Living in a lightless hole isn’t good for anyone. I know your welfare isn’t exactly the most important thing on our minds right now, but I’ll be frank with you: we need your help.”
He regarded her with understandably sceptical eyes, which glinted in the darkness of the bunker. [“I do not see how helping you, assuming we even can, provides us as individuals or our species as a collective any particular benefit.”]
“I’m not promising much because we don’t have a lot to give. We can arrange for better accommodation. I’m considering returning you to the Knight—the ship you were being held on before you arrived here—if for no other reason than guarding you on the surface, this close to our landing area and the Beijing, is making me a little uneasy.”
[“Would it not make more tactical sense to keep us as far away from spacecraft as possible? What if we overpower your crew and escape with the ship or turn its weapons on the settlement below?”]
Liao smiled. “In that event, our ships will destroy you. Further, I doubt you will be able to stage such a takeover. I know the sailors on that ship, and they are hard, rough men. Besides, we have a substantial stockpile of nerve gas, and our protective gear will not fit Toralii.”
Kkezi snorted, his ears flicking forward. [“You would tell me of your countermeasures?”]
“I will tell you of some of our countermeasures with the aim of discouraging you from taking what you feel to be an easy opportunity.” She inhaled, reaching up and touching the metal bar of the cage with her metal prosthetic, running a finger down the bar with a faint metal-on-metal scrape. “What I am instead suggesting is that you help us with information and share your knowledge with us, and we can place some trust in you… trust, of course, being a commodity that is earned, not given freely.”
[“You will perform the debriefing yourself?”]
“I can’t promise this. You will be placed under the jurisdiction of Commander Sabeen, the commanding officer of the Knight, and she’ll be responsible for your welfare. However, she answers to me.”
He considered, regarding Liao for a long moment in silence, and then his eyes signalled a change in his demeanour that went from openly hostile to interested. [“What do you wish to know?”]

By the time the sun went down, Liao had left with a notepad full of tactical information—some in freeform notes, some in bullet form— and a promise to have the Toralii escorted back to the Knight in the morning.
She wasn’t sure how she felt about that, and she had spent too long talking to them, but it was an excellent exercise and one that had paid off to deal with personally. It was gratifying to have agency again, to effect positive change in her universe.
So when she finally got a chance to return to the Beijing, the Broadsword had been called away on other duties. Her real arm was sore from writing, and her prosthetic one itched slightly—a symptom on the long list of possible maladies Saeed had given her. That one, the list had said, would fade in time. She hoped her absence would not cause any drama. There were other things she could do on Eden.
The itching persisted. Scratching did not abate it, and the eyes of the people of Eden watched her as she moved, unable to find respite from their constant gazes.
So she walked.
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LIAO
NEEDED
TIME
TO
THINK.
It was a strange irony to her. She had thought so much during her time floating in the tank and had desired only to get out, but as she walked once again through Eden, she needed more thinking time. Nighttime was good for that. The sky was full of stars.
Tempting though it was to blame this change in attitude on the drugs she had taken during her stay in the fluid, Liao refrained. This one was all her.
The Beijing had left a Triumph-class-cruiser-shaped hole in Eden. The settlement had built up around the ship, but it was back in orbit, and the central beacon holding the whole place together was missing. It had been the primary landmark, visible from almost anywhere, and with her ship gone, Liao quickly got lost.
Fortunately, that gave her the perfect opportunity to think through her problems.
The notion that they were walking into a trap had cooled things down anyway. All the captains agreed that was not an undertaking to rush into. They acknowledged that, collectively, Liao had promised the Iilan help—and she was not about to renege on that promise—but they needed a new plan. Simply arriving with missiles, gunships, and brave Marines, then hoping for the best, would not be sufficient.
So what would?
That question would not be answered right away. The Knight had been sent to scout the location covertly. Although Liao had recommended taking a pair of Broadswords for escort duty, James and de Lugo had pointed out that the Knight’s greatest strength was that it was a recently captured enemy vessel and could therefore, at least in theory, pass as a genuine Toralii Alliance vessel.
She wasn’t sure how long she had pondered that situation, running daydream-like scenarios over and over in her head, when an American man approached her, nervous and awkward. He had flat facial features and a short neck, with strange eyes that just didn’t sit right. He looked far away to her. Still, he seemed friendly.
“Captain Liao,” he said, his voice cracking. “My name is John. I have seen your picture on the news, back on Earth, lots of times. I am glad I found you. I was hoping to talk to you.”
She could sense some pain behind his eyes. Such things were not uncommon those days. The loss of Earth had hurt many. She presumed he had a limited grasp of the situation. Would this man deal with it better, or worse? “I have a moment,” she said. “What can I do for you?”
“Can I borrow your pistol?”
The question took her completely off guard, and she hesitated before answering. “N-No, John. I’m not allowed to give it away to anyone.” She reflexively lowered her arms, bringing her hands closer to her sidearm. “Why?”
“I need it,” he said, defeat in his voice. “I don’t think I’m much use here. I don’t want to be a burden to people.”
She did not need to ask any more questions. For a moment, her precise thoughts were difficult to articulate, but when words found their way to her lips, they came out with a quiet confidence she didn’t know she had. “Walk with me, John.”
He fell into step with her, moving surprisingly fast. She increased her pace to keep up.
“Do you know why we’re here?” she asked. “On this planet?”
“Yes. The Toralii destroyed everything. This is where we live now.”
“That’s right. I did mean, however, what our purpose is, being here.”
He seemed to consider the question. “Survive.”
Liao smiled a warm, genuine smile. “That’s the best answer I’ve ever heard, John. A lot of people here… they talk too much. They come up with smart-sounding answers like, ‘We’re here to sustain our collective consciousness’ or some other wankey bullshit. The reality is, we are all sacks of meat and DNA, and these sacks eventually die. So we’re here to rebuild our species on this new home.”
“I’m not sure how I can help with that.”
She thought for a moment. “Have you asked Mister Shepherd how you can help out around the settlement? It seems as though, despite all our progress, there’s a lot to do.”
“I’m afraid to talk to him.”
“Well,” she said, “I can have one of my crew talk to him if you would like.”
Just the mention of it seemed to bring a spark of hope, igniting the start of a smile on his face. “I would like that. A lot.”
They walked past the landing area. The Marines saluted her. She saluted back, and then turned away. She didn’t want attention tonight. “What sort of things can you do, John?”
John hesitated suddenly. “Nothing.”
“Oh, surely that’s not true.” Liao kept her tone light. “I’m sure there’s a lot of things you’re good at.”
“Um.” He intertwined his fingers and squeezed the front of his shirt. “I can make people laugh.”
“Really?” Liao was genuinely taken aback. “That’s impressive. I’m somewhat humourless, myself. Or so Summer tells me. Repeatedly.”
“Well, maybe you just try too hard not to hurt people.”
She didn’t quite understand but didn’t want to be rude. “How do you mean? I don’t like hurting people, as a rule.”
John looked down and away. “Because when anyone tells a joke, you have to make someone hurt. That’s just as simple as it gets.” Then he looked back at her, and for a moment, Liao could see real happiness there. “I don’t like making other people hurt, so I tell jokes about myself.”
“Surely there’s a way to tell jokes without hurting people,” said Liao.
John shook his head. “No. I mean, take this joke: Why do Germans love America?”
Captain Anderson would be better able to answer that one, but Liao couldn’t think of a good response. “I don’t know,” she said. “Why do Germans love Americans?”
“Well,” said John. Liao suspected his use of well was a verbal tic. “It’s because everyone hates America now instead of them.” He clapped his hands. “I’m still working on the punch line, but that’s basically what I’m going for.”
A reflection on predevastation global politics. She’d underestimated John. “That’s funny,” she said. Then the mirth faded a little. If only there was still an America. Or still a Germany.
“Well, only if you’re not American. Americans sometimes get angry when I tell that joke. Mostly, they laugh. Sometimes, they get mad.”
“If they’re laughing, they can’t be that mad.”
“Mostly, but I don’t like seeing even a few people get angry, so I mostly tell jokes about myself. Sure, it gets a bit depressing sometimes, but I don’t let an extra chromosome get me down.” He smiled at her. “That’s one of the jokes I tell.”
She laughed a little, touching her chin with her thumb and forefinger. “Okay, that’s a good joke too.”
“Wanna hear more?”
She did. She wanted to just walk around Eden and hear jokes all night.
“Sure,” she said. “Go ahead.”
Before John could answer, in the distance, a flash of light like distant thunder stole the stars from the sky. A dull explosion was carried in by the wind. Both of them followed the sound to the mountain range, where an ominous glow grew on the other side.
“Excuse me a moment,” she said. Frowning, Liao touched her radio. “Liao to Beijing. I just heard an explosion on the other side of the mountain.”
Jiang’s voice returned through the device. “Captain, falling debris has impacted near the city, crashed beyond the tree line. One of the Madrid’s Broadswords has been dispatched to investigate. I could ask de Lugo, but inventory suggests it’s carrying a squad of Marines from the search-and-rescue effort. Our SAR Broadsword is already en route.”
Her throat tightened. “Keep me informed,” she said, leaving them to deal with that mess.
“Is everything okay?” asked John.
“Yes,” she said, glancing to the tip of the mountains, unable to shake the nagging feeling of worry that was worming its way inside her belly. “I think.”
“Do you need to go?”
She thought about it for a moment. Her first instinct was to run off to duty, but the more she thought about it, the more she just wanted to spend more time with John, listening to his stories, a world away from battles and death.
“Not right now,” she said. “I tell you what. Let’s keep walking. That way, you can tell me more of your jokes.”
“Okay,” said John, his eagerness returning. “In ancient Ireland, a woman spent ten years chasing after a leprechaun…”
They wandered north, away from the edge of the settlement and toward the mountains. Eden rested in a valley. The hillsides had been blasted clean during the orbital bombardment, waves of flames running up them. As they drew close, Liao could see fresh regrowth sprouting out of the thin black layer of charred remains. Plant life was returning from the ashes.
Somewhere, in that mess, was her arm, burned to nothing. It would not grow back. It was just ashes.
The night air seemed so distant. All she could smell was seared flesh.
Her scars burned, a phantom pain but no less real. It came as pins and needles over her upper body and the burned side of her face, a wave of pseudo-agony that forced the memories of the bombardment, raw and vivid, back into her mind.
She could feel the heat, see the flames, and hear the crackle of her own skin as it flaked off in charred, blackened lumps. It consumed her vision. She was no longer standing at the edge of a peaceful settlement that had not known war in months but the outskirts of Hell, the world burning around her.
The rational part of her brain told her she was just having a panic attack, a memory of trauma resurfacing, but its effects could not be dismissed easily. It flooded her body with fear and seized her lungs in an iron vice. The panic squeezed her whole body with pain.
“Captain,” said a faraway voice that sounded vaguely familiar. “Are you all right? Captain?”
Act. She had to act. Her hands shook, violently at first, but less so as she forced air into her lungs and the spotty lightheadedness crept away. Air. Just focus on air.
“I’m fine,” she managed, even forcing a smile.
John’s eyes were wide, and his whole body trembled.
“It’s okay,” Liao said again. “Just a bad memory.”
“What kind of memory?”
With the lights of the city behind her, and the fiery trails of falling stars darting across the night sky, growing in intensity, Liao pointed toward the mountainside with her prosthetic hand. “That’s was where I was burned.”
“Oh,” said John. “That must have been frightening.”
“It was.” Liao turned her back to it. She couldn’t even look.
John’s eyes kept flicking over the blasted landscape, and he fidgeted again.
“Sorry,” Liao said, “did you want to go?”
“Yes,” said John. “It’s late. Sorry. I should go.”
“Okay,” said Liao. Her tone turned serious. “You know… you are a funny man, John, and you have a good heart. You know what this place needs? A little more fun, a little more laughter. Go see Mister Shepherd. Tell him that I sent you. I think…” she smiled. “I think we need a stage. Put it where the Beijing was—there’s a great amphitheatre-style hole in the ground there now. Make it a central place where people can go and be entertained. Theatre. Comedy. Dramas. We could even rig up a projector and show movies. It’ll be like old Earth.”
John seemed pleased. “You would do that for me?”
“No,” said Liao. “I want to be clear about this: it’s not a charity. You’re doing this, and you’re doing it for yourself and everyone else in Eden. Okay?”
“Okay,” said John.
“Thank you for the walk,” she said and turned her eyes away from the settlement, where the glow of the fire intensified. “I have work to do, John.”
“Okay,” he said again, and then without looking back, he left, walking at a blistering pace.
She hoped he would be okay, but first, work called. Liao touched her radio. “Beijing, report status of the SAR bird.”
Jiang answered swiftly. “Archangel is en route, as are Marines from the Madrid.”
“Have they got room for one more?”
Jiang paused, presumably relaying her question. “Yes, Captain.”
“Tell the Archangel to swing past and pick me up. Home in on my signal. I want to see this for myself.”

The Archangel descended like its namesake, floating through the air, blowing the ashes away from her in a dark storm that dirtied her uniform and forced her to squint. The smell of everything burned was blasted into her skin, and as she climbed the loading ramp into the steel bird’s insides, the stink followed her. She left dirty footprints on the steel, black powder falling off her with every step.
[“Good evening Captain,”] said Saara from one of the fold-down seats, her large paws folded neatly in her lap.
Liao hadn’t even noticed her sitting there. “Good evening. Coming along to inspect the falling star?”
[“Commander Iraj believes the debris may be an escape pod, based on Brigadier General Decker-Sheng’s recommendations.”]
“Decker-Sheng?” Liao frowned. She pulled a helmet off the rack and clipped it on and then offered Saara one but realised right away it would not fit. “How the hell is he involved in this at all?”
[“We have detected microtransmissions being sent from Velsharn, short bursts of signal hard to separate from static unless you know what to look for. As Decker-Sheng is something of an expert in Alliance communication methods, Commander Iraj made the decision to request his help.”]
That ate at her, bitter bile forming in her throat. Liao pulled down a seat of her own, locked it in place, and strapped in. “Yes, well, aren’t you an expert too?”
[“Captain, I was only a pilot. I have a base knowledge of many things, more than enough to serve as your chief engineer, but I am hardly a specialist in covert operations.”
Saara’s exact phrasing surprised her. “Covert operations?”
[“There are few justifications for microtransmissions because they are hard to transmit and equally hard to receive, so they are usually reserved for signals one does not want detected.”] Saara’s tail twitched beside her. [“There are few other benefits.”]
The ship started to move. Liao rested her chin in her hands, fiddling with her helmet strap with her metal fingers. “And you mentioned that the transmission location was hard to pinpoint?”
[“Yes. As they are so brief—and difficult to detect—sourcing them can be difficult as their direction of transmission is obfuscated. The best way is triangulation, but at least four points must be actively listening in three-dimensional space, and with frequency rotation, this can be avoided. We were lucky that the Beijing detected them at all, let alone three others.”]
“So it could be a Toralii escape pod,” she said, “or it could be a transmission from within the fleet.”
The question seemed to surprise Saara. [“It is possible,”] she conceded.
Very possible. It had to be Decker-Sheng. Liao knew—somehow just knew—that he was behind it. He was the communication specialist and shared the same blood as Gaulung. She could practically smell his fingerprints all over this: sending covert signals to the Toralii, working his way into Iraj’s trust, being named Sheng.
If the Toralii had another mole aboard her ship, she would deal with it—differently than Gaulung Sheng, hopefully. Shooting a man had caused a lot of problems for her, and she knew that kind of thing was excusable only once.
The ship whined, Saara stared at her curiously, and Liao sat in silence, digesting the information and trying, largely in vain, to ignore the itching on her shoulder, which seemed to go away only when she thought about how she might use that information and the ways in which the Toralii would pay.
Eventually, a crack appeared around the edges of the loading ramp, and it lowered.
[“Are you all right, Captain?”] asked Saara as the large Toralii stood, eyes on the outside.
“Just being pensive,” she said, unstrapping herself and adjusting her helmet.
Saara studied her with her yellow eyes, a prolonged stare that Liao knew well. [“You believe there is a spy amongst the fleet.”]
“Correct,” she said, seeing no reason to lie to Saara, whom she trusted.
[“I would ask, then, that you keep this information to yourself. There are Toralii on Eden—including myself—and Kel-Voran and other visitors. Currently, your species and your allies are united in common purpose. Little would be gained from seeding mistrust amongst your allies.”]
“I agree,” said Liao. The noise from the ship’s engines died down, and in the distance, she heard another landing. “Don’t worry. I learnt from Sheng. If there’s a mole aboard, this time, I’m going to investigate properly.”
The memory of Sheng’s mistreatment seemed to disquiet her Toralii friend. [“I am pleased to hear this.”]
Liao beckoned toward the ramp. “Let’s go.”

They did not have to go far. The Archangel let them loose and then took off, hovering a few hundred metres above, its ventral turret following ahead of them. 
The Broadsword from the Madrid discharged a dozen Marines, amongst them, Liao noted, a Kel-Voran. The waist-high reptilian was bristling with weapons. Without counting, Liao could see almost a dozen: plasma weapons, grenades, long tubes that glowed ominously at both ends. At his hip were a pair of double-edged blades, sheathed in leather or hide that was also edged.
Yanmei Cheung, the head of the Beijing’s Marine detachment, greeted her with a warm smile. “Evening, Captain.”
“Hanging out on the Madrid now?” she asked, curious.
“Actually, yes,” Cheung said. “A cross-training initiative. When the call came in, we were just a few hundred clicks south. Figured we might as well make it a live-fire exercise.”
Liao noticed Hanna Keller amongst the Marines who disembarked and saw how she smiled at the back of Cheung’s head. It was the kind of smile that she had seen on Rowe when she looked at Iraj. Suddenly, Liao didn’t believe that Cheung’s decision was entirely pragmatic.
Those crazy kids.
Trying to avoid staring, Liao’s eyes roamed until they fell upon the Kel-Voran. He was sniffing around the area, growling eagerly like a barely restrained animal. Liao slid up to Cheung and lowered her voice so only she could hear. “I can’t believe all of those are training rounds. Is he expecting to fight a war here?”
“Honestly,” said Cheung, “he basically is. He’s got a name although I can’t pronounce it for the life of me, so everyone calls him Stumpy. Strangely, he prefers that. Getting a nickname is kind of a point of honour or something. The guy doesn’t talk much, but when he does, it’s about death, death, killing, more death. He’s useful to have but not that good at following orders.”
“That’s a problem.”
“We’ll see,” said Cheung. “He’s certainly got the skills we need.”
She left it in Cheung’s hands. “Right,” she said, raising her voice and addressing the Marines present. “Let’s find this debris.”
With no further ado, they left. Stumpy took the lead, sniffing eagerly, a pistol in one hand and a comically oversized sword in the other. He walked, stooped and bent, hunting eagerly. Liao and the others followed him into the gloom.
The ships had landed in a natural clearing with firm ground, but as they got further away from the landing site, the soil underfoot became mud. The smell rose to her nose, rotten and festering, thick with the scent of decay and mud. Liao’s boots slurped as she walked, and soon she was splattered up to her knees with muck.
“This sucks,” bitched one of the Spanish Marines. His accent reminded Liao of de Lugo. She and de Lugo slept together once… a long, long time before. James had taken the revelation with humour. She was lucky to have him, and that thought, odd though it might be as she stood surrounded by rotting vegetation and filth, made her smile.
[“Hardship breeds strength,”] said Stumpy, his attention focused on the ground. [“I smell metal. Flame. We are close.”]
Perhaps the Kel-Voran was simply smelling the burning from the orbital bombardment. Liao said nothing, trusting his judgment.
Stumpy lead them on a winding, meandering trail that seemed to double back on itself. He made no effort to avoid deeper parts of the bog, simply wading in up to his shoulders, holding his primary weapons above his reptilian head. 
“What’s the point of bringing all those guns if he just lets them get fucked up?” whispered Cheung.
Liao assumed—or rather, kept assuring herself—that Stumpy knew what he was doing.
Then he stopped. [“Here,”] said Stumpy. He gestured down into the mud with his snout.
The Marines fanned out, with Cheung and Keller organising a defensive perimeter. Stumpy’s hand disappeared into the mud, and he lifted. A muddy object rose from the muck, long and thick.
Four other Marines helped lift. Liao reached out with her prosthetic, brushing the mud aside. Beneath was metal, smooth and black, the same material the Toralii cruisers were made from.
It was an escape pod, but not intact. A thin line ran up the side of the hull. The metal of the hull had expanded and contracted unevenly, and a thin web of cracks had sprung up over the surface. Water and mud had leaked in.
A trickle of mud ran from the crack, heated from being near the hot outside surface, and with it came a stink, detectable even over the background odor of the bog. Something within smelled terrible: seared flesh, thick with the scent of decay and mud.
“Don’t like your chances of interrogating him,” said Cheung.
Liao’s hand found a round button, and curious, she pushed it. The pod’s casing groaned as the bent, damaged metal tried to open, the mud on the edges vibrating slightly with the strain. And then, all at once, the trickle of mud became a sudden gush, exploding out from all edges, showering the Marines with goop.
“Sorry,” Liao said. The stench intensified. More and more mud flowed out of the pod, warmed from being near the outside surface; the muck flowed out, and the unlocking and opening sequence worked with a faint hum.
Inside was a Toralii corpse, gender unrecognisable. Its fur was roasted off, mouth locked in pained, silent scream. Each of its limbs was terribly curled, twisted and gnarled, as though trying to extinguish the heat of reentry. By his side was a sword, splashed with scorch marks.
“What a way to go,” said Cheung. “Burning alive, drowning in mud. Poor fucker.”
[“He died slowly.”]
“He?” asked Liao. “How can you tell?”
Stumpy glared at her as though she were stupid, his black reptile eyes glinting. [“This is a senior officer’s personal pod. The occupant’s name is written on the underside of the lid.”] He pointed. [“Warbringer Avaran.”]
Liao’s chest seized. Her gaze returned to the corpse. Avaran… the Toralii who had led the assault on Earth, who had taunted her, repeatedly, about killing her with the very sword within her grasp.
Now he was a ruined corpse, burned beyond recognition. He had died a horrible death, trapped in a metal box with tiny cracks in it, slowly filling with hellfire, hot enough to inspire agony but not hot enough to kill quickly.
“That’s as close to Hell as I could imagine,” said Liao. She inhaled, breathing in the reeking bog, and steadied herself. “I guess I was wrong. A fall through the atmosphere will kill him. Warlord Avaran is mortal after all.”
[“He deserved such a fate,”] said Stumpy.
She wanted to say something pithy about all life being sacred but couldn’t bring herself to do it. “You’re right.”
Stumpy seemed mollified by that. [“As do all who oppose the Kel-Voran.”]
“Humans have a saying: war is hell.” She shook her head, weighing up her options. The pod could be interesting salvage, and the body would have to be disposed of. “I guess we should drag this thing out of here and give him a burial. It is tempting to leave him in the bog, though.” Liao flicked the mud off her fingers and then reached in for the sword.
Avaran’s trembling paw reached up and grasped her wrist.
Everyone stared in shock. The paw, burned almost to the bone, squeezed her wrist, and his mouth twitched as though he were trying to spit some dark curse at her from beyond the grave.
Melissa Liao the Kittenclawed, The Butcher of Kor’Vakkar, The Bringer of Terror, Slayer of Varsian the Immortal, Breaker of the Toralii Fleet… screamed like a little girl.
The Marines dropped the pod. It splattered in the mud and began to sink. Their hands went everywhere, some for weapons, some to keep the pod afloat.
Liao tore her hand away in a frenzy of tugging. Avaran, a ghoulish living corpse, mouthed at her, showing blackened teeth. She’d known Toralii could survive wounds no Human ever could, but that was beyond even her wildest imagination. Even Stumpy seemed shocked although it was possible he simply did not know which of his many weapons to draw.
“Captain Liao to Archangel,” she gasped into her radio. “Medical emergency, medical emergency. Land immediately and prepare to load a casualty.”
“Confirmed,” came the calm voice of Medola through the tiny speaker. “Landing. What’s the condition of the casualty, Captain?”
Liao’s heart beat so hard she feared it would jump out of her chest. Her eyes remained fixed on the terrible visage of Avaran, burned to a cinder but somehow still alive. “I could tell you, but you are not going to fucking believe it.”

The Broadsword ride to the Rubens was equal parts awkward and terribly awkward. Liao’s flesh hand would not stop trembling. The cargo hold smelt of burnt Toralii, mud, and sweaty Marines. The medics aboard Archangel had no idea how to treat Avaran. His vocal cords had been damaged, so he could only shoot them wicked looks as they debated just giving him a massive dose of morphine and giving him a release from his pain. In the end, though, he was rushed to the med-bay and loaded with all haste into the green tank Liao had hoped she would never lay eyes on again.
The Marines left, presumably to get drunk enough to forget what they had seen. Liao was left with Saeed, a host of nurses, and Avaran inside the green tank. His eyes were open, staring into nothing.
“How the hell is he still alive?” Saeed asked, his tone completely disbelieving.
“You’re the doctor.” Liao ran her hand through her muddy hair. “Jesus.”
“I’m a doctor for Humans. No patient of mine could survive that. Burns of that level are just not possible to heal, and yet he seems almost stable.”
Impossibilities on top of impossibilities. “Stable?”
“Make no mistake, he’s on the edge of death,” said Saeed. “But he isn’t getting worse.”
She considered. “Wake him up,” Liao said. “I have a question for this arsehole.”
“He’s actually already awake,” said Saeed. “I think. Honestly, at this point, I didn’t want to give him even a mild sedative. He had a modest amount of damage to his vocal tracts, but the fluid might have repaired some of that. He could even speak.”
In one of the battles against the Toralii, Liao had authorised the use of Lucifer’s Gas, a terrible incendiary agent. A postoperation report showed it was horrifyingly effective. The Toralii were more resilient than expected, probably because of their fur burning away before their flesh, so they didn’t even have time to go into shock. They died because the fire burned away all the oxygen. Their skin melted, their muscles melted, and they suffocated to death—not that they could have breathed anyway because their lungs were burned.
It seemed, to her, that only Avaran’s hate was keeping him anchored to the mortal coil.
“Given the frankly quite terrifying experience I’ve just had, I would believe that’s possible.” She stood, straightening her back. “Okay, put me through to him.”
With the push of a button, Saeed did so. Avaran’s eyes flickered, hearing the outside noise for the first time. His pupils searched as though almost blind.
“Good evening,” Liao said.
Avaran’s seared eyes narrowed. His voice was a smoky rasp, barely a whisper. [“L-Liao?”]
“Yes. It’s me.”
[“You have… restored me? For what purpose?”]
“Believe me, we really need the use of that thing, so I’d love for you to actually die and vacate it. Alas, you could expire at any moment, so I have to be brief.” She folded her arms. “I know about the Forerunner in our system.”
The Toralii Alliance used Forerunner probes to scout the locations of distant worlds. Unarmed and used strictly for reconnaissance, the devices would find stable orbits or perform flybys on celestial bodies of interest and jump away to report to their masters when their work was done.
She had no idea if there really was a Forerunner. Knowing the Toralii Alliance, however, it was a reasonable guess.
[“They are… hardly well hidden,”] Avaran said. [“At least, not… by our standards.”]
Liao made a mental note of that. “Or ours.”
[“I am in… pain. Why do you not… simply kill me?”]
“Because I need you for a little bit longer.” Liao took a deep breath. “Tell me what you know about the microtransmissions being sent from our world.”
[“Your… world?”] Avaran laughed, feebly, rough and wet. [“No. Charity from… the Telvan.”]
“Ours now,” said Liao.
Avaran’s dying face twisted into a gruesome smile. [“Not… for long. We have… a contact. In your people. In your… senior staff. He tells… us all. Arranges… deals.”]
Don’t immediately blame Decker-Sheng, she chanted in her mind, a mantra that largely failed to distract her train of thought. 
[“Let… me die,”] said Avaran. [“I will… answer no more… questions.”]
“One more,” said Liao. “Then I promise, I’ll do it myself.”
Avaran’s corpse eyes burrowed into her. [“S-speak.”]
“You mentioned deals? Well, I got one for you.” Liao thought of Kkezi. She tapped on the medical console, enabling recording. “The Toralii Alliance has prisoners from Belthas IV. Marines of ours. We want them back. We have prisoners of our own—including your men. They all want to be free. My XO, Commander Iraj, believes that there can be lasting peace between our people in spite of what has happened. I’m not convinced. A prisoner exchange, however, benefits both of us and brings—at least temporarily, in some small measure—a reprieve to the bloodshed. Do you not agree?”
Avaran laughed, a death rattle. And continued to laugh. [“My people… will never agree to such a thing.”]
“As a Warbringer’s dying wish? I think they just might.”
He coughed wetly, and the inside of the mask was stained purple with Toralii blood. [“Just… shoot.”]
“I will,” she promised, “once you talk to the Forerunner and tell them I’m willing to negotiate.”
Avaran shrugged helplessly. [“Time… short. I will forestall the… inevitable back-and-forth argument… and simply agree. Tired.”]
Liao thought as quickly as she could. “The deal is: they send one ship. A scout ship only, the same class as the Knight. We send whatever we want. We give them one prisoner—they give us one. We go first. Proceed until there’s nothing left.” She mentally counted how many prisoners they had. “Let’s start with eight of ours. We’ll give them eight of theirs. Just say that.”
[“I, Warbringer Avaran… do endorse… this arrangement.”] Avaran smiled, a horrible leer distorted by his roasted lips, but somehow cold and indifferent. [“You are… being played… if you believe this will… work.”]
“I know.”
[“The last time… you were being played… and your whole world burned.”] He leaned forward in the tank. [“What will… you lose this time?”]
Liao shrugged. “That’s my concern.”
[“It… will be,”] said Avaran, his words carrying dark promise.
Liao entered a series of commands into the medical console and then touched a small grey button to execute. The pipes plugged into Avaran’s body vibrated as massive doses of painkillers flooded his body. She watched as the light finally died in his eyes, as the heart rate monitor finally flatlined and there was no more motion in the tank.
The only things left were his words, echoing in her mind.
It will be.
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The Night Journey
*****
Medical Bay
TFR Rubens
Orbit of Velsharn
 
Three hours later
 
LIAO
STAYED
WITH SAEED, JUST keeping him company as the nurses disposed of Avaran’s body, but not before making sure he was truly, completely dead.
“Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala likes you,” said Saeed, smiling as he washed various instruments with disinfectant. “He gave you a chance to talk to your enemy yourself.”
“Honestly, I would have preferred not to,” she said. “It was frankly pretty awful.”
“Mmm, I can understand. I spoke to Mrs. Williams earlier… Penny.” He inclined his head. “Fear not, it was not a confidental discussion. She, unlike you, is not accustomed to war and is struggling to adjust. Yet, that woman continues to surprise me. Her skills are surprising, her courage, inspiring. I suspect her faith carries her through the dark times, as does mine.”
Liao rolled her shoulder as Saeed moved on to the heart-rate monitor, rubbing it down with alcohol. She doubted he would ever get the smell of Avaran out. “You realise she’s a Christian, right?”
“Of course. Although sometimes, throughout history, our two faiths have been at war, far more often they have been at peace. Our disagreements can be worked out. Mohammed the Prophet alayhi s-salām declared in a charter that Muslims were to protect Christians until the end of the world. Christians weren’t to be persecuted in Muslim countries and wouldn’t be drafted into the military.
“The words of Mohammed alayhi s-salām are sacred to us. This commandment is one I keep alongside all his commandments. The Christians in the TFR Washington are our brothers, so says Mohammad alayhi s-salām. These Christians may distrust us. They might even hate us. This is irrelevant. The commandment of Mohammad alayhi s-salām was simple: they are to be protected. The Koran even prescribes the way Muslims are instructed to live with Christians, what taxes they pay, and all manner of small details.”
“That’s where the devil lives, I hear.”
Saeed chuckled. “Some might say you’re right. Although Christians and Muslims have their holy books—the Bible and the Koran, respectively—they are different. The Bible is written through the prophets. It is their account of events, the word of God as told by them, interpreted by Humans and therefore subject to error. Second hand. The Koran is not. It is, very literally, the exact words of God. There’s much less room for interpretation. Officially.”
“Officially,” Liao repeated.
Commander Iraj was an openly gay Muslim, something his holy book prohibited. They had discussed it at length. Kamal believed that he was made that way and that to defy Allah’s perfect creation of man was blasphemy.
“Well, it is still Humans who read the books. That is where the errors creep in. The source material, though, according to faith, is pure.”
Liao digested that. “Interesting interpretation. I’ll have to ask Commander Iraj about that next time we have a chance.”
“You could ask him now,” said Saeed. “He is visiting Miss Rowe.”
An interesting idea. Liao needed to get out of there. Smiling her thanks, she wandered to Rowe’s room.
Iraj was sitting in the chair in Rowe’s room, reading to her from a tablet, a book. At first, she expected—possibly because the subject was on her mind—the Koran, but she saw instead it was a fiction.
“Captain,” said Iraj. “Good evening.”
“Evening,” said Liao. “Who’s on duty?”
“Swing shift,” answered Iraj. “Lieutenant Jiang has the CO’s chair.”
Liao approved. “She’ll make a fine CO one day.”
“One day.”
“What are you reading?” she asked.
Rowe laughed. “A fuckin’ porno.”
Of course. Liao narrowed her eyes.
Iraj shrugged. “I told her I would read her anything she wanted. She selected… this, some story of cowboys and forbidden love. The protagonists are quite compelling, and the prose is—” He stopped. Rowe was asleep.
Liao’s concerned glance met Iraj’s.
“She keeps doing that,” he said, by way of explanation. “It is worrying.”
Rowe stirred, eyes flicking open. “Sorry.”
“You have nothing to apologise for,” he said. “It is a medical condition.”
She seemed less than impressed. “Yeah, well, it’s fucking pissing me off.”
“It is your jihad,” said Iraj.
“Jihad?” Liao raised an eyebrow. “Doesn’t that mean, you know…”
Rowe drew a finger across her throat. “Chopping people’s heads off like it’s cool?”
Iraj took Rowe’s words in stride, casually laying the tablet down on her bedside table. “A common misconception. All Muslims are expected to wage jihad. It’s not open warfare. It’s not hacking people’s body parts off when they disagree with you. It is supposed to be a personal, spiritual struggle, a process by which self-improvement comes. Interpretations differ, but that is the mainstream view. When I was a young man, my struggle was coming to terms with my sexuality. As an adult, it is the survival of the Human race.”
Rowe pulled a face. “Aww, man. Don’t say you like boys. You’re too hot to say that.”
Iraj smiled again. “Thank you. That is kind to say. Still, Mister Aharoni may not be pleased to hear you compliment me so.”
“Oh,” said Rowe. “We’re not together anymore. Not for ages.”
Iraj frowned in confusion. “What happened with you and Alex?”
“I told him I needed space. He told me I lived in space. That was funny, but I really did need some.”
“Well… take your time,” Iraj said. “But I did think you were great together.
“You and me would be great together,” Rowe said, to Liao’s chagrin. “I’m just glad you’re not into the head-chopping-off thing.”
“I am not.” His tone was firm. “I believe: live by the sword, die by tetanus. A death in war is not glorious. It’s ignoble, sudden, painful, and you won’t see it coming. War isn’t some heroic duel in the rain to avenge your honour. It’s walking the same fifty-mile patrol route twenty times a day, seven days a week, for a year, and then one day you’re shot in the head for no good reason. The sooner we make peace with the Toralii, the sooner we can get back to living. We can’t bring the dead back to life, but we can continue to live on and honour their memories.”
“Poetic and pragmatic,” said Liao. “There’s the Kamal I know. Although I’m not entirely sold on this ‘make peace with the Toralii’ thing.”
Iraj looked up at her curiously. “What do you expect the final outcome of all this strife to be?”
“Honestly,” said Liao, “I hadn’t given it that much thought. I’d rather get a little bit closer before I think about it.”
“I think it should be at least given some passing effort,” said Iraj. “Our actions today shape the future our children will live in. Even when Earth still stood, there were those who had very warped, twisted views on what they wanted the Human existence to be. I don’t think those people all died on Earth.” He half closed his eyes, recalling something. “When I was a young man, I attended a lecture by a radical cleric. He was genuine, well spoken, western educated… articulate and precise. He advocated, openly and clearly, that taking women as slaves was an acceptable practice after a conquest. Slavery. In the modern era. He wanted a return to the dark ages. I could hardly believe he said those words with a straight face, but I promise you, he did, and most people in the audience agreed.
“Fortunately, life is rarely as simple as the crazy people will make you believe. Islam is a beautiful religion. It is the dogmatic, flag-waving literalists who destroy it, who use it not as a tool for disciplining the self, but one to discipline the world. Instead, I believe that true mastery of one’s fate comes not from screaming at the hurricane to drown it out but from finding a way to live with the noise and find joy in small things.”
“That does sound appealing,” said Liao. “The self-mastery bit. Not the slaves.”
“Mmm.” Iraj settled into his chair. “I like to think of the beauty in it all. Have I told you the story of Sura Al Isra, The
Night Journey?”
“No. What is it?”
“One of the stories in the Koran.” He took a breath, as though recalling a long story, and began.
“One calm night in Mecca, one year before the migration to Medina, the Prophet alayhi s-salām was by the great rock, and an angel appeared to him, Jibreel alayhi s-salām. The angel Gabriel.
“Within that chapter, it says, ‘Through difficulty comes ease.’ The year of suffering was one of the worst years of Mohammad’s life. He was set upon on all sides by disbelief, rejection, and the loss of his remaining family. But because of the calamity that had befallen him, Allah subhanahu wa ta’ala was merciful and kind, and the following year brought great bounties to him.
“The roof of the house of the Prophet Mohammad alayhi al-salām was opened, and the noble angel Jibreel alayhi s-salām came toward him as he slept.
“Jibreel alayhi s-salām opened the chest of the Prophet Mohammad alayhi s-salām, removed his heart, and washed it with Zamzam water. He then brought a vessel made of gold containing wisdom and faith. He emptied the vessel into the chest of Prophet Mohammad alayhi s-salām and then closed it up.
“Jibreel alayhi s-salām woke the Prophet alayhi s-salām and took him by the hand to the gate of the sacred Ka’bah.
“There the Prophet alayhi s-salām saw a white creature, smaller than a mule, larger than a donkey, with wings on each side of its hind legs, and a Human’s face. It was called the Burak.
“The Prophet alayhi s-salām mounted the creature, and together they flew to Jerusalem. This is the part of the story referred to as Al Isra.
“After dismounting, the Prophet alayhi s-salām entered Al-Aqsa mosque and prayed.
“Then the Burak took him up to the heavens, flying out of the solar system and into the heavens. They made it all the way to the gates of the lowest heaven. Jibreel alayhi s-salām knocked on the gates, took Mohammad alayhi s-salām in, and took him to Adam, the first Human. “This is your father,” said Jibreel. “Greet him.” So he said, ‘As-salamu alaykum.’ Peace be upon you.
“This is a fond story for me. So much of the Koran, the Christian Bible, and the Jewish Torah is full of death and misery and suffering—misaimed morals, bigotry, hatred, violence, deception… but not this. Not this. This part is pure. One of my favourite parts. I can only imagine the joy that Mohammad must have felt as he gazed upon Adam and spoke to him amongst the heavens. Imagine meeting Adam, in heaven, for the first time.
“They must have wished to say so much. How long could they spend there, Adam and Adam’s most favourite son? An eternity, to be sure, but this was just the prelude. The beginning.
“Mohammad had someone else to speak to as well. Jibreel carried Mohammad alayhi s-salām up to the gates of the second heaven. Therein, Mohammad alayhi s-salām met Jesus alayhi s-salām and John alayhi s-salām, or John the Baptist. They exchanged greetings, as cousins, and moved to the third heaven. There they met Joseph. On to the fourth, where he met Aaron, brother of Moses. And in the sixth, Moses himself.
“In the seventh heaven, Mohammad met God himself. Allah alayhi s-salām also took the Prophet alayhi s-salām to Hell, where visions of the future were revealed to him. He saw people receiving different punishments for different sins.
“The Prophet alayhi s-salām then returned home, finding his bed still warm.”
“Spooky,” said Rowe.
“Interesting.” Liao digested the story. Kamal was an amazing storyteller, his words always full of passion and fire, but that one was calm. Nice. What he’d said was true. There was nothing there that was harmful. Simply a pretty story about a man who met God. “Thank you again, Kamal. The story was excellent.”
“It was my pleasure,” Iraj said. “It is a shame that Earth did not have the same view as I do. Take the problems that plagued the Middle East, for example. Everyone always looked here and there for the good guy and the bad guy. That is only natural, after all. In every struggle, everyone wants there to be a good guy. Unfortunately—and this counted for almost every war that happened there—it just wasn’t that kind of war. No strong-jawed heroes saving the day at the last minute. Only two people struggling over a patch of dirt because they felt they were owed it.” His face became a visage of disgust. “In the end, the apocalypse arrived before Israel and its neighbours figured it out. Now, apart from the Iranians on the Tehran and the Israeli fighter pilots on the Washington, Beijing, and scattered around the fleet, every single one of them is dead. Jerusalem is a barren wasteland, as is the entire planet. We never even got halfway to solving our problems before some greater force came and wiped us out. Good job.”
“Can’t say I disagree.” Liao stretched out her biological arm. “Anyway,” she said. “I just wanted to check in on you. I should go actually be a captain for a bit, especially if you’re here.”
“Good luck,” said Iraj. “Jiang has the conn. I’ll be here if you need me.”
Liao had barely gone ten paces beyond the door when Captain Williams, his scarred face full of worry, approached her. “Captain,” he said, “I’ve been looking for you.”
“I’m fine,” said Liao. “Shaken, but fine. And Avaran’s dead… for real this time.”
Williams seemed relieved. “Good news, Captain, but I meant something else. The Knight’s returned.” His expression darkened as he held out a piece of paper. “With a message.”
She glanced down at its words:
WE ACCEPT YOUR TERMS.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER VIII
 
 
 
Prisoner Exchange
*****
Cargo Bay
TFR Knight
Velsharn L1 Lagrange point
 
EVERY
PREPARATION
HAD
BEEN
MADE. The Knight was teaming with soldiers. Nerve gas canisters were deployed in critical junctions along the ship, and the Humans involved were inoculated—a painful injection which Liao resented but was grateful for. It disguised the itching on her arm.
The construct spun a plasma-pistol add-on for her arm, and Saeed installed it. Liao could not tell the difference, apart from a difference in weight.
Saeed cautioned her not to activate it, and she took that advice to heart.
In the cargo bay, two full rehearsals were performed, including fire drills and boarding and counterboarding actions. The prisoners were restrained by heavy manacles.
If the Toralii fired on them, the entire fleet would annihilate the hostile ship. If more ships jumped in, preset nukes would detonate, destroying them. If there were any signals, they would be jammed immediately.
If, if, if.
Almost a full day later, a contact appeared in the L1 Lagrange point. Code phrases were exchanged, proof of life was sent, and a video uplink established.
Eight Humans appeared, fuzzy and indistinct on the monitor but Humans nonetheless. They wore a mismatch of uniforms: some South Korean Marines, an American, an Iranian. The others were harder to make out.
The only time she truly felt nervous was when the docking umbilical attached itself to the cargo-bay airlock. Computerised scans checked and double checked—no gas, no biological agents, no harmful materials.
Still, of course, they took no chances and kept their airlock closed.
The Toralii prisoners were arranged on either side of her, four to the left and four to the right, with Crewman First Rank Kkezi being the closest on her left. Cheung and her Marines stood guard behind and beside them, boxing the prisoners in close.
Liao wanted the leader to be next to her in the event of any trouble.
A final, completely redundant set of scans was completed on the umbilical, and a large monitor in the cargo bay lit up. Their techs had set up a link to the Toralii ship on the other side, one heavily protected by firewalls, software locks, and encryption. It could only send and receive audio and video, nothing more.
In the dim glow of the monitor, she could see the Human prisoners. They were led out one by one. Each was a mirror of the Toralii standing in chains: hungry, dirty, eyes downcast. The only difference between the two was the profound welts, bruises, and other injuries present on the Humans. One common type, in particular, stood out for her: waffles. Grids of scars crisscrossed their backs, as though a hot mesh had been pressed to their skin.
Eerily, those were the exact kinds of marks present on James’s back, the same kind of torture he’d said he’d received during his time in Cenar.
Liao’s blood boiled, but she said nothing.
The eight Humans came to a halt, two barely in frame on the edges of the camera.
[“Kneel,”] commanded the Toralii Marine. On the other side of the thick glass, the Humans, casting confused glances at each other, knelt on the metal deck.
The hair on the back of Liao’s neck stood up. Something about the situation screamed odd to her. They had prepared for every possible treason, every betrayal. She forced herself to calmness, reminding herself that she was safe.
[“Commander Liao,”] said the Marine commander, her face obscured by the standard liquid-metal visor that all their Marines wore. Her voice was a low, angry snarl. [“I was not sure you would come in person.”]
“The health and welfare of my men is extremely important to me,” she said. It was also important to the continuation of their species, but she chose to omit that detail. “I will see to the matter personally. We have brought our prisoners, as was the agreement. I see you have brought yours.”
[“As was the agreement,”] said the Marine. [“I noticed all the precautions you have taken, Captain. How exciting.”]
Liao ignored the barbs. “Let us make the exchange.” She nodded to Kkezi beside her. “This is Crewman First Rank Kkezi. He is the highest-ranking member of the prisoners we are willing to turn over to you. I will ask him to choose one of their member to be transferred across first, as a gesture of goodwill.”
Kkezi’s decision was immediate. [“Airmaiden Jara’s wounds are still serious. They need treatment. I elect her for the first transfer.”]
The wounded Toralii female flashed a grateful smile to her CO. Liao took the key from her belt and unlocked Jara’s chains. Limping and favouring her left leg, Jara shuffled past the red line in the centre of the room, into the airlock. It closed, hissing as it pressurised, then the other side opened to permit her into the umbilical between the two ships. Liao watched her retreat through the tiny glass window. Jara stepped into the Toralii side of the airlock and was gone.
A tense silence followed. The Toralii Marines in their suits did nothing. Jara appeared on the screen, her bonds were cut off, and she limped away out of sight.
“As we have established goodwill,” said Liao, “it is now time for you to return our prisoners. You may do so one at a time if you wish. We have eight remaining, you have eight. This seems fairest. When they cross the threshold to our ship, they will be placed into quarantine.”
[“Quarantine?”] The Toralii laughed mirthfully, but it was a cold, empty laugh. [“Captain Liao, I assure you, that will not be necessary.”]
“With the greatest of respect,” she said, “I will decide what is necessary or not with regard to the prisoner transfers.”
[“Why don’t I show you such things aren’t necessary?”]
As if following some unseen cue, the other Marines moved behind the Human prisoners, rifles in hand. The Marine commander touched the side of her helmet, revealing her face. She had patchy white-and-black fur, and her lips were curled into a dark, unhappy scowl.
“If you wish,” said Liao. “Although I doubt very much you can change my mind on this. Especially as you have made a point of saying it is unnecessary.”
[“Very well,”] the Toralii Marine on the screen said, moving directly behind the leftmost prisoner, a youthful Iranian man with his head lowered.
The Toralii drew her pistol and blasted the prisoner’s head into chunks.
Liao barely had a chance to protest, to do anything except gasp in alarm. In a blur of motion, the other Toralii Marines raised their rifles and, in a flash of plasma fire, blew their remaining prisoners to charred ashes.
Stunned silence.
[“I am so very glad you came in person,”] said the Marine, her tone icy, [“so you can see with your own eyes the penalty for standing against us.”]
Liao’s hands became fists which shook at her sides. She glared at the monitor as though she could burn the Toralii Marines to death with her stare. “You realise we will destroy your ship for this,” she said.
[“Of course.”]
More silence. The cargo bay was flooded with red light as, somewhere on the ship, someone sounded an alarm.
Not yet. Her anger boiled over.
“Kneel,” Liao commanded to those behind her.
Kkezi emitted a faint, shocked hiss. Nothing happened for a moment until—gradually and quietly—the Toralii prisoners, one by one, slid down to their knees.
“Lieutenant Yanmei Cheung,” Liao said, her gaze locked on the monitor, staring directly into the eyes of the Toralii female on the visiting ship, every word clearly articulated. “On my authority, execute these prisoners.”
“Rifles ready,” said Cheung, a faint tremor in her voice.
Click-click. The bolts on a dozen rifles were pulled back and rounds chambered.
“Aim.”
Liao’s eyes flicked down to Kkezi. He looked up at her, terrified, his pupils wide as saucers, all his fur standing on end. He said nothing and simply stared, shaking slightly, and Liao stared back.
[“It is war,”] he said simply.
She gripped her console tightly, giving herself time to retract the order.
“Fire.”
A deafening staccato roar, a dozen gunshots all at once, stole the light from his eyes. Crewman First Rank Kkezi slumped forward, exposing a blooming purple flower on his back. His blood gushed out onto the deck, pooling with the other Toralii growing out to kiss her boots.
The Toralii Marine on the monitor had seen the whole thing. If she felt any reaction at all, that was not clear on her face. [“You should never underestimate our resolve,”] she said.
“Nor you ours.” Liao stabbed a finger out and closed the connection. The monitor went dark. On the other side of the airlock, the umbilical detached. She slapped her radio.
“Liao to Operations. Destroy the opposing ship. Signal the Washington, Rubens, Madrid, and Beijing: launch all strike craft, charge hull plating, engage and destroy the hostile ship to the best of your ability.”
“This is Sabeen. Copy all. Relaying and engaging.”
The ship lurched. Liao turned and, wet boots thumping on the deck, made purple footprints on her way to the door.
“Captain,” said Cheung, her voice cracking. “What do we do with the bodies?”
“Flush them into space,” Liao spat without turning around as she left, power-walking to Operations.

The Toralii ship was torn to shreds. Liao watched the whole thing from the Knight’s Operations room. Railgun slugs, missiles, and autocannon rounds pounded the ship in waves, blasting hunks of metal off into space until the bare bones of her skeleton was revealed. Even as a corpse-ship with barely any atmosphere, the fleet fired and fired. Every missile that struck, every cannon shell that exploded on its surface, was a brilliant flower in the inky blackness of space.
Soon, there was nothing but hunks of debris, a slowly expanding cloud that grew thinner and thinner, and the guns stopped.
They had just wanted her to see that they were serious. The Toralii Alliance kept those men alive for all those months, simply so that—far in the future at an indeterminate time—they could make a statement about their willingness to be completely ruthless.
It seemed that the Toralii Alliance would keep people alive if they could be useful.
When the General Quarters call was rescinded and the clean-up and salvage operation began—not that there was much of anything to salvage, she noted—Liao could no longer stand to be in Operations. The sight of the faint twinkling of debris floating in space mocked her.
She initially stalked through the ship, angry and muttering to herself, until she ended up outside a former recreational hall that had been repurposed into a Marine barracks.
There was only one person in there: Cheung, sitting in the far corner by herself, a half-empty bottle of scotch in her hand.
“Hey,” said Liao. She leaned against the inside of the door. “Glad to see you have nice taste in drinks.”
“I’ve decided to try it,” Cheung said sardonically. “What can I do for you, Captain?”
Liao took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Nothing. I just want to see if you’re okay. Truth be told, I could stand to talk to someone about… recent events.”
“Fine,” said Cheung. “I can talk.” She drank again, downing a mouthful of the high-proof alcohol with ease. “I was just thinking about the riot on Earth during the evacuation.”
A panicked scramble to leave a burning world. People had rushed the ships. They had been… repelled. “Mmm. Not our proudest moment, but the people were swarming the ship. We had a hard limit… I know this is exactly not what you want to hear right at this moment, but that was necessary. We needed to clear them away from the airlock.”
“I know.”
The screams of the dying filtered back to her, their ghosts reminding her of their pain. “We tried warning shots.”
“I know.”
“The people on the ground were dead anyway.” It was true. The area was hit moments afterward. The suffering would not have lasted long.
Small comfort.
“Mmm hmm.” Cheung swigged from the bottle. “Yeah. Oh, I know that. I’d mostly made my peace with that.”
“So why are you thinking about it?”
“Because,” she said, “I’m not sure I can deal with today. And I’m not sure what that means, if I’m happy with myself killing off Human beings but can’t deal with Toralii prisoners who were—let’s face it, based on their escape record—probably just looking for their next chance to try and get away and try murder us again.”
“Yeah,” said Liao. “They probably were.”
“So why do I feel really bad about it and really okay with shooting a bunch of folks in Texas?”
Liao thought about that for a bit.
“Everyone wants there to be a good guy,” said Liao, echoing Kamal’s earlier words. “In the first case, you had a clear case of right and wrong. Those guys were in the wrong, and you were in the right. This time… well, this is a dirty war, an ugly war, and it’s going to get uglier. We’re going to get badder, and they’re probably going to get gooder, I guess, and if you want easy solutions and clear boundaries between right and wrong, I don’t think you should stay in this game.”
“I don’t think so either.” Cheung smiled a clearly forced smile and slowly, deliberately screwed the bottle’s cap back on. She used the arm which had been horribly scarred during their initial confrontations with the Toralii. Even those days, veins of scar tissue seemed to run down the whole length, as if worms had been eating at her still-living flesh. “Thank you for coming to see me, Captain, but I’m fine.”
“You sure?”
“Captain, I’m drunk enough to go make a pass at Keller and see if I can get into that blond German babe’s pants. That’s pretty damn drunk. And if I’m thinking about sex, that means I’m at least something approximating okay.” Cheung smirked at her, waggling the bottle by the neck. “Besides, the guest quarters are really freaking nice, compared to the racks we have down here. As the head of Marines, I get my own room, technically. Is nice.”
Satisfied, Liao bobbed her head. “Very well, then. Just promise me you’ll go see Doctor Saeed when you have a moment. He’s great to talk to about this kind of thing.”
Cheung inclined her head thoughtfully. “Sure, Captain. I definitely will.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
Liao asked one more time. “And you’re going to be okay?”
Cheung locked eyes with her and, tone serious, stood up. “Yes, Captain. I promise.”

Liao wasn’t sure if Cheung was fine. It was okay to not be one hundred percent—after something like that, it would be odd if someone was—but, at the very least, Liao knew Cheung would recover. She was strong.
Liao was not that strong. She borrowed a headset from the Operations team, retreated to the temporary quarters assigned to her, and made a call.
“Hey,” said James, his voice soft. “Sorry it didn’t go well.”
“It didn’t go horribly.” Liao put her forehead in her hands. The cool metal of the prosthetic was soothing to her forehead. “Apart from our prisoners—who until recently we had assumed were all dead on Belthas IV anyway—nobody on our side died.” She blew out a long, exhausted sigh. “That’s the worst thing, James. They sent a whole ship and crew to us to be killed, just to make a point. That Toralii—there was a Marine who was there, who shot the first prisoner and started all of this—she knew. I looked in her eyes, and I knew she knew what this mission was about. She knew she came here to die.”
“Yeah.” James paused as he gathered his thoughts. The only thing she could hear was a faint static on the line. “You’re probably second-guessing everything now.”
“Something like that. Had a chat with Cheung about it—I’m feeling a bit better, and hopefully she is too. She’s drowning it in scotch and promises of hot German kinkiness, but honestly, I really feel she’s hurting. I want her to see Doctor Saeed when we’re done here, and I told her as much.”
“A reaction like that is normal,” said James. “When I got back from Cenar, I had a lot of counselling. We went over a lot of stuff. It was really helpful. It’s a shame we don’t have access to those facilities anymore… although we should look into that.”
“Mmm.” Liao nibbled on her lower lip. She thought of John. “Yeah. We need more… normal things. Comedians. Movies. This kind of thing. We’ve got our basic needs out of the way—food, water, shelter—we need to move a little higher on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.”
“Aye,” said James. Liao could sense his smile over the radio line. “Some stand-up on Fridays would be good.”
“Yeah.” She enjoyed a bit of the silence, but the echo of the gunshots and the vision of Avaran’s burned face returned to her mind’s eye. “Dammit, James. Why are they such dicks?”
“It doesn’t matter,” said James. “It’s just what it is. Can’t bring our men back to life… or theirs. We can just be glad for what they’ve taught us.”
“Glad?” Liao grimaced. “They were trying to teach us a lesson. I don’t think I want to accept it.”
“Not that one,” said James. “I meant more generally. Any decision I make in command of this ship, I make a hundred times. I make it when my XO makes the same decision after serving with me for years. I make it when the junior lieutenant at Operations gets promoted to captain and makes the same decision. What I decide, every second of every day, is passed along to others. I make the decisions I make because of how my superiors made them when they were in command of me. And when someone leaves the service, those lessons will still remain with them and be passed along to their children, too. That’s a huge, unfathomable responsibility, and if you think about it too long, it’ll eat you up—but the truth of the matter is, all you can do is do the best you can, with what you have right now. If you freak out, break down, stress about something that’s right in front of you, you’re teaching those around you that it’s okay to do that. It’s a subconscious thing. If you’re strong, though, they’ll feel stronger when faced with the same challenges. This is how we grow.”
It was all true, and Liao had no way of refuting it.
“I know.” She blew out a sigh. “You’re right.”
“As usual,” said James, his tone playful.
Liao snorted.
More silence.
Finally, Liao spoke. “The thing is… there’s something odd about this, and I knew it from the moment I saw it. It wasn’t them shooting the prisoners though—granted, I wasn’t expecting them to straight up murder our men without even the attempt at a fair prisoner exchange, but I don’t mean that—I mean…” She turned her thoughts over and over in her head. “It’s out of character for them.” She put a prosthetic finger to her chin. “The Toralii Alliance destroyed Sydney, Beijing, Tehran. Then they came back later and roasted the rest of the planet. They’ve shown that they don’t mess around… they aren’t the kind who send idle warning after warning. They’ve sent other species extinct, or near enough to. They aren’t the kind of folks who ‘send messages’ or bluster or, as Avaran correctly noted before he croaked, do prisoner exchanges. There’s only one answer as to why they don’t just come and finish us off: they can’t.”
“I hadn’t thought of it like that.”
“I hadn’t either,” said Liao, “until today. Maybe their display really is going to teach us something.”
“Maybe.”
She could hear James stifling a yawn over the line.
“Let’s sleep on it,” she said. “Can you come visit?”
“Can’t,” said James. “Believe me, I want to, but I can’t.”
She smiled, fiddling with the microphone. “I do have private quarters over here.”
“You know,” he said, “maybe there is a way…”

She hadn’t had proper sex like that in a long, long time. After she’d been burned and the side of her face scarred, she didn’t think she ever would again.
James, though, clearly had other plans.
They cuddled together in the warm, damp sheets laid over a slightly-too-small-for-two bed. She was comfortable and safe, and everything was going to be okay. Allison was safe with Penny only a couple of rooms down, the Alliance were reluctant to strike outside of stupid gestures, and she had her command.
She had James, too, if only for a little while.
She slept like the dead, waking only when her radio buzzed.
“Hi, Captain?” Penny’s voice came through the line. “This is Operations. Just checking everything’s okay.”
“Everything’s fine,” said Liao, groggy from oversleeping. She yawned and stretched out, surprised by the space she had. James had gone. Liao felt vaguely guilty she hadn’t done the same. She had probably missed her shift—not good for a CO to do—but Kamal had always covered for her. “Why?”
“You were in there for a while.”
Liao laughed, flicking her hair back like a schoolgirl with her free hand. “Yeah, well, I had a good time.”
“Aye, ma’am.” Penny sounded confused. “Anyway, Captain, the Beijing is asking for you.”
Well, the break had been good while it lasted. “Work, work.” She stretched. “Okay. Tell them I’m on my way back. Prepare the Piggyback,
and make sure Lieutenant Cheung is on board. We have a lot of work to do.”
“Of course. Operations out.”
She stretched out her prosthetic, grimacing as the itch returned.
Spending time with James had been helpful, but even long after, just thinking about the execution of the prisoners created a surge of anger in her, the kind of anger where daydreams floated through her mind, images of going up and hurting the guy herself, and liking it. She dressed to the ugly mental images.
The itch turned to an ache. Being injured by someone considered an enemy was one thing, but this was different; it was pain that made her feel wronged on a personal level. She had tried to do the right thing. She had tried to cooperate, and it only provoked disproportionate, even suicidal, response. 
Pain gave her focus, and dressed, she left for the hanger bay, a renewed anger in her step, anger she channelled to useful purpose.
They had gone too far. Too far.
There could never be peace.
It was time to make the Toralii hurt.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ACT III
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER IX
 
 
 
Casus Belli
*****
TFR Knight
Brig
 
Three weeks later
 
BEN
WASN’T
FOND
OF
HIS cage.
The artificial part of his biological brain was essentially a coprocessor. It worked on problems that his biological brain—with all its feelings and emotions and uncontrollable chemical surges—could not handle: advanced image processing; signals to his various synthetic parts; control of the nanobots still swarming throughout his body, a complete copy of Liao’s, grown in a vat.
Finally, the door to his cell opened, and a person entered, another Human, one he recognised as Captain Anderson. The door was closed behind him, and a Marine watched through the thick glass window set in the door.
“You know,” Ben said, climbing to his feet. “You were the last person I expected to visit.”
“I’m not exactly thrilled at the prospect,” said Anderson. “I have questions for you.”
“And I have complaints about my accommodations.” Since leaving his construct body behind, Ben could no longer gauge a Human’s skin temperature through a thermal camera or see their heartbeat through a backscatter device. Instead, he could see a whole new dimension of Human interaction. He marvelled at Anderson’s features, the way his eyes refused to quite meet his, the way his posture changed the moment he stepped into the room, every subtle thing Ben could never sense as a construct.
Ben saw less, but he saw more too.
“Well,” said Anderson, “I’m not sure we’re going to be able to find you anything more comfortable that’s equally secure.”
Ben smiled and gestured around to the steel floor, steel walls, steel ceiling, and then to the steel. And then to himself. “I’m part metal, Captain, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy here.” He reached up to the orange prisoner’s uniform he wore, casually pulling his arm out of the sleeve, revealing his body’s chest.
“I’m afraid we don’t quite understand your capabilities yet.” Anderson’s discomfort intensified. He avoided looking at Liao’s chest, and his expression hardened. “Jesus. Cover the fuck up.”
“This make you uncomfortable?” Ben’s smile grew as he slipped completely out of the prisoner’s jumpsuit. “Don’t tell me you want to fuck the fleet’s whore too, Captain Anderson?”
Anderson’s eyes remained locked on his. “No.”
“Aren’t I prettier, though?” Ben ran a finger down the left side of his face, where his skin was fresh and soft but the real Liao’s was a mass of scar tissue. “Fresher?”
Anderson said nothing. Ben used his imperfect Human sensors to try and draw out a conclusion, but he could not.
“Is it the voice?” A gentle nudge to his coprocessor caused a tightening of his vocal cords. They realigned themselves, switching his voice to his best approximation of Liao’s. “Oh Anderson, why don’t you come over here and take me in a manly fashion?”
Anderson just laughed, softly and dismissively. “She would never say that. And it’s creepy when you do.” 
“So,” Ben said, resuming his normal accent and pulling the jumpsuit back over his body, “what can I do for you, Captain?” He folded his arms in front of himself in a way he’d seen Liao do several times. “I’m guessing this is a genuine request where you seriously need my help, given that little display didn’t end up with me being flushed out an airlock.”
“Perceptive,” said Anderson. “Actually, you see, we’re preparing to assault a Toralii facility to retrieve some precious cargo. The Toralii know we’re coming, and yet they’re putting on brave displays, shooting prisoners, and blasting threats out on the radio. Things are going to get hot, fast. In the meantime, you’re being transferred to the Beijing.”
Words. Truth and lies. Ben ran through the possibilities in his mind. He knew the strength, resourcefulness, and power of the Toralii Alliance better than anyone. If the Toralii knew they were coming, the attacking Humans would be overwhelmed and destroyed, even with the strongest of defences.
The Toralii valued courage, honour, and loyalty, but they were not above deception. There was a reason they were the uncontested masters of most of the explored galaxy, which—granted—was a tiny sliver of the whole.
Billions and billions of stars. Billions and billions of planets. Yet Humans were ready to make themselves extinct to attack just one.
“Why are you telling me this?” Ben asked. “You know this is a trap, don’t you? I’m sure that’s rhetorical. Even you can’t be so dense as to not realise the astronomically low chances that there’s anything other than subterfuge being hatched here.”
“Ben,” Anderson said, “we’re well aware of that.”
“And yet you continue to talk to me, and you still haven’t asked what you need.”
Anderson motioned over his shoulder. The door opened again, and the Marines re-entered. In their hands they held the oversized Toralii-handcuffs.
“Soon,” Anderson promised. The Marines slipped the manacles over Ben’s wrists and tightened them. “Soon.”

Hanger Bay
TFR Beijing
 
That Liao was unhappy with Ben being aboard her ship was an understatement. She knew he had to be kept somewhere, certainly, but Decker-Sheng had specifically requested the Beijing due to its upgrades.
Liao was, however, so much more unhappy with Decker-Sheng accompanying Ben in person, so unhappy she personally went down to meet the Broadsword as it landed.
The hanger bay re-pressurised and the crew stepped out, Ben wearing the large Toralii-sized manacles, and Decker-Sheng flanked by two of the Washington’s Marines.
“Thank you for bringing Ben to us,” said Liao as she approached, accompanied by Cheung and a small group of her own Marines. “I hope your return journey is equally comfortable.”
“There must be some kind of mistake,” said Decker-Sheng, his tone genuinely hesitant. “Captain Anderson approved my posting to the Beijing as an advisor—”
“And yet, strangely, Captain Anderson is not in command of this vessel.” She folded her arms in a way that booked no argument. “You do not need to be physically present on my ship to advise me in any capacity, and as you yourself said, this is Captain Anderson’s operation. Your advice should go to him.”
He looked, for a moment, as though he might argue but then graciously bowed his head. “Of course, Captain. This is your ship.”
“It is. Thank you for your assistance.”
She watched him carefully as he turned, walked back to the Broadsword, and until the loading ramp was closed and sealed.

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
Liao turned the key for the first time in what seemed like forever.
The ship groaned audibly, a low reverberation that shook the Beijing from stem to stern. Normally, the process was silent and undetectable.
“Did you feel that?” asked Iraj, resting a hand on his console. “It went through the whole ship.”
“Report,” she said.
[“Jump complete.”] Saara tapped at the engineering console. [“The Beijing is in position in the L1 Lagrange point between Qadeem and Qadeem’s third moon. There has been some… error with the jump systems. Engineering teams are attempting to gather more information.”]
More information than “an error” would definitely be welcome. Liao rubbed her prosthetic elbow, trying to fight away the itch. “Keep me posted,” she said. “Mister Ling?”
“Radar is clean,” he said. “First ping is ten light-seconds out. No detection.”
The Forerunner would have noticed it. Their plan relied on it. “Keep pinging,” she said. “Don’t be afraid to let them see us.”
Ling touched several keys on his console at once. “Aye aye, Captain. Active radar set to promiscuous mode.”
Rowe would have made a stupid joke. Without her, Operations continued working. Pings went out, strike craft were launched, and the well-oiled wheels in the machine that was the TFR Beijing continued to turn.
Liao could not have imagined she would ever miss Rowe’s sense of humour and inappropriate timing. Iraj gave her a sideways glance. She returned it, with the ghost of a smile.
[“Engineering teams report back,”] said Saara, her catlike features clouded. [“They report that an internal calibration of the jump drive was performed in error.”]
“What could cause such a thing?”
[“Many things,”] said Saara. [“Routine maintenance—none of which was scheduled—or enemy action.”] She exchanged a meaningful look with Liao. [“Or deliberate internal action.”]
Liao’s fingers clenched. “You mean sabotage. To what aim?”
[“Yes. And as for the purpose, it is unclear. Perhaps they intended us to misjump. Perhaps they intended to simply cause the jump to fail, which would necessitate cooling and rearming.”] Her whiskers twitched in annoyance. [“If their aim was to destroy or cripple us, there are much worse things any potential operative could have done.”]
She didn’t like it. “I want a full report on my desk as soon as this operation is complete.”
[“Yes, Captain.”]
Silence filled Operations like a gas. Even a mention of sabotage was chilling. This, after the micro-transmissions they had detected… what could be the cause?
Ling spoke. “The Madrid has appeared in system, Captain. As has the Washington. The Tehran remains on station in the Velsharn system and wishes us good hunting.”
“Signal them and coordinate clocks. Compensate for time dilation as we move toward Qadeem. And then patch me through to both of them.”
“Aye aye, Captain. Channel open.”
She touched her headset. “Beijing actual to Madrid, Washington. We’ve had some trouble with our jump drive. How was your journey?”
“Smooth,” said de Lugo.
“Likewise,” said Anderson. “Perhaps you should stay this one out, Captain. You don’t want to be stranded here without a working jump drive. I can have gunships escort you back to Velsharn.”
It was tempting. Being stuck here with no escape back to Velsharn was not ideal. Was anything, ever?
“Negative,” she said. “We’ll proceed. Beijing out.” She closed the connection and turned back to Saara. “Can we still jump?”
[“It appears so, Captain.”]
Her arm itched. Decker-Sheng had mentioned a software update to their systems. What manner of deviancy had he worked on her ship?
Suspicions, all without proof. She put them all out of her mind. Decker-Sheng was now on the Washington and completely unable to affect them any further. She would deal with this tremor in their jump drive when they returned. For now, to work. She put it all out of her mind.
At her command console, the observation screen showed a dusty ochre planet with light cloud cover and a thin atmosphere. The topographical information matched what they had been given.
“Saara,” Liao asked. “Karathi is a desert world. So is Belthas IV and also Qadeem. Why are the Alliance so fond of them?”
[“An interesting question,”] said Saara. [“The truth is they are not. However, there are so many worlds surrounding so many stars in the galaxy, the Alliance is not wanting for planets, and they know of so many that they struggle to make a mark on all of them. The Toralii Alliance, the Telvan, and other factions are disinterested in living on desert worlds, jungle worlds, ocean worlds… These are useful for dumping grounds. Prisons. Manufacturing facilities. Research facilities. That is a good use for that space. They have little value as population centres. Why would anyone choose to live on Qadeem when there are much more habitable and comfortable planets out, charted and waiting for settlement?”]
Although their new home was not entirely ocean, the only solid land it had were several island chains and a small continent. “That must be why the Telvan let us have Velsharn so easily,” said Liao.
[“Essentially, yes.”]
She ruminated on that as the ship drew closer to Qadeem. If it were not for the Telvan’s generosity, they would have nowhere. Eden was a fine home, for the time being, but they would have to expand in the future. Where could they go?
Would this planet one day be home to Humans?
Hours passed as the ship sailed closer and closer, followed by a swarm of strike craft. The Beijing synchronised its clocks with the Washington and the Madrid. The ships sailed on.
“No sign of the Forerunner?” she asked for the third time. “Or any other contact?”
[“If the Forerunner had detected us, it would have jumped away by now.”] Saara squinted at the console. Perhaps the writing was too small? [“Even so, I doubt we could have detected it at this range.”]
If there was no Forerunner and they could not execute their plan, that suited her just fine. Either way, they would not know.
They had not told Saara of their plan. What would she think of it? Liao studied the Toralii’s features, watching as the catlike alien woman worked at her console, unwittingly working to annihilate the lion’s share of her own species.
Liao felt a dark stab in her heart. Planning to kill so many faceless aliens from afar was one thing; doing it when staring one in the face was another.
“Saara?”
She did not look up from her work, her concentration firm. [“Yes, Captain?”]
“Can I see you in my office for a moment?”
The Operations room fell silent. Saara looked embarrassed, as though she’d been directly criticised. [“Did I do something wrong?”]
“No, no.” She forced a smile. “I just need to talk to you about something. Kamal, you have Operations.”
Together they walked to her office, and Liao closed the door.
“Saara,” she said, taking a seat behind her desk. How could she even begin? “There… is the distinct possibility something terrible is about to happen on this mission.”
[“I am afraid I don’t understand.”] Saara shuffled. [“Death is a constant companion in war. We risk our lives with every action we take. The odds are often in our favour, sometimes not, but the risk is always there. Every roll of the bones is a chance to fail.”]
“I didn’t mean for us.” She tried a hypothetical. “Let’s say the Iilan are very thankful for our help and gave us a weapon. A bioweapon which would cause widespread casualties amongst the Toralii Alliance.”
Saara considered the question with cautious scepticism. [“Define widespread.”]
Liao was blunt. “Comparable to the loss of Evarel.”
The confusion in Saara’s eyes was replaced by pain, and her tail sank down to the deck. [“Our homeworld’s end has been a wound that has never healed, Captain. We nearly became extinct. Your species, too, has recently lost the cradle of your kind. Why would you revisit this harm on another?”]
“Because we didn’t destroy Evarel, and the Toralii did destroy Earth.”
Saara said nothing for a moment. [“Do you know Lieutenant Kollek from the Rubens?”]
“Yes.”
[“She told me a story, once, of two nations on Earth. Palestine and Israel. They lived with hate in their hearts. One was powerful and had powerful allies, the other weaker. Both were at conflict constantly. The stronger could destroy the weaker at any time, but they held back. They killed as selectively as they could, they controlled their wrath, and their responses were measured.”]
That would be how an Israeli would describe the situation. The truth was more complicated—it always was—but Kollek’s point was technically true. Israel could have levelled Gaza if they wished. “Now both those countries are gone,” said Liao. “Whatever lesson that mess had for us, we didn’t learn it.”
[“Then the metaphor is even more accurate. Think of what they could have accomplished had they worked together, had they both not been so fixated on their wars and how to win—in terms of military objectives and diplomacy—and instead focused on science and technology. They died with hate in their hearts, and neither side resolved their conflict until, like two quarrelling children, they were stomped out.”]
Liao managed a smile. “I’m not sure how I feel about getting an Earth history lesson from you, but I appreciate your wisdom.”
Saara did not return the gesture. [“Whatever this weapon is, Captain, I urge you to reconsider deploying it. The Alliance are not known for their cooperation with outsiders, but they are not every Toralii. The Telvan hold a special place in their hearts for you, Captain Liao, and they want you to succeed. Do not squander their good will with revenge.”]
She scratched her prosthetic arm. The itch had returned. Was the destruction of Earth the casus belli with whoever they wished? “The decision is not mine to make.”
[“Sometimes we think we do not have a choice. The truth is, we always have a choice.”] Saara folded her hands behind her. [“I know you well enough to trust your judgement in this matter. Whatever your decision, I know it was the best you could have made.”]
“Thank you,” said Liao, although the words did not have the confidence she wished she had. “Let’s head back to Operations.”
Liao led the way. The spectre of Qadeem loomed before them, larger and larger in their monitors.
“Four hours until we are in reconnaissance range,” said Iraj. “Once we get eyes on the surface, we can start our assault.”
“Good,” she said, slipping her long-range-communications headset onto her ears. “Patch me into the lead Broadsword.”
The speaker crackled. A thick Israeli accent came through. “This is Warsong.”
“Warsong, this is Beijing actual. We are about four hours out from launching our operation. How are you holding up over there?”
“Well,” the pilot said, “I have a ship full of angry Marines who want something to fight. I’m not sure they’ve had a shower since we arrived on Eden, so maybe it’ll rain.”
“Judging by all the sand, there’s not much rain that goes on there.” She smiled despite it all. “You’re carrying the special piece of equipment Decker-Sheng requested, aren’t you?”
“Yes.”
Liao looked at Kamal—his face was a confused mask—and then toward Saara. “Let me know before you deploy it. I want to be there personally.”
“Aye aye, Captain. Anything else?”
“No. Beijing actual, out.”
Neither a yes nor a no. Liao had four hours to decide.
It didn’t seem long enough.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER X
 
 
 
Phase One
*****
Surface of Qadeem
 
“INCOMING!”
THE
PILOT’S
WARNING
ECHOED in her tac-helm as Cheung raced out of the Broadsword Warsong, legs pumping, moving the moment the ship’s metal ramp hit the sand of Qadeem. Her heavy boots crunched on the unfamiliar, alien territory. An explosion directly in front of her sprayed her suit with sand, a tuneless hiss as the scorched earth scratched her armoured combat enclosure.
She immediately threw herself to the ground. The serenity of the insertion was gone. A peaceful ride down, in low gravity, checking and rechecking her gear, giving last minute instructions and support to the rest of her team, sitting in the dim, barely lit hold of a Broadsword. Dwelling on the execution. On the death.
On her culpability.
Her thoughts churned and were not silent, and then suddenly she was thrust from that eerily quiet, sombre environment to the blinding light of day, a world so full of energy she could barely think. Dealing with the change took training. Discipline. To run straight from a peaceful jaunt through low orbit into a maelstrom of fire.
Her tac-helm scanned her surroundings. Blue diamonds appeared around the heads of friendly assets: Broadsword gunships, their maws open, disgorging troops onto the battlefield. Other soldiers and sailors were running out onto the ground.
Green circles appeared around fleet assets high overhead. The tiny glint that was the Beijing, their mothership, was sending thin streaks of weapons fire streaming down to the surface in an endless wave, striking unseen targets. A second stream poured down from two other stars, the Washington and the Madrid.
Red squares marked the targets, framing the blue glow of their eyes as four constructs marched across the sands and down a dune, firing with eerie precision—Bevra drones. They were targeting the gunship with their energy weapons, bright lances of light like the fingers of a giant, seeking to reach out and crush the flying machines still discharging their soldiers.
A bright-blue beam leapt from the claw of one of the metal monsters, sizzling into the Broadsword’s hull only meters above her head. The snap-hiss of disappearing ablative armour drowned out all sound and clouded her visor with soft white smoke. When it cleared, Cheung extended the bipod on her Dragon’s Breath rifle, clicking the safety off and ranging the target in one smooth motion. Six hundred meters—a difficult shot for an average soldier, but the computerised chips built into her weapon would do most of the heavy lifting.
“Fan out! Get clear of the bird!”
She fired as she spoke, grateful for the tac-helm’s noise cancelling. The round followed a ballistic trajectory, bursting above the line of machines and showering them in debris, to little effect. She surmised only direct hits would do. 
The rest of her squad, eight soldiers in total, pounded down the ramp behind her, forming up in a defensive position around her. The muted whine of the gunship’s engines intensified behind her as it lifted off.
“Warsong away,” came the call from the gunship’s copilot. “We’ll remain on station to provide cover for your advance. Good hunting.”
“Copy, Warsong. We’re pinned down here, receiving a lot of fire.”
“I noticed. Lemme help you with that.”
The Broadsword moved overhead, and its ventral gun battery spoke, its quad 20mm cannons spitting flame and destruction down to the ground. The shells glowed red hot as they tore a gash in the line of machines and exploded. Chunks of smoking debris rained over the dunes, plinking off her suit.
“Great shooting, Warsong.” She picked herself up off the sand, taking the hand her sergeant offered. “Thanks.”
“No worries, Lieutenant,” he said. “Let’s move.”
Together, the unit crested the rise, boots crunching as they stepped over the smouldering remains of the Bevra drones. Before them lay their objective: a large storage facility, many square kilometres in size, one of the crucial objectives for the ground team.
“How’re you holding up, Warsong? You got hit pretty good.”
“We lost about a centimetre of armour, and we’re venting atmosphere from the hold. Containment’s holding for now. We’re still good to remain on station.”
The Broadswords finished dropping their soldiers, and as a unit, the group moved toward the facility, weapons ready. 
It didn’t make any sense to Cheung. “Four tin can’s ain’t an army. That’s a distraction.”
A voice, female and heavily accented with German, spoke into her headset. “Yes, but that’s four less we have to deal with later.”
Cheung turned her head, scanning the sea of blue diamonds for the one glowing. The tac-helmet would track a user’s eye movements. If it was looking directly at a friendly unit, it would radio that person directly. Otherwise, it would remain on the current frequency.
“Agreed,” she answered. “Hey, is that Oberleutenant Keller?”
From the sea of armoured suits, one emerged to stand with her. “Yes, Oberleutnant zur See Hanna Keller. I remember you from the escape pod.”
Cheung laughed. “If you say so.”
Keller waved her hand dismissively. “It’s the same thing. Just call me Keller.”
“Got it. What’s the situation?”
Keller beckoned her Marines over, and the two groups merged into one, spreading out. “American Rangers are on the north side, along with some Canadian special forces. Like Santa Claus, they brought us a little present we’re going to use to assault this structure.”
Cheung continued to talk to her as they drew close to the facility, scanning the area in thermal. There was substantial heat present, indicating activity. “A present?”
Keller’s tone became impish. “Yes, like for kinder. They discovered you can fit a Lincoln Mk IV into the hold of a Broadsword.”
“The Americans have a tank?” Cheung reached down and adjusted her suit’s noise cancellation. Then she could hear it, the low rumble of a diesel engine, thumping across the desert. A glance around confirmed its position at the other side of the facility. “They have a tank. Well, fuck me.”
Keller laughed. “Not on the first date, sweetheart.”
“The day’s still young,” Cheung countered, watching as the tracked vehicle rolled to a stop on the desert sands, its turret whining as it turned toward a large square opening she presumed was the door.
She had worked with tanks before and, in preparation for the deafening roar of the main gun, clicked her noise cancellation back on.

Joaquín Torres, tank commander of Steel Bitch, the only surviving Lincoln Mk IV in the whole world, peered through the thermal sight at the flat metal door several hundred metres away.
What the hell kind of round would be the best to breach it with? Might as well go with the basic boom-round. “Gunner, sabot, HE.”
“Up,” said Jessica, his loader, through the intercom.
“Identified three hundred metres.” Samson, the gunner, lined up the crosshairs on the target. “Lased.”
They were already in position, so no other preparations needed to be made. “Fire.”
“On the way!” said Samson.
Steel Bitch shook as the cannon roared, spitting from the tip of its weapon. Dust exploded in all directions, billowing and snuffing out sight of the world. Through the thermal camera, struggling to be seen through the muck, a flower of flame blossomed on the door. The steel had buckled but not broken.
“Hit it again,” he said.
“Up,” said Jessica.
“Identified three hundred metres.” Samson repeated his lines.
“Fire.”
“On the way!”
The door splintered in a spray of molten metal. Safe and secure in their armoured shell wrapped in dust, Torres knew he’d done his part. “Cease fire. Driver, back down. Adopt hull down and cover the infantry.”
Steel Bitch lurched as she retreated, nestling into a cocoon of sand, turret exposed. 
“Pick up another scan,” Torres said. “And signal the Marines. Tell them it’s their turn to get some.”
“Yeah,” said Jessica. “Oorah. Go us. Blowing up a door and shit.”
They all laughed, but a voice from the outside cut them off. “Steel Bitch, this is Lieutenant Yanmei Cheung. Contact, contact. Incoming air units.”
“Shit,” said Torres. “Aren’t we supposed to have air superiority?”
“Fuck knows,” said Jessica. “See if we can—”
The top of the tank glowed, the four crewmen shouted in unison, and then there was nothing.

Cheung’s voice evaporated before she could shout another warning, overshadowed by a terrific roar from above like an enraged animal, and a flash of light so bright it overwhelmed the glare filtration unit on her visor, forcing her to snap her eyes closed. A powerful shockwave blew her over onto her back, her weapon tumbling away from her hands. She could see the ghostly outline of the tank, through her squinting eyes, evaporate in a brilliant ball of light. The heat seared through the protective layers of her suit, causing an involuntary shriek of pain.
“Steel Bitch, report!”
No answer save static. The tank didn’t move, and for a moment, everything seemed okay—then grey smoke poured from the barrel, from the commander’s cupola, and from between the tracks. With a roar, the vehicle became a bonfire, flames bursting from the turret and the engine, casting a fierce glow over the sand as it burned from within.
Scalded, half blind, and stunned, Cheung stumbled to her feet, scrambling for her weapon. It was nowhere to be found. Raising a glove to cover her eyes, she looked skyward, at a massive ship coasting to a stop in the sky above her, the underside illuminated a menacing red by the burning wreckage of the tank, punctuated by golden flares of light as the ammunition and fuel within Steel Bitch popped and exploded.
Cheung scrambled away from the fiery heat of the inferno, her weapon forgotten. Her suit’s life support protocols kicked in, dispensing painkillers against her burns with a soft hiss. She ran across the dunes, tapping her arm-mounted radio control.
“Cheung to all units—into the facility or hide amongst the dunes. Spread out and let the fly boys take care of this one.”
A Broadsword, smoke trailing from its engine, smashed into the ground nearby, disintegrating into a roiling inferno as the wreckage spun over the ground, shedding debris before finally coming to a halt on the sand. Cheung stared at the flaming wreckage for a split second. There was no way anyone could have survived the impact.
Her tac-helm filled with chatter and the screams of the wounded. Secondary explosions crackled from the burning tank as the inferno devoured its fuel and munitions stores, its turret twenty metres away, the ring a smoking hole.
From the billowing dust that seemed to choke everything, a stumbling figure emerged. Keller.
“Verdammt du hurensohn. Ahh, fuck, nnngg…”
“Keller, you okay? Hey!” Cheung sprinted over as another barrage hit the sands all around them. She pushed the German woman onto her back as red-hot sand landed all around them. “Keller, you hit?”
“Yeah, my fucking hand. Piece of debris from the tank.”
Cheung felt her way down Keller’s arm, finding the end of her arm a bloody stump spurting onto the sand. “Shit.” She touched her radio. “Corpsman! Corpsman! We got wounded here!”
A thick American accent answered her, weirdly calm despite the chaos around them. “Everyone’s wounded. Deal with it the best you can.”
Cheung could not see them. The voice was as a ghost. She looked around the blasted, scorched landscape, but all the corpsmen she could see on her display were occupied. 
Best to do it herself. Cheung pulled out her coagulant pack and jammed it onto the scorched stump of Keller’s arm as explosions burst overhead. Cheung risked a glance at the sky—the defending ship lit up with dozens of explosions, her visor filtering out the bright light of missile detonations. Another shock wave passed over her, and then a wave of blast-heated sand fell over her like heavy rain.
“Doesn’t look good,” she said, gripping Keller’s shoulder. “We gotta get outta here. Come on, you.”
Cheung stood and, with a loud groan, pulled Keller to her feet.
“Thanks,” Keller said. “Shit hurts less than you’d expect.”
“That’s partly because of the morphine and partly because of the shock.” 
Keller slung her arm across Cheung, and the two stumbled away from the barrages. “I’ll take what I can get at this stage.”
Cheung’s tac-helm beeped. A red square appeared over the other side of the dune. “We got contact,” she said. “Fifty metres distant, in cover.”
“Well I can bleed on them if that would help.”
“I’ve only got my pistol.” Cheung reached down with her free hand, clasped the grip of her weapon, and drew it. She clicked off the safety with her thumb and brought it up.
A Bevra drone, its four arachnoid legs skittering over the sand, crested the ridge. With the precision available only to robots it examined her, then lifted its weapons, a faint hum filling the air. The drone’s weapons glowed with the buildup of energy.
Cheung squeezed the trigger, her pistol barking twice, each of her two rounds striking the unyielding metal of the drone with the sound of a gong.
“Well, shit.”
A figure appeared behind the drone, outlined against the sky, a weapon raised in its strong arm. The blade descended, slicing into the drone’s insectoid rear section with a shower of sparks. The construct twitched, spasmed as though in pain, then slumped forward onto the sand.
Stumpy tore his blade free. [“Come, feeble Humans!”] he roared. [“The battle has barely begun!”] With that, he charged away, disappearing behind the dune once more.
“Okay,” Keller said, “so they actually use those swords. I thought they were just ceremonial.”
“I really don’t think the Kel-Voran do anything ceremonial.”
Keller laughed, but her voice trailed off. “I don’t… I don’t feel good.”
“Okay, enough walking.” Cheung eased Keller down onto the sand. “You need to conserve your energy. You’re still bleeding a lot.”
“Yeah, the suit gave me another shot. I feel really sleepy.”
Cheung looked at Keller then tapped on her wrist-mounted keypad, bringing up Keller’s vitals on her visor. “Your heart rate is down, but you should be fine. We really need to get a corpsman to look at you, though.”
“I’ll be alright. I’ve had worse.”
Cheung grinned at her. “Don’t you dare go all black knight on me, dummkopf.”
Keller’s tone became almost playful. Almost. “Your pronunciation is awful. Ten points for effort, though.”
She started to reply, but a blue flash at the side of her tac-helm brought her out of it.
“Corpsman here. Who’s wounded?” An Iranian-suited Marine, his tac-helm adorned with a white circle and a red crescent, ran up to them. Cheung noticed his gloves and chest were splattered in blood.
She jabbed a finger down at Keller. “Her. Lost a hand.”
The corpsman crouched beside her. “She’s lost a lot of blood. I’ll have to stabilise her here.”
“Do it.” Cheung wanted to stay but couldn’t. “Can I leave you here?”
“Yeah,” Keller said, “go.”
The corpsman gave her a critical eye, frowning. “Your plan is to piss them off with your sidearm? I don’t see you with a rifle.”
“I lost it in the bombardment. And actually, I lost my pistol, too.”
He reached behind him, taking his Dragon’s Breath off his back and handing it to her. “Take mine. Go get one for me.”
Cheung took the rifle, peering at it curiously. She was very familiar with the base design, but that one had been modified with extra sights and laser markers. Further, it had been spray-painted black.
“What the hell’s this?”
The corpsman jabbed a needle into Keller’s arm, talking as he worked. “Standard Dragon’s Breath, with Hellfire rounds. The ammo’s an Iranian invention—same size, same weight, twenty percent more firepower.”
Cheung removed the magazine. The rounds were also black. She reinserted it and chambered a cartridge. “I suppose it’s what they say. Once you go black, you never go back.”
He grinned over his shoulder. “You’ll have to ask Captain Liao about that one.”
Cheung winced. “Ooo. Burn.”
The corpsman linked up an IV to Keller and then, apparently satisfied she wasn’t going to bleed out, turned his attention to Cheung. “Speaking of burns, your face’s looking real red.”
“Yeah, but I’m fine.” Cheung gave a wide smile. “Drugs are wonderful.”
The corpsman turned back to Keller, nodding. “Okay, well, just make sure you get that checked out when this is done.”
“Right.”
Cheung stood, gave Keller a final nod, then made her way over the hill. Her radio chirped.
“Lieutenant Cheung, this is Commander Iraj. Report status.”
“That’s going to be difficult for me to do, Commander. I’m currently separated from my team.”
“What do you know, then?”
Cheung crested the rise, getting a good look at the battlefield. The smoke from the bombardments had cleared, and the scene stretching out before her was a chaotic mess.
The tank’s hull continued burning. Few Marines remained. Most had, judging by the many footprints, run through the now-open doors while others had retreated into the dunes. She could see the green diamonds of hundreds of suited Marines inside the structure, the flashes of their rifles and the explosions of their rounds filtering out through the broken doors and painting a field of twinkling stars on the golden backdrop of desert sand. Broadswords ran gun-runs over the action, their turrets swinging wildly as they sought drones still exposed, each round an angry red firefly darting to the ground to explode in a puff of sand and flame. In return, the blue beams of the Bevra drones reached out for them, seeking to bring the gunships down to the sand.
Dotted in the sea of blue diamonds were clumps of grey ones, the grey indicating an inactive suit or one with no life signs. Dead Marines.
She estimated that nearly a quarter of their force had been lost, including the tank that had been an unexpected boon—so swiftly given and then taken away—and more constructs seemed to arrive by the minute. As she watched, one of the Broadswords running low cover took a blast to the foresection, blowing the cockpit to cinders. Flame poured from the gaping hole in its structure as the ship turned over and plummeted to the ground, exploding in a shower of flame.
Horrifying, confusing, and beautiful all at once.
Cheung shouldered her rifle, marching down the dune, using the weapon’s laser sight to find the range to her targets. She squeezed off a pair of shots, but both went wide, blasting small craters in the sand. Then she touched the Talk key on her radio. 
“Hope you have a better plan than just sitting up there, Commander.”
“We’re working on it,” said Iraj. “Resistance from above has been light.”
She began to jog—the action hurt her legs, but she used the pain to focus. “We should have the facility secured within ten minutes.”
“That’s what I like to hear. Keep at it. Iraj out.”
Damn fleeters. Another round of orbital support rained down, blasting up the dust once more. The smoke of the battle, the massive amount of explosives, and green casevac requests clouded everything, and once more Cheung could barely see more than two hundred metres in any direction. Still, her tac-helm was her guide, and it showed her she had targets aplenty, driven out by the bombardment. She jammed another clip into her Dragon’s Breath rifle, finished before the previous spent magazine hit the sand. She lined up her sights on another drone, but a rumble under her feet stopped her.
A metal claw, whirring and covered in blades, leapt out of the sand, nearly skewering her. With a surprised shout, she dove clumsily to one side, scrambling backward as the construct climbed out of the dune.
Almost twenty-five metres tall from the base of its claws to the top of its giant head, the metal arachnid shook away the sand like a wet dog.
Strong hands grabbed her, dragging her back and out of the way of the metal claws. Fortunately, she held onto her borrowed rifle, dragging it across the ground. The metal creature ignored them, turning toward the battle, lumbering with great thumps of its metal claws. Cheung was dragged down into one of the many craters that dotted the ground, then hands searched her for injuries.
“Ma’am! Are you hit?” asked a strongly accented American voice. 
Cheung raised her hand then pulled herself to her feet with the stranger’s help. “No, I’m fine! What the fuck is that thing!?”
“A target, ma’am.”
Without so much as a nod of agreement, she and the American raised their rifles together, kneeling in the crater and lining up the large body of the lumbering creature. They both fired, their heavy rounds leaving thin trails of smoke as they leapt toward the target. They burst against the drone’s metal hull and gouged out twin holes in the metal. Giving an almost feral howl, the robot dove toward the sand and disappeared in a cloud of dirt.
“I think we got it,” she said.
“I think we just pissed it off.”
A beam from a Bevra’s cannon struck the sand in front of them, and the two ducked down, using the lip of the crater for cover. The stranger extended a hand. “Samuel O’Hill, Seventy-fifth Rangers. US Army. Attached to the Washington.”
She took it, squeezing his hand firmly. “Cheung. First Marines, People’s Army Navy Marines. Meeting a lot of new faces today.”
“It’s weird, but I guess that’s one of those things with combined operations.” He looked around. “Who’re you with?”
“Alpha company. I can’t find my squad.”
“I’m with Echo. Can’t find mine either. Did you see where that drone that shot at us went?”
Cheung shook her head, risking a peep over the lip of the crater. No sign of the drone. “It was here, just before.”
A loud, nearby explosion blew sand over both of them. “Well, shit.” She shouldered her rifle, giving the Ranger a grin. “Back to it, I suppose.”
“Back to it. On three.”
They broke cover, moving out of the crater together. Cheung covered the left, and the Ranger covered the right. Three Broadswords, acting as a wing cutting a swath through the smoke with effortless ease, swooped overhead so low she could see the pilots. Colossal drones pressed their weapons out from the sand, shooting up into the haze, firing at targets in orbit.
She grabbed the Ranger’s shoulder and pointed with her other hand. “Look! Aren’t those things supposed to be dead by now?”
An area, no more than fifty metres away, of sand was pulsing and growing, as though some powerful force were pushing up below it. Cheung immediately touched the talk key on her wrist.
“This is Lieutenant Cheung, fire mission, coordinates as follows: yankee niner, hotel six-one. Danger close, fire for effect.”
An Israeli voice answered. “This is Switchblade, please confirm coordinates, we see nothing.”
Cheung tapped her finger on her armoured suit in annoyance. “It’s a subterranean target, Switchblade. Coordinates are accurate. Execute fire mission.”
“Confirm target as yankee niner, hotel six-one. Danger close, fire for effect.”
She watched as the three Broadswords came about, hovering at forty-five degrees to the target, all three ventral turrets swinging around and firing together. Three streams of high explosives poured into the ground. At first, it seemed to be nothing but sand, but as the explosive shells dug deeper, they revealed the glinting metal of the massive drone’s skin. The shots bore into its body as it broke the surface again, roaring and flailing its giant blades helplessly at the hovering craft, who coldly and unsympathetically continued to pump it full of high explosives.
Then the tip of the large creature’s claws split, revealing twin glowing lances. Each hummed, then twin beams of light reached out to the lead Broadsword, slicing into its hull. The spaceship continued to fire, all the way down, its weapons spitting defiance until it crashed onto the desert floor, crumpling but not exploding.
The large construct, too, crumpled in a heap, its body a crater-strewn, smoking ruin. Cheung and the Ranger ran towards the downed Broadsword.
“Cheung to surviving Broadswords, continue close support and engage targets of opportunity, we’ll check out that wreckage.”
“This is Harlot. Bruiser is breaking to engage targets. We’ll remain here and cover you while you extract the wounded.”
If there are any, Cheung thought to herself. As she drew closer, though, she saw a small hammer smash one of the cockpit windows and a bloody figure climb halfway out, appearing to get stuck.
She and O’Hill scurried up the crumpled hull to the cockpit, her hands reaching for the pilot’s. “Stay still,” Cheung said, “you might have spinal injuries.”
“I feel fine. You look like shit, though.”
For a moment, she thought she was being genuinely insulted but then remembered what her suit must look like to an observer—covered in blood and scorch marks and pitted with sand. “Hey, you want me to leave you here?” she asked, reaching down and grasping hold of the metal frame of the window, grunting as she worked the metal. “O’Hill, help me with this.”
Together, groaning with the effort, the two managed to pry an inch or two of extra room, and the pilot wiggled free.
“Anyone else in there?”
“Heaps. The crew. We gotta get ‘em all out.” The pilot looked around, dazed. “Where’s the SAR team?”
Cheung grimaced, looking through the hole in the glass at the crumpled inside of the ship. “We’re it.”
“Oh.”
“We have to secure the area,” said O’Hill, “and wait for support to extract these crew.”
That was going to be difficult. “Defence perimeter, then.” Cheung snatched a claymore from her pack. On the front was written, “FRONT TOWARD ENEMY”.
“Don’t tell me how to live my life,” she said, jamming it into the ground. It was an American design, similar enough to the Type 66 she’d trained on.
“What?” said O’Hill.
“I was talking to the mine.”
He laughed. Cheung laughed. The pilot stared incredulously.
Her radio crackled. “How’re you doing down there, Lieutenant?” came Anderson’s voice. In the background, klaxons wailed, alarms she recognised as overload warnings and system outage alerts.
“Having a whale of a time, Captain. Christmas came early this year.”
“How are you finding the resistance?”
“Glorious, Captain. Bevra drones light up real good when the Wasps strafe them with their cannons, and we’ve got Broadsword gunships running close air support for our Marines. They just took out a fuck-off massive, previously unseen model of tin can, but we lost Switchblade. I’m assisting with the crew recovery now. Could use a hand.”
“Very good, Lieutenant. We’re encountering increasing resistance up here, but I think that big guy was controlling them. We’ve got them on the defensive. Stand by for good news.”
She laughed, reaching out and clapping the dazed pilot on the back. “Always ready to hear good news, sir.”
The hull of the ship began to move, rumbling as though threatening to take wing once more. She reached for her rifle as the sand surrounding the ruined ship erupted, revealing the burrow-holes of nearly a dozen constructs. They quickly shook off the sand and, with clinical precision, aligned their weapons on the group, pointing them directly at the three Humans sitting atop the ruined Broadsword.
“Any time now.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER XI
 
 
 
Phase Two
*****
Operations
TFR Beijing
Orbit of Qadeem
 
IT
WAS
A
NEW
SENSATION for Liao, observing a ground battle from above with little she could do to contribute. Iraj was coordinating the ground assault. She was in charge of everything else. She double-checked the next set of targets, red dots on a field of sand.
“Fire.”
The Beijing’s missiles streaked toward the surface, falling stars striking antiorbital guns and throwing up roiling clouds of dust. Railgun slugs slammed into the ground, their path marked by trails in the sky, like the fingers of some giant god pinching and crushing a target on the surface.
“Missiles away,” said Jiang, a chant that had become their mantra. “Impact in fifty seconds. Loading.” She frowned, and her hesitation broke the rhythm. “Weapon crews report a jam in missile tube two.”
“Lock down that tube,” Liao said. “Load all remaining tubes. Charge the railgun capacitors. Engage targets of opportunity as they appear.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
Liao turned to Saara. “Engineering, how long until we can shut those damn constructs off?”
[“The command authorisation has been approved,”] said Saara, her face scrunched in confusion. [“The order was given to switch them to autonomous mode, to no effect. They are still being directed by some third party.”]
Liao looked to the room. “Options.”
“Broadcast a jamming frequency,” said Ling. “That may force them into autonomous mode. They’ll still fight, but they won’t be anywhere near as coordinated. It will interfere with our own communications, but by using microburst transmissions, we should be able to cut through most of it.”
A worthwhile risk. “Do it. Advise our teams on the ground before they begin.”
Ling worked at his console. The delay seemed intolerable to her. Every second the Bevra drones on the surface were active was another second the precious few Human Marines, augmented by the occasional Kel-Voran volunteer, fought and died.
The Marines were punching above their weight class, but they were Tiger tanks. The Toralii Alliance could produce Bevra drones far more quickly than the surviving Humans could breed and train more soldiers.
“The signal is active,” said Ling. “Minimal effect.”
Saara worked at her console, a faint hiss escaping her lips. [“This makes no sense!”]
“Hold on.” Liao touched her headset, routing the audio through Saara’s console. “Beijing to Washington.”
The reply that came through was scratchy and distorted, no doubt due to the jamming signal. “Anderson here. Send it.”
“The access codes are being accepted, but they don’t seem to be shutting down the drones. We need a better option.”
“There’s one,” said Anderson. “Decker-Sheng might know a way.”
Liao grated at the thought of involving him in the mission, but with her soldiers fighting and dying below, this was no time for her pride. She forced away her doubt. “Ask him,” she said. “Get the thing fixed.”
Anderson muted the line for a moment. “He says he might have a solution.” Decker-Sheng was there, physically, in the room with him? Knowing that rankled Liao further, but she said nothing. “He says to instruct your engineer the following: instead of placing them into noncombat mode, override their power setting. Make them think they’re out of juice, and they should go into maintenance mode.”
Saara said nothing, but her frantic typing increased. [“Initiating,”] she said, and the whole Operations room went quiet as they waited.

Qadeem
 
Cheung clicked the detonator on the claymore mine. It exploded with a thump, sending a spray of steel ball bearings out into the sand; hundreds of projectiles dug into the sand, kicking up dust and dirt, while others tore into the drones’ metal, punching them full of holes.
Smoke, flame, metal and blood. She shouldered her borrowed rifle, scanning for more targets.
“See anything?” asked O’Hill.
The sand below their feet shifted, and as though refuting his answer, a metal claw reached out and snatched O’Hill’s leg.
Cheung twisted a dial on the rifle, loading armour piercing instead of high explosive—at such a tiny range, it would not detonate anyway—and blew the claw away.
O’Hill fell back off the wreckage as the drone reared up, sand pouring off it like water. It regarded the two with bright-blue eyes, cold and unsympathetic, as its weapons hummed and charged. Cheung lined up the sights on her rifle, pointed to centre of mass, and squeezed the trigger.
Click. The breech was locked back, jammed. 
Instinct took over. She tried to clear it, but the inside mechanism was completely clogged.
“Welp,” she said, tossing down the useless hunk of metal, “that just happened.”
O’Hill scrambled for his weapon. The drone lined up its weapons on her, and then, with a soft groan, twisted and jerked, and the light in its eyes died. All around her, drones fell, suddenly unmoving and inert, slumping over like drunks. The tac-helm couldn’t differentiate between destroyed and deactivated drones, so her vision was still filled with fields of red squares. She looked up, searching for some explanation, but Cheung saw only falling stars drifting out of the sky, leaving thin white trails behind them, smaller cluster munitions breaking off and falling to the ground separately, a metal rain upon the barren desert sands. Each warhead went in, unerringly and with palpable force, and the ground beneath them shook and shuddered as a seismic shockwave passed by them, fading to a rumble as the planet stilled, returning to its natural state, a calm sea of desert. 
“Well,” said Cheung, touching her talk key while patching in O’Hill and the pilot, “can’t fault your timing, sir.”
No response. That was not entirely unexpected. Kamal had a lot on his plate. Inhaling the high-oxygen air her suit was feeding her, Cheung reached out and clapped her newfound Ranger friend on the shoulder. “O’Hill? You fight pretty good for a capitalist pig-dog.”
“And you do pretty good for a dirty red commie.”
They laughed, then the moment was interrupted by the search-and-rescue Broadsword Archangel moving overhead, the whine of its engines changing pitch as it levelled out. Men began fast-roping down from the bird, and Cheung and O’Hill stepped off the wreckage, moving out to the inert drones.
“We should find some way of permanently disabling them, just in case the bastards get up. In their default configuration, these drones are supposed to be autonomous, after all.”
O’Hill casually kicked one of the silent machines. “I think if they had that capability, they would have exercised it by now. Best leave them intact for intelligence to comb over.”
Although she wasn’t entirely happy with it, Cheung nodded reluctantly. “Yeah. The temptation to just pile them all up and thermite-bomb them to ashes is pretty high, I gotta say.”
O’Hill smiled. “I know the feeling.” He nodded. “Anyway, I should find my squad. Y’all take care of yourself, a’right?”
Cheung saluted crisply. “I gotta go make sure my German friend hasn’t bled out. Good hunting, O’Hill.”
“Good hunting, Cheung.”
It took her almost ten minutes to walk back to the place she’d left Keller. As she put boot after boot, she felt the painkiller her suit had administered begin to wear off, and the burning on her face returned.
Adrenaline kept her moving. It would take more than a few superficial burns and bruises to slow her down. However, with the threat of battle fading, other thoughts returned, dark thoughts. Cheung walked through the pain, cresting the rise where she’d left Keller and the Iranian corpsman, relieved to find them still there.
“Hey,” she called, waving an arm as she approached. “We won.”
The look on Keller’s face, though, stole the levity from her. Cheung turned to the corpsman. “How is she, doc?”
“Not good,” he answered, “she’s lost a lot of blood. I’m giving her an emergency transfusion, but the wound is severe. She needs surgery. I put her out for now, to try and keep her heart rate down. It’s risky, but it should pay off.”
Cheung crouched beside him. “I’ll make sure Archangel swings by and picks her up. I’m not going to let her die out here.”
“Neither am I,” the corpsman said, “she’s German by her uniform. Did you work together on the Knight? The Rubens, perhaps?”
Cheung shook her head. She wanted to say more, but for some reason, it seemed inappropriate, as though drawing a personal connection would make it less likely Keller might pull through. “I just really hope she makes it.”
“Me too,” the corpsman said, his gaze returning to the prone woman, her light skin a ghostly pale. “I hope so too.”
Cheung touched her radio. “Beijing, this is Cheung. We’ve secured the facility.”
Iraj’s voice came back to her. “Well done, Lieutenant. Away teams are being dispatched from the Washington. Have your teams proceed into the structure.”
“Of course,” she said. “We are ready to proceed.” She hesitated, looking down at Keller’s bloodied form. “I have wounded people down here. Mind if I catch a ride back up to the Beijing?”
“Stay on post,” Iraj answered, which was the right call. “Secure the perimeter. Let the teams from the Washington take care of the interior.”
“Roger,” she said, watching as they loaded Keller into the Archangel. She reached out and took one of the weapons from the medics—her second borrowed firearm of the day—and checked it was loaded. “Securing perimeter.”

Operations
TFR Beijing
 
Liao’s console was quiet. No more targets appeared for the Beijing’s missiles, and the comm chatter was about operations—casevacs, medical treatments, and reports from each section head.
They had won the day. Phase two was in session. The Marines from the Washington were sorting through the facility’s storage records, searching for the valuable samples the Iilan wanted.
Why, then, could she not shake the feeling that something had gone horribly wrong?
Almost as though answering her unspoken question, the long-range communications line lit up. “Brigadier General Decker-Sheng to Beijing.”
With the bombardment complete, Liao took the call directly. “This is Beijing actual.” Liao kept her tone polite. “Report.”
“Captain Liao, I’m in the storage facility on the surface. We’ve found something here, and I think you’re going to want to see this in person.”
She had a ship to run, but Iraj could do that. Her reluctance was more to do with his phrasing, offering her nothing and expecting her to obey his vague commands. “Can you elaborate?”
“It’s the plants the Iilan told us to pick up. They’re all here, but we need your help. The vault can only be opened with a Toralii hand.”
“A Toralii hand? What do you mean?”
“I mean,” said Decker-Sheng, “that the lever to open it has grooves that can only fit a Toralii hand. It’s probably some kind of deliberate mechanism to delay us, considering they knew we were coming. You—in case you’ve forgotten—have a Toralii hand.”
That was technically true. She flexed the metal fingers by her side. “Can you bypass it?”
“I’m not sure,” he said, “I’m sending up a picture. Captain, we don’t have much time.”
There was a delay. Saara caught her eye. [“This is sometimes done,”] she said. [“But why would the Alliance not simply destroy the material instead of delaying us?”]
“Because,” said Iraj, realisation dawning in his voice, “they want us to be here when they show up.”
That made sense. Liao turned to him. “Get the ship out of here,” she said. “But prep a Broadsword for departure. I’m going to get what we came here for.”
[“Wait,”] said Saara. [“Send me instead. I can open it.”]
“No.” On that, Liao was firm. She would not let Decker-Sheng get the better of her this time. The timing was convenient… too convenient. She flexed her fist. It had to be her.
“Send along the package as well,” she said. “I’ll meet them down on the surface.”
“Roger,” said Iraj. “I’ll make sure it’s shipped with you. Allahu akbar.”
“Thank you,” she said, and with the confused stares of her Operations crew behind her, moved toward the hatchway and out toward the hangar bay.
Boarding the Archangel was a blur to her, her breathing slow but shallow. She sat in the cargo area, occupying one of the foldout seats, and two Marines carried in the scorched, bright-yellow container holding the virus they were going to plant.
It was a squat, metal thing, the size of a drum, round and dented. Data cables dangled out the top as though it had been pulled from a computer. The plugs were intact. What purpose did they serve?
She looked up as a shadow appeared in front of the loading ramp, a person clad in manacles and flanked by another set of Marines.
“Good evening,” said Ben as the Marines pushed him into one of the chairs and attached his manacles.
“Yes, very good,” Liao said as the whine of the Broadsword’s engines grew and the loading ramp was raised, sealing the ship with a hiss. “My people fought and died for a bunch of plants. We’re about to do something truly terrible, and you… well, you are going to help us.”
The outside pressure gauge began to drop as the hangar bay was decompressed. Ben gestured to the drum. “You’d trust me with that thing?” A wide, dark smile crossed his features. 
Seeing Liao’s own face leer at her was unsettling. 
“Brave. Foolish. I’m not certain which yet.”
“We don’t need your help with that,” she said. The ship lurched slightly as it took off. “That’s the easy part. No…” Liao steepled her fingers, regarding the mirror that sat opposite her. “You’re helping us in another way.”
“Another way?” Ben raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to upload whatever’s in there to me?”
She didn’t understand his comment. “I’m not sure what you’re saying. The plan is, we’re going to slather this stuff all over you and leave you here, so when the Toralii arrive, they think you’re me… or are curious enough to investigate at least, and they’ll get close enough to be infected with the contents.”
“That,” said Ben, gesturing with a bound hand, “is an emergency data core. It’s a construct’s mind—less evolved than my old one, probably a ship’s computer or something equally mundane. Possibly some kind of sentient program. If you’re thinking of overwriting my mind with that thing, it won’t work.”
Liao’s eyes fell upon the drum. “You’re lying,” she said. “Lying as you always do.” It was a virus, a weapon. That’s what the plan said. That’s what everyone was assuming.
“Actually,” said Ben, rolling his shoulders. “If I can recall correctly, I almost invariably tell the truth.”
Pinocchio’s nose was not growing. Liao felt something odd creeping in her spine, a feeling, a feeling of terrible truth. Ben wasn’t tricking her. 
She had to know.
“Open it,” she told one of the Marines. “Carefully.”
“It’s a solid block of metal, Captain,” he said, and she could see that it was so. Apart from the data plugs…
Liao stood. She placed her prosthetic hand on the edge of the drum, mentally flexed the imaginary muscle that would give additional power to her grip, and—with the groan of twisting metal—peeled off the outside.
Inside were cables, boxes, blinking lights, still powered. She vaguely recognised it, a dim memory dragged out of the past. It was a similar model to the one Summer Rowe had accidentally activated although that one contained a star chart in one of the Beijing’s cargo holds on its very first mission.
However, after that incident, it had been turned over to Fleet Command. Who would have given it to…
NORAD.
That was it. The same hardware, painted yellow. She had been fooled by a coat of paint.
“It’s not a bioweapon,” she said. “It’s a computer. But… how is this going to hurt them?”
Ben shrugged helplessly.
She grabbed the data cables with her prosthetic. “Can you talk to this?”
“Probably,” said Ben. “I have parts of me that are still synthetic. But how will you trust anything I say?”
“I won’t,” she said, “but anything’s better than knowing nothing. And like you said… you typically tell the truth.”
“Very well,” said Ben, beckoning her forward. “Bring it here.”
She dragged the drum over, horrible metal-on-metal screeching echoing in the Archangel’s cargo hold. The vessel shook slightly, almost as if in response. She knew it was entering Qadeem’s atmosphere.
They didn’t have much time.
Ben extended his hand, palm up. Worms grew from his skin, thin cables from which light shone. They found the data cables on the drum and, for a moment, nothing happened at all.
Ben began to laugh: snickering at first and then full-on laughter, shaking in his restraints, a wild, manic laughter. “Oh, Captain Liao!” Tears ran down his face as he fought for air. “It’s both! Don’t you see?”
“No,” she said, her voice flat, “I don’t. Explain. And hurry.”
Ben gasped for air, struggling to talk. “It’s a limited construct, something reverse engineered on Earth with primitive technology by humans. But it has a singular purpose: find all the ships, travel between them, and then when the time is right, cause their jump drives to malfunction.” The laughter faded. “Watch,” he said. 
His voice suddenly became different, genderless and empty, synthetic. The construct was speaking. “A million singularities, blossoming all over the universe, and then silence. Trade is the veins of the Alliance. Without ships, the species will wither and die. This is my purpose.”
She sat in her seat, trying to digest what she had heard. There were four holes in the universe—the lacuna where jump-drive malfunctions had torn apart worlds, solar systems, and the void—inexorably expanding, never closing, and eventually they would swallow all.
How much more quickly would this process be if there were millions of them?
This was a weapon in the same way a nuclear device on Earth was a weapon. It was mutually assured destruction, but the response would come in years, not hours. It was the slow suicide of their species… of every species.
“Thank you,” she managed.
Ben’s normal voice returned. “Well,” he said, the plugs on his palm squirming as they disconnected themselves and fell limp against the dented side of the drum. “That is something special.”
“Something terrible,” said Liao. “We thought it was a bioweapon. There were only a handful of people who must have known…” She snatched her radio. “Decker-Sheng, this is Liao.”
Static. The ship was still dragging through the atmosphere and well out of range of her puny handheld device. 
She switched frequency to the Warsong’s intercom. “This is Liao,” she said tersely. “Put me through to Decker-Sheng. Now.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The ship groaned as it touched down, the metal creaking as it resettled, expanding from the heated reentry. Liao tapped her finger against the plastic of the radio, waiting… waiting.
“This is Decker-Sheng. I can see your bird landing. Is everything all right there, Captain?”
“No,” she said, barely able to keep the anger out of her voice. “Listen, I need you to describe the weapon we’re about to deploy.”
He hesitated, vague and rather unlike him. “I’m not sure to what you are referring to, Captain. It’s a virus. It travels from ship to ship—”
“I know that,” she said. “The mechanism. How does it kill?”
“What does it matter?”
Liao squeezed the radio so hard she feared she might crack it. “Decker-Sheng, I need you to tell me exactly how you think this device kills the Toralii.”
“I’m honestly not sure,” he said. His tone became alarmed. “Captain, are you infected? Our engineers inspected the device. The outer shell is damaged, but the contents should be secure. If there’s been a breach in quarantine, you should return to your ship—”
He was stalling for time. Liao switched off her radio. The opportunity for talking was past.
The Broadsword’s loading ramp lowered. If Decker-Sheng wanted to make his move, it would be in moments.
She wouldn’t give him that chance. Liao extended her prosthetic into the exposed guts of the drum and began grabbing and clawing at anything she could. She crushed components and tore wires, and metal screamed as she smashed it to pieces, crushing each component in her metal fist.
“Is it dead?” she asked Ben.
“As certain as I’m standing here.” He whistled. “Shame. I would have loved to see it in action. So many Toralii corpses… you should have reconsidered, Melissa.” 
“Don’t call me that.” She kicked the drum over, and it spilled components in all directions. “Come in,” she said to the Marines. “We have to go shoot another Sheng in the fucking face.” She grimaced, hating herself for saying it. “And bring Ben, too.”
“Why?” asked Ben. “Why exactly am I here anyway?”
Liao fought down the bile in her throat. “You’ll see.”
“Fun,” said Ben, his tone cheery. “I like surprises.”
“You won’t like this one. Move.”
She shoved him forward, and as she did so, the plasma pistol popped out of her wrist, glowing ominously. Liao jumped. She hadn’t intended to activate it.
Ben stared at it. “Okay,” he said, “you’re right. I don’t like this one.”
The weapon’s glow intensified. Liao took a deep breath and forced aside her anger. The weapon retreated, slowly, as though calming as she did.
“Careful,” said Ben. “That thing looks live.”
Liao said nothing and just motioned for Ben to continue walking, trying her very best to keep herself from thinking overly angry thoughts about Decker-Sheng, with limited success.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER XII
 
 
 
Phase Three
*****
Operations
TFR Washington
Velsharn L1 Lagrange Point
 
THE MARINES
LED. LIAO
FOLLOWED, her pistol out and pressed to Ben’s back. Torchlight was their guide. They passed survivors, wounded, and the dead. Destroyed drone after destroyed drone. The smell of the place rose. A thousand unidentified scents mixed with gunpowder, blood, and sand, a dark, synthetic smell that, while oppressive, was not disgusting but simply alien.
Doubts tore at her. 
What was done was done, but her choice to destroy the construct’s datacore gnawed at her. Victory was the ultimate desired outcome. Why hadn’t she taken that opportunity? Six billion Humans lay dead on a tomb world once called Earth. Was it wrong to do the unthinkable to those who treated Human lives with such callousness? Surely the destruction of their fleet and the envelopment of almost every world they inhabited would wreak havoc on their ability to wage war, but what other consequences would there be?
How many ships of other factions, other species, would jump into an area presumed “safe” only to appear inside a singularity? How many worlds would suffer because they did not receive vital trade?
The Toralii Alliance had suffered many losses but proven, clearly and overtly, that they would fight to the end. Why not give them that chance?
Her previous musings about Nazi Germany drifted back to her. Nazism appeared in films, movies, every form of media as the generic bad guys—the name was synonymous with evil. If she had not destroyed the AI, would Humans have assumed that mantle on the global scale?
The truth was, the Toralii Alliance could not be defeated through strength of arms alone. As they marched through the dusty storage facility, following the dim torchlight, Liao knew that their only true hope lay in, somehow, finding some way to live together. Perhaps they could affect political change. Imperial Japan, once brutal and expansionist, was reformed to be an economic powerhouse of Asia, a bastion of democracy and civilization. 
It required the destruction of the previous regime, dragging its sins into the light and showing it to be indefensible. Only then could it be replaced with something better.
They arrived at the vault. Just as Decker-Sheng had said, a large imprint of a Toralii hand stood beside a massive door. The metal slab was pitted with holes and burns. Clearly, it would not open to any device they had.
“Captain Liao,” said Decker-Sheng, concern on his face as she approached. “Our communications dropped out. Let’s get this door open and—”
Liao stormed up to the door and stuck her prosthetic into the hand imprint. The door slid into the wall. At the centre of the vault, a small room only six metres by ten, was a cube. Written on the side was a message in Toralii: [Plant Samples, Survey Mission 122,509.4]
“Load that onto the Warsong,” she ordered her Marines. Two of them grasped the cube and, with a grunt, carried it out and down the corridor.
Phase two complete.
“Captain, is everything okay?” asked Decker-Sheng, moving beside her.
Liao turned and jammed her pistol in his face.
A tense silence fell. The Marines stood around uncertainly. 
“You have ten seconds,” she said, “to explain to me why I shouldn’t kill myself another Sheng right here and right now.”
He stammered, turning his hands palms outward. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Liao pulled back the hammer of her pistol. “Not a good answer.”
He slowly raised his hands. “Captain… I’m not sure what’s gotten into you. I’m following Captain Anderson’s orders, your orders, and I think you’re labouring under some delusion that I have betrayed you in some way.”
“Did you see the virus? Did you see inside it?”
Sheng slowly shook his head. “No. I’m not an engineer. Why would I have?”
Liao’s fingers begged to just end him right there, to snuff out the second Sheng who had betrayed his own kind, but something in his tone stopped her, some thread of sincerity. Was she being played?
“Who did?” Liao asked. “Who knew the details of the plan?”
“Captain Anderson took care of it.”
“And he knew what was inside?”
“Of course,” Decker-Sheng said. “It was developed by the US military.”
Slowly, Liao lowered her pistol and reached for her radio.
“Captain Liao to Washington actual,” she said, a dark shiver running up her spine. “Anderson, I need to talk to you.”
After briefest of hesitations, Anderson’s smooth Southern accent came on the line. “This is Anderson.”
“Captain, did you know what was inside the drum we recovered from the wreckage of Scarecrow?”
“A weapon, as I said. A weapon to destroy the Toralii Alliance.” His tone betrayed him. “A contemporary atomic bomb. One we have and they don’t. Something to wipe them off the map.”
She listened and did not speak. She couldn’t. Anderson…
He said nothing, so finally she spoke, voice trembling. “Liar.”
“Let me explain,” said Anderson.
“Oh, fuck you.”
“You see,” he continued, disregarding her outburst. The acoustics of the transmission changed slightly. He had moved into his private office, out of the busy Operations room, surrounded by others. Anderson was alone. “When Scarecrow went down, I was pleased. I never wanted to kill so many. I never wanted the death of so many civilians to be on my conscience.” Sincerity dripped from every word. Liao realised he was holding back from breaking down. “But the Toralii forced our hands. They killed us, Captain. They killed us, and when someone kills you, the only thing you can do is kill them back. Mutually assured destruction won’t work if you don’t.”
“What good is MAD when you pull the trigger?” Her voice was edged. “It’s a deterrent. It’s not a practical solution. You’re not supposed to actually use it.”
“A threat is no use unless you have the strength to follow through.” Anderson coughed into the line, a wet, sickly cough that Liao had not heard before. “You see,” he said, “I’m not going to be around much longer. This way, I take the blame for everything that’s happened. I am the villain the Human race needs. You can tell the Toralii survivors I was acting alone and be completely sincere. That’s why Ben’s there with you, seeing everything, recording everything: to tell them the truth so they can pry open his mind, see what he sees, see that we didn’t plan this and that I acted alone. Not even Wolfe knows. Not Williams, not Decker-Sheng, nobody except me. That is my gift to you, Captain Liao. Plausible deniability.”
“I destroyed the virus,” Liao said. “It’s gone.”
“I anticipated you might peek inside Pandora’s Box,” said Anderson, his tone weary. “You’ve done something very foolish indeed.”
“Have I?” Liao felt the plasma emitter emerging again. She extended her prosthetic fingers, trying to keep her mind off it. “You think I regret saving a billion lives?”
“I think,” said Anderson, “that you soon will.” He breathed in a breath, wet and ragged, that did not have any joy in it. “The Toralii response has arrived. The Madrid is preparing to jump, as is the Washington. I imagine Kamal Iraj and the Beijing will attempt to mount a rescue, but there are eight cruisers, Captain Liao, and our ships cannot face such power. Further, the access codes to this building grant me control of it and its defenders.”
There was a soft whine, echoing all around them. Cries of alarm and the crack of rifles sounded throughout the building.
She looked around for Ben but couldn’t find him. How had he slipped away? It didn’t matter, She had no time to search for him.
The Marine nearest to her grabbed her shoulder. “Captain,” he said, “Samuel O’Hill, Seventy-fifth Rangers. My men outside report that the drones are active again.” He shouldered his rifle and moved to the door, peering down it. Decker-Sheng drew his pistol and moved beside him.
“Anderson reactivated them. What do you have that can take down one of those things?”
The man’s wide-eyed confusion existed for only a moment. “Nothing,” he said. “I’m all out of AP.”
There was only one way. “You would kill your own men?” she said, hissing into the radio.
“No, of course not.” Anderson’s voice became difficult to hear over the gunfire—a staccato beat punctuated by the crackle of energy beams. “Murder is not their directive. The drones are to take you and everyone else alive.”
“Why?” said Liao. The gunfire slowly became more sporadic. The clanking thunder of steel feet echoed down the corridor. “Why not just kill us?”
“Do you not understand?” Anderson’s voice became hard—the hardest she’d ever heard it. “My purpose is not to kill you but to save you. Save us. Save all of us, through the sacrifice we are all making right here, right now. The survivors will call me a traitor. A murderer. They’ll blame me for the Toralii Alliance grabbing you and dragging you off into the dark and tormenting you until you’re dead, but they’ll leave the rest of humanity alone. My men, your men, all will be bartered for in time. But you… no. You will sacrifice more than any one of us. The Toralii will never let go of you. All that anger, that hate, that fury will be vented… and our species can return to its former glory.”
Toralii Alliance prisons. She had seen the terrible work they had done on James, on the other survivors. Cenar was certainly the largest of its kind and the only one that was a space station, but it was not the only prison colony in the Alliance. 
“We have a different definition of sacrifice,” she said. “And yours is easily made, standing on a warship in high orbit.”
“I’m sorry,” said Anderson, the sincerity in his tone undeniable. “I wish it could have been me instead.”
A Bevra drone—its weapons charged and ready, splattered with sand and dotted with bullet holes and scorch marks—lumbered into the doorway. With a crackle of energy, it pointed its plasma emitters at her.
Rage. Liao unleashed the anger she’d been holding back, the itch that had tormented her since her prosthetic was attached. Her metal fist clenched so hard the servos whined and the pistons complained and, just as it had before, the metal of her forearm opened and out popped the blue-green tube, glowing with a fierce inner light.
Shoot. She raised the weapon and squeezed her fingers together as hard as she could.
A blue dart of energy lanced from the weapon and struck the drone in the head. Heat filled the room. Metal snap-hissed and evaporated, and the drone’s internals splattered on the wall behind it. The whole room was bathed in the smell of welding and bitter smoke as the creature slumped over, sparks flying in all directions.
“Liao to Beijing, priority alert. Dispatch SAR for immediate retrieval of ground assets.”
Nothing but static. She tried again… and again.
“Come on,” she said to O’Hill. “If we can get out of this building, we can contact the Beijing. They’ll send in Archangel to pick us up.” She raised her voice to a bellow. “Everyone who can hear my voice—head outside of the structure! Now!”
“Let’s go, Captain.” The man’s tone was a mixture of pragmatic levelheadedness and barely concealed fury. He checked his weapon, snapping the safety off. “Stay behind me.”
“I’m right with you,” said Decker-Sheng. Liao drew her Type 9 and handed it to him grip first.
“Here,” she said. “Take this.”
He nodded his gratitude.
O’Hill took the lead. Liao followed behind, hand extended to her right to prevent an accidental discharge. Her anger was key. She had unlocked her prosthetic’s potential before but had backed away. Now she embraced it. Memories and emotions flew through her mind: the searing burn of her flesh as it evaporated, the charred ruin of Earth, the thought of never seeing Allison again.
Her wrist vibrated ominously, threatening to fire again. She turned her thoughts to less violent urges:
Guilt, for letting her suspicions about Decker-Sheng blind her.
Frustration, because she could not reach the Beijing.
Fear.
Boots pounded down the corridor, a rectangle of daylight at the end of the tunnel their salvation. Like a closing mouth, a metal shutter slid down, stealing the light and sealing them in.
“Stand back,” said Liao, aiming her wrist by the glow of her plasma emitter.
Death is painful.
Snap-hiss. The door buckled but did not break.
James will move on and start seeing someone else.
Snap-hiss. Metal scurrying feet picked up behind her. O’Hill’s rifle spoke deafening flashes, firing into the darkness, illuminating the outline of more drones advancing upon them. Every thought of the past year of suffering focused. The heat travelled up her arm, warm as it moved through her metal bones to the skin. She could risk few more shots.
I’ll never see Allison again.
Snap-hiss. The door crumpled and fell to one side, daylight streaming in. She could hear the whine of engines outside, a hovering reactionless drive. A ship cast a shadow on the sand. It had to be the SAR ship. On the other side, standing clear, were Marines. Cheung was amongst them, frantically waving her through.
O’Hill stepped gingerly through the still hole, then Decker-Sheng. Liao fired her plasma emitter down the corridor at the drones as the rest of the Marines poured out.
“Liao to Archangel,” she said, walking backward as she shot, aiming wildly at the corridor full of metal, “report status.”
“Good to see you, Captain,” said Lieutenant Medola into her ear. “The Beijing lost contact with the ground team and figured you could use our help.”
“You’re not wrong.” The heat surrounded her as she passed through the melted frame of the door and out into daylight. “It’s clear! Light it up!”
“All rifles aim down the corridor,” Cheung said. “Bring the building down on top of them!”
A maelstrom of fire erupted, and Liao clapped her hands over her ears as she ran away from the door. Grenades, missiles, and det-packs flew into the darkness. The Archangel’s ventral turret opened up as well, spewing explosive cannon fire into the hole she had blasted. It didn’t seem enough. Fragments whistled near her, something bit her in the leg, and a splinter of metal screamed as it ricocheted off her elbow.
Then, with a shudder and a rumble, the factory door collapsed, sealing the drones inside.
“Everyone!” Liao shouted above the whine of the descending Archangel. “Get ready to embark! Those drones will dig themselves out shortly, and I don’t want to be here when they do!”
The Marines rallied, equipment discarded as they gathered, ready to be crammed into the Broadsword.
“I think we’re clear,” said Cheung, jogging to catch up to her. “We’ve just go to—”
Cheung’s head exploded into dark-red chunks.
A split-second’s silence. Cheung’s body stood, stiff like a scarecrow, and then crumpled into a heap.
Before Liao could completely process that, a roaring blast wave blew her off her feet. She landed hard, dazed, squinting up at the sky.
The brilliant blue was pierced with streaking stars. The spinning wreckage of the Archangel passed overheard, smoke pouring from a gaping wound in its side. It speared nosefirst into the ground no more than fifty metres to her left, the Broadsword bursting into flames and disintegrating. Secondary explosions shook the ground as the fuel and ammunition stores ignited.
[“Place your weapons on the ground,”] boomed a voice from above. Two Toralii assault ships, glowing red hot from reentry, opened up like unfurling wings. Two dozen or more armoured Toralii Marines descended from the gull-wing protrusions on thin ropes. Dangling from the rear of the ship like an arachnid’s stinger, an unusual glowing blue weapon levelled at the humans below.
The Marines scrambled for cover in the open sand. Liao just watched, half deafened from the explosions, as they were cut down: a thin, sizzling crackle of electrical discharge arced from the Toralii assault ships, jumping from marine to marine.
O’Hill was hit in the shoulder. He was flung to the ground, twitching and jerking involuntarily, as though pushed by the hand of a giant.
And then the wave of energy found her, and the scorching heat of the desert sands were just a memory.

Operations
 
“We are not leaving Captain Liao,” said Iraj, gripping the command console tightly. “Hail Archangel once more, Lieutenant Jiang. We need more time.”
“The Toralii are firing on us,” she cautioned. “No response from Archangel. Nothing since they entered atmosphere.”
The Beijing rattled as a spray of weapons fire—too inaccurate at that range to penetrate the charged hull plating—splattered off their hull. The ship lurched as it tried to evade, a clumsy beast struggling as the hunters plinked at it.
“Try to call the surface again,” Iraj ordered. “Whatever’s stopping our communications, get through it. Broadcast on a different frequency. Give extra power to the radios. Something.”
“Sir,” said Ling, “there’s no way we can reach the planet. I can barely get targeting telemetry from the Madrid, and the Washington can’t be reached at all.”
“Try Warsong,” he said. “See if they can relay a signal.”
Ling tapped at his console. Kamal half closed his eyes.
Allah, most merciful, most benevolent, now would be a good time.
“Beijing, this is Warsong.” The scream of alarms in the background made the commander difficult to hear. “We’re hit again—the Bevra drones are firing on us from the surface. The closer we get to the planet, the worse our signal gets, not that it matters. Our ventral gunner’s dead, and we’re leaking atmosphere. Sorry, Commander. This isn’t a fight we can win.”
Even if they could hold out, then what? How much time could they buy? An hour? A day?
Warsong was carrying the precious cargo, the key to the Iilan’s gratitude.
“Warsong,” he said, bitterness overwhelming his normally calm exterior, “withdraw on my authority. Break and head for any open Lagrange point. Jump as soon as you are able. Rendezvous at Velsharn.”
“Roger.” The defeat in his tone was palpable. “What about Archangel?”
The Archangel crew were known for taking absurd risks and somehow managing to save the day, but apparently even they knew their limits. “They knew the risks. If you see them, form up and escape together. Allahu akbar.”
“Sir,” said Ling. “Incoming transmission from the Madrid.”
De Lugo’s voice came to him, panting softly. “Captain, we need to get out of here.”
“Withdraw,” Iraj ordered. “Jump as soon as you can. Full retreat, defensive spread.”
“You’re not coming with us?’
“Captain Liao remains on the surface.”
“¡Dios Mío!” My God. God, it seemed, had taken the day off.
“My thoughts exactly.”
“We cannot remain here,” said de Lugo. “Commander, you are in command now. We face impossible odds. Withdraw with us and save your crew.”
The faces of the Operations room told the same story. Everyone knew that to stay was to die. Nobody contested. Nobody complained. They remained at their posts.
“All hands,” he said, his chest tightening as though he had stones in his heart, “ready to withdraw to the L1 Lagrange point and jump.”
The ship turned, and the world of Qadeem retreated in his monitor. He would have hours to think about what had happened. He’d been awake for long enough that his eyes hurt and his body ached, but weariness was a distinct, secondary feeling to the guilt.
They were leaving Commander Liao and almost fifty Marines behind.
“We’ll get her back,” he promised de Lugo. “We’ll save her.”
“I know we will,” de Lugo said, but Iraj knew both of them were full of bluster. “We will.”
Escaping took hours—ducking and weaving and trying to avoid incoming weapons fire—but Kamal Iraj was fixed on the command console. He could only watch as Qadeem shrank and shrank, as the Toralii cruisers broke off their pursuit and surrounded the planet, and then, with a bright flash of light, the system disappeared entirely.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EPILOGUE
 
 
 
Phase Four
*****
Location Unknown
 
PAIN.
LIAO’S
EYES
FLUTTERED
OPEN. Her body ached, her skin raw and red, face puffy and bruised. She was lying on a metal floor in a room with metal walls and a metal roof—far from the sandy vault she had last stood in—a five-metre cube.
She remembered the sand. She remembered the electricity arcing over her whole body. She remembered Anderson.
[“Welcome,”] said a voice, feminine and stern, seeming to reverberate around the whole room, coming from no source she could determine. [“State your name.”]
“Melissa Liao.”
[“So it is The Butcher of Kor’Vakkar.”] The voice seemed pleased. [“Welcome, Commander.”]
She grimaced against the light. “It’s Captain Liao now.”
[“I shall update your profile.”] The voice practically curled its words in the air, the normally smooth Telvan dialect rough and bitter. [“We had always thought that you would eventually find your way to us, Captain. Your name has travelled far for a member of such a frail species. Yours is a legacy of destruction that I had not expected to see in my lifetime. I am Commandant Yarri. You and I are going to become good friends, I feel.”]
The faint sound of screaming echoed in the distance. Liao tried to sit up and almost toppled over. Her weight was wrong. A glance at her right side revealed her prosthetic had been removed, now just a metal-capped stump where her flesh ended. The itching was gone. 
“Where I am?” she asked, unsure of what else to say. 
[“You are our guest,”] said Yarri. [“Cenar wasn’t the only station we have. Your efforts were impressive, and its destruction has inconvenienced us significantly, but we have others, as you will discover in time.”]
“Go to hell,” Liao spat. “I’m not afraid of the Toralii version of the Hanoi Hilton.”
[“Meaningless babble,”] said the Toralii. [“Your work is war, Butcher, but mine is pain. Let’s see how much your tongue wags after you’ve spent even a night in Zar’krun.”]
Zar’krun. Liao didn’t know the word exactly, but like many Toralii compound words it had a rough translation.
The Hold of Eternity.
Iraj’s lesson drifted back into her mind. Through difficulty comes ease. With a soft click, the metal of the floor rearranged itself, forming itself into grid like a waffle iron. She scrambled to try to find purchase, but the gravity intensified, a mighty hand pulling her down flat against the ridges and against the fiery heat that burned within them. 
Then there was only an eternity of screaming.
 
The Lacuna series continues with Lacuna: The Requiem of Steel, coming in 2015.
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