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Magnet
 
 
 
Toralii Mining Colony
Near the TFR Sydney
 
During the events of Lacuna: The Sands of Karathi
 
THE
SPLINTERING
OF
GLASS
REVERBERATED around the cockpit. The Toralii energy pulse I had somewhat unsuccessfully tried to dodge blew right through my ship’s armour like it was paper. The inside of the canopy turned crimson, blood splattering against my Heads-Up Display as the decompression alarm wailed. Air hissed out the breach in my canopy, sucking the blood splatter towards it and out into the void, a bloody flower blooming right before my eyes.
The wound didn’t hurt, but I knew it was bad. I hadn’t seen this much blood since the accident.
It’s the year 2037. My name’s Mike Williams, callsign Magnet. I’m a pilot in the Australian Air/Space Force. Right at this very moment I’m strapped into the pilot’s seat of a SSF-01 Wasp with a hole in it.
“Magnet’s hit, Magnet’s hit.”
The voice of my wingman, Viper, came through on my radio. I turned my head to orientate myself with my mothership, the Sydney, and with a faint squeal of static Viper’s voice inexplicably cut out. I was alone, floating in the darkness, my spaceship venting atmosphere and my blood pouring out all over space. My radar, one of the few functional systems I had left, showed three red dots break off from the main furball and swing towards my ship. The Toralii were coming to finish me off.
Dying was going to really mess up my day.

My fellow pilots call me Magnet, short for Chick Magnet, good old-fashioned military humour at its finest. I’m a pilot in the Australian Air/Space Force, working with Task Force Resolution.
We’d been given the task of assaulting a mining colony. It was thought there might be human prisoners there. The Tehran
had gone missing and there was a good chance the Toralii were using its crew as slave labour. It was thought that the colony would be unprepared and lightly defended.
The moment the Sydney appeared in the Lagrange point near the Toralii mining colony we attacked, capitalising on the element of surprise. Our Wasps shot out from the Sydney’s launch tubes, banking and turning down towards the colony. They had an active patrol up and we flew straight towards them, hungry sharks who scented blood. I got an early lock, letting off two missiles the moment I had good tone. We always ripple fired. They called them miss-iles, not hit-iles, and we wanted to make sure we hit our target.
Both missiles went straight in, striking the centre of the Toralii bird in quick succession, causing the ship to burst into a bright pinprick of light against the backdrop of space. A pretty good showing for my first day out. Space was clear to the colony.
All had gone to plan so far. We covered the Sydney’s Broadsword gunship as they began extracting the prisoners, getting in close enough to receive defensive fire from the surface. It was random and light until the Toralii launched a full wing of their own birds. I had to tell you, then I was pretty excited. Blowing up a patrol who’d never seen you coming was one thing, but this was the first time I was going head to head with the Toralii in open space.
I primed another missile to shoot, locking onto one of the ships near the edges of the Toralii formation. I saw the flashes of their energy weapons, silent balls of death leaping straight towards us, but I focused on getting my second kill of the day.
Then one of the little balls hit my cockpit dead on and things went downhill pretty quick.
Eject, Eject, Eject
flashed the HUD, the wail of alarms drowning out the hiss of escaping air, but I knew better. With this much blood my suit had to have been holed so I’d be a goner minutes after I bailed out. The ship had more oxygen than my suit and I had lost so much. At this point every kilo mattered. The only thing to do was to stay in my bird, try to get back to the Sydney
if I could or go down fighting if I couldn’t.
I reached up and fumbled for the distress signaller, jamming it to the on position. The red LED in the corner of the cockpit which indicated duress lit up just as it was supposed to. Too bright, actually, much lighter than the rest of my instruments. I frowned. What the hell was the designer thinking, putting in a bulb so bright? As if the pilot somehow wasn’t already aware he was royally fucked.
The Toralii were coming for me. I needed to fly. I gently pressed my foot to the rudder, hoping the horizontal stabilisers were still active. Nothing.
“Come on you bastard, come back to me.” Switching on the redundant systems I struggled with the control column. I felt light headed and confused, the stars spinning around me. Where was the ship? Where were the Toralii?
Somehow, as though reading my mind, the fighter levelled out. A swift glance at my radio revealed it was still working. The cord leading from my headset to the instrument dashboard had come loose, probably when I twisted my head. I jammed it back into its socket, smearing blood all over the instrument panel.
“-agnet, I say again, eject. You’re leaking atmosphere and you have incoming.”
“Sydney, this is Vulture—we’ve lost Magnet, can’t raise him on comms. Initiate SAR, he’s drifted well outside of the combat zone so should be retrievable. Be advised, two contacts are eyeballing him.”
I squeezed the talk key. “Calm the fuck down, I’m here. And it’s three. Three contacts coming to my place. Party hard.” I used the vertical stabilisers to level my wings to the Sydney’s orientation.
Shaba laughed into my headset. She was the pilot of our Search and Rescue Broadsword Piggyback. Shaba was Hebrew for Ghost and she’d named her Search and Rescue Broadsword herself.
Piggyback... because it saved your bacon.
“Magnet, this is Piggyback. Request update on SAR mission. How you holding up there, hot stuff?”
I craned my head, trying to see where I’d been wounded. I still felt no pain although blood continued to trickle into my cockpit. “Update as follows; I fucking ate a round, there’s blood all over the cockpit. Break.” I depressed the rudder-pedal again to no effect. “But I feel fine.”
The ship jerked, finally responding to my push on the rudder-pedal. Normally the Wasp’s a zippy little space fighter, an arrow with stubby little wings, wings which really just serve as mounts for the reaction control system and as hard-points to mount missiles. Of course, wings in space don’t do anything much, although their weight does steady the craft slightly, and the reaction control system that allows us to do fine manoeuvring requires them. Not that I was doing any manoeuvring at this particular moment.
Shaba’s tone became serious, the levity evaporating in a heartbeat. “Blood? Is your suit breached?”
“Are you fucking high? I said there’s blood, there’s a hole somewhere.” Wasn’t she supposed to be a medic? “I’m guessing it missed my chest, since I can breathe fine, but I can’t feel the wound anywhere. Could be in my abdomen, though, or my leg, or the arse.”
Shot in the arse. If I didn’t die, I’d be a laughing stock for the rest of my flying days. Might even earn a new callsign. Something butt-focused.
“You know protocol. Sit tight, we’re coming to get you. Piggyback is away.”
The last thing I needed was search and rescue coming to cart my sorry arse away on my very first engagement in space. I’d probably never live it down.
Carefully firing the horizontal thrusters I swung my nose back towards the action. I wanted my guns on those fighters. In the distance I could see the rest of the engagement: Toralii fighters and Wasps darted around each-other, stinging and flying away, with the larger and less manoeuvrable Broadswords just sitting still and spitting cannon fire in all directions.
The three Toralii strike fighters drew close enough for me to shoot. I knew I had to hit them hard with a prolonged burst. The reporting name for this class of fighter was Badger, because they were squat and tough but packed a hell of a fight.
Shaba spoke again. “Magnet, Piggyback. We’re interdicting three bandits coming in at your twelve o’clock high. They’re too far away for us to hit yet.”
“I’ve still got two missiles. Break.” I tagged the lead fighter on my radar screen and tried to acquire tone, but the glass display of the missile targeting system was black and silent. “Belay that, missiles are inoperative.”
“Copy. Engage defensive until we get there and go to guns.”
I couldn’t dodge forever, especially with my flight systems being uncooperative, and I hadn’t a hope of lining up my guns. It was time to call for help of a different kind. I rotated channels. “Sydney, Magnet. Request fire mission, grid six alpha-romeo. Three bandits, dispersion four hundred metres.”
The briefest of pauses. “Magnet,
Sydney; confirmed. Fire mission, grid six alpha-romeo. Medium range bombardment, four hundred metre dispersion, explosive anti-fighter shells. Firing for effect.”
“Confirm, Sydney. Bring the rain.”
I held the nose of my Wasp straight, watching the three Toralii dots draw close. I glanced up at the Sydney, watching the little twinkles of her autocannons open up. Highlighted by the bright flashes I could see the dark speck that was Piggyback racing towards me.
One of the Sydney’s
high explosive shells soared right past me and exploded, silently blasting a wave of shrapnel in every direction, the shards of metal pinking off my hull. Then another and another.
“Sydney! God fucking damnit, you’re firing into the wrong grid! Cease fire, cease fire!”
I savagely jammed the throttle as far open as it would go. The reactionless drive whined in protest, my fighter jerking forward and down, diving out of the effect of my own ship’s barrage. Shrapnel bounced off my hull, a dull sound like summer rain on a tin roof.
“Magnet, Sydney. Uh, say again.”
I gripped the talk key so hard I thought I’d break it. Shells burst silently all around me, little mushrooms of fire in space, blasting waves of shrapnel in every direction.
“You mother fuckers are shooting at me!
Cease mother-fucking-fire!”
I kicked out at the left rudder-pedal, jamming the ship into a wild twist. One of the Sydney’s shells soared by so close that I could almost read the serial number, disappearing below me and exploded, shredding the underside of the ship. This whole section was being bombarded by my own ship and I had nowhere to go.
Slowly, the fire petered off. “Magnet, Sydney. Ceasefire confirmed. These things happen.”
These things happen?
I wanted to reach out through the vast gulf of space and throttle the man who’d nearly killed me. Before I could unleash an entirely inappropriate stream of comments through my radio, however, the three Toralii warbirds descended on me like hawks to an exposed mouse. My flight from the Sydney’s barrage had given me momentum, so their shots flew wide, but the end was coming.
“Piggyback?
If you’re out there, I could use some help right about, oh, ten seconds ago!”
I jammed the control stick to the right, grunting as my tiny ship lurched and twisted, barely avoiding a second spray of fire from the Toralii fighters. They overshot, zooming past me silently like owls on the hunt, and I pulled back the handle that governed the speed of the reactionless drive, jamming the fighter into reverse.
The engine spluttered, jerked twice, then died. A low groan reverberated throughout the ship as the system gave up the ghost completely.
Well, shit.
“Piggyback, this is Magnet – my reactionless drive is out. I’m dead in space.” Pardon the pun, I silently added, instantly regretting it. In the game of space combat words had a tendency to come back with an ironic bite.
I twisted in my seat, looking over my shoulder. I saw three brief flashes as the light of the system’s star reflected off the glass cockpits of the three Toralii fighters. They were turning towards me, bearing down to deliver the coup de grace.
I was presented with an interesting but morbid choice. Remain where I was and get blown to atoms, or eject and asphyxiate in space. I didn’t have a lot of time to think about it and the training hammered into me by endless repetition took over.
It was one of the things that really stuck with me in flight school. The number one reason for ejection failure was hesitation. Pilots who were unwilling to accept that they’d lost and believing, hopelessly, that they could turn the tide if they just stayed on a little bit longer.
There was no prize for second place in space combat. First prize was a relaxing flight home for tea and medals, where your nation’s leaders pin shiny metal crosses on your chest on national television and people called you a hero for the rest of your life.
Second prize was also a cross, made of stone and placed at the head of your grave. 
I waited until the flashes of the Toralii’s energy weapons against the black background of space then I reached between my legs and yanked the ejection handle.

Ejection was a very strange feeling, especially in zero gravity. The moment I pulled the yellow and black striped handle the Martin-Baker Mk. 19B ejection seat went to work.
The first stage was to remove the canopy, a stage I remembered viewing in slow motion. Tiny rockets mounted under the cockpit glass blasted the whole canopy free in one piece, with forward facing thrusters blasting it up and away from my ship. With the cockpit suddenly exposed to vacuum all the air was sucked out in one big woomph, taking various pieces of debris, blood and loose items with it. Mingling with the sparks left behind by the rockets I saw a few specific things – a stray coin, a condom wrapper, the business card of that fine hooker I met in Brisbane and tiny, perfectly spherical droplets of blood all blown out of the canopy as the atmosphere vacated it.
The second stage, milliseconds after the first, was the part which saved my life. Because there’s no atmosphere anymore there was no sound except the faint hiss of air inside the suit. Little cables attached to each one of my limbs pulled taut, jamming my arms in against my chest, my legs in against the seat and my head against the back of the chair. Heavy-duty rockets ignited under my seat, hurtling me out of the cockpit. 
Perhaps it was the wound, or my brain suddenly having fourteen times Earth’s gravity exerted upon it, but I couldn’t remember much after that except a crushing force jamming me down into the seat, blasting me across space. I had very few points of reference amongst the unmoving stars. Aside from the pressure cramming me back into my seat I really had no sense of motion once I was clear of my stricken craft.
The doomed wreckage of my ship blew up below me as the Toralii energy blasts struck the fuel and ammunition reserves. The shockwave had not quite dissipating when it caught up to the back of my seat, the remaining force enough to shake and rattle the chair, twisting it completely around right as the rockets died.
Carried by its inertia the chair spun on its horizontal axis. It continued to turn, the stars slowly tumbling by. I caught flashes of weapons fire, and through my limited perspective Piggyback flying into the fray, its cannons ablaze as it fought off my attackers to save my sorry arse.
The cables loosened their grip and I jerked my legs from side to side, trying to stop the spinning. Eventually I worked the seat to something approximating stable. I could hear nothing but my own laboured breathing and the faint whine of escaping air. I watched a mute battle from afar, Piggyback firing its weapons in every direction as the three Toralii warbirds stung at its thick hide. I didn’t see them get hit, but knew if they did, the Broadsword was strong enough to tough it out.
I saw a missile escape Piggyback’s missile rack, a thin wispy trail following it as it flew past its target, detonating nearby. Not a killing blow. The Badger fought on.
Lightheadedness took over. I didn’t have a radio system as I floated in space, just the emergency locater beacon I couldn’t hear. Piggyback would no doubt have a lock, though, by now. I imagined the crew confirming their data as they fought their way towards me. I watched with something approaching a mixture of idle curiosity and apathy as the gunfire flew back and forth in the distance, the seemingly endless dance between the big ugly Broadsword and the three smaller Badgers. Through my eyes it seemed beautiful, serene even, a fireworks display just for me.
My concern for the battle I no longer had a part of faded. I needed to know where I’d been hit and to find out, I needed to be free of the ejection seat. I struggled, reaching around for the release clasps, yanking them with both hands. I had expected them to be hard and unyielding to prevent accidental activation but they came off effortlessly. The excess force sent me tumbling out and away, and as the ejection seat and I separated I saw the damage. Blood splattered the seat, thin wisps of exhaust trailing from the end, slowly expanding and diffusing to nothing.
The blood on the seat was focused around my abdomen. I reached down, feeling gingerly, trying to find the hole in me.
And then there it was. About the size of a coin, smaller perhaps, through my lower chest. I wiggled my finger inside and found it fit quite snugly. It also helped stall the rush of escaping air from my suit. What organs were in that area again...? Kidney? Liver? A hole in one of those would be bad. Organs were important for long term survival. I’d had them all my life, so there was a kind of emotional attachment there. I pressed my finger in a little deeper and hoped that, if I passed out, there would be enough friction to keep the digit lodged in.
A fairly morbid way to spend a Saturday.
I blinked away another wave of drowsiness. Without an outlet the suit began to fill with blood. Droplets rose in front of my helmet, my breath enough to suck them towards me, then away as I exhaled. For some strange reason I tried desperately not to swallow any, preferring to see them splattered against the thick glass of my helmet.
I thought of my girlfriend, back on Earth. She was the sweetest thing, hotter than a chili bean, funny, smart—she had a PHD in theoretical physics—and legally blind.
The fact that she couldn’t see was very important to me. People say attractiveness doesn’t matter in a relationship, but it does. It does.
Some thought of fighter pilots as sky knights, charismatic gentlemen fighting it out amongst the stars, but I didn’t match the picture. My face wasn’t smooth and perfect.
At age fifteen, my face picked a fight with the propeller of my family's boat, on a shoal near Broome, off Western Australia. The boat drifted onto a sandbar and I got out to push. I slipped and fell right onto the blades, cutting my face up real good.
I don’t really remember much of what happened after that, but my dad said the coast guard flew out a helicopter to pick me up. He’d never seen so much blood before and he was certain I wouldn’t make it. All I remember is trying to see, and just having blood in my eyes, my vision a crimson haze. And screaming.
Turns out not only did I pull through, I managed to keep both my eyes too. The same couldn’t really be said for most of the rest of my face, though, no matter how many times the plastic surgeons tried to repair it. I always looked as though I had some kind of fake featureless mask over my “real” face, and even the extensive surgeries couldn’t eradicate the half-dozen or so slashes going right from my jawline to my temple.
Penny knew I wasn’t as beautiful as she was. She’d touched my scars, run her fingers along them, felt the indentations. But they were not something she had to look at every day.
I wondered how she’d react to the news that I’d bought it in my first real combat. I didn’t want her to think that mine was a painful death; despite the obvious injury I felt no pain, not even when I blocked the hole with my finger.
At age twenty six I felt a little too young to be given the twelve gun salute and tossed in the ground to become fertiliser.
I’d never gotten to propose to her, either. I fumbled, reaching into my chest pocket, retrieving the thin strip of metal I’d stowed there. An engagement ring, a cheap one, nothing fancy. Nobody could afford any luxuries these days, a simple steel band would have to do. We couldn’t afford diamonds; the ring was adorned with a simple heart-shaped red ruby.
The moment I saw it I knew it was perfect. With hands for eyes Penny wouldn’t be able to see the colour, but she would the shape with her fingers. She would love it.
Well, she would have loved it.
I clasped it in my fingers, unfurling them awkwardly, watching as the metal floated up from my palm, spinning lazily in space. Light refracted off the gem, creating thin strips of white on the otherwise dark red gem’s surface. Spots of blood appeared on the metal and without thinking I reached up to wipe them off.
I missed and knocked the ring tumbling away from my grasp. In the gravity-less vacuum of space I could do nothing but watch as it slowly drifted away.
Blast.
The loss of my ship, and the injury, didn’t hurt me as much as the loss of that ring. It was cheap, but it was something. There was an emotional attachment that surpassed its value in notes and coins. 
Like I said, she would have loved it. Penny was a Buddhist; I'm not sure what exactly they did for marriage. Maybe I should have asked her before I bought the ring.
My air was almost gone. Breathing became difficult and my helmet’s perspex screen began to fog up. Some part of me realised my finger must have slipped out of the hole and I tried, blindly, to reinsert it. But now my hands were numb, my whole body was, and I couldn’t see to find the hole. After a few moments of futile struggle, which probably made the oxygen situation worse, I gave up.
A bright light behind me. I twisted around, looking over my shoulder, a gesture awkward in my heavy suit and thick helmet, holding up a bloodstained glove to try and shield my eyes. At first I thought it might be the metaphorical light at the end of the tunnel, a great white wave of energy coming to sweep me up and take me from this life to the next, to carry me to my seventy two virgins or whatever.
With my luck, they’d be pimple faced nerds bitching about pointless nerd things. Not that it mattered since I was probably going to the other place anyway.
It wasn’t an angelic choir, however, but the lights on the outside of Piggyback’s cargo hold. Like some hungry beast the Broadsword Piggyback glided toward me, their cargo door open like a great mouth to devour me whole. No less salvation, I supposed, but one brought by the hands of man. 
I drifted inside the cargo hold as Piggyback scooped me up. My body felt suddenly heavy as gravity reasserted itself. I crashed to the metal deck with a scraping thump. Gasping, I weakly flopped onto my back, scratching at my helmet, my lungs trying to fill themselves with the fleeting gasps of air that remained inside my suit. 
To my infinite relief, the cargo door slid closed and the whole chamber flooded with oxygen. Four arrays of jets, one from each edge of the room, pumped sweet air into the empty space. I fumbled for the helmet latch, the perspex still fogged, my numb fingers somehow able to find the catch. I yanked on it, half tugging the helmet off my head; a second rough shove was enough for it to tumble to the deck, forgotten as I struggled to breathe. 
Everything was grey. All the colour had been drained out of the room, my vision a tunnel through a ring of black clouds. I knew I was close to passing out, and I felt my eyes drift closed. I just had to hang on a little while longer... a little while longer...

I looked forward to Halloween every year.
It’s sad and ironic that, back when I was a kid, Halloween was the only time the world felt normal, when I felt I fit in. Halloween felt like a day when everything was backwards, where I could be myself and people would think I was cool. It was a day when the ugly was inspired and the good was boring. My face made a good mask... imported from America, or something, if strangers asked.
School wasn’t easy for me. Kids could be merciless in ways adults were too polite to be. I got through high school with a mixture of dogged determination and the charity of my teachers, then enrolled in the Air Force. I’d always wanted to fly and, let’s face it, being a model was now a little bit out of the realm of even extreme possibilities. I learnt to fly and life was good.
The Air Force was a big break for me. I found friends, found Penny, found somewhere I belonged. 
Then the Toralii attacked Earth life got interesting. It turns out that a few places on Earth—Sydney, Tehran and Beijing were developing some kind of teleportation device. A jump drive that could transport a spaceship around. It was going to change everything.
It also
turned out that the technology is inherently dangerous and the Toralii had some way of detecting it. They obliterated the three cities, transmitted a warning in Chinese, then vanished.
Humanity had two choices. Be little bitches and give up all hope of having this technology, or build it anyway and fight for our right to use it.
The major world powers formed Task Force Resolution. This group built three ships, naming them after the three cities that were destroyed. The Australians crewed the Sydney, the Iranians got the Tehran
and the Chinese manned the Beijing.
Although it was the second ship off the line, in the beginning the Beijing
saw the majority of the action, including the first real confrontation with the Toralii. It was in that confrontation we discovered against conventional thought at the time that the Toralii used little fighters as companions to their larger ships in space battles.
Military intelligence thought strike craft would be too slow and too weak to hurt the larger ships but, shock and horror, military intelligence got it wrong. The unexpected and effective presence of those little birds, pecking away at the Beijing’s
hull, convinced the task force we should have them too.
A space craft was hurriedly designed and built in a global effort. The airframe was designed by the Iranians, who based it on the F-4 Phantom. When they had a working prototype selection began amongst the world’s best air forces. The Israelis eventually claimed the prize. The Iranians protested, of course, especially since it was their airframe and insisted on providing their own pilots for the Tehran. The Australians went with the Israelis, but wanted to have at least one of their own pilots on the Sydney
just to maintain an Australian presence.
They picked me. Lord knows why. Something about “representing the nation”.
Also, I really like seafood. Crab was my favourite.
These are the kinds of things a mind remembers when it’s dying. Things that were, things that could be, things that really didn’t mean much. A big jumbled mess of nothing that barely makes sense. Like your mind is running through your life just to make sure all its affairs are in order before it expires, then throws in some random junk just to fuck with you.
Oxygen deprivation is weird.

“Wake up! You’re not dead yet, you ugly mother fucker!”
I slowly creaked open my eyes, and was expecting to see the dark hull of Piggyback. Instead, I was assaulted by the bright white sheen of an infirmary.
“Air...!” I gasped, grabbing at my suit—but instead, I was grabbing at a hospital gown and my body was covered in a sheet.
My hands flailed and my legs kicked in a panic. Strong hands grabbed me, keeping me from tumbling out of bed.
“Woah, easy there, champ. Easy there. You’re okay, you’re back on the Sydney...”
I fell back against the bed, unable to struggle any further, panting and gasping. I reached down to my chest with hands that barely moved, trying to find the hole, searching. I had to plug it, I was running out of air. My chest was tight. I was going to asphyxiate.
“It’s okay, mate, it’s okay. Doctor Richards bandaged the wound. You’re okay, you’re fine... you’re fine. You’re going to be fine.”
Slowly, slowly, my conscious mind began to catch up to where I really was. I gave a weak groan. Shaba, Piggyback’s pilot, stood at the edge of the bed, grinning at me with those blue eyes, her expression a mixture of jockish laughter and relief.
“... you’re fine.” Her smile widened and she lifted her hands up off my arms. “Gave us quite the scare, though.”
I’d read somewhere that there’s sometimes a very profound confusion one experiences when waking up from a prolonged unconsciousness. That’s true, but it’s both more and less than that—impossible to communicate for someone who’s not experienced it for themselves. Only seconds ago been laying on the inside of Piggyback, still struggling to breathe, to get my helmet off before I died. Being shot by the Toralii fighters, making the decision to eject from my crippled craft, launching the mission itself… they were were all fresh memories, vivid and raw as though they had just been made. It’s like waking up from an intense dream. Your brain has to take a minute to sort out what’s real.
“Oh really?” I coughed, searing pain stabbing me directly in the abdomen. Pain, now, for the first time. I could feel bandages gripping my chest, feel the faint tickle of stitches beneath.
Shaba rolled her shoulders, putting her hands together and cracking her knuckles. “You owe me money, from poker.”
I think I did, too. Change of subject time. I pointed down my body with a finger. “How bad...?”
“Terrible,” she answered as her eyes flicked down to my crotch, “short, shrivelled, always hanging to the left... barely gets up when you want him to, burns when you pee-”
“I meant the fucking-” Another wave of pain. Now that the shock had worn off, everything hurt. “The wound. Not...” I was not in the mood for this. “Urgh. But it’s fine, right?”
Shaba rested her hand on my gut. Pain. “Don’t worry, Mags, Penny’s little joystick is just fine. You won’t believe this, but... basically that bolt of Toralii energy went straight in and out, missing every single vital organ on the way. Couldn’t ask for a cleaner injury. You’ll be right as rain in no time, but you’ll have one hell of a scar.”
I coughed again, wincing slightly as the effort stretched my wounds, forcing myself to lay still. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
“Can’t say the same for your fighter, though,” remarked Shaba, her tone conveying an impish glee that I simply didn’t have the energy to go along with. “Looks like you broke your precious little baby. Captain Knight had a salvage team look at the dust
that was left of the explosion. There wasn’t even enough to bring back a souvenir for you.”
“That’s a shame. I blame Viper.”
“Hah. Still, you got your Martin Baker tie waiting for you when you get back, so that’s something at least.” 
Whenever anyone successfully employed a Martin Baker ejection seat and survived, the company sent them out a special pin and a tie. Some pilots, especially test pilots, made it a point of pride to collect them. I wasn’t exactly planning on starting a collection, but if you flew planes long enough you eventually got one.
“How did we go after you picked me up? Did we extract the prisoners?”
“Got all the poor bastards, yep. We didn’t score any other kills, the furballs retreated when they realised we were playing for keeps.” She idly stared down at her fingers indifferently. “So we got one of theirs, and they got one of ours. Nobody can say that we’re not scrupulously fair.”
“Fair. That’s great.”
“Well, we try.”
I reaching out with my hand, resting it on Shaba’s arm. “Thanks for coming to collect my arse,” I remarked, hoping that the sincerity I felt carried through on my voice.
“Hey, any time.” She winked. “How could I resist the chick magnet?”
I snorted. “Bullet
magnet more like. Did anyone else get hit?”
She laughed. “Nope. Just you. Not a single hit. The paint on Piggyback isn’t even scratched.”
“Figures.”
There was a moment’s silence as I closed my eyes. I felt intensely weary, as though I’d been awake for days. “How long have I been here?”
“Four hours, post surgery. About six total. It’s about two o’clock in the morning. Sunday.”
“Ah.” I nodded, wrinkling my nose. “I guess I missed dinner then.”
“Believe me you didn’t miss it. It was some kind of meat, that’s all we knew, but it looked like puke. I’d rather eat shell casings. We broke open some MREs from Piggyback’s stores instead. Chicken A La King. Mmm, mmm.”
MREs, or Meal Ready to Eat, were the bane of my existence. They were essentially foil-wrapped “food” that could be torn open and eaten with a minimal amount of preparation or fuss and came packaged with a hydrogen based chemical heater. An MRE was intended only as field nutrition when kitchens or normal supplies were not available. They came in two flavours: cardboard and vomit.
Shaba kept insisting that I just needed to try the right flavour to find one I liked, but I’d have to be a lot hungrier than a single missed meal to try it. I made a game of calling them all kinds of things: Meals Rejected by Everyone, Meal Ready to Expel or Morale Reducing Elements among many others. The best thing I loved about them was that each package was helpfully labelled “MEAL” in giant letters, as though some bureaucrat somewhere had assumed that the morons the military entrusted with heavy weapons would be unable to distinguish food from ammunition. 
Shaba’s comment about shell casings floated back into my mind. 
“Blech. I can’t believe you eat that crap.” 
“It’s a gourmet meal fit for a king, my friend, the stuff of-” Her eyes widened. “Wait a second, hang on, I nearly forgot...” she dug around inside a small plastic bag, fiddling for a moment before withdrawing her hand, closed into a fist. She held it in front of me teasingly. “Guess what we found rattling around the bottom of the cargo hold. Figured it belonged to you.”
She opened her hand, revealing the thin steel band that I thought I’d lost, the red heart shaped gem still splattered with blood.
“You didn’t even clean it?” I remarked dryly, although I couldn’t stop my face from lighting up in a bright grin.
“You must be joking,” she snorted, “I know your sordid history with women – I’m not touching your blood. I don’t want to... catch...
anything. I remember Brisbane.”
“Thanks anyway,” I said, extending my hand to take it, but she suddenly closed her fist, pulling it away.
“Uh uh uh.” Shaba shook her head, waggling a finger back and forth in front of my eyes. “You tease a girl with a pretty ring like this, you gotta make good with your promises.”
“If I gave that to you Penny will eat my soul for breakfast. Then yours. Gimme.”
Shaba lowered her hand, tilting her head. Her expression sobered and the playfulness left her voice. “No, dumbarse. I meant… if you give this thing to her, to Penny, you have to make sure you mean it. You have to stay with her. It’s a lifelong commitment.”
I felt a tight knot in my stomach. When did this suddenly stop being funny? “I know that, Rachel. I love Penny.”
Shaba frowned at the use of her real name. “I just don’t want either of you to end up like Gutterball.” With a melodramatic sigh she pressed her hand into mine, handing it over. “That’s the thanks I get... next time I’ll just leave you and your jewelry floating out there.”
The sliver of metal pressed into my skin as I squeezed, letting the soothing waters of its comfort sweep through me. I made it. The ring made it.
"I really appreciate this." I looked at Rachel, not sure whether to laugh or cry, knowing it didn't really matter. "I mean it."
Rachel patted me on the arm then stepped back, the playful edge to her voice returning.“Whatever. Make sure you don’t lose it next time you decide to take a walk in space.” She folded her hands in front of her. “We might not be there next time.”
“I won’t.”
She grinned and left me alone with my thoughts, and the ring I thought I’d lost. I played with it, turning it over and over in my fingers, letting the light play over the ruby. The glare from the fluorescent above me filtered through the ring’s red heart, the light seeming to flicker and shine from within.
The ruby light was the same shade as the blood on my bandages.
“Next time I see you,” I promised to nobody, clutching the ring in my hand. I rested my head back against the uncomfortable infirmary pillow.
Next time.
 
To Be Continued in Magnet: Special Mission!
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Magnet: Special Mission
 
"Spouse: someone to help you through all the trouble caused by your spouse."
 
- Kel-Voranian Proverb







 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Magnet: Special Mission
 
 
 
Orbit of Mars
Sol System
 
2038 A.D.
 
I EASED
INTO
A
VACANT seat, gripping the table to keep steady, wincing slightly and trying not to stretch my bandages.
“Deal me in.”
I’m Mike Williams, although most people around here called me Magnet, or Mags. No, check that—exclusively Magnet. 
When someone got wounded they’d end up in one of four places: stuck right back on duty, stuck in the ready room, stuck in the hospital, stuck in the morgue. I recently had a hole put in me, courtesy of the Toralii anti-fighter batteries, and it was still healing. I was stuck in the ready room.
The pilot’s ready room. A sacred hall for military aviators and aviatrixes. Our off-duty room, pub and private sanctum; a place of cigarette smoke, spilled alcohol, sweat and unwashed bodies. Where rank didn’t matter, neither did position nor title, not even names. We used only call-signs; calling someone by their real name meant something seriously bad was going down. We drank, gambled, smoked, bragged, fought and relaxed there. It was an anti-church, a den of debauchery and hedonism, and we wouldn’t have had it any other way.
The scoreboard, a floor-to-ceiling monitor, sat on the side farthest away from the door. It was moved there pride of place opposite the hatchway after too many drunk pilots stumbled into the touch-screen and broke it. Removing the mounting brackets was a colossal pain, but eventually the techs tasked to regularly replace the screen found moving it worth the inconvenience. The kill tally dotted the screen next to the names of each gunner and pilot, tracking their progress. The more aliens blasted into atoms or vented into space, the higher the scores climbed. So far the marks were all Toralii.
I’d gotten one kill. Not bad, but our CAG and flight leader, Iron, got three. He needed five to be an ace. Everyone knew Iron was gunning for it... then again, we all were. Aces had a small ace of spades next to their line and the techs painted one on their cockpit too. It was a coveted status symbol, one of the few that earned anyone any respect around here.
A line went through anyone we lost. Thirty six lines and nineteen kills overall marked the scoreboard. Not too bad a ratio, given how badly we were outmatched by our enemies, but I couldn’t help feel for two of our rookies who bought it. Both died with a clean row.
Sometimes I wondered if the nineteen enemies we splattered all over space had been Toralii rookies. Fuzzy aliens straight out of flight school thrown into a dogfight with humanity to die. Maybe their families experienced the same things when they were given the equivalent of a folded flag and a box of medals. Was there a Toralii scoreboard somewhere with nineteen lines through it and thirty six kills? And was some Toralii pilot eagerly looking forward to bagging himself three more Humans?
Gutterball, an Israeli Broadsword commander, dealt the cards. Mace, Shaba, Smoke, Ginger, Lion, and Bobbitt were crammed in around the well-scuffed table. Gutterball raised an eyebrow, her jade-green eyes watching me with the same hawkish glare she got whenever I was late for anything, which was often. She kept her black hair short, almost a buzz-cut really; a style she adopted after her husband walked out on her nearly two months ago. She hadn’t said what the hair had to do with anything and nobody had been brave enough to ask.
As I got comfortable, she turned her attention back to her cards. Fortunately the game hadn’t really started yet and was still in the betting round.
Gutterball was the Combat Systems Officer; a combination navigator, electronic warfare specialist, coordinator, commander and team mum. Ironic considering she was also the youngest of the crew.
The seven players made up the crew of the Piggyback, the Broadsword Search-and-Rescue gunship that picked me up after ejecting from my stricken fighter with a gushing hole in my belly.
The Piggyback saved my bacon.
“Aren’t you supposed to be in the infirmary, Mags?” she asked.
“Supposed to be, yeah,” I answered. “But I escaped. Gimme cards.”
“Big blind’s five hundred shekels. Same as usual.”
It would have been a lot of money a while ago but these days it was pocket change. I tossed some Israeli coins into the pot and she casually passed me a few cards, face down. Another player handed me a bottle of clear liquor. I screwed the top off and wrinkled my nose, but poured two fingers’ worth anyway. Everyone scooped up their cards.
I pulled up the corner of my hand. A three of diamonds and a five of clubs. Not exactly a stellar deal but there was a bit of potential. I made a point of trying to look disappointed, then overcompensating slightly.
I was actually pretty good at poker, especially with a face like mine. When I was a kid, my face got chopped up pretty good by a boat propeller. My Dad’s dingy grounded itself on a sandbar and I got out to push. My fuzzy memory of the incident lacked details but apparently I fell as my dad gunned it, right onto the churning blade. The resulting scar tissue left me few facial tells. And ugly as all fuck. 
Chick Magnet was the obvious choice for a call-sign. No one ever said pilots were particularly creative. Since I’d gotten myself shot in our last mission, some of my fellow pilots took to calling me Bullet Magnet instead. I couldn’t blame them. It was my idea.
Poker was one of the rare times having six garish slashes running forehead to jawline was actually an advantage. My little show complete, I played it cool, nodding thoughtfully to nothing.
Gutterball burned the top card and dealt. The ace of spades. Nothing promising so far.
Second card: seven of spades.
I groaned. “You’re breaking my heart here.”
“Suck it up,” she said, her eyes never leaving the cards she kept close, fanned protectively.
Third card: the three of hearts. At least I had a pair now.
Gutterball tossed a few coins into the pile. She must have had a strong hand, or wanted to give that impression. “So, the doctor’s going to have a hernia when she finds you out and about. You’ve got a good cover story, yeah?”
It was too early to fold and fortune favoured the courageous. I had decent cards but no way to know exactly how this was going to play out. Not that it mattered. There wasn’t much we were able to spend our money on out in space and I had coin to spare.
“Yeah. I’ll tell her I was sick of doctors and wanted to play cards.”
Amused titters from around the table. Doctor Richards wouldn’t see the humour but after two weeks of being locked in the infirmary I was prepared to risk a reprimand to get away from that sterile, empty place.
I had to make a call. I reached for the shot, brought it to my lips, and tilted back my head, letting the liquid burn its way down my throat. I pressed my luck, tossing a few more coins in. “Raise.”
Mace, the dorsal gunner, shook his bald head. Black two-day stubble peppered his dark Persian skin, dulling its usual shine. It didn’t seem to matter how often he shaved, you could almost watch his hair grow. “I got nothing. Fold.”
Shaba’s gaze met mine and I could tell she was trying to piece my bluff. Shaba was the Piggyback’s pilot, and almost as good with a stick as I was. Almost. 
After cards were dealt, she let her blonde hair spill down her shoulders and tossed the hair tie on the table. I kept my eye on her; she was trying to distract Ginger—her hand wasn’t likely strong.
Shaba was good at this, I respected that fact. She had a round, pretty face, smiling all the time, but the way the corner of her mouth curled up unevenly, the way she tilted her head just so, she was trying just a tiny bit too hard.
“Magnet’s bluffing,” she said. “Call.”
I snorted. “Yep, I’m bluffing.” The key with poker was to mix some truth in with the bluffs. Fifty-fifty was a good mix.
They went around the table. Smoke was one of the ship’s two medics and he liked to keep his hair as long as possible without breaking military regulations. He had regular haircuts, proper haircuts, not the military buzz-cut kind. They were so frequent we joked they were his equivalent of smoke breaks—three a day. 
He spent a long time staring at his cards, eyes drifting between the table and his hand. He shook his head and rapped the table with the tip of a finger. “Check.”
Ginger, Smoke’s assistant, chewed on the inside of his cheek. “You’re kidding, right? Call.”
The guy was only five-foot-two but compensated for his height by working out. We were all fit, but Ginger took it further. It was no surprise he copied exactly what Shaba did and called. The guy obviously had a massive thing for her, and equally obvious she didn’t reciprocate at all. 
Yeah, Ginger was strong, but his yellow and neglected teeth were a massive turn-off and his breath reeked like rotten meat. A shower every now and then couldn’t hurt either.
Can’t fault a guy for trying though, not that I was in much of a position to give lady advice. Chicks loved confidence, true, but having mincemeat for a face wasn’t exactly an asset when it came to the fairer sex.
Lion, the ventral gunner, threw some chips in, a wide grin on his face. “Raise.”
I focused my bluff-penetrating gaze on him. “Raise? Interesting.”
He matched my stare with one of his own and a kind of non-verbal stand-off ensued. We both tried to third and fourth-guess each other and our motives, studying each other through deliberately playful, carefully crafted smiles. 
“Interesting? You doubt my poker playing skills? It’s because I’m black, isn’t it?”
 Inwardly, I proclaimed victory. Lion’s clumsy deflection told me everything I needed to know. Still, I played along, letting him dictate the flow of the conversation. He had to think he’d successfully distracted me. “Black? You’re whiter than Ginger and, as Arabs go, he’s practically ghoulish. Being the only cracker on the flight roster must be getting to you.”
“I was born in Kenya, my friend.”
“The fact that a couple of white tourists had a baby in Kenya doesn’t make that baby black.”
Lion wasn’t having any of it. “Whatever you say, man. My soul is black.” 
I just shrugged like he’d made a good point. Then it was Bobbitt’s turn.
Bobbitt was the tail-gunner. He earned his nickname because the protruding bulge of the Broadsword’s tail-gun position looked vaguely phallic. During his first flight on board the ship, a Wasp fighter landed too close and sheared half of the turret off with its leading wing-tip. Bobbitt had avoided getting dismembered by inches but the name stuck.
Bobbitt threw down his cards in disgust. “Eh, fold. Screw this.”
So it was me, Gutterball, Shaba, Smoke, Ginger and Lion.
She dealt the turn, and turn things around it did. The four of hearts, giving me four in a row. Now we were getting somewhere.
“Thanks love,” I said, trying to spook her with a coy grin.
She fiddled with her cards and rolled her eyes. “You call me that and Penny will rip your cock off.” She smiled. “Then you’ll be just like Bobbitt.”
Penny was my long-time girlfriend back on Earth. I missed her more than I’d ever let on. Living in space on a warship made getting private time with her remarkably difficult.
A lot of pilots liked to sleep around. I used to. Now I reserved all my magnetism for Penny. An engagement ring was stashed in a pocket of my flight suit but I hadn’t found the opportunity to give it to her yet.
Bobbitt’s finger tapped on the back of his cards. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you, I didn’t get my cock ripped off, just the turret.” He shuffled awkwardly. “Just the turret.” 
“Whatever you say, Bobbitt,” I said.
Bobbitt pulled his legs close together when the topic of genital harm came up. Now I knew why Gutterball had raised it so deliberately.
Coins were thrown in. Smoke folded, the rest of us played on.
Last card was dealt and I let my face light up.
Two of spades. This game was mine.
“Moment of truth, ladies and gentlemen,” I said to the table, then gave Ginger a separate glance. “And Ginger.”
Ginger snorted and rolled his eyes. “Fuck you, you ugly mother fucker. I hope you suck a billion cocks and die.”
Useless angry words. Anger was the last resort of the defeated; those in control of their surroundings had no need to resort to such petty tricks. I just gave a twisted, impishly triumphant grin and went to turn over my cards, but the chirp of the ship’s intercom system stole my attention.
“General quarters, general quarters, general quarters. Condition two. All flight crew to the briefing room immediately.”

Briefing Room
TFR Sydney
 
I was one of the last to arrive, limping towards the hatchway of the briefing room. Taking a moment to rub my side before I entered, I straightened my back and forced my gait to be as normal and relaxed as I could.
Technically I didn’t have to be here. My replacement bird hadn’t arrived yet and I was bumped from the flight roster anyway. I hung around the Broadsword crews just in case. One never knew.
Iron wasted no time getting right down to business. He raised his muscle-bound arms, calling for silence.
“We’ve got a mission, so listen up. That means mouth closed, eyes open, Ginger.”
Duh, it was either a mission or a flight crew party and I didn’t see any fucking balloons.
Iron continued. “Good. For the last three hours the Sydney has been playing host to an important member of the Kel-Voran Imperium.”
Great.
Iron let the mutterings die down then spoke again. “The long and the short of it is: one of the Kel-Voran factions wants to help us but we have to do something for them. Their chief warlord, Vrald the Blood-Soaked, has a son. That son is our guest. The kid’s been pledged in marriage to the daughter of another warlord and our task is simple. We’re to play honour guard for Romeo and take him to his blushing bride.”
From what I knew of Kel-Voran biology, I was fairly certain their females wouldn’t blush easily, or more likely, were physically unable to. I kept my mouth shut though.
Here we were, facilitating a wedding to a pair of psychotic aliens, but I had done no planning towards my own. I felt vaguely guilty and resolved to make sure that this guy had an uneventful trip.
Iron continued. “We’ve given them our language files so we should be able to talk to them but there’s a catch.”
There was always a catch.
Iron pulled down the roll-down computer screen and it lit up when he touched it. “The Sydney is needed to defend the open Sol-system Lagrange point. We’re sending a jump-capable Broadsword to do the job. Loverboy’s bride lives on a planet deep in Kel-Voran space and they’re paranoid about security. Accordingly, the Kel-Voranians were very clear in regard to this: they would permit one ship through their territory and one only. So this is a solo mission. High risk, volunteer only. I’ll be taking expressions of interest no—”
“Sir, I volunteer Piggyback along with its crew.” Shaba’s hand was straight up in the air like a kid in class.
Iron looked expectantly to Gutterball. The ship’s commander was technically the one who did the volunteering. Her lips curled up in a faint smile then gave a slight nod of approval, so Iron turned back to Shaba. “Piggyback’s got quite the reputation, Lieutenant Kollek. As long as the rest of your crew sign on for this, I’ll approve it.”
There was a quiet, dismissive snort from the seat beside me. It was Lion.
“You must be fucking kidding me. Go to a blind rendezvous deep in one Kel-Voranian faction’s space, then travel through it to another faction’s space, then somehow get home? I’ve heard the stories of those runty, psycho bastards and there’s no way I’d trust them as far as I could throw them. They’re shifty and just as likely to challenge us to a duel to the death or something, or lead us into a trap. Why the fuck are we even considering this?”
Iron scowled ever so slightly. “I’m not sure what stories you’ve heard, Lieutenant, so allow me to set the record straight. It’s true the Kel-Voran, as a species, consider death in combat to be noble and highly desirable. Ever since they’ve been spaceborne their various factions have sought out powerful foes to test their strength; the Toralii, due to the might of their navy and their highly advanced technology, are their personal fight-buddies. From what we’ve been able to determine the Kel-Voran quarrel with the Toralii almost as often as they do with each other.”
The CAG slowly folded his hands over his chest. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re at a significant disadvantage against the Toralii. In terms of capitol ships they outnumber us many times over, their fighters are better, their weapons are stronger, and their hulls tougher. We’re their bitches, ladies and gentlemen.
“So we need someone who can take on the Toralii. Those fuzzy fuckers are pissed off because we have jump drive, in violation of their laws, and our choices essentially boil down to surrendering the technology or face open warfare. I like my toys, and as much as it galls me to ally with those psychotic reptiles, I am nobody’s bitch.”
Lion rolled his shoulders. “Cute, but count me out. I signed up for search and rescue duty, not suicide.”
Whispers and mutterings filling the briefing room. Not volunteering for a dangerous mission was entirely different from refusing one. Lion might as well have asked to be reassigned to a desk job. “That’s your right,” Iron said. “Lieutenant Rubens, looks like you’ll need another ventral gunner.”
“Yes, sir.” Gutterball’s face was even and controlled. Most would have thought she was accepting Lion’s absence without complaint, just being professional, but I knew better. She got this way sometimes with the heavy stuff. The madder she got, the calmer she appeared, then later she would get even. I imagined that, at some point in the near future, the contents of Lion’s quarters would be mysteriously dumped into the trash chute.
Shaba, on the other hand, looked downright furious. She leaned over to one of the other pilots and muttered something I didn’t catch, her hands gripping her seat, physically restraining herself. I tried to picture exactly how she was planning on murdering Lion. Pickaxe to the upper vertebra? Airlock into space? Hand grenade in his sleeping quarters?
The murmurs rose in the room but nobody volunteered. That didn’t seem right. A flight crew was supposed to be a team. The whole ship was a team. The Piggyback had saved my life only a couple of weeks ago and now Lion had embarrassed them in front of the entire flight roster. Shaba obviously wanted this mission and I owed them one. Before I knew what I was doing I opened my mouth.
“Sir? Since I’m not doing anything else useful, I volunteer to be Piggyback’s ventral gunner for the mission.”
Iron paused, dropping his eyes to my injured side. “You’re off the roster for a reason.”
“I can work a turret, sir.” I nodded for emphasis. “With your permission.”
“You’ll need a medical clearance.” He glanced to Gutterball. “Your call, Lieutenant.”
“I’m happy to take him if it’ll get us out in space, Major, he’s got one hell of a debt to work off. Don’t worry, I’ll have our flight doc’ make sure he’s good to go.”
I could see he wasn’t happy with the arrangement. “Very well,” said Iron, “Request approved. Your crew departs in thirty minutes.”

Hanger Bay
TFR Sydney
 
The hanger bay was cramped, more so now that it had a small crowd of Humans all jostling for a look at our alien guest. He was tall for a Kel-Voran, standing at nearly five feet high, his skin a mottled reptilian green and covered in tiny scales. We’d been shown pictures of Kel-Voran and they had always appeared pretty tough, but this guy looked as though one solid blow would snap him in half. 
I got the distinct impression that he didn’t like us one bit.
Then he spoke, baring the tips of his razor sharp and polished white teeth. His lips didn’t match the words he spoke and a small box around his throat flashed as the pitch of his voice rose and fell. “I am Belvarn the Undying, son of Vrald the Blood-Soaked. I am prepared to depart.”
“I’m Lieutenant Jane Rubens,” said Gutterball, “I’m the commander of this vessel. I welcome you on behalf of Task Force Resolution.”
The Kel-Voran folded his thin and bony arms, staring intently at Gutterball. “Your welcome is unnecessary.”
She reached up and ran a hand across her bald head. “Well. Very well, then.”
Ginger leaned in close to my shoulder. “Nice dress,” he whispered, “The poor bastard looks like Priscilla, Queen of the Space Desert.”
He did too. He was clad in a strange garment that I thought looked distinctly like a long flowing dress made of feathers. Each feather was long and thick, coloured a garish unattractive mix of gold and brown as though someone had dyed then skinned a peacock and made a dress out of it. Not to mention he smelled a bit flowery, a strange mixture of scents that was a marked contrast to the metal and sweat of the flight crew.
The alien barely turned his head, examining Mace with what I swore was a mixture of curiosity and contempt. The translated voice coming from the box was tone dry, pissy and full of emotion, rather than the stale robot voice I was expecting. “Lieutenant Jane Rubens, you have an extraordinarily large amount of ground troops present. Who is this?”
Everyone seemed confused by the question. I certainly was. 
“I’m nobody,” said Mace, “and I’m not a soldier. I’m part of the flight crew.”
“Very well, Nobody. I accept your explanation for your presence.”
I got the distinct impression that he did not.
“It’s quite alright,” said Gutterball, “We have a lot to learn from each other. We can discuss it on the journey, if you like, since we’ll be seated together. A chat would be enjoyable.”
The Kel-Voran narrowed his eyes, his visage stern. “I am not on this journey to enjoy myself, Humans. Let us have my enslavement over with quickly, I have no mind to tarry.”
“Curious,” said Gutterball, “Why the hurry? Is the wedding time sensitive?”
The Kel-Voran stiffened and straightened his back. “I do not desire to speak of this.” He brushed down the long dress with his slender hands, turning to the Broadsword. “Let us depart as soon as possible.”
“Of course. Step right this way, please.”
The two stepped onto the loading ramp of the vessel as Gutterball tried, again, to engage him in conversation. Belvarn and his pretty feathery dress disappeared into the ship’s insides and, keeping my voice low, I mumbled to the others. 
“Not much fun, is he?”
Bobbitt leaned on Mace’s shoulder. “Enslavement? That’s a bit rough. Isn’t he supposed to be on his way to his wedding?”
I looked across the flight deck to the door to the pilot’s ready room, imagining the wall of lockers inside and the ring I had stashed in mine.
“Apparently.” I dismissed the distracting thoughts from my mind. “Whatever. Let’s get the pre-flight done.”
As a Wasp pilot, I hadn’t really spent as much time with the Broadswords as I probably should have, but I was qualified to act as a gunner. I’d had plenty of practice in simulations and the principle (and a lot of the hardware) was the same. 
Still, I figured a re-familiarisation with the Broadsword was in order. As the others got busy I reached out, touching the hull, slowly walking around the large craft.
The Lockheed-Chengdu AH-48 Broadsword was a stocky, lumpy brick, not exactly a thing of beauty. Almost sixty metres long, it weighed in at sixteen tonnes and was clad in the same armour as the rest of the ship.
I’d be taking the ventral gun position, which was underneath the bird. The Broadsword was armed with four quad auto-cannon arrangements; one on the top, bottom and rear, and one set of fixed guns in the front operated by the pilot. Short, stubby missile racks extended out from each side, running almost the length of the ship, heavily loaded with short and medium ranged missiles.
All in all, the ship was a brawler. It was designed to get into a cloud of enemy fighters, guns blazing and missiles flying everywhere, all the while taking a ridiculous amount of punishment and still fly.
Best of all it had a compact, low power jump drive on-board, which would be the cornerstone to our mission into Kel-Voran space.
“Beautiful, ain’t she?” Shaba said from behind me.
I laughed dismissively, waving a hand at the ungainly vessel. “It’s a pig with wings.”
“A pig with wings and a fuckload of guns,” Shaba said, “and it’s tough as nails. Built by the most advanced technology Lockheed had to offer, then given a thick slathering of Chengdu Corporation over-engineering. Throw in some European Union-required safety checks and workmanship verification to round it out, and what you have is a really solid, tough platform that can do basically anything you ask it to.” She smirked slightly. “‘Cept win beauty contests.”
“Well, you know, I do have a lot of respect for ugly pieces of shit that can kick arse,” I said, rubbing my hand along one of the armoured plates that lined the hull.
Shaba snorted. “‘Cept you can’t kick arse.”
“What? You thought I was talking about me? I’m not ugly, I was talking about you!” I spent enough time with them for Shaba to know know when I was nervous. That was kind of nice to know. It helped. “So. We have jump coordinates, yeah?”
Shaba tapped a manila folder full of papers. “You bet. We’re waiting for the paperwork to be finalised before we strap in and get out of here.” She stopped smiling and hugged the folder to her chest. “You sure you can do this, Mags? Smoke says you’re good for it, but...”
I thumped on my chest. “We’ll find out soon enough, won’t we?” 
I had this in the bag.

Inside Piggyback
Hanger Bay
TFR Sydney
 
I opened the hatch to the gunner’s compartment and stared down at the small space. The turret was cramped. I was pretty tall for a pilot which made the comparatively roomy Wasp cockpit a fairly tight squeeze, but the turret was significantly worse. 
Claustrophobes need not apply. I unhooked my sidearm and placed it on the dashboard, inhaled, and squeezed into the tiny seat. Settled in as comfortably as humanly possible I reached up and put the headset over my head.
Moments later, Gutterball’s voice spoke into my ears. “Initiating pre-flight launch sequence. All elements radio check.”
Shaba answered first. “Stick, check. Green light.”
“Gutterball, this is Mace. Dorsal turret is active, weapons safe. Green light.”
It was my turn. I triple checked my instruments, then reached out for the control column and levelled the turret parallel to the deck of the Sydney below. I gave it a full three-sixty horizontal spin to test the movement and verified the weapon safety was on. “Magnet here. Ventral turret active, weapons safe. Green light.”
“Bobbitt here, tail-gun active, weapons safe. Green light.”
“Gutterball, Ginger. Bags packed and ready to go.”
“Smoke here. Ready for departure.”
A moment’s silence, then energy began to build within the ship, a quiet hum that was the signal that the ship’s reactionless drive was active. The sound reverberated though turret as it grew; ships made noise within atmospheres such as the hanger bay, but out in space it would be as quiet as a hunting owl, just like every other ship, missile, asteroid, and chunk of space debris. The noise softened as the air was pumped from the hanger bay, the engine’s hum slowly fading away to nothing.
As the Broadsword lifted off, the metal deck shrank away and became a river of metal moving only meters below me. Being so close to the deck, facing straight down, was discomforting. My instincts lied, told my gut the ship was inches away from smashing against the unyielding runway. I forced myself to be rational. Shaba was a good pilot. She’d done this countless times. We were in no danger, or so I kept telling myself. Years of training was hard to ignore.
The blast doors of the Sydney’s hanger bay silently slid open. The metal hanger deck below me was suddenly replaced by a sea of stars, tiny gems on a blanket of black velvet, the light of the heavens welcoming us as the ship cleared the launch bay and banked towards Mars.
The Sydney shrank away as Piggyback sailed towards the jump point. Soon it was just another bright dot in the sky. Without that frame of reference, even swinging my turret perpendicular to the ship’s nose, the stars didn’t seem to move at all. If I hadn’t of known better I’d have sworn the ship was completely still.
I shifted in my seat, getting myself slightly more comfortable. Or, at least, slightly less uncomfortable. Something dug into my side. The holster was too bulky. I removed it too, placing it beside the handgun.
“Gunnery crew, check weapons.”
I flicked the safety off, pointing my four guns out to nothing, then squeezed the trigger for just shy of a quarter of a second. There was almost no sound except for a slight hum, probably caused by vibrations from the weapons being transmitted through the metal of the airframe. The flash of the weapons was surprisingly bright. The short burst sent four streams of explosive shells flying out towards nothing.
“Gutterball, Magnet. Ready to rock and roll.”
“We’re a glorified bus service. We neither rock nor roll.”
I clicked the safety back on. Now there was nothing to do but wait as the ship travelled towards the Sol system blockade. Mars grew ahead of us, the dusty red planet filling more and more of the starfield.
After the Toralii attacked Earth, humanity had defended themselves by laying gravity mines at the jump points around the whole system, save one near Mars. This one, Cerberus, was open but absolutely crawling with gun batteries, nuke batteries, fighters and Broadswords, with a few railguns on giant pivot turrets in case larger ships jumped in. The last line of defense was a dozen gravity mines. If the blockade was overrun, the defenders could turn off this jump point too.
None of the weapons, grim and silent, paid us any attention as we slid into the Lagrange point.
“Sydney, this is the Broadsword Piggyback. We are at the Lagrange point and ready to jump.”
“Copy that, Piggyback. Good hunting.”
There was a soft whine as the ship’s jump drive gained power, then a brief flash of light visible through the turret window as the ship leaped across the stars towards Kel-Voran space.

Inside Piggyback
Deep within Kel-Voran Space
 
When the ship reappeared, and the light of the jump faded, we were in a very different section of space. In a cockpit, I got used to looking at stars, but none of the constellations I could see from Earth were visible; whereever we were, it was nowhere near home.
The sky was a red-yellow splattering of colour and I realised that this planet was near a giant nebula. Almost directly below the ship was a dirt-brown planet with sparse oceans and clouds, backlit by this system’s star. Light from the nebula ringed the planet in a luminescent halo, glowing gold and red as though the whole system were wreathed in flame. It gave the whole system a ghostly, ethereal look. I wished I’d brought a camera.
“Jump complete,” came Gutterball’s voice, “All elements check in.”
Everyone rattled off again, including me.
“Cooling the jump drive and moving to condition four. Shaba, embark for waypoint Bravo.”
The tiny ship turned and began moving towards the planet. I heard Mace’s voice.
“Pretty, ain’t it. I guess there’s a reason the Kel-Voran call this the Blood Sky system.”
I touched the intercom. “Guess there is. Damn, why can’t we have a system as nice as this?”
Gutterball laughed. “I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas any more, Toto.”
“Maybe while I’m here I’ll check in with a real estate agent.”
“And have creepy reptiles for neighbours. Just imagine the housewarming.”
Everyone laughed and it was good. Being stuck in an unfamiliar system, surrounded by unfriendlies, a person could get a bit too tense. A bit jumpy, even. Pilots and crew were supposed to have two modes. Cool and cold. Joking made you seem relaxed, which helped others relax, too.
While I doubted I’d ever get bored of the view, the beauty of this place would be lost on Penny. She recently had an implant installed that gave her the ability to make out rough shapes and bright colours, and that was really it. She was still blind. It was unlikely she would see this sky as anything more than a giant red blob.
Maybe after this mission I’ll take some leave and propose. She’d be a beautiful bride. My bride. I wanted that and I never knew it more than when I was in the expansive black and nothingness of space. You found out what you really wanted out here, out where everything you wanted wasn’t. And everything you thought you wanted before, you didn’t miss. I loved Italian food, but I’d throw it away without a second thought. Personal truths were easy to come by in space. 
Mine was Penny. With her, space was less empty.
The rest of the journey was made in silence, punctuated occasionally by work chatter. We tuned our radars, adjusted our gun sights and took radiation readings. Soon the planet loomed larger in my window, the light from the star creating a glare in my armoured canopy.
A blip on my targeting computer. The ship’s radar had found something. Four blue blobs, three smaller ones and a larger one, came up directly ahead and below. I swung the turret around and lined them up, applying maximum optical magnification. They were still too far to see. I pressed the talk key, hovering my sights over the red circles.
“Contact. Four bogeys, twelve o’clock low. Break.” My language was deliberate; Bogey meant unidentified contact, whilst bandit meant the radar signal was confirmed hostile. More information came in. “Three fighters and one gunship.” 
Gutterball’s voice filled my headset. “Got ‘em. They’re transmitting Kel-Voran identification codes. Flagging them as allied.”
The blue dots flickered and became a dark green. Light green was friendly, dark green was allied, blue for unidentified, grey for hazard such as asteroids or debris, yellow for missiles and red for hostiles.
Normally only the Beijing and Tehran’s fighters were that shade of green. Seeing aliens identified as allies struck me as very odd, especially after what the Toralii had done to Earth. Yet here we were, right about to throw our lot in with the Kel-Voran. Aliens as allies might become a common sight. I should start getting used to it.
The ships drew closer and closer. Eventually I saw them in my targeting viewer at maximum magnification. They were thin, long and straight, little darts bathed in the golden light of the star, bristling with needle-like protrusions which I presumed to be weapons or sensors. Given the Kel-Voran propensity for violence I guessed the former.
I heard Shaba speak into my headset. “They’re coming awfully close... they’ll be passing within a kilometre. Should we give them a little more space?”
“Negative,” said Gutterball, “hold course. We’re authorised to be here and we don’t want to make it look like we have anything to hide.”
I watched them in my targeting viewfinder as the ships flew past us, seemingly paying us no mind. Soon we had a view of their rear as they moved away.
“Wonder what that was all about?” I said.
Nobody had any answers.

Inside Piggyback
En-route to the rendezvous
Deep within Kel-Voran Space
 
Boredom was the enemy of soldiers in war. They say that combat is ninety-nine percent mind-numbing boredom and one percent pants-shitting terror. I was inclined to agree. Being a gunner was much worse than a pilot though. Instead of a whole ship, and all it entailed, I was in only charge of a single perspex ball with four guns. With nothing to shoot at the only thing I could do to amuse myself was slowly spin my turret around, looking for enemies that would be seen by the ship’s radar long before I spotted them visually. The giddy disorientation born of being strapped into a gyrating ball got old real quick.
That left only conversation with the crew. We chatted about politics, drugs, sex, life and the afterlife. Which naturally lead into a discussion about religion. With everyone except me being an Israeli citizen, the attention quickly turned to me.
“So Mags,” said Gutterball, “You religious or not?”
I winced, shaking my head. Nobody could see it but it was like smiling when on the telephone. “Nah. My Dad is though. My Mum, not so much. So’s Penny, she’s been an Anglican all her life.”
Although only Gutterball had asked, suddenly there was a collective ‘Oooooooh!’ through the headset. I’d forgotten that the rest of the crew were listening in.
Mace spoke up when the noise had quietened down. “Anglican. Cool. How serious is she, man?”
I flushed, fiddling with the talk key. I didn’t want to tell them the truth.
“Pretty serious. She goes to church on Sundays and makes me go when I visit. Prayer before meals.” This bit was the kicker. I had to brace myself for the inevitable. “We, uh, haven’t had sex yet.”
A brief silence followed by raucous laughter. When it died down, Gutterball chortled into my headset. “But,” Gutterball said between laughs, “but Mags, you’ve been dating for, like, four years!”
Yup, there it was. No one ever said, “Cool! Good on ya!”
“Dude, dude, oh God. Don’t tell me you haven’t busted a nut in four years.” Gutterball could never be accused of being a prude.
“Four years almost to the day. Not since Brisbane and that hooker.” Well, that wasn’t entirely true, but it was a story for another time.
Smoke laughed, almost like sputtering engine into my headset. “Mother fucker. If I hadn’t gotten laid in four years I’d have the worst blue balls. I’d beg the Toralii to shoot my arse. Hey, maybe that’s what happened to Mags!”
More laughter. Around and around went the turret. “Hey, change of subject, bitches. How’s our guest?”
“He’s fine.” Gutterball sounded disappointed. “Damn bastard’s just sitting there in his chair, not moving or saying a word. I tried, but he’s not even looking at me. It’s kinda creepy. I tried to talk to him but he completely ignores anything I say. He looks like he’s sweating bullets, though. Keeps looking out the window like he’s expecting something.”
“Guess he really thinks he’s going off to be enslaved or whatever.”
“Hey, we don’t know jack about their marriage customs. Maybe he is being enslaved.”
“Eh, maybe.” I stopped spinning the turret, moving it around the other way now. “We could always keep asking him. It seems like it would be good intel if we could get him to talk. We still don’t know that much about his species.”
Gutterball tittered dismissively. “Yeah, good luck with that. He doesn’t seem to want to—” Suddenly she was all business. “Radar contact! Weapons tight, all crew move to condition two.”
I stopped spinning and my eyes flew to my radar screen. Five dark green blobs, coming up from the rear. Heading directly for us.
The other gunners began calling in and I was last.
“Magnet, condition two.”
As Shaba reported I swung my turret around. The fighters were coming in from above the ship. I couldn’t get an angle but it didn’t matter. The targeting radar still showed the fighters as green, allied, and Shaba had ordered us to weapons tight which meant we were only authorised to engage targets that were confirmed hostile. Although their behaviour was certainly disturbing we had no evidence they meant us any harm.
Yet.
Silence reigned while our “allies” drew closer and closer. I knew Gutterball had the radio; she was almost certainly talking to them. We had to be missing something. Then she spoke on the internal frequency, her voice tense. 
“Everyone, we got a problem.”
“Yeah?” asked Shaba.
“They want our guest.”
It didn’t make any sense. Those same fighters had flown right past us earlier. Speaking out of turn, I touched my transmit key. “Why?”
“Fucked if I know. The gunship told me, quite plainly, that they want us to turn him over then, get this, abandon ship.” She laughed a mocking, empty laugh. “They said they’d ‘make sure we were eventually recovered and returned unharmed’.”
I really did not want to be floating in space two missions in a row. “And you don’t believe them?”
“Not for one fucking second. My guess is that they’ll waste us the moment we bail out. They have no incentive to give two shits about us and they’ve already shown they can’t be trusted. Besides, we’re witnesses. You don’t just let witnesses go.”
The fighters were now within effective weapons range, even if the angle wasn’t right. I fiddled with the safety switch, pushing it towards armed then lowering it back down. “Good. So, waste ‘em?”
There was a slight pause, then the dots on my screen flickered and turned blood red.
“Waste ‘em. Weapons free, call your targets.”
I clicked the safety off right as Shaba powered the reactionless drive, throwing the ship to one side. She half-rolled, presenting the ship’s underbelly to one of the fighters and I fired off a short burst. Anticipating this, perhaps, the fighter moved as well. The distance gave him the edge and my shots went wide. I tracked it with my turret, lining up for another shot, but it moved out of my arc.
“Flip-six in three…” Shaba called her moves for the gunners, so that we knew when to shoot.
I gripped the cramped sides of my enclosure tightly, the gunnery crew sounding off. “Ready!”
 “Mark!”
The ship lurched, turning end over end, until it flipped in the opposite direction and sped up. The turret swung around, spinning freely until I regained the controls. Fighters flashed by my gunsight but there was no hope of hitting them at that speed. Hostile fire streaked past us as we banked, barely missing the end of the ship.
“Nice move, Shaba.”
“No it wasn’t!” said Bobbitt, his voice strained. He had his mouth too close to his microphone. “Yeah, hey, I’m fine, thanks for asking! I nearly got my arse shot in half!”
Shaba laughed at him. “If you’re not hit nobody cares. Suck it up.”
Despite the flip-six I was disturbed by how little manoeuvring we were doing. My pilot’s instincts were complaining once again. We rolled again. I spun my turret, letting off a stream of fire at a passing fighter. “Man these bastards are quick.”
“Just line ‘em up and knock ‘em down,” said Shaba. I grit my teeth and swung the turret around like a lunatic, trying to line up the projected course of my rounds with the zig-zagging, erratic path of the hostile Kel-Voran.
I knew that fighting in a ship with gunners was different than fighting in a fighter. In a smaller Wasp, the pilot had to align the nose to the enemy to fire their guns. In the larger Broadsword, however, the main thing was to keep the ship steady so the gunners could shoot. But we still had to move; too; if we remained perfectly still we would be shot to ribbons.
“Dodge and weave on the Y axis. Mark.”
I felt the ship lurch, a defensive manouver, as the hostile gunship opened up. We moved but not enough; a half-dozen bright white balls of light smashed into our hull with the hiss of dissipating armour and scream of tearing metal.
The sound was awfully close.
“Missiles away.” Shaba’s quiet, confident voice was welcome. I needed some calm. “Fox two, fox two. Open wide, arseholes.”
Twin yellow dots appeared on my radar screen as two of our missiles flew from their racks, banking and streaming towards the hostile gunship. The vessel ceased fire and broke to the side to avoid them, the first of our missiles veering wide and streaking off towards the void. The second tracked home with deadly efficiency, catching the gunship on the aft and exploding. Flame poured from the rear of the ship as it vented atmosphere and spun helplessly in space, debris and white gas spewing from the gaping hole in its hull.
An early victory, but despite its firepower the gunship didn’t seem to be the main threat. The fighters were still whizzing around us, redoubling their attack, their shots burning off layer after layer of our ablative armour.
I fired off another short burst, the rounds flying off into nothing as the Kel-Voran dodged. “Don’t Broadswords have nukes on-board? Why don’t we scatter the fighters with one of those?”
Gutterball’s voice came back to me. “Strike Broadswords have nukes, not SAR Broadswords.”
The ship jerked as Shaba tried to avoid another wave of fire.
“Damn. Why the hell did we bring doctors, anyway? A nuke would have been nice.” Bitch, bitch. I tried to line up a Kel-Voran fighter as it zoomed silently past my turret, a ripple of its energy fire missing me by metres. “Maybe we should look into that.”
“Maybe we shouldn’t. Haven’t you ever heard of danger-fucking-close?”
Right. Some part of me knew we would be way too close for nukes. I wasn’t used to fighting in nuke-equipped craft. At this range, even if we had such a device, we’d be well within the blast radius of our own weapon.
The Kel-Voranians whizzed around our ship, firing ineffectually, and I didn’t have time to think of a snippy comeback. “Whatever. Fortunately these guys can’t shoot for shit. Shaba, you must be shaking them pretty good.”
Mace grunted. “Hey new guy, less talky, more kill-y.”
“More kill-y?” I shot off another burst, the tracers streaking past one of the fighter’s cockpits, the closest I’d gotten to a strike yet. “I would have thought there would at least be a grammar test before anyone would let you climb into one of these things and just start blowing shit up with—”
Kel-Voran fire ripped into the underside of Piggyback. I heard the snap-hiss of ablative armour as it dissipated the focused energy blast in a cloud of vaporised metal. When it cleared, my gun sight hovered square over the hull of an enemy fighter. I fired another short burst, scoring hits on the fighter’s port side. It immediately began venting atmosphere and listed upward. Twinkling explosions traced my next burst across its underside and the ship broke in half, consumed in a bright flash of light as the rounds struck some vital, volatile component.
“Magnet?” asked Gutterball, “You still alive down there?”
I risked a look at the hull near my turret. The incoming fire had gone straight through the hull plating but missed my enclosure by approximately three centimetres. Any further over and I’d be sucking down vacuum. “I’m fine. He missed the turret by the length of Bobbitt’s dick. Scratch one though.”
“Good,” she answered, “Now. Less talky, more kill-y.”
I wisely shut up, spinning the turret around to the starboard side, trying to follow one of the remaining fighters. It flew in low, arced up and fired again. I lined up a retaliatory burst, catching it on the port side. It overshot, up and over, out of my arc.
I heard Mace in my headset. “Scratch one. It looked damaged. Bobbitt, did you wing it?”
“No, Magnet did.” Bobbit sounded sour about it too.
Glancing down at my radar I saw the last Kel-Voran fighter turn and bug out, streaking across space away from our ship. This wasn’t a victory, though. I knew that if they got away, he’d be back and with more of his mates. We’d barely fought off the four of them; I doubted we could handle any more.
I swung my turret around, aligning my guns to the fleeing craft, and a quick burst blew it to debris before it flew out of range.
Shaba came over the headset first, breaking the silence we all needed to figure out how to breathe again. “Nice shooting, Magnet. First day on the job and you get two and a half kills. Who the fuck needs Lion, anyway?”
Everyone laughed, and I held onto the talk key until it died down. “Hey Gutterball, you see that shot?”
No answer. “Gutterball, Magnet. You okay up there?”
Again, no answer. I fiddled with the straps holding me in my chair, reaching for the release clasp. “Hang on, I’ll go see what’s wrong.” I squirmed out of the ventral gunner’s seat and twisted around, grabbing for the hatchway handle. Three turns and it was unlocked. I popped the hatch open with a metallic groan and the faint hiss of a pressure differential. 
I raised my head through and found myself directly down the barrel of Gutterball’s Beretta.

The Kel-Voran’s hand shifted and, instinctively, I knew he was going to shoot.
Fortunately a pilot’s instincts are pretty sharp. I dropped the hatch and the metal slammed down on the gun with a clank. It discharged, a deafening crack-roar as the pistol in the cramped, insulated turret. The pressure blew off my headset. A bright flame leapt from the barrel, the heat burning my ear and lighting up the highly oxygenated enclosure. I gave a manly shriek of pain.
The gun slipped back out of the hatchway as I jammed it closed, then gingerly felt around my ear.
Apart from a loud ringing, and tenderness and pain in the surrounding tissue, it seemed okay. First aid would have to come later. I had to go back out though. Cautiously I cracked open the hatchway an inch to see. The Kel-Voran was gone. My instincts wanted me to shout out to the others, but the turrets were heavily armoured, and essentially soundproofed. There was no way I could get to them that way. Instead, I cupped a hand over my throbbing ear and ducked back into the turret, reaching down with one hand to pick up the singed but intact headset, putting it over my head. Fortunately it was wireless.
“Shaba? Shaba, lock the cockpit. It’s the Kel-Voran. He’s loose. He tried to shoot me.”
I was relieved when she answered right away. “Cockpit’s already sealed as part of condition two. You serious? Priscilla tried to shoot you?”
I’d honestly forgotten what the Kel-Voran’s real name was. Priscilla would do. I reached out to retrieve grabbed my sidearm from the top of the console. With one hand I awkwardly loaded the magazine by bracing it against the seat and, taking my hand away from my ear, racked back the slide. “Yeah.”
“Shit,” said Mace, “I didn’t bring my sidearm. Damn turrets are cramped enough as it is.”
“Me either,” said Bobbitt, “Where’d he get a gun? Did he bring it on-board with him?”
I gritted my teeth, rubbing at my burned ear through the headset. “No, he’s got Gutterball’s. Thankfully I have mine.”
“Did you plug him?”
“No, it happened too fast. I hurt his hand with the hatchway though. He’s gotta be somewhere, this ship ain’t that big.”
“Wait,” said Shaba, “Someone just tried to open the cockpit.”
“Well at least we know where he is.”
“What about Smoke and Ginger?” asked Bobbitt.
“I don’t know,” answered Shaba, “They’re in the hold and they’re not in coms. If they followed procedure, their section should be sealed too.”
“Right. Mace, Bobbitt, you two gun-less muppets stay where you are. I’ll go see if I can find him.” I creaked open the hatch again, but all seemed quiet. Slowly, slowly I brought it up until it was completely open. I climbed out and into the main hull of the spacecraft.
“This is like a bad horror movie.” I stepped forward, my pistol resting comfortably in both hands as I made my way towards the front of the ship. “Gutterball? You there?”
No answer. I moved forward to the commander’s section, my gun leading the way. 
That’s when my heart stopped. I saw Gutterball slumped up against the bulkhead near her console, her head limp. Shifting my pistol into one hand I stepped into the puddle of blood. It splashed onto my boots as I closed with her, reaching up and touching my headset.
“Shit, it’s Jane. Jane’s down.”
I put my hand on her shoulder, squeezing tightly. She didn’t move. I eased her forward and she fell like a rag doll. I could see two entry wounds on her back, staining her flight suit and flowing down onto the deck. There were still bleeding.
“What happened?” asked Shaba.
“He shot her. He shot her in the back.”
There was a torrent of swearing as everyone talked at once. I ripped the sleeve off my uniform, cramming the bundle of cloth against the wound to try and slow the blood loss. I reached down and folded her flight suit up for more fabric. The acrid gunpowder residue in the air mixed in with the coppery scent of blood.
Shaba’s voice cut over the others. “How bad? Mike, how bad?”
“Bad.” I jammed the makeshift fabric bandage into the wound. “Two entry, no exit, upper chest area from the rear. Faint respiration, weak pulse. She’s non-responsive and there’s a lot of blood. I need a medi—”
Footsteps. I spun around, levelling my pistol directly at the sound. The Kel-Voran and I saw each other at the same time. He was returning from the aft, the passageway to the hold and the dorsal gunner, Gutterball’s pistol held in both his hands. He raised it at me, his eyes wide.
But I was quicker. I squeezed the trigger. A bright lick of flame flew from the muzzle. The round whizzed past him, screaming as it ricocheted off the interior hull and embedded itself into the floor. The short Kel-Voran crouched behind a spare oxygen tank.
I pulled over Gutterball’s seat, using the back as a shield, keeping my pistol trained on where the Kel-Voran was. “You god-damn mother fucker!” I shouted. The bastard wouldn’t make it off the ship alive. Not as long as I was still kicking. “You fucking shot her!”
The Kel-Voran’s twin voices, his natural one and the translation, echoed from behind the cover. “It was unfortunate, but I required her assistance and she did not cooperate.”
“No fucking shit she didn’t cooperate! You didn’t tell us there’d be people after your head!”
A morbid laugh filtered from down the corridor. “No, you do not understand. Those ships were my bondsmen and they were acting on my orders.”
“Wait, your bondsmen?” I craned my neck to try and see him. “What the fuck? Why would you want your own people to destroy a ship with you on it?”
A hand appeared and two shots roared in the cramped environment as he fired blind, both rounds missing me by miles. I squeezed off a round in return, barely missing his knuckles. The hand retreated.
“They were not to destroy your primitive vessel, idiot Human, merely disable it.”
So that’s why the Kel-Voran fighters had done a lot of shooting but not a lot of hitting, and when they did, it was in non-vital components. We hadn’t repelled them through the strength of our weapons or tactics. They had been holding back. Toying with us. 
“Then they kill us, right?”
“Of course,” he said, “what else did you expect?”
Gutterball’s instinct had been right. 
“Why? Why go to all this effort?”
“Do all Humans talk this much?”
I kept one hand on my weapon, the other pushing down on the sleeve, trying to keep Gutterball’s blood inside her body. “Yeah, well, I don’t know. And those arseholes? They’re sucking vacuum right now. How does that make you feel?”
“They died honourably. They died following my orders. Theirs is a death in battle, there is no honour more greater than this. I envy them.”
“Yeah, they’re so fucking brave. You know one of them tried to ran away before we shot him in the arse?” They didn’t all care about their stupid honour. I shuffled Gutterball’s makeshift bandage. “And if you envy them, well, believe me I’d be happy to give you the same, you fucking short cu—”
The hatchway to the hold swung open. A concerned looking Smoke stepped into the divider between the hold and the upper part of the ship. His eyes flicked down to the oxygen bottle where the Keln-Voran was hiding. For a split second he didn’t move, surprised.
Damn it. I tried to wave him back down the hatch. “Smoke! Smoke, get back—”
The Kel-Voran fired at him, two shots from where I couldn’t see him, and Smoke fell back through the open hatchway.
“SMOKE! You okay?!” I almost broke cover but I couldn’t leave Gutterball. I didn’t want another bleeding body but going after him would probably make it three. For a moment I was sure Smoke had been hit too, but then I saw his foot push the hatchway almost closed.
“I’m fine!” Smoke risked a peek around the door of the rear compartment. He saw Gutterball, slumped over, her uniform soaked in blood, my bright red hand pressed against the entry wound on her shoulder. He knew too. The look I saw in his gaze reflected my own.
Gutterball was in a bad way.
Another gunshot followed by a painfully loud shriek as it embedded itself in the barely open hatchway where Smoke crouched. The top of the alien’s head appeared as he did so. I squeezed off a shot but it went high.
Smoke needed to be where I was. I looked around, desperate for anything I might be able to use as a distraction, cursing myself for not being able to knock the gun out of his hand in the first place. I saw a bit of pipe I could tear off and throw if I had some tools and ten minutes, but I had a pistol anyway. Maybe I could throw it down the corridor, but then I wouldn’t have anything to shoot with. I could throw a nearby fire extinguisher, or maybe the holster for Gutterball’s pistol.
The fire extinguisher. Idea.
“Smoke! Smoke, listen to me, okay?”
He opened the hatchway a hair. Even that tiny gap risked another shot from the Kel-Voran. “Yeah?” he said.
I couldn’t tell him my crazy plan. I needed him to trust me. “Smoke, on the count of three, you gotta open the door and run towards me as fast as you can. Okay?”
I saw the hesitation painted clearly on his face. The corridor wasn’t that wide. For at least a couple of seconds he’d be completely exposed, essentially running straight towards the Kel-Voran. The alien hadn’t shown a great proficiency with his stolen weapon so far, but luck never needed proficiency.
“Smoke, I need you to trust me on this one.”
It took him a moment but he finally let go. “Okay!”
The Kel-Voran shouted over the top of the oxygen bottle. “Whatever you’re planning, it won’t work, Humans!”
“Shut the fuck up! You’re wearing a dress made of feathers!” I leaned over and pulled off the clear panel that covered the fire extinguisher. I yanked it out, used my teeth to pull out the pin, and held both the fire extinguisher and my pistol out in front of me. “Okay, Smoke, get ready. Three, two, one-”
The extinguisher whooshed spray down the corridor, enveloping the entire area with a roiling white fog. I kept the trigger down and focused the gas over the oxygen canister. 
This had to work.
I stepped into the open. I didn’t know how long the gas would cover me.
I heard the hatchway to the hold swing open. The Kel-Voran fired once, twice, but from the vapour Smoke appeared, unharmed and sprinting at full pelt. Through the heavy fog I saw the Kel-Voran popped his head up and trained his gun on Smoke’s back. Continuing to spray the extinguisher I squeezed the pistol’s trigger. Aiming one handed was difficult, and the gassy cover worked both ways. I could barely seem him and didn’t want to strike the oxygen canister. I saw the shadow of his head disappear again.
Smoke ran past me and moved over to Gutterball. The extinguisher spluttered and died. I dropped it and took off, running forward, sprinting into the mist. The chemical vapour stung my eyes and all the gunfire had left me with a profound ringing in my ears, but I knew where to go. I staggered, half- blinded towards the vague outline that was the oxygen canister, keeping my pistol up, the sights set in front of me.
The Kel-Voran rose up behind the fog-shrouded canister, raising his stolen pistol towards me. I had a clean shot. Without a thought I levelled my rear sights with my front, drawing a bead on his centre of mass. I snarled as I squeezed the trigger.
A dull click was all I heard as the firing pin dropped on the back of the cartridge.
A failure-to-fire on a military grade 9mm round was almost unheard of. It was one of the most reliable rounds in history. The statistical misfire rate was better than one in two million, but as I tried to end that slimy reptile’s life I defied the odds in all the wrong ways.
Now I was in trouble, exposed and in the open, the vapour dissipating.
I ducked to the side as Groomzilla shot again, my feet thumping across the deck as I closed the distance, running the opposite way Smoke had. He went to fire again, but by then, I was close enough. I dove forward, crash-tackling him around the chest, our pistols clattering to the ground.
My fist flew into his face, twice; then he kneed me in the groin. A sudden burning, stinging, crushing pain arced up my body. Perhaps it was his bony, twiggy knees that caused me so much pain. Perhaps it was, as the crew of the Piggyback had so eloquently pointed out earlier, four years of blue balls. Maybe it stressed my existing injury. All I knew was that guy gave me the worst groin-hit I’d ever felt in my life. I gave a hacking pained cough. For a moment I thought I was going to throw up.
It was strangely amusing, for a brief second, to discover that some things really were universal across species. Agony drove this fleeting philosophical thought out of my mind.
The feather-dress-wearing alien got two more right hooks in the face for his trouble. His snout crunched under the impact and the reptilian creature flopped back on the deck, groaning feebly. I gave him one more whack for good measure, then scrambled over and grabbed the two pistols before he had a chance to get up. I clicked the safety on Gutterball’s Beretta and slipped it into the back of my pants, then racked the slide and ejected the dud round on mine.
My ear, my groin, and my abdomen were burning. I picked one, my ear, and rubbed it with my hand, grateful I had a few moments before Whatever, Son of A Blood-Soaked Guy woke up. 
“Smoke?”
“I can’t stop the hemorrhaging. She’s lost a lot of blood and she’s bleeding into both lungs.”
I grimaced. “That sounds bad.”
“It is. She needs surgery.”
The Kel-Voran slowly began to stir. I jammed my pistol against his snout.
“Give me a single reason why I shouldn’t blast your brains out over this ship.”
The temptation to kill him had faded enough that I didn’t immediately fire. Now that I was in control of the situation, my rational side took over, cautiously talking down that part of me that wanted nothing more than to see this alien’s face blown in half for what he’d done. I knew that if I shot him, then his bride-to-be wouldn’t have a groom, which would endanger the budding alliance. We really needed their help.
He glared at me, a strange mix of emotions painted on his face. Anger. Resignation. Happiness?
“I can give you none. I am no coward, I welcome death.”
I slowly twisted the gun, scraping the metal of the muzzle against his nose, drawing dark green blood. “Funny, it’s not exactly a heroic end in battle, laying flat on your back as a Human wastes your arse. Believe me, I still have more than half a mind to do it, too. Nobody would say anything.”
Surprisingly the Kel-Voran gave a low, hollow laugh. “A dishonourable death is better than the dishonourable life waiting for me in wedlock.”
Confusion overtook rage. “Wait, that’s it? You shot... you shot Gutterball because you wanted to preserve your honour? Because you didn’t want to get fucking married?!”
The Kel-Voran stared daggers at me despite the muzzle of my handgun digging into his nose. “What do you know of our marriage, Human?”
I snarled, gripping the pistol a little tighter, but keeping my finger off the trigger. I didn’t trust myself. “You wanna know something, fuck face? I have a girlfriend back at home—argh, fucking hell, my ear hurts like shit!—and I’m going to marry her one day real soon now.” I didn’t know why I said that, and even though I knew it wouldn’t convince him of anything, perhaps I needed to hear it myself. “Got a ring and everything. You understand?” 
He hissed, inhaling through his bloody nose. “The Kel-Voran do things differently than your to your species. A man is a man. They are the warriors, the soldiers, the sailors. We fight and die for honour. The females feed us, clothe us, arm us. Repair our ships, communicate, coordinate. They plan strategy. They do everything but fight. That is our task.”
“Okay, so… so what? So you can’t handle being married to a chick in the logistics core?” A thought occurred. “You’re not… you’re not afraid you’ll be married to someone you’ll never see, are you?” Was that why I hadn’t already proposed?
“Pah, you do not understand.” The Kel-Voran closed his eyes as he spoke. “War and honour are everything to us, but when a man is married he lays down his blade. Forever. He joins the supply and logistics caste, waiting on his wife hand and foot like a servant. No honour can be gained in marriage. No heads claimed. That is not an honourable way to live. That is no life at all.”
It was selfish. His reasons for not wanting to go through with it were purely selfish. For a moment, just a moment, I pitied him. “Oh fucking suck it up, princess. You wanna know what no life is? Look.” I gestured over my shoulder with my free hand, pointing towards Smoke, who was frantically cutting away at Gutterball’s jacket with a thin pair of scissors. “That. That’s what it is. The woman you shot? She’s a warrior. She’s a soldier. Strong, brave, funny. She has hopes, dreams, ambitions. She’s a living person. A person, not some faceless enemy, and you put a bullet in her because she was in your way. Look at her. Look at her!”
The Kel-Voran shrugged again. “I do not understand why you permit your women to be soldiers. We have so few. But if she is a member of your warrior caste she would have fallen performing her duty as my bondsmen did. Her death is hon—”
“Oh, fuck your honour.” I kept my pistol firmly pressed to the the alien’s snout and risked a quick look over my shoulder. “How is she, doc?”
Smoke, his hands covered in blood, was obviously trying to control the bleeding with coagulant packs pressed to her raw skin. A tattoo showed through the dry red streaks of blood on her arm. Where he’d cut away her jacket I could see her forearm, including a tattoo I hadn’t seen before.
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“Not good,” he said, his voice strained. “I need Ginger in here, now, or she’s not going to make it.”
I touched the headset’s talk key. “Everyone, we got the guy, but Gutterball’s bleeding out. Mace, I need you to go get Ginger from the hold. Tell him to bring the shock-trauma kit and whatever else he needs to treat gunshot wounds. Bobbitt, I need you in here to help,” I said over the coms. “But on your way in, be a trooper and fetch a bunch of industrial-strength cable from the rear locker. Our guest is going to need a little restraining.”
“Got it.”
“I’m on my way.”
I reached up and took off the headset and threw it on the ground. My ear hurt too much to deal with it anymore.
“What will you do with me?” the Kel-Voran asked, reaching up to rubbing at his bloody nose.
I leaned closer and sneered at him, keeping the pistol level with his face. “Just what we promised,” I said, “Deliver you to your blushing bride.”

Piggyback’s cargo hold
Unknown Kel-Voran Planet
 
The moment Shaba opened the entryway to the hold, dry, cold air rushed over me, bringing with it the scent of heavy perfume and leather. The loading ramp swung down on out towards the ground, revealing a barren desert that stretched to the horizon. Standing near the ship, waiting for our arrival, were a dozen Kel-Voran soldiers fanned out around a single towering female as tall as a Human. She was built like a quarterback and dressed in a similar garb to our little friend, although her feathers were bright green and purple.
Bobbitt and I walked down the length of the ramp and unceremoniously tossed the bound and gagged groom off the metal and onto the dirt.
“One prince charming,” I said, casually giving the runaway groom prone male a kick with the tip of my boot. “As requested. Sorry about the mess, he caused some drama on the way over.”
All pretence of diplomacy and tact was gone now. I just couldn’t care less what they thought of us. 
We had expected the Kel-Voran woman and her entourage to get pissed the moment they saw the poor bastard and how we’d treated him. We arranged for Mace to stay in the ventral turret and Shaba would’ve raised the entryway at the slightest sign of trouble.
To my surprise, the tall female laughed. Her voice was deep, booming and masculine; it carried far in the dry air. 
“As we expected,” she said. She, too, spoke through one of the Kel-Voran device, her lips not matching her words at all. “Males are so stupid and burdensome. I apologise if he caused you any inconvenience. Your patience is noted. I assume he was restrained because he attempted to escape?”
I gave a mirthless chuckle. “Something like that.” 
She waved a hand and two of her entourage went to scoop up Priscilla. “Then you did well. The last three males didn’t make it here. One escaped, one was killed while escaping, and one killed himself during a moment of inattention on behalf of his handlers. I am intrigued to see that Humans do a better job than my own people. Binding him was an excellent choice. Belvarn the Undying, son of Vrald the Blood-Soaked, will make a fine husband to add to my collection.”
Whoa. I blinked in surprise. “Collection?”
She gestured around herself with a clawed hand. “Human, I have been married a hundred and six times. These men here are all my husbands.”
“Don’t you have enough, then? Why did you want this clown?”
She smiled, showing an impressive array of teeth. “Eventually you get tired of the placid, weak ones and you want fighters. From what you’ve told me, this one is a fighter. I am very pleased.”
“Pleased?” I narrowed my eyes. “That motherfucker blew a hole in my commander then his bondsmen, or whatever, tried do away with the rest of us. Our medics are tending to her right now. She’s critical.”
She absently gestured to the prone Kel-Voran and two of the other males stepped over to pick him up. She didn’t even bother looking at me. “Details, details.” She eyed Priscilla as he was carried past her and deposited in amongst the semicircle of guards. “I will inform our ambassadors that your task was completed successfully. I officially grant you safe passage back to the nearest voidwarp location and I pray our next meeting be made as formally anointed allies.”
I gritted my teeth. The last thing I wanted was a next meeting. “I pray for whatever will get me off this pile of dirt the fastest.” To hell with this sandbox.
Finally she turned her attention back to me. More teeth. “Hah. You have spirit. You say what you mean, not what you think I want to hear. That is good. I like you.”
I scrunched up my face. “I hope you’re not planning on marrying me too. Thanks, but no thanks.”
“A shame.” She bowed her head low. 
Bobbitt and I had absolutely no idea what to do or say, but Shaba began to raise the loading ramp so we stepped back into the ship. As it closed, I caught a look from the trussed up bastard we’d just roughly deposited onto the desert sands. Sheer contempt and loathing that he held right up until the steel door of the entranceway pressed against the lip and he was out of our sight.
Then there was just the bulkhead of the ship and a faint whine as the engines powered up. I blew out a an exasperated sigh. “What a fucking day.”
There was a low shudder as Piggyback began to ascend, pulling away from the dirt and rocks, and Bobbitt and I turned to walk back to the interior proper.
“You see the way he looked at you?” Bobbitt remarked, taking the turn towards the ship’s main corridor. 
“Yeah,” I said, “If he ever gets a divorce, he’ll be coming for me.”
We stepped into the main interior. Blood was still pooled where Gutterball had fallen. I tried not to look at it.
“It’s nice to be famous I guess,” Bobbitt said, “but better you than me.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“By the way,” he said, “You did great today. Nice shooting. You know, we could use a steady ventral gunner. Ever consider a permanent move to the big birds?”
I smiled, but gave a gracious shake of my head. “You know, that’s tempting, but… I think I’ll always be a little bird pilot at heart.” Still, it’s been good.” We moved down the length of the ship and passed Gutterball, pale as death and swathed in bloodied bandages. Ginger was changing her IV. I opened my mouth to say something, but the words died on my lips.
“She’ll be fine.” Bobbit looked less confident than his words. “You’ll see. She’s tough.”

Inside Piggyback
Sol System Blockade
 
It took us nearly an hour to get away from the planet and arrive at the nearest jump point on the return to our home system. We jumped into the void surrounded by the blockade and this time they reacted to our arrival, turning towards us in unison. Within seconds we were staring down the barrel of an impressive array of weapons. Almost two cruisers worth, enough to destroy a fleet of our tiny ships.
Shaba wisely transmitted the clearance code before we were blown to atoms. We had discussed what to do; Smoke and Ginger had Gutterball stable, for now, but unfortunately the blockade was a tiny outpost with only ten staff and had no real facilities except basic first aid. We were a little bit beyond bandages at this point. Piggyback had a fully stocked medical bay but Gutterball had lost so much blood. We needed more IVs and coagulant packs and wound required surgery to fix. After a quick check to make sure there was nothing the blockade could do for us we tore back to the Sydney as fast as the ship was able to go. Shaba somehow convinced Captain Knight to move our mothership away from its orbit and meet us half way, cutting our transit time in half.
As the Sydney changed from a tiny point ahead of us to a ship, Shaba fired off a chain of red flares, their angry glow casting a pallid light over the underside of the ship and turning the inside of my turret crimson. The signal was for the deck crew, that we had wounded crew and to prepare for an emergency landing.
Shaba overshot the landing in her haste and Piggyback came in hot. The landing skids screamed as they dug two jagged grooves through the hanger bay and, rocking wildly near the end, the ship nearly turned over. Before the landing strip was even properly pressurised, Shaba popped the exit to the main hold and Mace, myself, Bobbitt and Ginger ran down the ramp, carrying a deathly pale Gutterball on a stretcher. Smoke held the last of our IVs high, although the bag was almost empty.
We handed her over to the waiting shock-trauma team. I watched with a mix of emotions as they carried her away towards emergency surgery.

Pilot’s Ready Room
TFR Sydney
Orbit of Mars
 
An hour later
 
The poker game was just as we left it. The six of us, Bobbitt, Shaba, Mace, Smoke, Ginger and I ambled back into the ready room. Nobody had seen Lion since the briefing and, to be honest, nobody missed him at all. If he was unwilling to show his face around here, that was a good thing as far as I was concerned. Gutterball’s chair was empty. We resumed our seats.
“So, where were we?” I asked, glancing around the table.
“Show cards.”
“Ah, right.” I casually flipped over my hand. “Read ‘em and weep, I guess.”
And so it went around the table, the crew flipping over their cards in turn. Nobody had much of anything. Shaba and Ginger had two pairs, Bobbitt had nothing at all.
“Guess I win,” I said, staring at the large pile of coins that sat untouched in the middle of the table. Nobody made any move towards them. I looked at the hand of cards lying face down next to me, in front of the dealer’s chair. Gutterball’s hand.
“What about hers?” I asked.
“Might as well look,” said Ginger.
I stared at the cards for a moment, then reached forward and flipped them. The Five of Diamonds and the Six of Hearts. A straight; just like I had, but higher order cards. Better than mine.
“Looks like Gutterball won.” It sounded hollow. I eased myself out of my chair, wandering over to the scoreboard, staring at it for a moment. It had already been updated with the kills we’d made on our mission. The crew now had four shared kills on it, three fighters and one gunship, and I’d been credited with two of them. My score was now three.
Nobody said anything so I picked up the digital marker and dragged a line straight through Jane “Gutterball” Rubens. It took me a few seconds to pull the marker off the board. There was a finality to it I wasn’t ready for. 
“Don’t worry,” I said, “I put in for leave. I’ll make sure her family gets the money.”
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Magnet Saves Christmas
 
"Mail your packages early so the post office can lose them in time for Christmas."
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Orbit of Mars
Sol System
 
2038 A.D.
 
PEACE
ON EARTH
AND
GOODWILL to man. That’s what I told myself as fire flickered from the nose of my Wasp, the fighter heating up as it caught the thin Martian atmosphere. The red, crater-strewn planet below me, about half the size of Earth, suddenly loomed very large in my canopy. This normally wouldn’t be a problem, except ships of this class aren’t re-entry-rated.
Did I mention the screaming alarms and frantic, fruitless, yanking of the ejection handle?
I’m Mike Williams, call sign Magnet. I’m really not having a very good Christmas.
It’s 2038. Humanity has a colony on Mars. A military colony. In orbit, a blockade named Cerberus guarded the jump point out of the Sol system. Supplies, like the December mail delivery I was hauling, were brought in from visiting ships, transported to the blockade, then shipped down to the surface. As spacecraft, fighters like the Wasp maneuvered via an engine called a reactionless drive; they could slow themselves down enough that re-entry wasn’t usually a problem and the friction wouldn’t burn you up.
Unless the reactionless drive cut out, leaving you floating in low Mars orbit, low enough to be pulled down by the planet’s inexorable gravity but traveling fast enough to be burned to a crisp.
“Magnet to Cerberus Blockade. All engines out, reentering the atmosphere. Mayday, mayday, mayday.”
Not that it mattered. There was no way they could get to me in time. But protocol was protocol, and it made me feel good.
The groan of overstressed metal echoed throughout the cockpit. I released the ejection handle. It wasn’t doing anything anyway. Hold it together, old girl, hold it together... 
It wasn’t really an old girl. My last ship had been blown up by the Toralii, and this one was new. But saying “brand-new piece of metal I barely know” didn’t have the same ring to it.
The flames grew around the nose. The external temperature sensor showed 800 degrees Celsius, and there was an uncomfortably warm wave emanating from the canopy’s perspex. It was away from the friction-generated hot spots, fortunately, but already I could feel the heat through my space suit. The internal temperature couldn’t get too high, or it wouldn’t matter if the ship survived or not. I’d cook inside her like a lobster in its shell.
My ships sensors displayed a flood of information, almost all of it irrelevant. The carbon dioxide content of the atmosphere. Zulu time. Radiation levels. Nothing that would prevent my little ship from splattering into the surface at hypersonic speeds, assuming it wasn’t torn into hunks of scorched debris by then.
I pushed the lateral thruster pedals, trying to fishtail my fighter to increase its surface area to slow down. A spike in the outside temperature reminded me that the increased friction came at a cost. I leveled out, unwilling to stress my airframe any further. At the speed I was traveling, entry through the Martian atmosphere to the frozen, rocky ground below would take about nine minutes. I had less than that to find a solution.
I tried the ejection handle again. Nothing. I gave that up. I was riding this ship all the way down, one way or the other, and that was that.
The surface temperature stopped climbing. The worst was over in terms of the heat. I saw the rubber dials and plastic switches inside my cockpit sag as the internal temperature continued to climb. I was slowing down. My ship had reached terminal velocity in the upper atmosphere.
I powered the entire ship down completely, and my instrument panel went dark. Now there was no sound at all except the faint, faraway roar of the atmosphere dragging against my ship, the soundtrack to my descent a white noise generator. 
I started everything back up again and light returned to my cockpit again, along with the shrieking of alarms. Most of the warning lights returned; some didn’t. I remembered the engineers’ creed: If it doesn’t work, try turning it off and on again. The flight system, the most important system, took longer than the rest.
The flames began to subside, but the surface of Mars was now frighteningly close. Without the reactionless drive, my sleek, thin fighter was a falling lump of metal, gracelessly rushing to plant itself within the dusty Martian sands.
The flight system came back, and I gingerly touched the throttle. A harsh, metal-on-metal sound reverberated through the cockpit, and the ship jerked as though alive. It spun over onto its back and the ground became the sky. A thin trail of smoke led from the upper atmosphere down to my ship, a finger through the sky pointing directly at my sorry arse.
A sudden flash inside the cockpit was followed by an explosion of brilliant sparks. My heart leapt into my throat. In the highly oxygenated environment of the spaceship canopy, literally strapped into the ejection seat, fire was every aviator’s fear.
Smoke filled the cockpit. I punched the internal extinguisher, causing a spray of white foam to splatter over everything, including my visor. I fumbled with my glove, pushing it up, clearing my vision. The smoke stung my eyes, but I squinted through it.
It was all or nothing now. I had to act or I’d go straight in. I kicked out with my foot to the rudder pedal, and mercifully the ship responded. I opened the throttle, angling the nose of the ship up, powering through the howling air.
It barely seemed to be enough. The ship was moving at four thousand kilometers an hour. A slight course adjustment would not be enough. Risking another episode of “engine completely broken,” I floored the throttle and tried to climb away.
The control stick shuddered in my hands. My vector barely changed. The red sand rushed up to meet me. I adjusted my angle of attack, trying to climb away as soon as possible.
A colossal cloud of dust billowed below me as my ship’s sonic boom slammed into the ground, and, missing the surface by about fifty meters, my fighter roared back into the Martian sky.

I throttled back to half and let my battered craft rest as I slowly gained altitude. My radar lit up with the incoming SAR craft.
“You’re too late,” I said over the long-range radio. “I’m dead.”
“Copy that, Magnet. Aborting SAR. Commiserations on your untimely demise. Why didn’t you punch out? We assumed you were unconscious.”
I climbed away from the Martian surface, a slight vibration in the lateral stabilizer pedals. “Two reasons,” I answered. “I pulled the handle, but the ejection system didn’t fire. Secondly, I’m hauling the December mail shipment. Would Santa ever abandon his sleigh?”
There was a slight pause on the other end of the line. “Wait, the December shipment?”
I shrugged, twisting around in my seat, trying to spot the cargo box. There was foam everywhere. “That’s what they told me. Mail for the personnel at the station.”
“Hah, Santa is real. He’s really, really real.”
I laughed and cut the transmission. The adrenaline slowly left my system, leaving my hands with a slight tremor. Not trusting the autopilot, though, I manually guided my craft the last few hundred kilometers to the colony site. I extended the landing struts, coming down fairly hard, bouncing as my ship skipped off the Martian dirt, skidded to one side, and finally came to rest just in front of the underground hangar system.
After a quick check to see that my suit wasn’t holed, I undid the straps holding me into the ejection seat and popped off the hatch. The air rushed out of the cockpit and dissipated. Mars’s gravity was over half of Earth’s, so when I pulled myself over the lip of the cockpit I nearly fell forward and face planted. My foot found the ladder down and I climbed down, breathing an audible sigh of relief against my helmet’s clear perspex when my thick boot hit the dirt.
Well, that was unnecessarily complex. I moved toward the aft of the Wasp, prying open the small cargo hold behind the cockpit, my thick gloves grasping the plastic handles and yanking the crate back. It was snagged. I tugged it harder and it broke apart. Dozens of tiny yellow parcels fell over me, followed by the sound of a deafening explosion.
The cockpit canopy blew free of the ship, the ejection seat following immediately after. The exhaust from the rockets knocked me onto my back and blew up a huge cloud of rusty, iron-rich Martian dust. My helmet hit the ground and I could see the sky, a little black dot with an exhaust trail leading from the cockpit to the sky.
Then the seat began to fall. I stared up at it, flat on my back, watching through the red dust cloud as the black dot grew, dropping straight down toward my head. I rolled onto my side and scrambled out of the way as it smashed into the dirt.
I stumbled back to my feet as the dust began to settle. I stared at the mangled remains of the seat as it lay amongst dozens of yellow sealed parcels, the contents of the mail shipment. Some were blackened and scorched, the paper parcels partially burned away, revealing colorful wrapping beneath. Stunned, I picked up as many parcels as I could find, then stuffed them back into the busted crate.
I looked into the cargo hold. A hole the size of a penny had been blown through the cargo hold into the rear of the cockpit. The wall wasn’t reinforced, a thin sheet of aluminum, and it hadn’t taken much force to go through. Smaller pieces of shrapnel had penetrated the outer shell of the compartment and, judging by the thin wisps of smoke trailing from the fingernail-sized holes, into the engine compartment as well.
The damage would have affected the ejection system along with flight control. Several packages were shredded beyond repair, but I couldn’t muster the effort to sort the good from the bad. That was the colonists’ job.
I reached forward, a gloved hand searching for the source of the explosion. I followed the scorch marks back to one of the packages. It was a remote-controlled helicopter, still in its original wrapper, but the batteries had ruptured, probably due to the pressure differential, and ignited, blowing the hole in the ship’s unarmored insides. Batteries contained a huge amount of energy but, under normal operation, released it slowly. When something went wrong and it came out all at once, it was more powerful than a hand grenade, or a haphazardly placed C4 charge.
Normally, something like this wouldn’t happen. Batteries flew on spaceships and aircraft all the time. Someone got really, really unlucky.
Well, damn. Looks like the Grinch won this one.
I slid the damaged crate from the cargo compartment and, grunting softly, propped it against my hip. The one-way glass of the flight control center loomed over the dusty, frozen ground. I imagined their confusion as I lugged the scorched, holed box across the rubble-strewn ground toward the airlock, stopping to pick up anything that fell out.
Minutes later, and one brief stay in the airlock, my suit was discarded and I made my way inside the Martian colony proper.
“What the hell happened?”
An Iranian man in the uniform of the Islamic Republic. Allies of the Australian Air/Space Force. I noted his rank, giving a crisp salute.
“Minor technical issue with the flight system being on fire, sir. I think the bird’s a write-off.”
“No kidding. We thought we’d be spending the next week scraping you off the surface. You actually disappeared off radar for a few seconds there, and we thought you were done. Must be a Christmas miracle.”
“Something like that, yes. It just needed a swift kick, and it was flying again.”
“What was the issue? Your mayday said your flight system was out.”
“Internal explosion in the cargo hold, sir. Some of the batteries I was hauling had a short.”
He stared at me in bewilderment. “Batteries? We were expecting a shipment of batteries?”
“Uhh, no. Packages from the mail, sir.”
He rolled his eyes. “Christmas presents, right?”
I nodded. “That’s right.”
The flight control officer gestured over his shoulder. “Right, well, you’re here in one piece, anyway. That’s the important thing. We’re going to want an incident report, but I imagine your nerves are a little shot at the moment, so you might as well make yourself at home. We have a spare set of quarters down the end of the hall.”
I gave a lopsided smile. “Somewhat an odd question to ask a Muslim, sir, but have you got a bar instead, sir?”
“Pilots. They should give you fins instead of wings.” The Iranian officer grinned, though. “The staff here are about thirty percent Australian scientists. I think I’d have a riot on my hands if I tried to deny your fellows a drink.”
“Thank heavens for small mercies. May I be—”
He nodded down the hall. “Go. Drink. I want your report on my desk in the morning.”

Later
 
When you live 225,000,000 kilometers away from Earth’s north pole (depending on the time of year) mail delivery was, apparently, something of a special treat.
The Martian colony was home to nearly two hundred people, the majority of them Persian Muslims; the remainder were either from the People’s Republic of China or Australia, fairly non-religious nations. So I was surprised to find the underground supply room that served as the station’s bar packed to capacity. 
One of the radar operators from the flight control center had given me a Santa beard to wear. With the crate held under one arm, bustling through the crowd of laughing, eager faces, I made my way to the center of the room.
“Hold on, aright, easy. One at a time, one a time.”
A woman wearing a thick green headscarf placed a table in the middle of the room, an island amongst the chaos, and I made my way past the last few people toward it, dropping the crate up on top, then clambering up myself.
“Okay.” I loudly cleared my throat, waiting for the murmuring and jostling to die down. “Ladies and gentlemen from all nations in the Task Force Resolution. There was a minor issue with getting the mail here—whoever had that helicopter, I’m afraid it’s toast—but most everything survived, more or less.” I gave a wide grin. “I’m not one for speeches, so here. Merry Christmas and have some mail. Sorry about the scorching.”
I reached down and pulled off the lid of the crate, then snatched up the first of the packages. A manila yellow parcel, thin and flat.
“Salma Tavana. Hope I pronounced that right. Letter from your husband. Ho ho ho.” She took the parcel, tearing open the yellow wrap and extracting the letter within, moving away through the crowd to read it.
“James Munroe, from your Mum.” Ooos sprung up from around the room. “And something from your brother, too. Merry Christmas. Feels heavy, so it should be a good one.”
I tossed the scorched and burned package to waiting hands, then reached in for another. And another, and another. The process went swiftly, with those in attendance soon opening their gifts, laughing like children at their new toys, crying happily over letters from family, or simply having a nice long drink.
Then, finally, the very last package. The toy helicopter, scorched and broken, its melted parts fused to the packaging. I called out the name on the label.
“Lucky last, the man who nearly splattered me into the dirt a few hours ago, Michael Hall.”
Silence from the few still paying attention. The joy of the moment evaporated instantly, as though I’d said something dreadfully inappropriate.
The woman I’d handed the crate to spoke up. “Lieutenant Hall’s dead. Sorry, Santa.”
An awkward faux pas. I could imagine their feelings; they knew I couldn’t possibly have known, but that didn’t make things any less awkward.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, “they didn’t tell me that.” I thought of Gutterball and her upcoming funeral, and suddenly this whole thing didn’t seem so fun anymore.
“Here,” said the woman, “I’ll take that for you, if you want.”
I passed over the ruined helicopter. She, seeing its contents, immediately turned and pushed her way out of the crowded, bustling room.

Later
 
The party dragged on but, despite the festivities, I didn’t see the woman with the green headscarf reappear. Curiosity got the better of me and, after a pint or two with the other pilots, I went looking for her. It was an easy search; the Martian colony was completely underground except for the landing strip, and the facility wasn’t that large. She was crouched near one of the carbon dioxide sinks, silently crying her eyes out, the destroyed package pressed close to her chest.
A part of me told me to just walk away and let her have some privacy, but my time in space had told me that sometimes you wanted to be left alone, and sometimes you wanted someone to talk to you. A CO2 sink wasn’t exactly the most private place someone could go.
“Hey.”
She looked up, surprised, but offered me a smile. “Hey. Sorry about everything just now.”
I sat opposite her, crouching down on the bare metal floor. “I think that’s my line. I didn’t know.”
“Course you didn’t. Don’t worry about it.”
I extended my hand, leaning forward. “Lieutenant Mike Williams.” 
She took it, squeezing firmly. “Navsarvan Layla Reza.”
“Nav-sar-van? That’s the equivalent of a full lieutenant, right?”
She nodded. “More or less, yes.”
I straightened my posture slightly. “My apologies. I’m a little rusty with my Iranian ranks, ma’am.”
She shook her head and looked away, gripping the package tighter, her fingernails digging into the manila cover. “No, none of that. No ranks, not right now. Just call me Layla.”
International cooperation between three nations not traditionally seen as allies, even today, was an important dance of mutual respect. I didn’t press the point. “Fair enough.” I gestured towards the package. “You knew him, huh?”
Layla gave a whimsical smile. “It’s a bit more complicated than that. We were dating, somewhat against regs, but I think everyone knew.”
I blinked. “Michael was a Muslim?”
“No,” said Layla, “but he was thinking of converting. He was curious about the faith, but…” Her smile wavered, trying to stay strong. “…I don’t think he wanted to give up Christmas.”
I winced slightly. “I can understand that. Australians, by and large, are very secular for a Western nation. Only something like three percent of us regularly go to church, and we’ve had a string of atheist Prime Minsters, but we love Christmas. More as an excuse to get terribly drunk than anything else.”
A soft, sad laugh. “Michael basically told me the same thing. Muslims honor Jesus as a prophet, but we don’t recognize him as the son of God.”
“I see.” I gave a crooked smile. “Then I guess we have at least one thing we agree on. I’m an atheist, thank God.”
She snorted out a little, playful laugh and nodded. “Right.”
I wished I could help her, but I felt as though sitting on the cold, bare metal of a planet so close and yet so far away from Earth anything I said wouldn’t be of any use. Instead, we merely enjoyed a fairly pronounced but comfortable silence, letting what we’d said sink in. It felt odd to be sitting here, talking with someone I’d barely met in a public corridor, but I also felt strangely comfortable with it all.”
“I lost someone recently, too. I was actually on the way to her funeral when I was asked to do a mail run. Jane Rubens another part of the flight crew, like me. Her call sign was Gutterball.”
Layla’s eyebrow raised in recognition. “Rubens? She was Israeli?”
“Yeah. Combat Systems Officer on one of the Sydney’s Broadswords. They’re all Israelis.”
“What happened?”
I really wanted to open up to her about it, to open up to anyone about it, as the events were still fresh in my mind and I knew it was something I needed to see someone about, but I kept my mouth shut. Jane had died on a classified operation. The official story was that it was a training exercise gone wrong, but I didn’t want to lie to the person I’d just met. “I can’t talk about it, sorry.”
Layla nodded understandingly. “It’s quite all right. I know how it is.”
I pointed to the package. “I know it’s kind of stuffed and the surprise is ruined, but you technically haven’t opened that yet.”
“I - I don’t know if I can. And besides, it’s addressed to Michael.”
“Mail takes a while to get here. I won’t be surprised if more of his things show up.” I smiled comfortingly. “Let’s open it together, shall we?”
She hesitated for a moment—we had only just met, after all—then extended the package toward me. I held one side while she ripped open the top, fishing inside and gingerly withdrawing the remains of the helicopter. With a creak she opened the transparent packaging, her hands trembling slightly.
Nestled around the helicopter’s tail rotor was a beautiful silver ring inlaid with diamonds. The band was engraved with two dolphins dancing around each other, their noses meeting at the top. I hadn’t noticed it before.
“Sorry.”
Layla, stronger than I had given her credit for, merely slipped the box back into its yellow packaging.
“Thanks,” she offered, although I felt as though I hadn’t helped a great deal. Another silence, this one a little more awkward, and then Layla spoke again.
“You didn’t get anything.”
I shrugged. “Santa doesn’t get presents. Besides, what I got you wasn’t exactly a rousing success.”
“It’s okay.” Layla turned the package over in her hands. “I know what this is now. Back home, my father is a helicopter pilot civilian. He does flights over the desert, for tourists, you know? I’ve always loved the thump of rotors, and the feeling of flying, but Michael hated it. He hates being off the ground. So this was Michael’s way of showing that he was willing to change. Willing to be whatever it took to be with me.”
I admired the sentiment. “That’s extremely sweet. What will you do with it?”
“I’ll keep it. It’s a memory, and you know what? You don’t lose those. They don’t fade, tarnish—they’re all we really get to keep, really, until we get old.” She smiled again. “And if I forget, I’ll just look at this and be reminded.”
“Good plan.”
“And regarding that other thing—I think Santa at least gets milk and cookies.”
“I don’t think you stock that kind of thing at this place.”
Layla smirked. “No, we don’t, but you Australians treat booze as a kind of currency. Guess you can have what I’ve been saving for a little emergency, just if I needed something.” She unzipped a chest pocket on her uniform, pulling out two tiny bottles of a golden rum, the wildly overpriced kind that are found in mini-bar fridges. They clinked together as she handed them over. “Here. Merry Christmas.”
“Um, thanks. And Merry Christmas to you, too. Again, I’m sorry for all of this.” I stood, extending a hand to help her up. “Feeling better?”
“A bit, yeah.” Layla took my hand, pulling herself up to her feet. “And it’s not your fault. You’ve been very helpful. Talking helps with these things.”
I wanted to say that I agreed, but that would make me quite the hypocrite. What she said was true, though. I went for the noncommittal approach. “Mmm.”
Still holding the package close to her chest, she wandered off into the underground maze of the Martian colony.

Early the next morning
 
The Broadsword that the blockade had sent for me touched down on the landing strip in a billowing cloud of red dust, the landing lights casting a pallid radiance over the entire area as the dust slowly settled in the thin atmosphere. Adjusting my brand-new flight suit, I pushed the button to open the airlock, stepping clumsily out onto the gloomy pre-dawn surface of Mars and beginning my slow, awkward walk toward the ship.
For some reason I couldn’t quite fathom, the death of a man I’d never met weighed heavily on me. Although Gutterball’s death had been something that had affected me, I had not considered, to any significant extent, the effect it would have on the other people in her life. I felt a stab of guilt. Gutterball had shown me a picture of her family, once, both hardy-looking folk. Long retired now, her dad had been a chef, while her mum had served as some kind of hardware engineer for the military. In my mind’s eye I could see Gutterball’s parents, grey and weeping, receive a folded Israeli flag as their daughter’s body was lowered into the ground to the sound of rifle fire and solemn music.
And then what?
Gutterball was gone, but the struggle humanity faced continued. In the overall, broader scheme of things her death was, by and large, fairly insignificant. She was just one life in amongst billions of lives, all struggling day by day to make it. Someone died every single second and nobody cared at all, for the most part, except those left behind.
People like Gutterball’s parents. People like me.
I reached the ship, and the loading ramp slowly lowered, meeting the ground with a dull thump. My booted footsteps went from a shuffle to a clank as I climbed aboard and the ship began to lift off. I turned around and watched the surface of Mars disappear behind the lip of the ramp, then finally it sealed with a hiss.
Air began to fill the loading bay. Gutterball had a husband, but they’d split a few months before her death. For some reason she had shaved her head completely bald when it had happened and had kept the style until she was killed.
That man still existed. Still lived. Did he hurt for Gutterball? Or did he just shrug it off? Treat it just like the deaths that happened every single day to complete strangers? Did he have a nice glass of champagne and sing Ding Dong, The Witch is Dead?
I popped off my helmet and stepped toward the hatchway that led to the rest of the craft, my legs feeling heavy from the liftoff velocity as the ship rocketed into the dark Martian sky, and I felt a sudden compulsion to do something.
Not to anyone in particular, but just something. Something about my trip to Mars had resonated with me. Perhaps it was Layla’s quiet strength in the face of terrible loss, perhaps it was the glimpse into the lives of our allies and the generosity and understanding with which they’d treated me, but I feel that my karma ledger had red in it. I had to do something kind for someone and, at this particular junction I didn’t care about who it was.
I walked through the cramped interior of the ship toward the cockpit, pulling open the sealed hatchway.
“Morning, gents.”
The pilot and co-pilot, standard configuration for a strike Broadsword, twisted in their seats to regard me. They were both Chinese, so I figured this craft had been dispatched from the Cerberus blockade. I figured they were wondering what I was doing in the cockpit.
“Sir?”
The accent confirmed it. I fished through my pockets, sheepishly looking for something. Anything. My hands closed around the two bottles of drink.
“Here,” I offered, handing them one each. “Just a little something from Santa.”
“Damn, it’s a Christmas miracle. Thank you!” 
Both of their faces lit up, and I gave the pilot a clap on the shoulder. “No worries, mate. Have yourselves a good one.”
“Merry Christmas,” the pilot said, and I nodded in agreement, then gently closed the hatch and sealed it.
The craft hummed as it broke atmosphere, and the light of the sun—dimmer and whiter than it was on Earth but still beautiful—lit up the dark ball below me. The light mixed with the artificial light of the cabin, basking the whole ship in a kind of fuzzy, warm radiance. I knew that, from the surface, the ship was a bright flash of light, a shooting star climbing up through the heavens and reflecting the sun’s light, soon to disappear from view. 
Christmas morning. Days, the measure of the rotations of the Earth, were less important now that humans were a space-faring species. The days on Mars were 24 hours long, 39 minutes, and a year was just under 686 days, so use of Earth days was occasionally relevant but the years were not, and the fact that it was coincidentally dawn on this part of Mars didn’t matter since the facility was underground. Everyone used Earth time. That meant that no matter where in the universe you were, there was one Christmas morning per 8,765 hours or so.
The Broadsword drifted away from Mars and toward the blockade, leaving me alone with thoughts of Gutterball, of the brilliant dawn on Mars happening right outside the tiny porthole that was my glimpse into outside space, and of how something so simple as a present, given freely, could make all the difference in the world.
As long as it was labelled “batteries sold separately.”
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“Man's enemies are not demons, but human beings like himself.”
 
- Lao Tzu
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After the events of ‘Magnet: Special Mission’
 
I HAD
SPENT
THE BROADSWORD ride to Earth studying. I learnt a lot about Jewish funeral traditions and what my responsibilities were. I learnt that burial should take place as soon as possible and be as simple as possible, that Jews don’t have a wake, and that parents say a prayer called the Kaddish for eleven months after the death of their children.
I’m Mike Williams. Callsign Magnet. I fly the F-88 Wasp, although recently I’ve been doing a stint as a gunner in the Broadsword gunship Piggyback. I was back on Earth on a very important mission after a long time in space.
Burying a friend.
As Gutterball’s mother spoke about her daughter, with a strength in her voice I doubted I would have in a similar situation, I couldn’t help think that eleven months was too small a time to grieve for such a loss. All scars healed, and I knew that, but to lose a twenty six year old child was too much. It was more than words could fix.
Not that they were supposed to. The purpose of the Kaddish wasn’t to speed this process nor comfort the living. Instead, mourners were supposed to say it to show that, despite the loss of their child, they still loved God.
I didn’t feel much love for God as I watched Gutterball’s plain oak coffin sink into the ground. Then again, it was hard feeling anything for something you didn’t accept as real. An atheist hating God makes just as much sense as a Christian hating the Tooth Fairy.
I played my part, though, and did what was expected of me. I respected Gutterball. Her parents wanted to honour God; I wanted to honour my friend. There was no Missing Man formation flyover for her, no wreaths, no fancy decorations or memorials. Just friends.
Friends and otherwise. Her ex-husband was here. A tall, thin man with a quiet demeanour, he just stood up the back and didn’t say anything. He seemed like an improbable pair for the fiery Combat Systems Officer. The arsehole had walked out on her two weeks before the big mission. She’d cut her hair off, shaved completely bald, when she heard the news. Nobody knew exactly why. If he cared at all about her he wouldn’t have left her in the middle of an important deployment. I avoided looking at him.
Not everyone did though. The Piggyback crew, especially Shaba, treated him with open contempt. Although he’d done nothing but leave a marriage that was obviously troubled, I knew Shaba blamed him in some way for Gutterball’s death. It wasn’t rational, but it was there. I felt it too. Our friend was dead and her killer had escaped without punishment. Hating her ex was the next best thing we had.
The funeral staff covered the grave containing Gutterball’s coffin. She was nothing more than a lump of soil, surrounded by other lumps of soil, a Star of David as her headstone. The last prayers were said, the first cracks began to appear in Gutterball’s parents’s composure, and I knew it was time for me to leave. Penny would be waiting for me back at the hotel. The mourners began to disperse and I waited for Shaba and the others, my mind a million kilometres away.
“Hi,” said a voice at my side.
It was Gutterball’s ex-husband. I wasn’t exactly overflowing with a desire to ingratiate myself with him.
“Yeah?”
“I just wanted to say—”
“Listen,” I said, turning to face him. “I’m sure you had your reasons for leaving. I’m sure you thought it through, and that you genuinely thought that you were doing the best thing for the both of you.” I couldn’t stand to look at him any more so I didn’t. “But I don’t care.”
There was a pause before he answered. “Okay.”
“One thing.” I spoke to the grave, rather than to him. “Why did she cut off her hair?”
“I don’t know.”
Then he had nothing to give me. Without saying a word I walked away to Zangvil garden, leaving the guy behind. My car was parked near there. I got as far away from Gutterball’s ex as I could, then tapped a button on my phone, summoning my car to the military cemetery.
It would take some time to get here. Traffic was heavy today. I watched as cars hummed around the narrow streets, sweat running down my face. It was good. Felt like home. I had grown up in Broome, a northern, tropical place. The Sydney ran its cooling systems at standard temperature. I hadn’t been properly warm in months.
Before my ride arrived, though, Shaba caught up with me.
“Where the hell are you going?”
“Away.” It was the best answer I could give. “Sorry, that guy was pissing me off.”
“Hah,” she said, smiling like an idiot, “I thought you were going to get your gun.” She’d been crying. For the record, I was a stoic pillar of masculinity who would never even dream of crying in public.
For the record.
“Waste of ammunition,” I said, putting a hand to my chin in thought. “But a cricket bat…”
She laughed, I laughed. It helped.
“So,” Shaba said, “what now?”
“Hmm?”
“Well, Piggyback’s down a CSO, and if you’re going back to the little birds, a gunner too. We gotta look into filling those spots.”
I’d grown quite accustomed to being the ventral gunner, but I preferred my own ship. My Wasp had been destroyed on a raid against a Toralii outpost but its replacement should have arrived by now. “There’s plenty of applicants, surely.”
“There’s plenty of applicants,” Shaba echoed, “but none of them are Gutterball. None of them are you. You did good back there—you lit the Kel-Voran fighters up like they were menorahs.”
“Being adorably Jewish won’t help convince me, you know.” Still, I was pretty touched. “You’d let me to stay on permanently?”
“Yeah, well, Lion’s a little fucking hatichat harah and with all that’s gone on we don’t have a replacement yet. Our new CSO should be joining us before our next op, though, so that’s something at least.”
I looked out over the dusty row of buildings, at the city beyond. Lion had refused to go on the mission that had gotten Gutterball killed. In hindsight, pretty smart move. Still. It just made everyone hate him more.
“Sure,” I said, “for a little while.”
“Promise?”
“Why not,” I said. “I’ve got a week’s more leave left to go, going to spend it here with Penny, then I guess I’ve got nothing better to do than dangle precariously underneath your Broadsword.”
Shaba’s smile told me her relief, and a car pulled up in front of us. I reflexively reached for the door handle, but it opened before I could. A Persian woman in her late thirties, wearing an army uniform with Commander’s epaulettes, stepped out. Shaba and I stepped to the side and reflexively stiffened our posture, letting her pass.
She stopped in front of me, though. I was worried because my Persian was poor, but instead she spoke with a crisp English accent. “Lieutenant Williams?” Her tone suggested she already knew the answer.
“Yes ma’am.” She was staring at me. I knew why. My face. I was used to it by now. She’d get over the sight of my scars. Everyone did eventually.
“I’m Commander Scott, British Special Air Services. I’m here on special request from Task Force Resolution.” She held out two plain Manila folders, one for each of us. “There’s an interesting opportunity brewing that requires decisiveness of action. After your recent experience with Vrald the Blood-Soaked’s son, your name was on the top of the pile.” She nodded to Shaba. “Right after yours and your crew.”
I took the folder. It was nondescript, the worst kind, with a simple red stencil on the front. TOP SECRET. Shaba opened hers and immediately began reading it.
“Ma’am, I just got through burying my friend,” I said, handing it back. “Sorry, the answer’s no. For the moment, I just want to get back into space and do some patrols with Piggyback. Maybe fly a completely uneventful CAP for the next few months if they get sick of me. I’m not looking for another risky assignment.”
I could feel Shaba’s eyes on me, but I tried to ignore them.
Major Scott took the folder, holding it in both hands, a curious smile on her face. “We do live in interesting times, don’t we, Lieutenant Williams?”
That was hardly the response I’d expected. “How do you mean, ma’am?”
“I mean that none of us asked for this either. I’m supposed to be retired, but the Royal Army reactivated me. To be honest, though, I was glad to be out there, contributing to the cause. I lost family in Tehran.”
Commander Scott’s car closed its automatic doors and moved away. My car replaced it. I didn’t get in, though.
“I know,” I said. “I lost a friend in Sydney and a handful of distant relatives. That doesn’t mean I won’t fight, ma’am. Just that I’ve buried enough friends for the moment. There must be someone else out there who’s equally suited to this mission, or better.”
Scott seemed to understand. “Very well.”
Shaba handed back the folder. There was no way she could have read it all. “I accept.”
“Good,” said Scott, looking to me. “No worries, Lieutenant. I’ll have Piggyback launch without you. I’ll ask your CAG for someone else.”
The idea of the Piggyback crew launching without me stung. Shaba stepped on my foot and I looked at her reflexively.
You promised, she mouthed.
I reached out for the folder. “No promises,” I said, glaring at Shaba, “but I’ll take a look.”
The more I read, absently walking in circles around the unfamiliar Israeli streets, the more I regretted opening that folder.
The bulk of the contents were printouts. The paper was polarised so that it could only be viewed from straight on. Each was a two dimensional slice of a three dimensional space, depicting a section of Toralii space mapped out in a detail I hadn’t seen before. Every planet, every moon, along with sidebars full of information. Population. Imports and exports. Defence systems. This was some sensitive information indeed.
A section was highlighted, an out of the way section labelled Location One. A newly settled planet home to a tiny farming community, no more than five hundred civilians. The system’s jump points were guarded by a series of static defences: directed plasma cannons, EMP emitters, and a worldshatter device. The colony was resupplied every seventy-odd days by a ship designated Objective Alpha. I skimmed through the information. Objective Alpha was the Al’Farrak. In the Telvan dialect it meant The Bearer Of The Sky God’s Treasure.
A Telvan ship? I checked the information. No, it was Toralii Alliance. I knew that the Telvan language was the de facto language of commerce and trade amongst the Toralii, almost a lingua franca, which eased my concerns. We would not be attacking our allies.
Otherwise the ship seemed to be a standard freighter. It had weak points marked on a series of blueprints, including one I was deeply suspicious of labelled “insertion point”.
Shaba must have been a faster reader than I was, or perhaps my head just wasn’t in the game, but I couldn’t fit all the pieces together. The Toralii Alliance was vast, spanning an unknown number of worlds and with a substantial trade network that was well protected. Why did this section matter? This ship?
Then I found it. Location One’s jump point defences had been compromised by the Kel-Voran. They would be inactive until a ship arrived with replacement parts for them. A brief window of opportunity.
I wandered back towards Commander Scott. Shaba was gone and my car was waiting.
“Well?”
“You want us to take the ship, don’t you Commander?”
She nodded. “Perceptive of you. Yes, I do. To the Toralii it’s a lightly armed freighter, of a make and model common throughout the Alliance, but for us it’s a treasure trove of technology and information. And it’s valuable on its own, too. The Madrid isn’t combat ready and neither is the Washington. With the Tehran in repairs and the Beijing without a commanding officer, the Sydney is stretched too thin. I don’t need to tell you how badly we need more ships.”
“So ma’am, I’m guessing the plan’s something like: grab the ship, bring it back in one piece and let the boffins crawl all over it?”
“That’s the first part.” Scott pointed to the folder. “Did you read the whole thing?”
“Sort of.”
Her expression hardened. “I didn’t prepare this information frivolously, Lieutenant.”
“Of course you didn’t, ma’am. Sorry.”
She reached up and touched her forehead, wiping away the sweat that beaded there. “Yes, well, had you decided to read further, you would have discovered that the second stage of this plan is to up-gun and up-armour the freighter, convert its cargo hold into a launching platform for Wasps and Broadswords, then conduct guerrilla operations in Toralii space. We were not expecting the Toralii trade network to be so vast; a single ship of Alliance make and manufacture should be able to travel within their space without arousing suspicion.”
I narrowed my eyes. “How did we come into possession of this information, ma’am?” Nothing came for free.
“Helvhara the Stoic supplied it to us, unsolicited. She was most pleased with her new husband and wanted to express that pleasure in a more direct manner.” Scott’s tone softened. “She also sent her sincere condolences about Lieutenant Rubens.”
I curled my upper lip. “You told her Gutterball’s dead?”
Scott raised an eyebrow at me. “No,” she said, “you did. Remember? When you delivered Belvarn the Undying to her. You told her that Belvarn had shot her. Helvhara asked about how Lieutenant Rubens was doing, and Lieutenant Kollek authorised us to tell her.”
It was hard to feel indignant when it was my fault. “Right. Um. Sorry ma’am. It’s been a long day.”
“I’m sure it has.” She squared her shoulders. “So, are you in?”
“Yes,” I said, “but after my leave’s complete. There’s something very important I need to do first, ma’am.” Penny would be waiting for me.
Scott shook her head. “There’s no time. The Toralii know that the jump point’s been compromised. Every second we spend here is a second that they could be reinforcing the location. If you’re in for this op, you’re in now.”
“Now now?”
She pointed to my car. “A Broadsword’s waiting on the roof of the Shaare Zedek Medical Center. It’ll take you to the Sydney for immediate departure.”
I really wanted to propose to Penny before I left, but I knew this was important. I hesitated, trying to find some way to do both, but eventually just nodded my head.
“Yes ma’am, I’m in.”
“Great,” Scott said, “I’ll drive. I don’t trust computers.”
I stared at her. “Pardon?”
She pulled open the driver’s side door. “I’m coming with you.”

Hanger Bay
TFR Sydney
 
The Broadsword landed in the Sydney’s hangerbay alongside others I assumed carried the rest of Piggyback’s crew. Once the hanger bay doors had been closed and the area repressurised, the deck crew came out to meet us and secure the bird. They weren’t alone, though.
“Hey hey Mags, you fucking ugly son of an AIDS-ridden whore, how are you doing?”
Ginger clapped me on the back, a little too hard for my liking. He was a weirdo but we were all weirdos. The kind of people who volunteered for hastily organised, top secret missions operating far behind enemy lines with imperfect information typically were a little south of sane.
“That’s a nasty way to talk about your mother.”
He blew a raspberry at me. “Whatever. You’re just jealous of how ripped I am. Of my guns.”
“You know what they say about guys with big muscles,” I said, “compensating for small dicks. How’re you doing mate?”
“Fucking good as always, man. I stayed onboard while you were all off doing your shit, working on my lifts. Hit 160 kilos on the bench. Going to pull bitches like there’s no tomorrow. They all wanna ride the Hebrew hammer.” Ginger’s physical fitness was second only to his lack of personal hygiene. I could smell his rancid breath as he leaned over and asked, easily within hearing range of all, “Who’s the bird?”
“I’m Major Scott,” she said, clearly unamused. “British Special Air Services.”
Ginger whistled. “Welcome aboard, ma’am. You coming on our little marauding expedition?”
Simply being in proximity to Ginger seemed to be raising her blood pressure by the second. “Firstly, Lieutenant Shamoon, this is a very important operation and the importance of it cannot be overstated. Secondly, yes. I will be coordinating the assault and boarding action, along with the CW teams and subsequent cleanup.”
Ginger squinted. “CW?”
Scott glared at him, then at me. “Does nobody read anything on this ship?”
“I can’t read,” I said, “I’m illegitimate. Sorry ma’am. Don’t know what Ginger’s excuse is.”
She pulled out her folder again, fished out one of the polarised pieces of paper and thrust it in his direction. “Chemical warfare. When we engage the freighter, we initiate boarding with an injection of nerve agent. We’re to wait in the jump point for them to arrive, latch on, and hope we kill them all before they notice what we’re doing.”
“Ahh, right,” said Ginger, reading over the document. “But ma’am, what happens if they spot us before the gas filters through the ship?”
“Then I imagine the Toralii seal their internal bulkheads, power their weapons, and destroy us.”
Just what I wanted to hear. Maybe I should study the brief in greater detail. “I’m guessing there’s not much of a plan in that eventuality?”
“Not really,” said Scott, “the ship won’t be able to jump if the point’s occupied and there’s no way a single Broadsword can engage them at full standing.” 
I heard footsteps on the metal deck. “Let me guess,” came Shaba’s voice, “they didn’t read the brief.”
Shaba, Mace and Bobbitt crossed the deck, joining our group. We stood in a circle, next to the Broadsword that had shuttled Scott and I here.
“Neither did you,” said Scott. “I was there.”
“I read the rest en-route.” Shaba gave Ginger a sideways look. “I’m not an idiot.”
“That would have been smart,” said Ginger.
I probably should have too, but I kept my mouth shut. I resolved to read it on the way to the insertion point. I felt vaguely guilty about that.
“So,” said Shaba, “Major Scott. What now?”
Scott narrowed her eyes ever so slightly as Shaba spoke. It was interesting, seeing the two of them together and how quickly Scott had taken a dislike to Piggyback’s pilot. There were fewer women than men in most militaries, and although the Israeli armed forces allowed women to serve in any capacity a man could, they were rare. Was this how Gutterball and Shaba were like before they had really, truly gotten to know each other? It was a fascinating look back in time but I wasn’t sure I liked what I was seeing.
“Piggyback’s being prepped for pre-flight. We’re still testing the modifications.”
Shaba stiffened. “Modifications?”
“Of course. Your Broadsword had to be altered for the mission.”
The corners of Shaba’s lips took a dive to the deck. “What exactly did you do to Piggyback?”
“Well, our engineers swapped out the loading ramp for a breaching airlock and magnetised the seal. It should be working but we’ll need to test it first.”
Shaba’s glare could have curdled milk. “Who authorised the modifications to my ship?”
“I did. And it’s not your ship, Lieutenant Kollek. It’s the property of the Israeli Air and Space Arm. You’re paid to fly it, nothing more.”
“Replacing the loading ramp’s going to take more than the time it took us to get into orbit. How long have you been working on these modifications?”
“Three days.” Scott drummed her finger on her folder. “Ever since you got back.”
“What if my crew hadn’t accepted the mission?”
“Then we would have had another crew fly the modified Broadsword.” Scott held up her hand. “And, yes. That means we began cutting apart your ship before you accepted the mission. This is a war, Lieutenant, we don’t have the luxury of emotional attachments to our tools.”
If Shaba were a volcano, she would be erupting fiery doom all over the entire hanger bay, burying it in lava just like Pompey. I could see the rest of the crew edge away as though anticipating this exact scenario. Even I wasn’t happy at the way Scott had phrased it. Cutting apart.
“No, of course not ma’am.” Shaba forced out each word through gritted teeth. “I must have forgotten we were at war while we were burying Lieutenant Rubens. My mistake.”
Scott didn’t immediately answer. Instead, the two women exchanged a stare that could have melted the buttons on their uniforms.
“I’ll meet you back here at 1400,” said Scott. “I have to receive and brief the marines.”
“One hour. Very good, ma’am.” Shaba gave a stiff, angry salute. Scott turned and left.
Mace whistled. “Wow. She’s queen of the ‘no fun zone’, isn’t she?”
Shaba looked like she might punch something. “She’s a fucking festering cuntbag. That is, I mean to say, a literal bag of cunts swarming in centipedes and maggots.”
“Creative,” said Bobbitt. “I’m impressed.”
“You’ve never heard me swear like that before?”
“Of course I have,” said Bobbitt, “I’m mostly impressed you stopped there.”
Shaba grumbled something in Hebrew that I didn’t understand. Mace replied, also in Hebrew, and then everyone shared a laugh. Even Shaba.
The use of Hebrew, though, annoyed me. I felt isolated, as though I wasn’t a part of the crew and couldn’t share in their jokes.
Mace noticed. “Sorry, man. She was just saying—”
I held up a hand. “Hey, forget it. It’s cool.” I didn’t want to dwell on it. “So, when are we meeting our new Combat Systems Officer?”
Shaba snorted. “You really didn’t read it, did you?” She poked a finger at my chest. “Guess what.”
“No way.”
“Yep, you’re it.”
I wasn’t sure I was ready for that. I’d never commanded a Broadsword before, but much like acting as the ventral gunner I had in the last mission, I was qualified. It was fairly simple.
Sort of.
“What about the ventral gun position?” I asked.
“Won’t need one,” said Shaba, “like the brief says. If it comes to a scrap, the Broadsword’s cannons won’t do shit. They’re using the ventral gunner’s spot to store the gas until they’re ready to inject it.”
I gave my best cocksure grin. “Well, guess I’m moving up in the ranks.”
Ginger laughed, just a little too loudly. “Yeah. Hope you do better than the last CSO.”
That cast a pall over everything. I didn’t know what to say, and I suspected that everyone felt the same way. Shaba turned and left without saying anything, and I followed her.
“Hey,” I said. “Ginger’s just being an arse. Don’t worry about it.”
“I know.” She stopped, turned towards me, and I could see that she was struggling a bit. Still, she smiled. “You’ll be fine. It wouldn’t be the first time someone’s been put in a commander’s position without preparing for it. You’re an officer. They train you for this kind of thing. You’ll be fine.”
“Yeah,” I said, trying to appear more confident than I felt. “No worries.”

Hanger Bay
1400 hours
 
“Oh chabibi, what did they do to you.”
Shaba looked like someone had murdered her puppy. Piggyback, her noble steed, was an ugly warfighter at the best of times; now it looked even more misshapen than usual. A long cylinder had been welded to the front and the loading ramp had been jammed open then sealed. It looked, to my mind, like an angry toad sticking out its tongue to catch a fly. It even had turrets for warts.
“How do we even get on board?” I asked. “Through the airlock, I guess?”
She wasn’t even listening. “How am I supposed to fly with that thing? That hunk of shit has got to weigh fifteen, twenty tonnes. It’s going to shift the centre of gravity too far forward. The reactionless drive isn’t balanced for this. I’ll have to retrim.” She gave a long, exasperated sigh, gesturing towards the ship with both hands. “This is aircraft gore. We are looking at the corpse of a beautiful airframe.”
“It’s not that bad,” I said. “Besides. We’ll get the engineers to restore the loading ramp when we’re done with this op.”
“Ergh. You can’t give my baby plastic surgery, I won’t allow it.”
I squinted in her direction. “Sometimes I worry about you.”
Shaba walked around the ship, dazed. She ran a hand along the hull of the airlock as though sceptical it were real. One by one the flight crew assembled behind me, watching her.
Major Scott arrived, two dozen marines in tow. They wore a different uniform instead of the Task Force Resolution ones, and different from Major Scott. I didn’t recognise it. One of them wheeled a tall drum with a yellow chemical symbol upon it. The rest had the large automatic grenade launches the Chinese had developed to deal with the Toralii, with a missile tube over their back.
“Lieutenant Williams.” She nodded my way. “Are we ready to go?”
“Yes ma’am,” I said, “as soon as we can figure out how to get aboard.”
I got a dark look for that comment, but I smiled through it, as though it were unintentional. “I see,” she said, “it is a complex puzzle. Fortunately, I am here to assist you.” Her boots clicked as she walked over the flight deck, towards the front of the long airlock, and pressed the thick red button on the side. The doors slid open. She turned back to me. “Any questions?”
“What are those?” I pointed to the tubes the marines had over their backs.
“Anti-armour rockets,” said Scott.
"Anti-armour rockets? What for?"
She looked at me like I might be crazy. "Killing… armour?"
"Good answer."
“Any more questions?”
“No ma’am.”
“Good.” Scott nodded to her soldiers. They filed in through the open airlock, then we went in after them. The cylindrical airlock lead to the cargo area, which had been retrofitted with rows of steel seats. I didn’t like how cramped it was, full of marines, and I was glad when I was able to move through to the CSO’s seat.
When I saw it, though, I just stopped. This was where Gutterball had been shot. Last time I’d seen this seat, it was covered in blood. Now, though, it looked like nothing had ever happened. The flight techs had even replaced the seat, reupholstering the cloth. I reached for the head, turning the seat around. The back had been replaced too. No bullet holes, nothing. A brand new seat, completely hiding the past.
I could still smell the blood though. The cordite from the gunfire. The smell of the fire extinguisher I’d used to blind the Kel-Voran we were transporting. It smelled like a swimming pool, an intensely artificial, synthetic smell that I now associated with combat. And the blood. It had been all over my hands.
I didn’t know how long I stood there, my hand on the headrest of the seat, staring at the place where Gutterball had been fatally wounded, but someone walked out from the cargo hold. The motion returned me to the present.
It was one of the marines. A woman. The only one on-board apart from Scott. “Lieutenant Williams?” She asked, with a vaguely European accent.
“Yes?”
She extended her hand. “Oberleutnant zur See Hanna Keller, Marinestützpunktkommando Kiel.”
I tried to process that. Failed. “I have absolutely no idea what any of that means.”
She seemed to be used to that response and just pointed to the German flag on her shoulder. “Call me Keller, sir. German marines. Oberleutnant zur See is equivalent to OF1.”
“Ah.” It made sense. They were Bundeswehr. Elite.
“Major Scott said that we’re all squared away. She wants to know what the holdup is.”
I was the CSO now. Launch was at my discretion. How long had I wasted staring off into nothing?
“Tell her that we’re just waiting on a couple of things.”
“Aye aye, Captain.”
That stopped me. Captain? Technically I was the commander of the Broadsword, but CSOs were never referred to as Captain. They were more analogous to tank or bomber commanders.
“It’s just Lieutenant,” I said. “Broadswords are under the jurisdiction of the Israeli Air and Space Arm. This isn’t a naval vessel. It’s more like an aircraft.”
“Correct,” said Keller, “and there’s considerable debate about that, but we’re out here to take a ship. That’s definitely a naval asset. You’ll be a Captain then.”
“I thought Major Scott will be in charge after that.”
Keller smiled. “I think not, Lieutenant. Marines and the navy are always kept separate. It’s extraordinarily rare for marines to lead a ship. Last time it happened in a modern military was in the early 1800’s.”
I knew that, but it was interesting to hear someone else say it. “I’m in the Australian Air Force. Not the navy.”
Keller shrugged whimsically. “It’s closer than the army, like Scott, and marines are verboten.”
“Right. Well, that’s something I’ll keep in mind. Dismissed.”
Keller left. Forcing myself to overcome my discomfort, I sat in Gutterball’s chair.
No. It wasn’t Gutterball’s chair anymore. She was just a memory now. It was my chair and I had a job to do. I slipped the CSO’s headset over my head, turning on the ship’s integrated systems and letting everything boot up.
“This is Magnet. Initiating pre-flight launch sequence. All elements radio check.”
Everyone sounded off, ending with Major Scott.
“Marines, green light, ready for operation.”
“Right,” said Shaba, “let’s get this show on the road.”
I flicked the master arm and heard the hum as the ship’s power source switched on. I touched the ship’s external communicator, talking to the control tower.
“Sydney, Piggyback. Request departure clearance.”
They knew we were leaving. The response was swift. “Piggyback, Sydney. Launch clearance granted via main hanger. Preparing launch guidance system.”
My systems lit up, screens showing the integrated links and the guidance systems for Shaba. There was a lot more going on from this seat. The faint rush of air as the hanger bay was decompressed and exposed to vacuum. Two Wasps, our escort designated Striker 1 and Striker 2, lifted off the deck and flew above us. Shaba lifted the ship into formation, wobbling slightly as its artificial gravity fought with that of the Sydney. She was right. The added airlock did affect the ship’s flight characteristics.
But soon we floating above the deck, stable and level. The hanger doors opened and we flew out into space.
“All hands, Magnet. We are away.”
There were no windows in the CSO’s seat, no way to see the outside space except through radar screens and external cameras presented on tiny screens. The ventral gunner’s seat at least had a good view. Here all I could see were computers and keyboards. There was no peripheral vision. I could see now how someone had been able to sneak up on Gutterball.
One hour to the jump point. I sat back, relaxing for the first time since I’d sat down, and my mind wandered.
Gutterball. Our passenger. What it was like, setting foot on an alien world. How fragile people were, and how a tiny bit of metal could kill you despite having immediate medical care.
Someone touched me on my arm.
I leapt out of the seat, pushing myself up with one hand and drawing my pistol with the other. Acting solely on reflex, I slammed my knee into something soft, then racked the slide on my pistol, bringing it to a ready position.
Major Scott groaned from the floor, clutching her abdomen.
I raised my pistol to the roof. “Sorry ma’am.”
She’d had the wind knocked out. I wanted to help, but the consoles flashed with an urgency I couldn’t ignore. Instead I holstered my gun, took my seat and touched the mic.
“This is Magnet. Medical emergency in the CSO compartment.”
Smoke and Ginger came running. Sometimes it was useful having a doctor and a trauma surgeon on the ship.
“What the fuck?” said Smoke, throwing his bag on the deck and crouching over Scott. “Where’s she hit?”
“She isn’t,” I said, hooking my hands behind my head. “She just touched my arm and I panicked. I kneed her in the gut.”
Ginger sorted through the bag, pulling out compression bandages. “She’s not hit,” I said again, but my attention was drawn back to the screen. I’d forgotten to charge the jump drive. I began the sequence.
“I have to work,” I said, “let me know when she’s okay.”
“You’ll be fine, Major,” said Ginger, “just focus on breathing.”
“It’s coming back.” I heard the Major’s laboured gasps as her diaphragm began to work. “Got a mean… ng—kick there, Lieutenant.”
“I’m really sorry, ma’am. You startled me.”
“Little jumpy are we?”
I twisted in my seat. She was sitting up and Smoke was taking her pulse.
“Yeah.” I tapped some keys on my console. “This is where Gutterball got shot. Someone snuck up behind her and shot her. I was just thinking about it when you touched me.”
Scott seemed to understand. “Right. Loud knocks, then.”
“Loud knocks,” I echoed, then into the mic, “thirty minutes to jump point. Shaba, begin deceleration.”
“I know how to fly.” A subtle shift in the ship’s gravity became apparent, as the vessel slowed down in preparation for its jump.
“So what did you want?” I asked Scott.
“I wanted to sit beside you during the operation. I think I’d work better being somewhere I can communicate with you, which is also seems like it’s a good thing if you’re going to start kicking anyone who comes up when you’re distracted.”
That seemed reasonable. There was a spare chair here. It was with some degree of hesitation that I considered this. That was where Groomzilla had been seated. I could see, now, how he had easily gotten hold of Gutterball’s gun. And how defenseless she would have been.
But Scott wasn’t an alien being involuntarily transported to an arranged marriage, and she wasn’t going to shoot me. Still, irrationally, I was glad that my pistol was on my other hip. “Sure. No worries. And I’m sorry again.”
She pulled herself up with Ginger’s help. “Thank you,” Scott said. “And don’t worry about it.” She sat beside me, turning some of the monitors I had towards herself and plugging in a roll-out keyboard she had.
“We’re coming up on the jump point,” I said. “How’re you feeling?”
“Let’s just focus on the job,” she said, squinting at her monitor. “Six minutes?”
“Six minutes.”
The ship slid into the jump point, Shaba timing the deceleration so that Piggyback was in the epicentre of the jump point. I entered the coordinates from Scott’s mission brief, checking them with her, then my hand hovered over the large red button.
“All hands, prepare for jump.”

The wail of proximity alarms greeted me the moment the ship jumped and sensors turned back on. I looked at the close range radar screen. It was a soup of tiny contacts stretching out as far as our radar could see.
I tried to figure it out as I talked to the crew. “Jump complete. Weapons tight, condition one.” I flipped a switch to charge the Broadsword’s hull, draining power from the reactor to induce rigidity. The ship’s reactor flared to full power, compensating for the drain. 
The crew called in, one by one, reporting their alert status. The reactionless drive hummed as Shaba manouvered. 
“Be advised,” she said, “we are in a significant debris field.”
That would explain our radar’s difficulty. I looked to Scott. “Debris?”
“The Kel-Voran said they disabled this jump point’s defences. They were non-specific as to how.”
I stared out at the mass of battle-scorched debris. “Looks pretty disabled to me.” I didn’t know how we had expected anything less. The Kel-Voran were not known for their subtlety, preferring to solve problems through overwhelming application of direct firepower, although they sometimes had a surprising amount of finesse. They, like the Toralii they regularly fought with, were used to winning.
Debris plinked off the hull, seemingly harmlessly, but with Piggyback still untested from her modifications I didn’t want to test its strength. If we were disabled here, the Toralii would find us and that would be it. “Shaba, move us out of the jump point, slowly. Avoid larger pieces.”
“Don’t get too far away,” cautioned Scott, “the Toralii ship will be jumping into this area. We want to be as close as possible to minimise our interdiction time.”
It was a good point. “Just get us clear of the worst of it then. Use your discretion.”
“Copy, Magnet. Moving to six hundred metres distant, ten metres per second evasive.”
The debris moved in a cloud that covered everything. Radar contact was minimal, stretching out only a hundred kilometres, and patchy up to a hundred beyond that. “What a fucking mess,” I said. “Whatever was here is gone. The Kel-Voran don’t do anything subtle.”
“It’s beautiful,” Scott said, a huge smile on her face. “We couldn’t ask for anything better.”
“How? Won’t this complicate the insertion?”
“Yes,” said Scott, “and your pilot will have her work cut out for her, but it’s also the perfect cover. If the Toralii have a forerunner in the system, or any other kind of monitoring device, they won’t be able to see us when we board the Al’Farrak. Plus this debris will hide us as we approach.”
“Good point.” I screwed up my face. “But when the Al’Farrak jumps into the point, won’t it displace any material present? What if it strikes us?”
“Yes, but the likelihood of anything striking us is pretty low.”
We were a tiny black dot in a black sea. The statistical likelihood of us being hit was low, even if the material would be displaced at a fraction of C. “Right.” The ship wobbled as Shaba dodged something big and heavy, and I sat back in my seat, staring at the radar; a storm of metal, swirling around the Lagrange point. “So what now?”
Scott tapped her keyboard, focused on her screens. “We wait.”

I watched the line on the radar screen go around and around and around. Every time it spun I counted it. Eight hundred and twenty. Eight twenty one. Twenty two.
The ship continued to dodge incoming debris, bobbing and weaving constantly. Motion sickness wasn’t something that I’d ever experienced before—pilots usually didn’t get it for obvious reasons—but all the rocking, dodging and swaying of the ship began to get to me. I felt like there was an annoying midget jumping up and down on my insides. Not enough to make me hurl, but enough to feel a bit green around the gills. Scott, I could see, wasn’t handling it well either.
Normally the crew would talk to distract ourselves from the discomfort, from boredom, but today we couldn’t seem to muster the energy. The internal radio was dead silent, and even Scott gave me an occasional sideways look, like she was expecting us to talk at least a little.
Instead I just watched the green line of the radar swing around, like some kind of demented athlete running a race that would never end. Eight forty one. Eight forty two.
A scream, high pitched like a banshee racing through the hull, broke me out of the silence. I felt air rushing down the corridor and to the rear of the ship. Decompression alarms wailed, but something else caught my attention, something far more important.
A grey dot appeared in the wake of the line. It took me just a microsecond to make sure that my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me.
“Tally contact. Single bandit, class VI. Weapons tight, condition two. Confirming identity, break.”
In defiance of radio protocol, Bobbitt talked over me. I could hear wind howling in his microphone. “Hull breach, hull breach! ”
“It’s in the stern,” said Smoke in my ears. “Bobbitt, are you hit?”
“Negative! I don’t think so, but there’s a huge hole in the tail turret!”
“Come back in,” said Smoke, “don’t egress. We can’t pick you up without a loading ramp.”
“No shit!”
I let the computer do its work as they talked, the high res cameras on the Broadsword’s sensors comparing images of our target to the ship before us. It worked in one of the side screens, performing complex image recognition at thousands of frames a second.
Bing.
“Identity confirmed,” I said. “Target marked as Objective Alpha. Shaba, close to docking distance.”
The ship lurched, moving towards the Toralii ship. We were going too slowly, though. The damage must be affecting Shaba’s ability to fly.
Every second we spent unattached was a second the Toralii would have to see us, and we were venting atmosphere.
“Shaba—”
“Quiet,” she said, “I’m doing the best I can.”
The docking port latching on with a loud clang, audible even where Scott and I were seated. She looked at me and I knew what she was thinking. If we could hear it, so could they. The docking was supposed to be subtle.
“This is Scott,” she said, “begin cutting into the hull.”
A muffled vibration shook the entire ship. On the various monitors I could see sparks flying out into space, a spray of tiny yellow stars against the black void.
“Bobbitt,” I said, “sitrep on the hull breach.”
“I’m clear,” he said, “and I sealed off the turret. We’ve lost a fair amount of O2, about fifty kilos or so, but we’re good.”
Fifty kilos wasn’t too bad. I was more concerned about the cutting, the shriek of a buzzsaw cutting through metal. “That’s too loud,” I said.
“Nothing we can do about it now,” said Scott. “Just hope we get the gas inside before the Toralii get their suits on.” Scott’s fingers flew over her keyboard. “Increasing internal atmospheric pressure to match target vessel. 1.1 psi and rising.”
We had to match the thickness of our atmosphere to the Toralii vessel, or when we cut into the hull it might trigger their decompression alarms. I felt my ears hurt as the pressure increased. Too slowly for my liking. Through my video screen I could see windows of the Toralii ship. There was nothing visible there. Were they at action stations? Were they donning their armoured space suits?
Suddenly I could see a face, barely visible at the angle we were at. A Toralii was was looking through a glass window of their ship. It seemed concerned, looking out at the stars beyond, at the swirling storm of metal that swirled around, but not at us. It spoke to someone over its shoulder, then disappeared.
The cutting noise faded out abruptly. “We’re through,” said Scott, “thermal imagery shows that the section is clear. Deploying gas, one kilogram per second.”
Ginger laughed into my headphones. “Scott and Williams sitting in a tree, G-A-S-S-I-N-G.”
“Shut your face,” I scowled, but then something got my attention. A red warning light flashed on my screen. The structural integrity monitor. “Shaba, we got a problem.”
“What?”
“The Toralii are manouvering, turning to port. It’s stressing the airlock seal. If that thing cracks, we’ll decompress.” If we didn’t accidentally gas ourselves, we would all get sucked out into the void. Not much of a choice.
“Trying to compensate. Break.” I watched the ship struggle through the CSO’s screens. The sound of tortured metal increased. “Dammit, the damage is affecting the reactionless drive. I can’t keep pace!”
The low groan of stressed airframe echoed throughout the ship. “Scott, seal the airlock. Stop the gas. We have to withdraw.”
“No!” Scott jabbed a finger at the screen. “Less than twenty percent of the gas is deployed. If we break off now, they’ll see us.”
“Shaba, we can’t disengage. You gotta give me another option.”
Options. Surprisingly, it was Bobbitt’s voice who came to our aid.
“We could open the rear escape hatch. The damage was on the starboard side, so the venting gas will propell us in the direction the Toralii are moving.”
The alarm began to flash with increasing urgency. I didn’t have time to think about it. “Do it,” I said, “just don’t fall out.”
With a snap-hiss the air began to rush towards the rear again, howling down the corridor. The alarm abated, and after almost ten seconds, the Toralii stopped their manouver.
“Bobbitt, seal it.”
The wind didn’t stop. “Bobbitt!”
The ship jerked as Shaba tried to stop us from overcompensating. Scott unclipped her seat straps.
“I’ve got it!”
She ran down the corridor, the wind whipping her short hair all around her head.
“Bobbitt! Bobbitt, report!”
The wind abated. The groaning metal stopped. The alarm went silent.
“Magnet, Shaba. We’ve matched pace. The Toralii are drifting.”
“Copy. We’re winchester on gas.” Military parlance meaning we had pumped all the nerve gas we had into the ship. “Status on Bobbitt and Scott?”
“Unknown,” she said.
“I’ll go take a look,” I said, but then I remembered the marines. The mission. “Belay that. I can’t. Smoke, Ginger, take a look, I’ve got to coordinate the marines.”
“This is Smoke, copy that. We’ll go after her.”
I snatched up Scott’s headset. “All units, this is Magnet. Begin insertion. Make sure you’ve got your suits on tight; your choices are nerve gas or vacuum, so triple check everything. Make sure your cameras are on, and record everything for the post-action report.”
“Keller here, Lieutenant. We’re good to go.”
“Good. Breach, bang and clear.”
On Scott’s screen I could see space suited marines pouring into the long cylinder, rushing in one after another. I watched through one of the helmet mounted cameras as the marines stormed into the oval that Piggyback had sliced into the hull.
“Flash out,” said Keller over the radio. A huge white burst of light followed her announcement, the nerve agent swirling around her space suit as she made her way into the hull.
I wasn’t the only one watching the screens. Mace spoke into my headset. “There’s a certain irony in the Jews gassing a bunch of Germans.”
I gave an uncomfortable glance to the bulkhead, but the rest of the crew—Israelis all—laughed along with him.
Through the screen I saw Keller turn to the helmet-mounted camera of one of her marines and give us all the bird. Through her helmet I could see she was extremely unhappy. “That’s not funny,” she radioed to me. “That’s not fucking funny at all.”
“Focus on the job,” I said, “we can talk about it later.”
She did so, her boots stomping into the metal hull, but her anger seemingly evaporated after a moment.
“We got bodies here,” she said. I switched to her camera as she panned it over the scene.
The Toralii corpses were curled up into foetal positions, the expressions on their faces one of intense agony. Humans had outlawed the use of these nerve agents against other Humans many years ago, but the Toralii were not signatures to the Geneva convention.
It was strange. I had killed a Toralii before, in space combat. I hadn’t felt any sympathy for them at all before, not after they’d destroyed Sydney, Beijing and Tehran, but I felt for the poor bastards we’d just gassed on the Toralii ship. They weren’t combat teams, they were damage control teams. I could see their tools scattered about.
“Make sure they’re dead,” said Keller. Flashes of gunfire on the black and white monitors. They made very sure.
The marines spread out through the ship, moving to their assigned locations. The internal map we’d received from the Kel-Voran was precise. I switched perspectives again. The helmet of the guy I was watching, Dieter Koertig, moved from room to room. Every time, methodical as clockwork, flash-bang grenades were thrown in, the room was swept, and any bodies were repeatedly shot in the head to make sure they would pose no threat.
After the third room, he entered some kind of nursery or childcare area. A half dozen Toralii children lay scattered around the floor. Koertig’s voice filled my headset. “Piggyback, we have children’s bodies here.”
I felt vaguely sick. The plan had indicated that there might be families aboard, but seeing the bodies with my own eyes solidified it in a way that was strange to explain. It was one thing to hear about something but another to experience it for yourself.
“Copy,” I said.
“Orders?” Koertig knew the answer to his question just as well as I did, but he was asking it anyway. That’s how soldiers sometimes dealt with things like this. Passing the authority, the blame, up the chain of command. If he didn’t follow my orders, he knew, I’d just find someone else who would or do it myself.
“Protocol is protocol,” I said. “Make sure they’re dead.”
He did so, the flash of his gunfire washing out the camera feed, then he moved on.
I changed views. The rest of the marines continued to sweep. I settled on Keller’s viewpoint.
“Report, Uberleutnant.”
“It’s Oberleutnant, sir. And the sweep’s going well.”
“Good, Oberleutnant. How long until you reach the bridge?”
“Two minutes, sir.”
The camera bobbed as she moved forward. I could see the tip of her grenade launcher ahead of her, steady as a rock. She approached a corner, stepping back and to the side, slinking around and leaning so that her body was protected.
A huge multi-legged metal creature, as big as a horse, clanked its way down the corridor. It spoke in a thick, guttural language of the Toralii, gesturing subserviently with its clamps.
[“Input directive.”]
Keller pulled her head back. “Scheissen! Piggyback, we got a construct.”
I was suddenly glad for my previous conversation with Scott. Nerve gas wouldn’t affect a mechanical construct and the anti-armour rockets she had ordered were suddenly quite handy. 
“Take it down,” I said.
Keller pulled out one of the long tubes I’d seen, popped the end off, then aimed it down the corridor. A white flash washed out the camera’s optics, then my vision returned. A vision of a corridor filled with smoke and the red glow-worms of burning metal in the dark.
“Construct destroyed.”
“Keep shooting, I want to make sure that thing’s really dead.”
Keller fired a few shots from her grenade launcher into it, blasting the wreckage, the edges of each impact zone a fiery red. She kept going, exhausting her magazine, until the construct was just a smoking wreck.
“I think we got it, sir.”
“Well done. Wait there for reinforcements. Those things are just brainless shells. The datacore is the true intelligence—and it might send reinforcements. When it’s clear proceed to the bridge.”
“Aye aye, sir.”
I flicked the communication channel to all the marines.
“We’ve destroyed a construct on level two. The datacore will be around the place somewhere. Apply C-4 when you find it and use plenty, those things can be remarkably resilient.”
The various squad leaders acknowledged. I was about to switch back to Keller’s view point when I heard footsteps down the corridor. I turned in my chair. Major Scott and Smoke were carrying a stretcher.
“Bobbitt?”
“He’s fine,” said Smoke, “the dumb mother fucker used a steel
cable to anchor himself to the ship when he opened the door. He’s got a lot of bruising and some internal bleeding, but he’ll live.”
“Hey, fuck you,” said Bobbitt, his voice surprisingly lively. “It’s all I had!”
“You’re a fucking dumbarse,” said Smoke, “and if you die here I will never stop laughing. Okay, Major, set it down gently on three. One, two, three.”
Smoke and Scott eased Bobbitt down on the deck of the narrow corridor.
“Aren’t you glad we don’t need a gunner,” I said, grinning at Bobbitt. His face was puffy and bruised, but he managed to give me the finger. That was good. Jokes meant he was still kicking.
“How bad’s our damage?” I asked. Scott sat in her chair and I took off her headset, handing it back.
“Pretty nasty,” said Smoke. “There’s a three centimetre hole in the hull. If Bobbitt hadn’t of sealed it so quick we might have lost the whole stern of the ship.”
It was best not to tell Shaba about that. “Well, glad to hear he did something right for once.”
Everyone laughed, including Bobbitt, and then Scott received some kind of communication.
“Oberlieutenant Koertig reports they’ve found a construct’s datacore,” she said.
“Good,” I said. “I told them to look for it, then C4 it.”
She frowned. “That’s an important asset.”
“Keller found a construct and took it down. We don’t know how many more there are.”
Scott seemed more angry at that. “She destroyed the construct? On your authority?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Those things are important to the operation of the ship. They wouldn’t have them for no reason.” Scott touched her headset. “Koertig, that’s a negative on the C4. Keep the datacore intact.” She looked at me, her finger still down on the talk key. “But keep me posted if you see anymore constructs.”
I wasn’t happy about that, but Scott seemed to know what she was doing.
“This is Keller,” I heard through Scott’s headphones, “we’ve taken the bridge.”
Scott’s smile reflected how we all felt. “Good.”
I patched myself into Keller’s radio signal. “We’re cycling out the gas. Give us twenty minutes to clear out the atmosphere, then come over.”
“Twenty minutes,” I said, “we’ll be ready.”

I walked through the airlock welded to the front of Piggyback. Thick cracks ran along its length, a spiders web of damage, although it didn’t seem to be leaking any atmosphere. Still, the journey from the Broadsword to the Al’Farrak was spent staring at each of the long fractures, hoping that they would not pick this exact moment to give way.
It might have been magnetically attached to the inside of the Toralii ship’s hull, but I felt distinctly uneasy about said attachment. A few magnets between me and death. I knew if that happened everyone would have a field day with the dumb jokes. Magnet getting killed by magnets.
Hold tight, my ferrous bros, I silently implored the docking clamp.
When the improvised door closed behind us I felt a certain degree of relief. But then came the next stage of trusting our machine sensors. Everyone still had their helmets on.
“Who wants to go first?” I asked, grinning at all the spacesuited helmets in front of me.
“Sensors show that the gas is gone,” said Scott.
“That’s not what I asked.”
Nobody volunteered. “Fuck it,” I said, “here we go.” I reached up and unclipped my helmet, popping it off with a hiss. Air rushed in; the suits were set to standard pressure, rather than the higher one found on the Toralii ship.
I inhaled, breathing deep. If there were still trace elements of the nerve agent present in this atmosphere, I wanted to get a full lungful, so that death would be as swift as possible. Not that it mattered; nerve agents didn’t need to be inhaled to be effective.
And, of course, death bought on by nerve gas wouldn’t be pleasant in any event, be even if I was chugging it straight from the bottle.
The ship smelt of chlorine, of stale hospital air, and of some other scent I couldn’t identify. It was a cross between roast pork and spiced chicken.
“Smells nice,” I commented, taking in another lungful. “Did we gas these poor bastards during dinner?”
Scott removed her helmet. “I think so. Keller’s unit reported that there was a small fire in one of their rooms. Must have been a kitchen.”
One by one the Piggyback crew took off their helmets, although nobody took off Bobbitt’s, so he just lay there.
“Right,” I said, “let’s make our way to the bridge, establish control of Piggyback from there, and dock her remotely. Shaba, ready to fly an alien ship?”
She looked distinctly unhappy. “Remote’s imprecise. Why can’t I just go back and fly it properly?”
“If the airlock breaks up, Piggyback will decompress. Remote’s safer.”
“My girl would never break on me. Besides, I can just seal the cockpit—”
“And then you’d be stuck in there until we could cut you out. Don’t worry, when we get this ship out of here, the engineers will restore Piggyback to her rightful glory.”
“I fucking hope so.”
“First priority,” I said.
“Hey,” said Bobbitt, pointing up to the window on the improvised breaching door, “what’s that?”
He was laying on the floor so I couldn’t see what he was seeing. I bent over and twisted my neck.
A wall of metal floating just above us.
A white flash caused me to squint, a burst of energy that sliced the breaching airlock in half. A turret on the underside of the massive steel wall turned towards Piggyback and, with two easy shots, blew her to debris.
“GET TO THE BRIDGE!” I shouted, breaking into a clumsy run, the space suit weighing me down. “Scott, Ginger, take Bobbitt!”
Debris rained against the side of the ship, a sound like rain on a tin roof. Everyone ran with me, Scott pulling ahead of us. “This way!” she shouted touching her radio, “Keller, charge the ship’s weapons!”
“I don’t know how to!” The marine’s voice was faint, coming from the helmet under my arm. “Everything’s written in Toralii!”
We tore around a corner, then Scott lead us up a flight of stairs. With heavy metal shoes this proved to be a much more difficult task than I imagined.
The ship shook, lurching to one side. I crested the stairs, unbalanced, and tripped over a Toralii corpse, landing face first on the fuzzy, fur covered chest of another. Someone stomped on my back, almost knocking the wind out of me, but I fought my way up and staggered, gasping and sweaty, into the bridge area at the centre of the ship.
“Report!”
Everyone ran for a console. We knew the layout, it was part of the Major’s handout, but the marines of course had not been briefed on how to operate the ship. I took the Captain’s position on a raised dais at the centre of the room. The moment I stepped onto the platform, the holographic display above me lit up, showing the steel wall only metres away from our roof.
“There’s a Toralii ship out there!” said Mace, tapping on the weapons console furiously. “Bringing up the plasma cannons!”
Obviously there was a ship. “Hurry,” I said. “Faster would be better. Damage report?”
“Assessing now,” said Scott, “minimal hull damage. It looks like they just shot Piggyback, not us. They probably still think we’re friendlies.”
“How’s my ship?” asked Shaba. “How bad is it?”
“Piggyback’s debris,” I said. “They got her right in the reactor. I saw her blow.”
“Those mother fuckers!” The acid in her voice could have melted the deck below her feet. “Alevai eize kelev ya'anos et ima shelha ve otha gam, mi iten ve kol a haim shelha ye'afhu le ge'inom aley ad—”
“Focus!” I shouted over her. I could tell how upset she was by how much Hebrew she used. “Shaba, focus! Scott, what was that shake before?”
“A docking clamp,” said Scott. “They’re attempting to board us. The Toralii computer’s letting them aboard.”
“No thank you.” I could see it on the holographic display, a long thin tube reaching out to us. “Scott, close that airlock. Mace, arm plasma cannons, get ready to blow the docking clamp away. Shaba, power engines; we’re going to want to get the hell out of here real fast. Plot a course through the debris field and use it for cover.”
Although none of the crew had direct experience with Toralii hardware, Shaba had clearly studied the briefing. She touched each one of the keys with calm, measured precision, although I could sense the rage, the loss, bubbling inside her. I knew what she was doing. Her warrior side was putting Piggyback’s destruction out of her mind. It was one of the military’s unwritten rules.
Fight now. Grieve later.
The rest of the crew went to work with precision and dedication. Our stolen ship swung around without even a hint of inertia. Their technology was better than ours.
Mace turned to me. “Plasma cannons online.”
“Do the Toralii know we’ve got weapons on them?”
“They will in a moment,” said Scott. “The boarding party’s coming across. They’re going to start to wonder why the door’s closed.” Something flashed on Scott’s console. “They’re hailing us.”
“Well,” I said, “it’d be rude to not answer. Mace, fire everything we’ve got at the docking clamp. Shaba, punch it as soon as we’re clear.”
The ceiling of the commander’s station lit up as the ship obeyed our orders, showing us a holographic composite image composed from shots from various cameras. I saw our turrets swing towards the thick tube attached to our ship, bright flashes as superheated plasma severed it. Purple Toralii blood mixed with a white plume of oxygen and splattered all over the hull of our newly acquired prize.
“Shaba, go!”
Our ship descended and moved, pushing its way through the debris field. The hostile ship shrank in the large monitor, slowly becoming a tiny dot in the metal sea and eventually disappearing.
“Where are we headed?” It seemed odd for the commanding officer to ask such a question, but I put trust in Shaba’s judgement.
“Location Alpha. The planet that’s near this jump point.”
That seemed to be a logical place to go. It was the nearest body. We could use the planet’s mass as a shield, then swing around to the Lagrange point. But it was a long way away.
“Are they pursuing us?” I asked.
“No idea. We’re just as blind as they are. Safe to say they’re a little pissed, though.”
Our captured ship sailed on through the debris but we didn’t relax. I used this time to accustom myself further with the commander’s position. How to manipulate the ceiling overhead. How to relay information between terminals, and how to operate the various parts of the ship. It, much like everything the Toralii seemed to have, was as simple as could be. Even with my fairly poor Toralii each button seemed obvious in its function.
We could learn a lot from these fuzzy fuckers.
“Scott, how’s the cleanup going?”
She inhaled, pinching her nose and rubbing her eyes before speaking. “Good, Captain. The marines have piled the corpses into the airlock and we’re just waiting to make sure we get everything. Then we just need a good opportunity vent the airlock to space. ”
“What’s left to search?”
“Reactor room, storage lockers, cargo hold. It’ll take a few hours to search the cargo hold on its own, since there’s so much stuff in there.”
Nothing that would be likely to have crew in them. The idea of having the Toralii corpses sit in the airlock for hours didn’t sit well with me. “Well, there’s no time like the present. Let’s flush the corpses before they smell up the joint. We can do a second pass later.”
“Very good, Captain,” said Scott. She began to give the orders, talking to Keller and the others, and then Mace spoke.
“Mags? I’m getting some odd readings from the reactor core.”
Why did nothing ever go smoothly? “Odd?.”
He tapped a few keys on his console. Immediately the ceiling above, previously a blank starfield, was replaced with a sea of information. A schematic of the ship in three dimensions. A section was highlighted purple, flashing on and off.
“So?” I asked.
“See that purple bit? It’s an alarm.”
Humans used red as their alarm colour. Toralii blood was purple. The connection made sense.
“Okay,” I said, “so what am I looking at?”
“The reactor’s losing power. About 3% an hour. It’s been doing this for a while, before we even came aboard. Pretty soon the ship won’t be able to jump, then manoeuvre, then obviously we’ll start losing critical systems like life support.”
“Is there anything in the ship’s log about this problem?” I stopped myself. “Do the Toralii keep ship’s logs?”
“Often,” said Scott, “but transport ships are notoriously bad at maintaining them, and this is a relatively new problem.”
“Great,” I said, “we inherited a broken ship.”
“Technically,” said Mace, “we stole a broken ship.”
“Thank you for your contribution. Scott, how do we unfuck this fuckery?”
She shrugged helplessly. “The Kel-Voran gave us lots of good intel on operating the ship, but maintenance wasn’t something they covered in great detail. All they said was that the ships were tough, self reliant, and shouldn’t need much guidance. I imagine the constructs do the work.”
I hoped we had more aboard than the one Keller had slagged. It had been done on my authority after all. “Would your contacts know how to fix it?” I searched my mind of the name. “The Kel-Voran, the woman who we delivered the fucknugget to?”
“Possibly. The Kel-Voran do operate extensive shipyards and are much more familiar with Toralii technology than we are. Unfortunately, our jump drive is going to give out in less than one hour, and it’s going to take four at least to get to another jump point. Plus there’s the diplomatic problem of getting to talk to the Kel-Voran without getting blown to tiny little pieces; they might hold their fire if we sent a Broadsword, but well, we don’t have one anymore.”
I could feel, rather than see, Shaba trying to hate Scott to death. 
“Well,” I said, “then I guess we’re going to try and fix it ourselves.” My legs ached from standing up all the time, but as the CO, this was my responsibility. “Let’s go take a look, shall we?”

Scott and I walked to the reactor. This ship was much larger than our Broadsword; it felt like home, like the Sydney. Comparatively wide corridors. Tall ceilings. As a taller than average man, this made me feel quite comfortable.
What a mission. I was warm and I wasn’t stooping. Apart from the loss of Piggyback, which affected Shaba more than it affected me, everything was going not entirely horrible.
Aside from the leaky reactor that might leave us stranded deep within Toralii territory.
And the faint smell of Toralii corpses mixed with alien cooking.
And any lingering nerve gas that might be slowly killing us.
And any other consequences “leaky reactor” might have, like radiation invisibly poisoning us.
Well, nobody had died yet. That was always a plus.
We arrived at the large reactor. It was sealed by a heavy door which was outlined in purple and green stripes.
“Did we bring radiation suits?”
“Our spacesuits are hardened against cosmic radiation, but I don’t know how well they’ll work in there. It might be enough. We had one that was extra shielded, in case we needed to work on Piggyback’s reactor, but that was aboard the ship.”
I grimaced. “Let’s not let Shaba know that.”
To my relief, Scott just nodded. “Okay.”
Through the door’s window I could see a set of Toralii-shaped spacesuits inside, thick and reinforced. I tried the door but it was locked.
“Mace?” I asked through the radio, “Can you open the outer reactor door?”
“I can’t let you do that, Dave.”
There was the faint sound of sniggering through the microphone. Scott gave me a dark look.
“Just open the door,” I said.
“Sure. Hold on a moment.”
Through the window I could see the inner door being opened. “Mace, that’s the inner door.”
“But I didn’t do anything yet!”
The inner door continued to open, and a helmet appeared, identical to the ones on the rack. I realised, at that moment, that one of the suits was missing.
“Back!” I said, pulling Scott away from the door. The marines, however, moved faster than I did; they readied their weapons as the inner door shut, and some unknown gas filled the tiny airlock, obscuring the inner window.
“Dammit,” she said, “the nerve agent wouldn’t have gotten through the reactor doors. How long has that guy been in there?”
“No idea.” I signalled for the marines to lower their weapons. “When he comes out, grab him.”
“What?” Scott stared at me. “Belay that, kill him.”
“He’s clearly working on the reactor. He might be able to fix it for us if we let him work.”
“Would you help a bunch of Toralii you found on your ship?”
It was a good point, but I felt that keeping whoever it was alive was for the best. “If we keep him alive, we can kill him later. If we kill him now we learn nothing.”
She considered and I knew I’d made a good point. She nodded to the marines. “Takedown, then. Use the Toralii strength handcuffs and feet bindings.”
The marines changed magazines on their grenade launches, loading dull orange ones. Then they waited.
The gas inside the airlock faded and the door opened. Immediately I could hear singing in the strange Toralii language, muffled by the helmet.
[“Once could fly,
But now I see,
The ground is beautiful,
And life down here is simpler.”]
That was a rough translation and it sounded better in Toralii. The occupant stepped out into the corridor.
The marines both fired, throwing rubber slugs into the suited Toralii. He fell over in a heap, groaning. They shot again and again, eight rounds in total each, until their magazines were empty. They reloaded with blinding speed.
“Strip his suit,” said Scott, “we might need it later.” The two marines did, then they handcuffed him. They did the same to his feet, then used a third set of cuffs to restrain him to the wall.
“His claws, Major?”
“Use the clippers.”
They squeezed his paws, then snipped off the sharp ends of his claws, leaving blunt nubs.
“How long until he wakes up?” I asked.
“Who knows?” Scott regarded the prone Toralii. “They heal faster than humans and are more robust. Probably not long.”
“Well we’re going to need him up and awake, sooner rather than later. Maybe Smoke can wake him up.”
Scott touched her chin with her fingers, then reached for her radio. “Major Scott to Lieutenant Berkovic.”
“Smoke here.”
I grinned at his use of his callsign. Scott did not look amused.
“Lieutenant Berkovic, we have an unconscious Toralii outside the reactor room. Please come as soon as you are able.”
Minutes later Smoke arrived. Ginger was not with him; presumably he was tending to Bobbitt.
“Wow,” he said, “you’re not kidding.”
“Of course not.” Scott pointed at the prone Toralii, who groaned. “We need him awake.”
Smoke crouched beside him, examining the bruises and swelling with a critical eye. “Well, I didn’t exactly train on Toralii physiology, but I’ve read Doctor Saeed’s paper regarding Saara’s treatment. Apparently, for the most part, they’re just tougher than we are and will recover in time.” He opened his bag, fishing around inside. “A shot of Monday Morning should do the trick.”
“Monday Morning?” said Scott. “Some kind of advanced drug?”
Smoke’s smile said everything. “One third vitamin B12, one third caffeine and one third adrenaline. Comes in handy when you have pilots who come in still plastered after a 48 hour rec leave in Bali.”
“It feels so fucking weird,” I commented.
Scott said nothing, rolling her eyes and looking at the bulkhead.
Smoke withdrew a syringe full of a white fluid I knew all too well, popped the top off, then pressed it against the Toralii’s veins. It went in fast, then out.
“Stand back,” said Smoke, standing and moving away. “They tend to be a bit antsy when they get up.”
Nothing happened. The Toralii lay there, moaning softly, while we stood around like idiots.
“Clock’s ticking,” said Scott. “We don’t have time for this. We have to stop the reactor from breaking down, or else—”
With a roar the Toralii leapt to his feet, teeth bared, reaching the limit of his restraints. He struggled for a time, then just sat there, snarling softly, eyes darting between us and the raised weapons of the marines.
“I’m Major Scott,” said Scott, “from Task Force Resolution. We have commandeered this vessel.”
[“Who are you, aliens? What do you want?”]
“He doesn’t understand us,” I said. That was to be expected. For us, learning the various Toralii languages was an important task and we were all passable at it, but to them we were just another species who’d developed jump drive and had to be squashed. He probably didn’t even know what we were.
“We need you to fix the reactor,” she said again, pointlessly. Human mouths couldn’t form the necessary sounds to speak their language, even if we understood it.
[“Where is my family? Why have you attacked us?”]
I was pretty sure that’s what he was saying. I crouched beside him. This drew a concerned look from all around, but I did it anyway. I pointed to the reactor door.
He watched my finger, eyes turning to me. [“Yes,”] he said, [“I am an engineer.”]
I pointed again, shaking my head. I tapped my finger on the metal.
[“That is the reactor room.”]
I tapped again. The Toralii’s frustration became obvious.
[“I don’t understand.”]
Of course he didn’t. We had no time for a language lesson. I thought for a moment, then stood. “We have to show him to Operations. Let him see what’s going on for himself.”
Scott’s brow creased. “I don’t think that’s wise. He knows this ship better than we do, and he may become… agitated. He’s injured, scared, and he’s had some powerful chemical stimulants.”
He might. He had asked about his family; the bodies of the Toralii children we’d put in the airlock ran through my mind. I knew that the Toralii had a soft spot for children. What might he think of us if he knew they were dead?
[“I want to see my family,”] he said again.
I nodded.
[“You will take me to them?”]
How could I explain ‘later’? I nodded anyway. “Marine, unlock him from the wall. Keep his hands and feet bound.”
He did so, cautiously, and then the Toralii stood. He was taller than all of us, nearly seven feet in all, and very strong. I beckoned him to follow me, then we headed back the way we’d come.

Although we had called ahead to let everyone know what we were doing, the presence of a Toralii in and amongst them, even restrained as he was, was clearly upsetting. All eyes were upon him as he shuffled forward, touching some of the keys on Shaba’s console, the two of us watching his every move.
I could see the worry grow in his eyes as he read more of what the ship’s computers were telling him. 
“What should we call him?” I asked Shaba, stepping up beside her. “The Toralii, I mean.”
“Who cares?”
“I care.” I thought for a moment. “Let’s call him Bob.”
“That’s the most stupid and unoriginal name I’ve ever heard.”
I elbowed her in the side. “I thought you didn’t care.”
“Fine,” she said, “let’s call him Tybalt.”
The name rang a bell. “From Romeo and Juliet?”
Shaba, her attention focused on the Toralii’s work, barely took her eyes off her console. “Yep.”
“Why?”
“It’s the first name that jumped into my head. Probably something to do with him being the King of Cats.”
That was good enough reason as any. Tybalt it was; the king of a ship of ghosts.
[“The reactor has suffered a loss of alignment,”] said Tybalt. [“It must have occurred while I was recharging the coils, hours ago. The ship will be shortly unable to jump.”]
Translation: The teleport thingie was broken. I wished he would tell us something we didn’t know.
Tybalt looked at us, taking in the blank looks on our faces. [“It can be repaired,”] he said, [“but I will require parts from storage, my tool kit, my radiation suit and access to the reactor. The work will take some time.”]
We didn’t have much. We had emerged from the cloud of metal hiding us long ago but with no sign of pursuit. Still, my warrior’s instinct told me that this was not over. The Toralii would not just jump away.
Time was the fire slowly consuming us all.
“Okay,” I said, nodding for emphasis, forgetting that he couldn’t understand us. “Fix it.”
[“Raise your hand if you wish for me to effect the repairs.”]
I did so.
[“I will do this for you,”] he said, [“and I will assist you to the best of my ability. But immediately after I wish to be reunited with my family. You must promise me that you are keeping them safe. We bear you no ill will. We are not military. We will take one escape craft and we will leave. Swear you will do this and I will assist you. Raise your hand if you agree.”]
Lying time. I raised my hand.
He held up his shackled paws. [“Then release me and I will get to work.”]
One of the marines handed me a key. I started to unlock it. “Major Scott? Keep two marines with him at all times. If he tries anything funny, shoot him.”
Tybalt left with the marines in tow, heading back towards the reactor room.
“What’s he going to do when he wants to see his kids?” asked Shaba.
“Good question,” I said, “bluff him until we figure out what to do with him.”
“And when he insists? He’s not going to be happy when he discovers that his kids are frozen, gassed corpses floating out in space.”
This was indeed a problem. I’d stuck a bargain with Tybalt but I couldn’t uphold my end of the deal. “I’ll just have to play it by ear.”
She looked unimpressed but seemed to accept that. “Right.”
I changed the subject. “How long until we’re behind the planet?”
“Two hours. Then six to the jump point.”
The numbers didn’t add up. “Wait, it was four hours just before.”
“Well, that was then and this is now. The drain on the reactor is slowing us down. Unless things get substantially worse, it’s four hours at current speed.”
“Why are we slowing down? Aren’t we already ballistic to some extent?”
Shaba nodded. “Of course. We’re not slowing down, we can’t accellerate as fast. Also, since we actually plan on stopping at the other side, we have to decelerate earlier otherwise we risk overshooting the jump point. This piloting stuff is hard you know.”
I knew and I resented Shaba having to explain it. I was a pilot, too. Just because I hadn’t been in the pilot’s seat for a few months didn’t change that.
Still, my wounded pride aside, this wasn’t good. “Is the leak really affecting us that much?”
“Yep.” Shaba folded her arms. “Better hope our new friend comes through for us.”
I certainly did hope he did. I didn’t fancy seeing what the Toralii Alliance might do to pirates. We’d learnt through the grape vine that the Kel-Voran sometimes committed acts of piracy against the Alliance, so their procedures would be well established and brutally swift. The fleet had blown up Cenar, their massive prison facility, but I was under no illusions that they wouldn’t have others.
Assuming they didn’t just shoot us.
Something else was bothering me too. “You know,” I said, “it’s weird that Tybalt’s helping us without even knowing that his family are still on board, or even still alive. I would have asked for a proof-of-life first.”
Shaba nodded. “Same thing occurred to me. Maybe Toralii are used to people keeping their promises.”
That made sense. I wanted to discuss it further, but out of the corner of my eye I could see Scott glaring at me.
“Captain,” she asked, “a word?”
With a nod, we stepped out into the corridor.

Scott walked with me out of the bridge area, a couple of the marines in tow. She was agitated, I could see that, and I knew it wasn’t the reactor. Or it wasn’t just the reactor. Something was eating at her and, perhaps, she’d been holding in what she wanted to say for a while now.
Fortunately she broke the silence before I had to ignore it for too long.
“You should be more formal with the men.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am?”
She didn’t look at me as we walked. “You’re the commanding officer now, but you’re still treating them like your war buddies out on a patrol.”
“They are my war buddies.”
“Not here.” She stopped and I stopped too, the marines pulling up behind us. Scott pointed at the floor. “On this deck they’re soldiers under your command. They’re to follow your orders and they’re to do it without question. Their names are not Shaba, nor Mace, nor Ginger; they’re Lieutenant Kollek, they’re Lieutenant Ben-Ami and they’re Lieutenant Shamoon. They’re not your friends. They’re your subordinates.”
I folded my arms, something I knew would annoy her. “I’m sorry, Major, but as far as I can see they are following my orders.”
“For now,” said Scott, “but that’s not the point. You’re breeding bad habits. They question. They hesitate. They aren’t seeing you as the commander, and right now your orders are suggestions. That can’t continue. They’ll make a mistake, they’ll question you when they should be obeying you, and that mistake will cost them. Military mistakes are paid in blood.”
“You don’t have to remind me, Major.”
She wasn’t having that. I couldn’t use Gutterball’s death to silence her this time. “Then tell me, Lieutenant Williams, what was Lieutenant Ruben’s mistake?”
I didn’t know where the answer came from, but it jumped right to my lips before I had time to think about it.
“She trusted our passenger, who used that trust to get her pistol and shoot her.”
Scott leaned forward and I knew, I just knew, what she was going to say. “Agreed. Don’t repeat her mistake. When the repairs are complete, shoot the bastard and be done with it.”
“What if we need him later?”
“Then,” she said, “you will have the wrong call. That’s life. You’re the Captain now. You’re going to have to make a lot of these calls in the future if you want to survive, and if you want to use this vessel effectively. You’re going to have to make decisions about who lives or dies, or what risks you take and what opportunities you pass up. Some of them are going to play out and some aren’t. If you make the right call, then most everything will come good in the end. If you make the wrong call, we all die.”
“Thanks for the pep talk, Major. I’ll keep it in mind.”
“See that you do,” she said, and walked back to Operations, the marines following her.

I didn’t know what to think as I stepped back into the bridge area. The Piggyback crew were working away at their consoles, although there wasn’t much for them to actually do at present. I assumed they were still learning the ins and outs of their new ship rather than doing anything specific. The holographic screen above me showed nothing but a field of stars.
“Any sign of pursuit?” I asked Mace.
He scrunched up his face as he looked at his display. “Nah. Not yet. Not that we could tell anyway.”
That seemed odd. “Something wrong with our radar?”
“No,” said Shaba. “I made a slight change to our course. There’s a radiation belt between this planet and it’s moon, along with what looks like a proto-asteroid belt. It’s probably the result of one of its moons breaking up. In any event, there’s a lot of debris there we can hide in. Of course, in space, camouflage works both ways.”
Not being able to see in exchange for some concealment worked for me. However, Scott’s words rang in my ears and I knew I had to say something. “I didn’t recall authorising such a deviation from our course.”
I knew everyone was looking at me, all with a mixture of emotions.
“No,” said Shaba. “You didn’t. I just—”
“You assumed.”
“Yes, I did,” she answered, a stiffness in her tone. “Sir.”
I felt bad. Not because I was giving orders, or because I was giving them to Shaba, but because I was changing the dynamic of the crew. Before we were friends. Now… less so.
Major Scott had a point, but I wasn’t sure I completely agreed. I wanted to tell Shaba I was sorry but there was no time for that, and I’d already said what I’d said. No going back.
First two rules of command: Never apologise, never resign. I knew that much.
“So,” said Shaba, “did you want me to resume our previous course, sir?”
“No. Hiding in the asteroids and radiation is a good plan.” I thought that Shaba’s course correction had showed initiative, but I couldn’t say that. “Maintain course and heading, see if we can match pace with some of the larger pieces of debris. If we can’t detect anything anyway, let’s go to passive sensors. No active radar, only thermals. Watch for active radar and comms.”
It took some time for the order to be effected, but less than I anticipated. The crew were getting the hang of the Toralii systems quickly.
Scott spoke up. “Captain, the Toralii systems have filtered a portion of the nerve agent we deployed into some kind of canister on the lower decks. What did you want done with it?”
I had no time for that evil stuff. “Flush it into space.”
“I’d advise against that,” said Scott. “It might be detectable even in trace amounts and it’s got a distinct chemical signature. The Toralii spectrometers are quite powerful and even a small gas release could give away our position.”
“Moving it might also be dangerous,” Mace said. “Wouldn’t want to accidentally release it into our atmosphere.”
Good points well made. “Store it then. But make sure it’s kept under guard. I don’t want any surprises.” I turned to Shaba. “How’s the ship handling?”
“Worse and worse.” She glared at her console as though being angry at the ship might solve the problems. “If we don’t get that core fixed soon, we’re going to have problems staying within the radiation belt.”
“It’s only a matter of time before our thermal profile gives us away anyway.”
“True, but the thing is, they have to know where to look. If we’re moving too fast, or too slow, or in the wrong orbit, then that makes it easy for them.”
This was a problem. “Scott, do our marines have any idea how the repairs are going?”
She conferred with them, chattering over the radio for a moment. “They don’t know. The Toralii’s working hard, though.”
“Good.” I didn’t know what else to say.
Silence reigned as the ship sailed through the debris field. Shaba worked away, her flight control clearly getting worse and worse by the hour. I swore the holographic display seemed less bright than it did before.
Exhaustion began to take its toll. The ship was supposed to be long gone from the system by now. Would the Sydney send people looking for us? The Tehran maybe?
That wasn’t part of the plan. If we failed, we were disavowed, but Captain Knight of the Sydney would never leave his people to an unknown fate. Perhaps that was why the Toralii were not openly pursuing us. They were waiting for our rescue party.
“So,” said Mace, breaking the silence. “Mags. How’re you holding up?”
“Mmm?”
“Well,” he said, leaning against his console, “it can’t be easy. You’re Australian. Your de-facto XO’s a Brit’. Rest of us are Germans or Israelis. That’s gotta be hard for you, having to lead this motley pirate crew without at least a shared cultural fibre.”
“Eh,” I said, shrugging. “We’re all pilots. That’s enough, so far, so I think I’m doing okay. Maybe I’m secretly Jewish, that’s why I’m getting along with everyone so well.”
“Oh really? Go on, then. Say something Hebrew.” 
“Hannukah Matata,” I said. “It means no worries.”
Mace laughed. “I hate you so much right now.”
“Hey, you made a Holocaust joke before.”
“Yeah, but that’s different.”
“Well, watch your back mate. Keller looked damn pissed.”
“Hah. That’s because—” He stopped, his console flashing purple. Suddenly he was all business. “Alert, we’re being pinged.”
“An active radar?” I asked, straightening my back. I hadn’t realised I had been slouching, but I should have. It felt like I’d been standing for days.
“Confirmed. Active pulse, low frequency, scanning through the debris.”
Shaba tapped at her console. “Should we change course?”
“Not yet,” I said. “They might see us, they might not.”
The ship rocked as a wave of fire struck it.
“My money’s on might,” said Bobbitt. He’d managed to sit up but that was all he could manage.
“Shaba, get us out of here.”
“Trying,” she said. “This thing turns like a pregnant sow.”
More fire splashed off the outer hull. We would need to move if we were going to survive. “Scott, patch me through to the marines holding Tybalt. I want to talk to him”
She did so.
[“We are under attack, aren’t we? Tap once for yes, twice for no.”]
Pretty perceptive for a kitty cat. I tapped my finger once on the microphone.
[“I see. Fortunately I have some good news for you, Human. The reactor core leak should be repaired, and power should be restored imminently.”]
I looked to Shaba. She nodded encouragingly. “Looks good from up here. We’re getting power to all parts of the ship.” I tapped once.
[“Excellent. I have done as you asked and wish to see my family now.”]
I grimaced. I wanted to stall him further, but another wave of fire hit the ship. The Toralii were getting bolder. “When we’re no longer being shot at,” I said, knowing he couldn’t understand me.
[“With power restored your pilots should be capable of steering you to a voidwarp location and your escape. I do not wish to come with you, Human, and neither do I want my family to be continued to be used as hostages. Release them immediately and I will take the escape craft, as per our arrangement, and return to my people.”]
I tapped twice. No.
There was silence, then a low, understanding chuckle over the line. [“I anticipated as much. It would not be wise to endanger my children by putting them into the middle of a firefight. Escape pods are… flimsy.”] There was another pause. I hadn’t even thought of that excuse. [“Very well, perhaps I will stay with you for now. Still, I would like to see my family now.”]
I quickly tapped once.
[“Where should I meet you? Tap once for the crew quarters on the level below, twice for the command core.”]
I tapped once. The further he was away from here the better. 
[“Very well, I will see you shortly.”]
I didn’t have long to think of a lie. Everyone on the bridge—or as Tybalt had called it, the command core—was watching me. I was the CO now. I had to make a decision, and fast.
“Any ideas?” I asked the bridge.
“It seems pretty simple,” said Scott. “The repairs are complete. The ship’s getting power. Have the marines take care of him just like the others.”
It felt wrong to be so… clinical about it. “So we shoot him, just like that?”
“Yes,” said Scott. “That’s it. We shoot him. This is war, Captain, and our Toralii prisoner is one of them. He has no useful information for us, and probably wouldn’t help us if his own life were not in danger. The only difference between him and the rest of the Toralii we gassed today is that you’ve given him a name.”
“That makes a difference to me.”
It did, too. Tybalt wasn’t just one of the enemy now. He was our prisoner, and we had an obligation to treat him well.
Then again, the rules regarding nerve gas didn’t apply to the Toralii either, and if the situations were reversed—and our fleets not as fortunate—Cenar might still stand, and we would be hauled off there to be tortured for the rest of our days.
I’d heard about what they did to the crew of the Tehran. I’d seen their scars.
“Fine,” I said, turning towards the exit. “I’ll go do it myself.”

I wandered for a little while, reluctant to head directly towards the crew quarters and determined to postpone the inevitable for as long as I could, but the occasional sprinkling of Toralii fire hitting the ship became a solid wall of rain. I knew I should finish this and quickly, but some part of me wasn’t ready to head there. Not yet. Instead, I reached for my radio.
“Magnet to bridge. Report status.”
Shaba’s voice came back to me, frustrated and urgent. “We’re so heavily engaged the Toralii should give us a ring. You better get back here, Captain.”
I knew I should, but this was important to me. “You’ll do fine. Go total evasive, and when we get there, jump the ship. I’ll be back up soon.”
I swore I could hear Major Scott choking in the background as I clipped the radio back on my belt and finally made my way down to the crew quarters. The marines had settled into the area quite well, filling the bowels of the ship with their gear. Some slept despite the pounding of weapons fire on the outer hull.
The ship shook as I stepped up to the quarters that held Tybalt. The two marines on guard opened the door for me without saying a word.
He was much as I left him, and when I came in he looked at me with an eager smile. [“I was beginning to think you weren’t going to come, Human.”]
I slowly took my tablet from my belt, then tapped the unlock button and handed it over. The light shone in Tybalt’s face and he inspected it warily, leaning in to scrutinise it closer. I studied his expression as he looked over the display, his face changing from confusion, to shock, then anger as the true meaning of the image dawned.
A looping video taken from the marine helmets, images of them flushing the gassed Toralii corpses out the airlock.
He glared at me, his brown eyes narrowing. [“This is a fake image. You are trying to distract me so I continue to work for you.”]
I shook my head. I knew he couldn’t understand my words, but I tried to communicate with him via tone. “I bought you your family, man. That’s all that’s left.”
Tybalt’s large paws shook as he held the tablet. [“No. My children. My mate. They cannot be… floating out in the nothing!”] With a roar, he snapped the tablet in half, sending shards of glass and circuit board everywhere.
I didn’t know what I was expecting him to do. Kill me, probably. I don’t know why I expected it so; I wasn’t suicidal, overcome with grief or remorse, but I expected him to kill me. It felt right that he would. I didn’t understand it at the time, but I later came to understand why it was sane and rational to feel this way.
It was justice. We had done wrong and should have been punished.
Tybalt, whose real name I still did not know, dropped both the ruins of the tablet and the device he had built, then slammed his fist into the bulkhead. Over and over, crying and enraged, a mixture of grief, anger, remorse. He said things—words, phrases, grunts and groans I could barely translate—but I knew he was hurting.
“I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. “We don’t kill children if we can help it. We don’t kill civilians at all, normally, we just needed your ship. That’s all. We just needed the ship.”
He probably couldn’t understand me even if he spoke my language. He slumped in the corner, holding his large, muscled hands over his head, not moving or saying anything.
Then he looked at me.
He hated me. I could see that. It was the same look that the Kel-Voran male had given me when I delivered him to his wife; contemptuous, bitter. Was this to be our legacy now? My crew and I, roaming around the galaxy in our stolen ship, a rag-tag group of pirates who made enemies where ever they went?
[“What will you do with me?”] Tybalt growled. [“I will never assist you.”]
“I know.”
I reached down to my pistol. I slowly and deliberately clicked open the thumb break strap, grasped the steel handle and withdrew it.
Tybalt’s eyes followed the device. He seemed to relax, losing some of his anger as though this were his preferred option. Slowly he stood, climbing up to his feet, not attempting to attack me or resist in any way. He just stood there, looking at me as I looked at him.
“I’m sorry man,” I said, and raised my sidearm.

Half way back to the command core a faint hum echoed throughout the ship, and the pitter-patter of incoming fire ceased. We’d jumped, away from the fire and the death of that system, our mission complete. Piggyback was a slowly expanding ball of gas and debris in an alien world, but our prize was intact. More or less. We had taken a Toralii ship; a valuable piece of hardware that would aid our war effort substantively.
Too bad we had to gas a bunch of children for it. A bunch of defenceless kids along with their adult guardians.
When I returned to the bridge everything was quiet. The crew weren’t relaxing, though. They were probably too tired for that.
“Well?” asked Shaba.
“The Prince of Cats won’t be joining us,” I said, moving back up to the central dais, glancing up at the holographic display of a familiar system. Reds and yellows, all splashed across the stars like a bucket of spilt paints. A nebula I knew too well. “We’re in the Blood Sky system?”
“Seemed like the logical place to go,” said Shaba. Scott clearly wasn’t pleased about the destination, and she almost opened her mouth to complain, but I just nodded Shaba’s way.
“Good work,” I said. “These guys owe us a favour. Shaba, get our happily married friend on the horn, see if we can scrounge up some hospitality, then lets see about getting some rest. Don’t let her husband know we’re here if we can avoid it.”
Shaba’s plan was good, but as I looked at the holographic display above us, of the view of the Blood Sky system stretched out before me, I couldn’t help but feel a stab of pain inside at the sight and the memories of Gutterball it conjured.
“Aye aye,” said Shaba. “Getting it done.”
I knew I’d forgotten something. “So, yes. Congratulations,” I said to the room, “we’ve captured the Al’Farrak.”
Everyone clapped. When it died down, Mace said, “We can’t call it that, though. That’s the name of a freighter. This is a warship.”
He had a point.
“Piggyback II?” suggested Scott.
Shaba made a revolted face. “Blech. No.”
“The Rubens,” I said, an offer that was met with nods of approval from all around. “May she be as strong and dependable as her namesake.”
Everyone enjoyed a moment of silence, and then Scott spoke up.
“So what now, Captain?”
I took in a deep breath, putting my hands on my hips. “We can repair, resupply, and rest here before pushing on back to the Sol system.” I turned to every one of my crew in turn, making sure to meet their gaze so that they understood, just as well as I did, my meaning. “We do the retrofit, get our full crew compliment along with our Wasps and Broadswords, and then we go hunting.”
I looked up again, back to the nebula that looked like splattered blood across the stars. I had promised myself I would propose to Penny, to eventually marry her, but this mission would take up most of my time. After the repairs, after we’d received our extra crew, we’d be gone; slipping in and out like ghosts. I’d barely have enough time to see her.
I really wanted Penny here right at that moment, but some part of me was glad she was safe on Earth. For the first time in my career I felt vaguely ashamed of what had happened. What I individually, and my crew collectively, had done.
There would be some price to pay for this, some debt written in our ledgers that would, like a forgotten bill, rise to haunt us later, but for now we had captured a ship that would prove invaluable in our struggle.
I hadn’t shot a Toralii. An enemy trying to kill me. I’d executed a helpless person. A mechanic who loved his kids, who trusted the word of some aliens who’d already proved themselves to be violent.
My senior staff were Israeli, my marines German. How swiftly we had let ourselves commit heinous acts in the name of the greater good. Our memories were short indeed.
“Let’s get going,” I said. “We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
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Magnet: Scarecrow
 
As a pilot only two bad things can happen to you (and one of them will):
 
a. One day you will walk out to the aircraft,
knowing it is your last flight.
b. One day you will walk out to the aircraft,
not knowing it is your last flight.
 
- Andy Hill
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Infirmary
TFR Rubens
Orbit of Velsharn
 
Six hours after the events of Lacuna: The Ashes of Humanity
And ten months after the events of Magnet: Marauder
 
“I NEED
TO
SPEAK
TO Commander Liao immediately.”
I felt like the weight of the words would crush me. The battle was over, the Rubens had repaired its damage and was now assisting the survivors. In the middle of the medical bay was large tank full of green fluid. The Rubens was originally a Toralii ship and we were just starting to understand some of our pilfered technology. Beyond the glass floated a woman in a skintight suit. Her left arm was a bandaged stump and I could see that the skin of her head, her left side and probably other bits of her that I couldn’t see was heavily scarred.
Commander Melissa Liao. She was the de-facto leader of the human race and she teetered on the edge of death.
Doctor Saeed, a Persian man who looked far too young to be a full doctor despite some grey flecks in his beard, shook his head resolutely. “No. Her condition is still critical. Commander Liao is in a medically induced coma and she’s still far too frail to be woken up. Her body needs more time to recover, and I mean weeks and months. She needs to rest.”
I could not imagine that being suspended in fluid would be restful. Even though she was unconscious, I swore Liao’s face was a pained mask, the corners of her mouth tugging out as though in barely suppressed agony. Her burns were severe and my skin itched just looking at her wounds. There was no way she was comfortable even if she was unconscious. Her dreams would be tortured.
I had sympathy, but I had my duty, too. “It can’t wait. I’m sorry.” It couldn’t either. I had to get the words out or I felt like I was going to explode.
“It’s going to have to.” Saeed’s voice was firm. “Take whatever matter you have to Captains Anderson or de Lugo. Captain Grégoire is in command, officially.” He gestured to a lump of blankets on a nearby seat. I realised, now, that it was the shape of a man curled up on a chair, a man using a blanket to shield the bright glare of the ship’s lights from his eyes and get some precious sleep.
Captain Grégoire. His affair with Commander Liao, and their resultant child that was still more or less in my care, was well known but I hadn’t had much of a chance to talk with him. Perhaps now was not the best time.
I thought this over. Captain Anderson it would have to be. Although de Lugo was an option as well. But neither of them, despite their advanced ranks, would probably be more helpful than Commander Liao. The Beijing was always at the forefront of everything, and I had not asked where the Sydney was. Its disappearance was unusual; I had expected it to help defend Eden, but I put the matter out of my mind.
Perhaps I spent too long thinking. Saeed, somewhat worriedly, spoke up. “Captain Williams?”
“Sorry.” I tried to shake out my thoughts, my demons, but I couldn’t. “Yes?”
“Are you alright?”
“No,” I said honestly. “Not really.”
“Want to talk about it?” Saeed rested his hip up against his desk, a casual, easy listening posture straight out of the Combat Stress Reaction treatment handbook. The modern military was all about feelings and group hugs or whatever, but strangely, despite me recognising what it was and what he was trying to do, I did felt relaxed.
“Nah,” I said, but I knew that was a lie. “Actually, yeah. I do.”
“Okay, let me hear it.” As though sensing my reluctance, he added, “If it’s important, I’ll wake up Captain Grégoire to deal with whatever’s troubling you.”
I didn’t want to disturb him but I did want to talk. “Right,” I said, trying to collect my thoughts into something resembling a cohesive lump of story-stuff. “So, it’s not exactly public knowledge, but this ship? We stole it from the Toralii Alliance. For the last year the Rubens has been tasked with piracy—uhh, I mean, ‘counter-logistical privateering’—against the Alliance shipping and military supply network. It’s been particularly effective because when we jacked the ship, we captured their windwhisper codes, transport ID and manifest, the works. We’ve been able to reverse-engineer basically everything about this ship, so we can travel in the Toralii shipping lanes unmolested, pretending to be merchants, until we find a target, isolate them, and destroy them.”
He didn’t seem surprised at this. “I didn’t know the specifics, but I suspected this ship was all up to no good out there in the black. I know I’m not alone in thinking that.”
I snorted. “Yeah, we sank ship after ship, destroyed freighter after freighter. Fat lot of good it did. Earth is toast.” I had been there when Earth burned. Having my honeymoon no less. Trying to rest, recover from what had happened. Seeing Earth burning from orbit was an image that would never leave me.
“What happened to Earth wasn’t your fault,” said Saeed, his voice soft. “Nor was it any of ours. It’s normal to be feeling what you’re feeling. We, as a species, just lost our homeworld.”
“I know. I’m still processing that, to be honest, but I really meant our mission.”
“Well, from what you told me, it sounds like you were doing well. The more Alliance ships blown to atoms the better.”
I’d thought the same thing once. Unfortunately reality was a lot more complex. “We were doing quite well for ourselves, yes. Until Scarecrow.”
“Scarecrow?” Saeed shifted his posture. “One of your Broadswords?”
“Not quite.” I took a deep breath and started from the beginning.

Operations, TFR Rubens
 
Two months earlier
 
My console flashed with a dull yellow light. The Toralii ship was hailing us; probably an attempt to convince us to call off our attack. It was far, far too late for that, though. The freighter and its crew were already dead. They just didn’t know it yet. Our missiles streaked towards the target like sharks honing in on bloodied prey.
“Hit, hit, hit.” Shaba pumped her fist in the air. “We fucking got ‘em, three impacts right in the centre of mass. Their reactor is lighting up.”
A wild cheer went up from the Operations crew. I cheered along with them. The ceiling of the Rubens glowed uncomfortably bright as a blossoming fireball grew in the depths of space, one that flashed and winked out as the hostile freighter’s oxygen supply was consumed. Now our target was just millions of pieces of debris, a slowly expanding cloud at the edge of some nameless Toralii system.
Victory 29.
“Nice shooting Shaba, as usual. Status of our strike craft?”
Mace, one of the gunners from the Piggyback now serving as the communications and flight control officer, seemed to anticipate this request. “Dove, Iron and Vindicator are pulling back and preparing for combat landings.”
“Jump drive should be powered up momentarily,” said Ginger, tapping away at his console. “We can get the hell out of dodge the moment our birds are back on board.”
I tapped the railing in the commander’s dais, dragging my fingernail across the metal. Every second we spent here we were exposed. The Toralii had to be mad by now. That was yet another ship we’d annihilated, and I knew that they would be coming down on us like a tonne of bricks at any moment. We’d kept stinging them and stinging them, and every time we engaged I worried if this time would be the time they spring their trap and exterminate those pesky pirates once and for all.
So far so good. For now. But I was getting more cautious; I hadn’t quite had my fill of mayhem yet, and besides. I’d promised Penny I’d be okay.
A promise that had gone out with the latest Broadsword messenger nearly two months ago. We could only communicate with Fleet Command infrequently at best; we couldn’t afford to give away our position, and we knew the Toralii were hunting us. Every time we got mail from home we risked being caught and destroyed.
But it was worth it. I hadn’t seen Penny in long enough that missing her was beginning to get painful. I still had an engagement ring stashed in my breast pocket, over a year old by now. That was too long to hold on to such an important object.
Silver and rubies. Beautiful. Just like her. I could feel the metal pressing against my chest.
“Dove has docked,” said Mace. “Vindicator’s on final and Iron’s right behind him.”
Good. The three ships were practically crashing in their haste to land; they knew just as well as I did that that every second was precious. “As soon as they’re on-board, cut transponder and ILS data, turn off all our systems and go dark. When we’re cold, move into the Lagrange point and jump the ship.”
The three blue dots that represented our fighters merged with the big blue sphere that was us. I waited for Mace to confirm the docking. And waited.
“All craft retrieved.”
Shaba touched a purple button on her console. Toralii blood was purple, so every important thing—weapons, fire suppression, jump drive—was purple.
The ship’s systems whined as they powered down, and then there was a faint hum of energy. The radar screen shimmered as it tried to make sense of its surroundings post-transition and then resettled. Our passive sensors drank in emissions from nearby space, but for at least a light-second there was nothing at all near us.
“Jump successful,” said Shaba. “Radar is clean, radiation and thermal profile normal. Based on the system’s telemetry we’re right where we want to be; system 204, planet J’s L1 Lagrange point.”
In the beginning, every time we jumped to a previously unmapped location we gave it and every planet, moon and comet within a name. We’d name them after a close friend, a dead pet, girlfriends and boyfriends or whatever. Eventually, though, the creative well ran dry. There was a Penny system, a Penny planet, and several Penny moons. My parents had a few things named after them too. The dog I’d grown up with had a star. My neighbours dog had a star.
Finally we gave up and just used numbers for star systems and the letters A-Z for every planet, starting at A for the closest and working out. Early land explorers found the same problem. That’s why, all over Australia, there were dozens of places named things like 5 Mile Creek. After months of new systems, making two or three jumps a day, we just didn’t give a fuck about naming things anymore. That was a problem for future-us.
“Launch the CAP,” I said. “Get our birds back out there and make sure there’s no surprises waiting for us. Keep them close, visual range only. Ten minutes, that’s all, then back on-board. With our transponders out we don’t want them to lose us.” Space was very, very big and very empty. If the fighters strayed too far away they wouldn’t be able to find us again as they relied on radar to guide them past visual range, and radar was like shining a flashlight in the dark. You could find things but people could find you too. We couldn’t risk alerting anyone who would be watching.
I was being paranoid and I knew that. There was no way the Toralii could have known we’d come here, but I wanted to make sure. There could be a Forerunner in the system, one of their automated probes. The Toralii left a probe in every system they had mapped. They were jump capable and would scurry away to report anything suspicious to their masters who would respond accordingly. The arrival of a Toralii battlefleet was not something I wanted to catch us unawares.
Data we had from the Rubens’s computers suggested that this system’s forerunner would be far enough away that, with our transponders switched off, it was unlikely to detect our approach for months. By that time we would be long gone.
“CAP is away,” said Mace. “They are maintaining radio silence. No sign of anything at all in the system.”
I smiled and, relaxing for the first time since the mission had started, turned to face the rest of the Operations crew. “Mission successful. That’s kill number 29 for us. Shaba, estimates on tonnage?”
“Probably 10,000 tonnes. Just a small fish.”
“Well, I’ll stick it in the ship’s log anyway.” I whistled. “29 kills. Well done, everyone. Well done.”
There were nods of approval around the room. I bent down, rubbing my aching thighs. Why did the Toralii think it was a good idea for everyone to stand up all the time? “Okay, I’m going to switch out. Shaba you have Operations, I’ll go debrief Iron.”
“You got it,” she said, taking my position. I left, walking back to the stern of the ship and the hanger bay.

It felt good to have my own ship. I was Air Force, we weren’t supposed to own ships, but we were a special operations unit. The rules were a bit… bendy. As I passed marines in the corridor they parted to let me through.
The hanger bay was a brisk walk from Operations. The whole ship was the size of a guided missile frigate, but fatter. When I arrived, the bay was already pressurised and Iron—my former CAG and flight leader—was waiting for me.
“Morning, sir.” He saluted crisply, just because he knew it would piss me off. I swatted his hand away.
“Cut that shit right out. You know I hate it.”
He laughed. “Oh Captain, my Captain, sir.”
I ran a loose command. I didn’t feel like a CO; these weren’t my friends and allies, not my subordinates. Major Scott, my chief of marines and a stickler for the rules, hated it. More than once she’d threatened to transfer off the ship and had written long, clearly worded letters to anyone who would listen about my various misdeeds. But she stayed.
“How’d it go out there, Iron?”
“Yeah, we fucked ‘em good. Barely worth the ammunition we used to suppress their turrets.” Iron smiled. “You just don’t want to give us a fair fight, do you?” 
I smiled right back. “If we ever find ourselves in a fair fight, then I haven’t done my job properly. My task as CO of this ship is to make sure that our battles are as grossly unfair towards our enemies as humanly possible. The best outcome I can hope for is for the Toralii to go, ‘hey, what’s that light?’ right before they explode.”
“Works for me. I might bitch about it, but I’m cool with doing the space equivalent of taking out the trash every couple of days.”
It was more like weeks, but I know Iron had been itching for more targets. “You’ll get your chance,” I said, caution in my tone. “We can’t risk an ambush. The Rubens is powerful by our standards but she’s just an armed freighter to them. If we get caught with our pants down, we’ll get proper fucked.”
“They don’t seem to be following us.” Iron’s tone grew serious. “That freighter we just wasted barely saw us coming, as though they were snoozing at their radar. They weren’t expecting any trouble.” He paused. “Can we at least go for something with a bit more tonnage to it?”
“It’s not really about the tonnage. It’s about hitting them, getting out, and keeping them guessing. Make them up the guard on their trade routes. Increase security everywhere. That’s how you bankrupt an empire—make them try to win every battle, defend every spot. If they defend to the east, we attack the west. If they defend the west, we hit them in the east. If they defend everywhere, then we nip at them until they go broke.”
“I read Sun Tzu too, you know,” said Iron.
“Well, it’s a good plan.” I changed tracks. “Who’s flying the CAP?”
“Dove and Vindicator. After we refuel our birds and I get some rack time, Warbird and I were going to fly the dawn patrol.”
The Rubens was going to be here a while and I didn’t need to be in Operations. I don’t even know why I did it, but a wild impulse came over me. “Can we change that up a bit? Swap someone else in for Warbird?”
“Sure. You’re the CO.” Iron’s grin was a mile wide. “Sir.”
“I told you, don’t do that.” I pulled a disgusted face. “It just seems so wrong coming from you.”
Iron seemed to take a perverse pleasure in tormenting me. “Well, get used to it, because I’m staying. I’m here to take care of your sorry arse; you know that if you didn’t get this ship, one day you would have been the Sydney’s CAG. Now, I’ve seen how you keep your bunk, I’m not trusting you with my ship’s pilots. Not yet anyway.”
“I’m doing okay with the Rubens.”
“So far,” said Iron, although I could tell he was genuine in his approval. “Besides, it doesn’t matter. There’s more to why I’m here. Being the CAG on a big ship means constant paperwork; little boat like this, I get to fly. And honestly that’s what I’d rather do, you know?”
I knew exactly how he felt. I felt a longing for space again; and not in a big ship standing up all the time. Nestled into a pilot’s seat. “Yeah, I know. Hey, look, I was thinking: let’s pull Warbird from the CAP. Let the poor guy sleep in. I want to be your wingman for the CAP. Just this once.”
Iron looked sceptical. “You don’t think Warbird’s got the chops for a CAP? I know he’s inexperienced, but he’s a great stick.”
“No, nothing like that. Warbird’s fine. I just miss flying.”
He relaxed and, with a nod, seemed to understand. “Yeah. Well, you got it, boss.”
“Don’t call me boss.”
“Sure thing, skipper. I’ll tell Warbird he gets a few hours more rack time today, that’ll make him happy.”
I accepted that Iron was just going to come up with euphemisms for CO until I accepted one of them. Skipper was as good as any. “Doesn’t he know that the early bird gets the worm?”
“Apparently not. Skids up in four hours. Don’t be late.” He turned to leave, then stopped. “You do remember how to take off, right?”

I let Iron go sleep. Flying a CAP was an exhausting process; four hours out in the black at constant alertness, staring at your radar screen and out at the field of stars. It was pretty but it got old pretty quick. Plus the seats were uncomfortable, the cockpits cramped, and any attack that would seriously threaten the Rubens would overwhelm strike craft in moments. Crap conditions, worse job, lousy pay.
Flying, itself, was the reward. I pitied the dead who can no longer know such joys.
That wasn’t much of a justification. I could have flown on Earth, or back on the Sydney. Or in innumerable ways.
Why was I doing this again?
Fortunately, I was fairly rested so didn’t have much to do for four hours. I was making my way back to Operations when Shaba came to meet me.
“Morning, Cap’.”
Gah. “Morning, Shaba. What’s the news?”
“Nommuch. The shift change went ahead, no worries. So we’re all going down for a drink.”
Made sense. I could use a drink too—but I’d be space-borne later today. No booze for me. “Right. Sounds good. Have fun.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You’re not coming?”
“Nah. I’m helping fly the CAP when Dove’s wing gets back.”
Shaba scrunched up her face. “What? Why?”
“I just wanted to, is all. I’m the Captain, after all, as everyone seems to be going to great pains to point out. That means I get to make decisions. Some of those I get to like.”
“How about you make smart decisions. There’s nothing smart about you flying the CAP.”
Maybe she had a good point, but I stuck to my guns. “It’ll be fine. Even if there’s a Forerunner in the system, there’s really minimal chance of us encountering anything.”
“Still,” said Shaba, “we’re out here on our own. If anything goes wrong…”
“I know. In a way, I wish we had more support—and not just so I can go joyriding. It’d be nice if we took another Toralii ship instead of just blowing them up. One ship is powerful, but two… could be bigger than the sum of their parts. With enough ships we could ambush a cruiser.”
“I’m sure Fleet Command has had the same idea. We got lucky with the Rubens, because we knew their flight plan and knew they were undefended. If we bite off more than we can chew, we’ll lose this ship and right now it’s too valuable to risk on something like that. The Rubens is earning her keep. Let’s not get too greedy.”
Shaba had a good point. “Still, there’s safety in numbers.”
She snorted. “Tell that to six million Jews.”
Another Holocaust joke. Shaba and the other Israeli’s dropped them all the time. It made me vaguely uncomfortable every time she did. Over time I’d become more used to them, but sometimes I felt like an outsider. It was something I wanted to broach with them since we took the ship, but I hadn’t found the right time. Now seemed as good as any.
“Hey,” I said, trying to keep things light and jovial. “Cut down on the genocide jokes, okay? We have German marines on-board.”
“Well they can fucking deal with it.”
I’d hoped that she might understand. “C’mon. We’re an international community here. We all have to get along.”
“No. The jokes stay.” Shaba crossed her arms and all the levity vanished from her voice. “Do you know why we do it?”
“Huh?”
“Why we joke about ethnic cleansing. Everyone’s always ‘oven’ this, ‘gas chamber’ that. Do you know why?”
I had a fairly good idea. “Humour’s a good way to deal with pain.”
“Humour’s a good way to remember pain. Laugh, and what you were thinking about sticks in your mind, except it hurts a bit less. Six million Jews is a lot, but it becomes a bit more sobering when you think about it in terms of percentages.” Shaba poked at the air to accent her point. “Two thirds. Two thirds of the Jewish community of Europe, over half of planet Earth, was wiped out. We have to remember that somehow.”
I nodded emphatically. “Agreed.”
“This is my way. It’s a lot of people’s ways, but there are others. Wanna know something that blew my mind when I was about 8 years old? When we were in school, there was this Chinese kid in most of my classes. The only Asian in the whole school. Of course, going to school in Israel you’re going to learn about the Holocaust; on you’re going to get it shoved down your throat fairly regularly, for better or for worse. On Holocaust Remembrance Day the whole fucking country stops. Just stops dead. Highways become parking lots. Busses, trains, everything stands totally still. People get out of their cars and stand silent. It’s full-on.
“But this one time, at school, we had a huge World War II feature; we talked about a lot of things. Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the concentration camps, D-Day, and all that. The Asian guy from my class? He wasn’t impressed. He just looked grumpy the whole day.
“So I asked him what was up, and he said that nobody mentioned what the Japanese did to the Chinese. I said, sure, that was true; but there were so many atrocities across the world during that time, we couldn’t focus on all of them. He just looked at me with this hard expression on his face and he said, ‘What, you couldn’t even mention the second biggest?’.
“I didn’t believe him, so I looked it up. I thought it had to be Soviet civilians who had lost the most, but there were only 13.7 million Soviet civilian losses during the war. That’s a lot of people, sure. But Imperial Japan was responsible for the deaths of about 30 million people, of which an estimated 23 million were ethnic Chinese. The rest were mostly other Asians. Filipinos, Malays, Javanese, Vietnamese, Cambodians, Indonesians and Burmese. You’re Australian, right?”
I nodded.
“The current population of Australia is 23 million. They murdered the equivalent of the entire population of Australia. Most people know about the Rape of Nanjing, but that was just the most brutal of the massacres and the most public. And by public I mean: there are newspaper clippings of Japanese officers having competitions to see who could kill the first hundred civilians just using their swords. In the fucking newspaper. Imperial Japanese soldiers actively desecrated the bodies of the dead and left them to rot, or used them for bayonet practice. I mean, 96% of Japanese POW’s survived capture, including those captured by the Chinese, but only 70% of Allied POW’s survived; and if you were ethnic Chinese, well, fucking forget about it. After the Japanese surrender, a grand total of 56 Chinese POW’s were released. 56. They killed 400,000 Chinese through medical experimentation alone.
“Then there’s the Javanese. Between 4-10 million Javanese were relocated as forced labour. 52,000 got released. That’s an 80% attrition rate. There’s probably more, if we start counting all the other Asian countries they occupied, but honestly, nobody can give a fuck to do that. And you wanna know why nobody cares?”
I ventured a guess as to what her point was. “Because there’s no jokes made about it?”
Shaba’s voice was deadly serious. “Yep. Because there’s no jokes made about it. The events don’t stick in your consciousness. They’re just some horrible thing that everyone wants to forget, so they forget. Well fuck that. I won’t let them. I won’t let the Holocaust be forgotten. And if that means I have to make people laugh to make them think, then I’m comfortable with that.”
“Okay.” I nodded. “Just be aware that I’m not Jewish. I don’t know how to deal with that kind of thing.”
“Laugh,” said Shaba. “Laugh or you’ll just find yourself crying all the time.”
Good advice. “Will do.”
As though trying to relieve the tension, Shaba punched me in the shoulder. “So, wanna know why Jewish men get circumcised?”
I couldn’t help but smile. “No idea.”
“There’s no way a Jewish woman is going to touch something that isn’t 10% off.”
I snorted. “That doesn’t relate to the Holocaust.”
“Yeah, but it’s still funny.” She grinned at me. “C’mon, you laughed. You laughed!”
“Right, right.” I took a step back, raising my hands. “Fine, you’ve convinced me. The jokes stay.”
“Thanks, Captain.” She sounded like she meant it too.
“Just call me Magnet for fuck’s sake.”
“Thanks, Captain Magnet.”
I waggled my finger at her, and she ran laughing down the corridor.
“What are you, like, six?” I shouted at her back, and then with nothing better to do, I wandered back to the flight deck.

Four hours later
 
This plane was Dove’s craft, so named for his love of the brand of soap. The ship had a white dove spreading its wings by the cockpit. I wiggled my way into the cockpit, stretching my legs out to the pedals, moving the seat back as far as I could. I was a tall guy and fortunately modern fighters were a little more accommodating than the atmospheric ones of old, even though the basic design hadn’t changed much. The Wasp, itself, was an international effort based off the Vietnam-era F-4 Phantom, reverse-engineered by the Chinese, then hacked together, rebuilt, redesigned by a committee in Iran, given Australian avionics and built with US materials and structural engineering principles, and thrown into space. 
The end result was some kind of Franken-craft that resembled the Phantom only in a very superficial way, like a Ferarri with a Volkswagon Beetle body kit. This was a modern craft made of carbon fibre and atmospherically sealed and it flew like a dream, but aesthetically it felt like something from the Cold War.
The contrast between old and new tickled me in a way that I couldn’t quite explain. Pilots were strange like that.
Touching a few of the screens, they lit up and the power-on sequence began. I tapped some of the keys, threw some switches, and the whole craft hummed as the reactionless drives gained power and the warning lights, one by one, turned green. Everything was done by muscle memory; I didn’t even look at the buttons I was pressing. They just happened.
It was like I’d never left.
My headset crackled. It was a low power signal sent by broad-beam infrared laser between craft. Far more stealthy than our radios which broadcasted freely, although not nearly as crisp or reliable. “Magnet, Iron. Status report.”
“Green across the board, Iron. Comms laser is tracking. Ready to launch.”
“Very good.” There was a slight pause as he changed frequencies. “TFR Rubens, this is CAP Flapjack 019, we are ready to depart.”
Shaba answered. It must be her turn in Operations again. I knew exactly what she’d say.
“CAP Flapjack 019, launch when ready. Disengaging communications cables and maintaining radio silence on my mark. Mark.”
Together, Iron and I lifted our ships off the deck, and I pushed the throttle open and we accelerated into space, wingtip to wingtip, then banked towards our first waypoint. I settled back in my seat, getting comfortable as the engines settled and the ship coasted on its inertia.
The sky of this system was full of stars, and I took a moment to admire them. I was wrong; the view hadn’t gotten old. Not yet, anyway.
“We got a standard four point patrol today,” said Iron in my ear. His voice was thin and choppy; the laser kept cutting out, making it hard to hear. “Once around the planet, nothing fancy. Four hours, then we’re home.”
“Confirmed,” I said, settling back in my seat.
We coasted through space, two little stones falling through the vast ocean of space. The gas giant the ship was hiding behind loomed in my monitor, a huge unmoving ball shimmering blue like a cold sun, reflecting light from starlight, sunlight, and every source. Two sets of rings formed a huge X that I pointed my nose towards.
The planet had almost fifty moons, most the size of small planets. Typical gas giants were solar systems within solar systems; the interplay of their various moons along with their own substantial gravimetric influence made jumping to their swirling, everchanging Lagrange points a risky proposition. That was exactly why we had picked it.
Half an hour ticked away. We reached the apex of our four point patrol, and just as protocol said we should, Iron and I sent out a single radar ping. I aimed mine towards the nearest moon, a frozen, rocky world that was a dull grey in my FLIR, long ranged infra-red cameras.
Seconds passed as the wave reached out, but when it came back, there was a tiny, dense object in the upper methane atmosphere.
Moving into space at high speed.
Iron broke radio silence before I did. The transmission came across our radio; he clearly didn’t want to risk the unreliable infrared communications and if we could see the target, they could see us too. “Magnet, Iron. You seeing that contact?”
“Confirmed. Looks to be strike-craft class.” We only had a handful of fighters aboard and they were all accounted for. “Warbird is still docked, right?”
“Right,” said Iron. “There’s no way he could be this far out.” We were closing towards the moon at almost a hundred thousand kilometres an hour, but we had time to discuss it. “Ping it again to make sure.”
We both did. The contact had moved, higher and faster, turning away from us.
“They’re rabbiting,” I said. “They must be heading to the L1 Lagrange point.”
My thoughts exactly. The little dot on my radar screen was painted red for a bogey and it was moving fast. They couldn’t make that rendezvous. If they jumped away, we were in trouble.
“Protocol says to waste him,” said Iron. “We’ll ripple fire; three shots, you fire first, I’ll delay ten. Intervals of ten.” Dumping missiles like that was a very aggressive move but if it had been me, I would have fired everything in two or three volleys. “Weapons free.”
“Confirm weapons free, lighting him up.” I flicked the safety off, my targeting radar lighting up the contact like a neon sign. “Master arm disengaged, good tone. Active radar guidance engaged.” I checked the last of my systems then depressed the fire button. “Fox three.”
A slight shudder ran through my craft as the missile leapt off its rail. Immediately, an unknown French-accented voice filled my headset, female, coming through on the emergency frequency.
“Unidentified Wasp, Broadsword Scarecrow transmitting in the blind guard, buddy spike; I say again, buddy spike. Abort, abort, abort.”
My blood turned cold, my finger still depressing the missile release button. I had just fired on a friendly. What the fuck were they doing out here?
Fratricide, or so-called ‘friendly fire’, was distinctly unfriendly. It was the scourge of modern combat. I released the missile release button as though it were a million degrees, immediately moving my thumb over to the radio dial and switching to match frequencies.
“Scarecrow, Magnet; copy your last, aborting missile strike.”
In the few seconds since I fired the missile was nearly a kilometre away. I reached out for the missile abort, thumping the knuckle-sized button to absolutely no effect. A small red warning light clicked on indicating some kind of malfunction. I watched my missile fly through space, the thin trail of exhaust soon becoming too distant to see, a thin trail pointing towards the frozen moon.
Mother fucker.
“Scarecrow, Magnet; be advised, missile away. Abort malfunctioned, it’s autonomous now. I say again, you have an incoming active radar guided munition. Employ defensive manoeuvres, deploy chaff and EM bursts on the upper bands.”
I turned my attention to my radar screen and watched, horrified, the little yellow dot that represented my missile slowly drifting into the planet’s atmosphere towards my target, the red mark which I knew wasn’t an enemy at all. I did the only thing I could do; call for help. “Rubens, Magnet; mayday mayday mayday. We have a blue-on-blue in progress. My bogey’s a friendly, missile abort is non-op. Request emergency interdiction with anti-missile fire and trip-A support.”
There was a pause, then the red blip suddenly turned blue as the Rubens updated my ship’s targeting information, a label next to the contact reading ‘AH-44 Scarecrow’’. In my mind’s eye I could imagine the hubbub in Operations as Mace updated the targeting information. Shaba would be in command now.
Her voice came through the line. “Magnet, Rubens; missile is out of range. Nothing we can do now. We are prepping for emergency jump into the L1 point. SAR is preparing to scramble when we appear.”
SAR would be Warbird in his fighter. By the time the ship’s jump drive was powered, though, there was no way they could help. “Christ, they’re going to get fucked up. Jesus, fuck!”
My outburst was a serious breach of radio protocol but nobody said a thing. My radar screen showed Scarecrow swinging to port, presenting their bow to the incoming missile; this was a standard avoidance maneuver. They accelerated, their defensive turrets firing wildly, the rounds showing up as little grey streaks on my screen.
Scarecrow broke left and the missile followed, plowing through a cloud of chafe. The Broadsword was trying to force the missile to overshoot; it was a good tactic and they pulled the manoeuvre at precisely the right time. Whoever was flying that bird was good.
“Turn you mother fucker, turn,” I snarled, watching the yellow dot chase down the green dot like a cat after a laser pointer.
Scarecrow began to turn inside the missile’s arc, but then the missile’s retro-thrusters engaged; tiny engines designed specifically to defeat this kind of trick. The two signals merged, a shower of grey debris blossoming out from the Broadsword. Scarecrow rolled over like wounded animal, slowly falling back into the icy atmosphere.
“Christ, it hit them. Scarecrow’s hit. They’re hit. Jesus, fuck.”
“Rubens, this is Iron, confirming missile impact. Mags, hold formation, you’re all over the place.”
“They’re going down. Fucking hell, fuck! Fuck! Fucking-”
“Magnet, Rubens; easy, easy. Report received, nothing you could have done. Jump complete. SAR en route, break. Interdiction in seventeen minutes.”
I stared at the blue dot as it shredded debris. Far ahead, up through the magnification provided by my HUD, I could see the faint twinkle as the damaged aircraft plunged through the planet’s thick atmosphere, a thick trail of smoke following it down. The fire from its aft section was a bright light on my thermal camera, starkly visible against the dark cold below.
“Scarecrow, Magnet. All crew egress aircraft immediately—eject, eject, eject.” I couldn’t hear anything but faint static. “Any receiving Scarecrow crew, eject, eject, eject. Punch out, you’re burning.”
“I’m not seeing any chutes,” radioed Iron, “they’re at fifty thousand metres.”
I searched for the little rectangular mushrooms that would signal escaping crew, trying to pick them out from the white spots of falling debris. “God fucking dammit. Dammit, you bastards, pull the handle. Pull the fucking handle!”
“Magnet, Rubens; cut the chatter. SAR is en-route.”
“Fuck you! Fuck you, you fucking—you gave me the green light! You let me—you cleared it! What fucking monkeys don’t even know where their own damn ships are? I said—I asked—I checked—”
“Magnet, Rubens; sir, you need to take a breath and calm down.”
“No, you need to calm down!” The ship got closer and closer to the surface. Unintentionally or by design they were heading to the equator. The warmest part of the planet. Perhaps they were holding off on ejection so that they would avoid any hazardous areas. They were awfully low, though.
Seconds passed. The fire grew, hungrily gnawing along the metal hull, turning the ship into a falling comet. Lower and lower it fell, lazily and gracelessly tumbling end over end, clearly uncontrolled. Then, unexpectedly, the ship regained some semblance of control. It wobbled, uncertain, although its nose still pointed straight towards the hard, frozen ground.
“Scarecrow, I say again, eject, eject, eject—”
 They speared into the ground like a lawn dart, a cloud of flame and dark smoke blooming on the surface of the world of ice.
For a second all I could do was stare, then my finger somehow found the talk key. “Fucking Jesus, they went in. Scarecrow went in hard.”
“Rubens, this is Iron, confirming Magnet’s last. Scarecrow is down on the surface.”
“They blew into a million bits. I didn’t see any chutes, no telemetry on escape modules. Tom, you reading anything?” His callsign slipped out of a mind too full of helpless guilt to function.
“Magnet, Iron; I’m seeing no chutes. Uhh... Mike, look... RTB, I’m scrubbing the CAP. Warbird and Psycho will launch immediately and take over. We’ll discuss this back on the ship.”
Guilt turned to rage. “Discuss it? What’s to fucking discuss? We—and by we I mean I—just fucking killed seven of our own guys! Jesus fucking Christ, Tom. They’re fucking dead. I can see the wreckage on my magnifier. That ship’s in pieces. That ship’s in pieces. They’re fucked.”
“Magnet, Iron. Look, these things happen.”
The fire control officer on the Sydney had told me the same thing after they had nearly shot me. The words recalled the rage of nearly being killed to my mind. “No they don’t! They don’t just fucking happen! Bad weather just happens!  Where are the safeguards to prevent this kind of shit from happening? Why weren’t they squawking transponder data? Where’s the fucking IFF? ROE says light up anything non-hostile? Where’s the working abort on our missiles, huh?”
“Mike, listen to me—”
“FUCK YOU!”
Iron’s tone became ice cold. “Lieutenant Williams, listen to me very carefully. I am returning to the TFR Rubens immediately. You are to accompany me. Form on my wing and RTB.” There was a faint hiss of static as he changed frequencies. Iron was talking to only me now. His tone softened. “We’re going to fly in together, okay? Wingtip to wingtip, we’re going to land it together. Just take a moment, first, and take a breath... then make your heading zero-zero-zero relative to the initial and come in nice and slow. There’s no atmosphere here, so take things as slow as you like.”
I didn’t know what to do. Muscle memory took over and my plane hovered vaguely off Iron’s side, heading towards the Rubens. My attention was fixed on the FLIR and the burning wreck of the ship I’d destroyed. “Fuck. Fucking Jesus, fuck. Fuck, look at all that smoke.”
“Don’t look at it. Don’t think about it. Just think about landing. The rest is noise.”
I couldn’t. Instead, I just focused on Iron’s voice. My visor misted up. “God fucking dammit. If I’d waited just one more second. One.”
“Forget it. Forget about it. You had the authorisation, you did it, it’s past. Look, Mags, control your lateral thrusters, you’re jumping all over the place.”
“I can’t see.”
“Lift your visor and wipe your face with your glove, okay? I know this is hard for you—it’s hard for me too—but we can’t do anything about those guys down there. We can’t. It’s done, okay? It’s done. What’s not done is getting you home safe-”
“I can’t breathe!”
“Take off your mask, you’re hyperventilating. Wings level buddy, call the ball.”
“Christ, I fucking killed them, Tom. I fucked them up.”
“No, you followed your ROE. This is command’s fuck-up, not yours, okay?”
“I’m in damn command!”
“Not here you aren’t. I painted the target, I set weapons free, you did what I told you to do. Mike, I need you to call the ball, buddy.” 
“I screwed up, Tom. I shouldn’t have even been flying this mission.”
“I know, man.”
“I fucking pulled the trigger. I did it. I did that. They’re fucking corpses. Oh, Jesus.”
“No, man, don’t think about it. Keep wings level. You’re a little hot, but you’re doing good. You’re doing good.”
“Fuck. Fucking Jesus, Tom. Nobody got out. Why didn’t they get out?”
“We don’t know. Nobody knows. Don’t think about it. Just focus on the landing, you’re still too hot. Reverse thrust, quarter power, two second burn.”
“What about their families, man? That CWO sounded French. Belgian maybe. Where do you think they were from? The Tehran? The Beijing? They don’t have French crews. It—it just doesn’t make any sense, Tom! Fuck!”
“It doesn’t matter, man. None of that noise matters. Now, slow it down, you’re still way, way too hot—reverse thrust, quarter power, two second burn or you’re going to stack it.”
“I can—I can’t see.”
“Mike, you’re too hot! You’re too hot—”
“Magnet, Rubens; you’re coming in too fast. Reduce velocity.”
“Rubens, Iron; Magnet’s coming in way too hot. Pop crash-nets and dispatch damage control teams to the main hanger bay. Mike! Mike, listen to me man, don’t do this! Mike! Mike, think of Penny, man! Think of Penny! Mike, Mike! MIIII-”
Screaming metal on metal.
The whole world was a roar of disintegrating metal and splintering fibreglass, drowning out all other noises with its power. The rear of the ship broke up as it hit the crash net, blowing debris through the hanger bay in a shower of sparks. The impact threw my limbs out in front of me, flailing around in the microgravity. The cockpit snapped off and began tumbling end over end.
Fuel and munitions exploded together, evaporating the ship’s body, a bright flare quickly extinguished by vacuum. Alarms of every description joined the cacophony as my spacecraft tried to tell me it was cut in half. The canopy shattered into a thousand pieces and the air rushed into the decompressed hanger bay, silencing all sound. Pulled down by artificial gravity the cockpit tumbled end over end until the cockpit thumped on its side, careening sideways across the flight deck, a wall of metal silently sliding past inches from my head.
Slowly, almost painfully so, the cockpit came to rest, a sea of hot debris thumping in behind me, partially covering the shattered cockpit. Battered, bruised and concussed, I just lay there, drifting in and out of consciousness, my helmet and mask keeping air in my lungs. If I had taken them off when Iron had told me to I would have suffocated.
Air crept back in as the flight deck was pressurised, and with it came the screaming of alarms, the groan of settling debris, and the pounding of my heart in my chest.
I couldn’t move. The crumpled cockpit kept me pinned and I couldn’t hear any sound in my headset. The radio was in the crumpled side of the cockpit. I could smell burned electronics, spilt fuel, and blood.
Figures clad in red spacesuits ran to the fallen aircraft. The crash and salvage crew, and firefighters. Their magnetic boots hummed as they stuck to the deck. They had a recovery vehicle with them.
“Lieutenant Williams, can you hear me?”
A female Australian voice. It was so far away. I didn’t say anything, I just lay there in the broken shell of a borrowed space fighter, as thin wisps of smoke danced in front of my vision.
The debris shifted as a mechanical crane on the recovery vehicle started pulling away the debris, followed by a flash of light. Giving air to the debris had ignited something, but the crew were faster than that. A spray of foam smothered the flames before they could take hold.
A tube of metal, long and thin, slid into the wreckage like a snake. The tip pivoted to look at me, a tiny camera on the end.
“Lieutenant Williams?” Now the voice spoke through the device. “Wave for me if you’re okay, mate.”
I gave a weak, feeble wave with my left hand. My right was pinned against the side of the cockpit. Judging from the pain it might be broken. Or just twisted.
“How are you doing for air?”
I didn’t know how to respond to that so just nodded. I could breathe.
“Are you hurt?”
More debris shifting. The crane’s mechanical whine seemed too loud to me. I pointed to my right side.
The snake slithered around, shining a white light somewhere I couldn’t see.
“You’re going to be fine,” the voice said. “There’s an exterior fire but it’s contained. Don’t worry, we’re working on getting you out of there.”
Professional as always. I’d never been in a flight deck emergency before but I’d been through countless simulations. The trick was to let the trained professionals do their job and obey their every word.
I tried to speak but the words just came out as a cough.
“Don’t move,” said the voice. “We’ll be with you shortly.”
Another woosh of spray as foam flooded the interior, and then with the crack-snap of breaking metal the debris was lifted. The harsh lights of the flight deck streamed in and strong arms grabbed me. Using industrial scissors that looked like shearing tools they cut me from the ejection seat. They laid me out on something. I felt very lightheaded.
“Got a head wound,” said the same voice as she lifted off my visor. A heavy set brunette woman was silhouetted against the ceiling lights.
“Penny?” I said, squinting in the light.
“No, it’s Petty Officer Alexandra Stephenson. Do you know where you are?”
I thought so. “I’m on a stretcher.”
“Good answer.”
She said more—just words, words, words really—but I wasn’t listening. She got curious, then worried, but I didn’t care.
Everything was quiet after that.

10 hours later
 
I floated in and out of awareness for some time. It was my first time with a severe concussion and it was an interesting experience. They gave me some of the Bundeswehr morphine. It took away the pain but made the fogginess in my mind worse.
Nobody came to visit right away. The only people I saw were the marine medics who administered various fluids. They chatted amongst themselves in German and, for some reason, I felt it was inappropriate to directly question them. Fortunately Stephenson visited at some point and we had a long chat. She told me I was severely concussed and confined to the medical bay. Nobody was supposed to tell me anything. The language barrier was clearly deliberate. I tried to pull rank but she wasn’t having a bit of it. 
So I sat in an uncomfortable, Toralii-sized bed, counting the dimples in the ceiling, doing nothing except thinking, over and over, about what had happened. About the people I’d killed. About how this might compromise the mission, the ship and all its crew.
Finally the door to my room opened. Cautiously, as though expecting to be attacked.
“Hey,” said Shaba, sitting on the end of my bed. Her face was a somber mask.
“Hey.”
“We’re in orbit of the ice moon. We sent down a salvage team to the Scarecrow impact site. We only found debris.” She took a breath, hesitating. “And remains.”
Remains. That was an interesting way of saying what’s left of a human body after it’s enclosed in a metal box and speared into the ground at mach 4.
I don’t know what I was expecting. Certainly not survivors. I had seen Scarecrow explode into debris with my own eyes. I’d replayed that sight a hundred times; watching a whole crew instantly flash and die before me. I’d seen so many Toralii die at the other end of our guns, but this was the first time I’d killed human beings.
“How’s the hanger bay?” I asked.
“A mess. The debris’s been swept up but there’s a substantial amount of damage to the deck. We can land, but the living quarters underneath are decompressed.”
Living quarters? My chest tightened. “Was there—”
“No.” Shaba was firm about that. “They were empty. We were going to store fuel in them, remember? But we never got around to it.”
I had vague memories of such a thing. It seemed like so long ago. “Right. Well, that’s good.”
Shaba folded her hands in her lap. “Yeah. Look. Don’t worry about the crash. The damage to the Rubens is superficial at best. Repairing a Toralii vessel is going to be difficult, but the principles are the same. It’s metal and we have other bits we can salvage. The main thing is what we’re going to do about our CO.”
Now it became obvious why she was coming to see me. The CO of a ship is supposed to present an infallible wall of strength and calm; they were Gods amongst men, someone to look up to and be inspired by. What had happened to me, what I’d done, was completely unacceptable. I’d shattered the illusion of strength for my small crew. “Yeah. No kidding.” I shuffled in the bed, trying to get comfortable. “So. What are you going to do?”
“Well, we haven’t figured out all the Toralii technology yet and the medical staff don’t want to test it on their CO, out in the middle of space with no backup or support, so they’re doing the best they can. The docs told me, however, on no uncertain terms that you will need surgery. As the XO, I’m in charge for the moment, so I’m still deciding what to do about it.”
“Don’t go back.” I tried to keep as much strength in my voice as possible. “The Toralii are out there. They might not have attacked us yet because they might be tracking us. Looking for weaknesses in Earth’s defences. If we jump back to Earth, they might follow. They could work out a gap in our defences.”
“They might,” said Shaba. “But Cerberus station still guards the Mars Lagrange point. We have a choke point, we have static defences, we have the defenders advantage.”
“Don’t,” I said again. The risk was too great. I would be fine.
“I’ll think about it,” said Shaba, and then she got up and left.

Later
 
A faint hum, lasting no more than a second or two, told me everything I needed to know.
The ship was jumping. There were no prizes for guessing where.
There was no docking as there usually was post jump. We’d been gone for five months, and we slipped past Cerberus station without so much as a good morning to the crew. I knew why. Shaba was getting permission to jump straight to Earth. Another risk, but justifiable. Nobody else could know what had happened; the presence of the Scarecrow was too confusing and important to relay through anything but personal meetings.
The fewer people who knew we were here, the better.
Anger. Confusion. Guilt. A swarm of emotions ran through me, all complicated and conflicting and screaming for attention over their brothers, competing for my attention. They were just a chaotic mix to me; a mishmash of horrible feelings that coalesced into a tsunami of negativity.
What were we thinking? That we could just hand over command of an advanced alien warship to a fighter pilot? Who’s decision was that anyway? Why were we out here all alone, anyway? No escorts? No support?
I threw blame anywhere I thought it could stick, especially on Fleet Command, but the more I tried to rationalise away what had happened the more the truth revealed itself to me.
This was a failure of command.
My failure.
Every cyclone had a silver lining, of sorts. The jump back to Earth wasn’t just about me. It would answer our many questions about Scarecrow. What was one of our ships doing so far away from Earth? How had we run into them? Why hadn’t they identified themselves?
Questions turned over in my mind. I was full of them, so many that I couldn’t organise them in my stupor. They were feelings salad, a tangled mess I doubted anyone could unravel.
Finally, though, the doors to the medical bay opened.
Shaba, flanked by two marines. Australians. Not the Bundeswehr we had on board. Behind her came a bald man whose face I instantly recognised.
Vice Admiral Jordon Kane. Head of Task Force Resolution and executive officer for Fleet Command. The top dog. This was the guy in charge of everything. 
Well, this was it.
“Mister Williams,” he said, standing directly at the foot of my bed like a tombstone. His face was a dark, sour mask. Kane was not a kind man. One did not become the leader of a multinational warfighting force by being a nice guy. That was okay, though. I was hardly the most pretty, charming man myself. “Lieutenant Kollek has debriefed me about the loss of the Scarecrow.”
I nodded understandingly, looking directly at him. It was time. “Of course, sir. I accept full responsibility.”
Kane narrowed his eyes. “I understand your feelings, but this is war, and war is chaos. Errors occur in the best of circumstances. She assures me that you followed protocol. The target was engaged and destroyed according to the rules of engagement you were operating under. Fratricide has been a factor in every major battle ever fought for as long as mankind has existed. There is no technological, psychological, procedural method to resolve it. It is a regrettable, to be certain, but it is essentially unavoidable.” All of this was true. None of it made me feel any better. I went to thank him, but he continued, and a faint almost-smile found its way to Kane’s mouth. “Besides. Lieutenant Kollek spoke at length at your skill in avoiding the majority of the debris field, and in landing your damaged craft on the flight deck. Your survival is a testament to your skill and courage.”
I didn’t look at her, but I could feel her eyes on me, staring at me, confirming what I suspected to be true.
She’d lied to Kane to protect me.
“Understood.” I swallowed the foolish, dangerous words that threatened to bubble out of my mouth and replaced them with far more palatable ones. “Sir. What were they doing there? Why was the Scarecrow operating so far away from home?”
Kane seemed, for a moment, as though he would tell me, but his face returned to iron. “That’s classified, Captain.”
“Understood, sir. And it’s just Lieutenant.”
He placed a Manilla folder over the blanket covering my ankles. “Not according to my paperwork. You made Air Force Captain four weeks ago. We had no way of telling you.”
Murder seven Frenchies, make Captain. Bewilderment took over. I had no way of processing this that didn’t seem insane.
“Thank you, Admiral.” It was all I could manage.
He said nothing, but turned and left, his men with him.
Shaba patted the envelope. “You should read this.”
I could honestly not be bothered. “Why?”
“They’re giving you another Purple Heart.”
“Another one?” The idea was unpalatable to me. A Purple Heart just proves that were you smart enough to think of a plan, stupid enough to try it, and lucky enough to survive. My collection was growing at an alarming rate. My luck pool was going to run out some day. Soon the pretty little medals would turn into stone crosses. I wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.
“Yeah,” she said. “And you’re getting shore leave.”
Leave. Just for me. Given the circumstances this was a polite way of saying get the fuck off. Kane had assured me that what had happened was not my fault, but his actions spoke differently.
“Great.”
Shaba squeezed my ankle. “Hey. It’s not like that, okay? You’re injured. The Rubens is damaged. We’re going to resupply, bolt down some steel plates over the flight deck, and we’re going to go back out there. We’re going to continue the mission, keep up the hunt, and you’re going to get better. When you are, then you can come hang out with us again. This isn’t blame. This is you taking time to heal. If you’re not at your best, you might make a mistake; we don’t have a lot of budget for those out here in the black. We’re gears in a machine, Mike, and you know it.”
I knew it. Words from basic floated back into my mind. A slipping gear could let your grenade launcher fire when you least expect it. That would make you quite unpopular in what's left of your unit.
We could afford no mistakes. Scarecrow, and my inability to cope with it, had been a serious mistake. I accepted it.
“Thanks for covering for me.”
Shaba smiled, but it wasn’t a genuine smile. It was only with the mouth, not the eyes, and there was some genuine sadness there. Something painful and subtle that I had only just noticed, right in this moment, as everything around me seemed broken.
Sadness.
“No worries,” she said. “Soon as you can, go spend some time with Penny.”

Finally the ship docked. Shaba coordinated that, leaving me alone with my thoughts.
Not a place I wanted to be right at that moment.
Fortunately, the drugs took away most of the pain. I could walk, but I felt drowsy. I stumbled my way into the bathroom, tugging the IV-drip along behind me, its wheels squeaking as they ground against the metal.
The sound conjured a lot of memories, picking at scars that hadn’t yet healed. I stuffed a sock around each of them and just dragged it.
Pissing felt good. I imagined the guilt travelling down my body, pooling in the bladder and being ejected from my body in a yellowish stream of bad emotions.
It didn’t help much. As I was washing my hands, I saw something though, something that made me remember.
An electric razor.
Gutterball, one of the original Piggyback crew, had broken up with her husband. She’d shaved her head soon after. Nobody knew why, not even her ex when I asked him at her funeral.
We’d had her funeral. We’d said her goodbyes. But, right at that moment, I felt closer to her than I had in a long time.
I ran the electric razor over my head. I cut away every strand of hair, cutting myself down to the scalp. I cleaned off everything. The stubble from my chin. Top, back, sides. I made it as smooth as I could, and then I went over it with a disposal razor.
I had done some research on why she might have done it. It turns out that, sometimes, Hasidic Jewish women shaved their heads. This practice was not based on a religious commandment, but was a custom derived from a number of possible origins. There was no absolute requirement to do it. More often than not it would happen on the wedding night. This was because women went to the mikveh, or ritual immersion, just before her wedding, and every part of her—every single hair—must be submerged simultaneously. Naturally, it is easier to do this if the hair is short and cannot float on the water. 
A woman starts to cover her hair after marriage, and some women prefer to keep their hair very short because it is more comfortable under a wig or a scarf. Even after it grows back, no matter the season or temperature, Orthodox Jewish women would cover their hair. Modesty, or tzniut, is the primary reason: when a woman gets married, her hair supposedly has a certain sexual potency to it. So a woman's hair should be saved specifically for her husband. A Jewish woman can cover her hair with a hat, a snood, a kerchief (known in Yiddish as a tichel) or even a baseball cap. 
But Gutterball was already married. My research found no real justification for why she’d done this. Originally I thought it was something deeply personal and symbolic; now that her husband had left her, she was remarrying herself. Making a deeply personal statement that her life was now her own, to be lived in whatever way she saw fit.
I thought this for a long time. Months and months. I’d discussed it with Shaba and Mace and the others, Israelis all, and they all seemed to think that it was plausible. Not exactly Orthodox, but certainly understandable. It made sense, of a sort, but it had always bugged me that I’d never really figured it out.
But as I stared into the mirror, looking at my freshly bald scalp, trying to peer back into the past and see the world through Gutterball’s eyes, comparing it to how I felt right at that moment.
When they came to take me away for surgery I was still standing there, surrounded by a pile of hair, the electric razor buzzing away on the steel sink top. I had no idea what they made of the scene—my memory of the moment was blurred by painkillers, dulled by concussion and marred by guilt—and I barely remember anything except being wheeled into the makeshift surgical ward and hearing German voices prattling incessantly all around me, but it was clear they were talking about my new haircut. What it might mean. Various theories, all thrown around in a language I didn’t speak. Keller, the marine head, observed the proceeding and I could see her face contort as she struggled to understand what I had done.
That’s when it all became clear to me.
There was no reason.
Sometimes things happened for no reason.
Cutting off all my hair felt right for me, just as it had for Gutterball. I had subconsciously wanted to do something inexplicable and for no reason. Not because of the mystery of it, or because I delighted in confusing my subordinates, but for reasons that were so much deeper and more personal. Cutting off my hair was an act of defiance against the universe. If nothing made sense in this life, and there were injustices despite doing everything right and doing what you were supposed to do, then I had best embrace the chaos. I should grab this nonsense ball with both hands and kick it as far as I could. Regain some kind of control over my life, even if it was just how much hair I had.
As they put the gas mask over my face, pumping in the chemicals that would send to sleep so that the medics could stitch up my wounds and help me recover, I was overwhelmed by the significance of this. Perhaps it was the drugs, the stress, or some combination of factors that I didn’t understand at the time, but right at that moment everything in the world came into focus.
My life was my own.

Six days later
 
Nudging the stick, the Falcon—an unarmed transport and supply variant of the Broadsword—set down near RAAF Base Tindal, landing with both landing skids touching the ground at the same time. Shaba had arranged for me to borrow the ship—insisted upon it really—and I had no idea how she had convinced Fleet Command to give me unrestricted access to one of their rare, if small, spacecraft. The factories were churning out Broadswords as fast as they could be made, but going into space was far from trivial.
I was as I always seemed to be. Bandaged. Injured. Limping home after an adventure in space, with new scars to join the old, mental and physical. Movement was stiff, slow, but it wasn’t as bad as when I’d been shot down. My leg hurt. My head hurt. My arms both hurt.
The moment I engaged the loading ramp and the scorching hot Australian desert heat rolled into the loading bay, it was like opening an oven; a wave of dry heat spilt inside, so different from the cool, artificial air of a spaceship. With it came the smells. Heat. Speargrass. Vegetation. Bush flowers. Real plants growing wild. It was moisture and soil and life and it was glorious. After a year in the black I’d almost forgotten what Earth smelt like, but there was a definite feeling as I put my first foot on the ground in so long.
This was home.
My arrival had drawn a crowd, but of all the smiling, waving faces, there was one waiting outside the base—in the Katherine River Lodge Motel, a cheap area in nearby Katherine that we used because it was especially accessible to the blind—that was waiting just for me. The others wanted to see the ship. The uniform. The technology.
Not her, though.
Work came first. I did what I had to do. I met with the base commander, presented my report and leave pass and officially requested permission to have my craft hangared. He was more than happy to comply. With the Falcon towed and stored, a handful of personal effects were dropped off in my locker. Just stuff. I barely remember what it was. Junk. But I did it anyway. Every action was deliberate, and deliberately drawn out; a stall for time, taking minutes where seconds would suffice, finding any excuse to avoid moving on.
The excuses, as all bad ones do, ran out quickly. The ship was safe. My locker was full. The cab was waiting.
The taxi ride to the hotel had been, in the past, excruciating. Weeks and months of pent-up desire to hold Penny, to see her, to gush and tell her about everything that had happened. Tindal was so close to Katherine on the map but it always seemed so very far away to me.
This time, however, was the longest time. I should have been psyched up, excited beyond words, and yet all I wanted to do was turn the automatic car around and have the computer drive me back to the RAAF base, retrieve my stuff, tow the ship back out to the runway and blast into space forever, never to return.
I fought that urge the whole way there. Before I was ready—although I knew I would never really be totally ready—the car’s tyres stopped rolling and the computer inside chirped as my credit card was billed. Then it chirped again, prompting me to leave.
“Thank you for riding,” the machine’s recorded voice intoned. “Please vacate the vehicle.”
Since the robot said please, I took my rucksack, and then I was outside the River Lodge Motel. I pushed open the door and made my way to reception.
“Morning Mike,” said the manager, Rose. She was a heavy Aboriginal woman with an irrepressible smile. “How’re you doing, love?”
“Not dead yet.” I put my rucksack in front of the counter. “Is Penny here?”
“Of course,” Rose said, to my dismay. “She’s waiting for you. Suite 112. I’ll buzz her to let her know you’ve arrived, if you want?”
No. I didn’t want Penny to get lost, although she knew this place like the proverbial back of her hand. “Nah, it’s okay. I’ll just surprise her.”
She handed the key out to me, smiling as though she were being paid by the millimetre, and I finally took it.
“You okay, love?”
I rested my hand over my rucksack, gently squeezing the fabric. “Sure. It’s okay if I leave this here?”
“Of course.” She tilted her head. “You heading back out again?”
“Yeah. Might be.”
As though she sensed things might not be right, Rose let me go without another word. I trudged up the stairs, taking each one at a time, my head down. I wished they would go on forever; each little step taking me closer to breaking Penny’s heart.
Suite 112. There it was. I hovered my hand over the thick wooden door, varnished to a shine, perfect for couples. Quiet. Private. Luxurious.
And my hand continued to hover.
I couldn’t. I couldn’t face her. I stood there like a jackarse, knuckles millimetres away from the wood, but I couldn’t bring myself to let her know I was here. I tried; I tried and I tried, but each time some unseen force would pull me back, preventing my knuckles from touching the wood. My brain fought itself, struggling, my need to be with her shouted down by my guilt.
So I left. I walked down the corridor and turned to the stairs, only to hear the door open.
“Rose?”
Here was my chance. All I had to do was say nothing, walk to the stairs, and leave. I could never come back if I wanted. I was free—free in every way I could be free. The Falcon could break atmosphere, and the Rubens would take me anywhere in the galaxy I wanted. I could visit stars on the other side of the Milky Way if I wanted to, and if we could locate the jump coordinates. I could be as far away from Penny was I wanted to be. 
She’d be better for it, too. She’d be upset but she’d move on. She’d find someone else. Penny was irrepressible like that; nothing could keep her down. If I explained it just right, she might not even be that hurt.
The choice was mine. My life was my own.
“No,” I said, putting those thoughts aside. “It’s me.”
Laughing, squealing with joy, Penny’s long brown hair bounced as she ran up to me, her left hand on the wall, her right held out before her. That hand wrapped around my chest, grabbing me and crushing the air out of my lungs, rocking us both from side to side.
I’d been gone for almost a year and she looked, smelled, felt exactly as she had a year ago. Leaving was like yesterday; despite myself, the sight of her unchanged validated my decision. Bought some normality to the madness.
“Mike! Mike, baby, honey. Oh, wow. Wow. I’ve missed you so much. So much.” She ran her hands over my face, smiling as her fingers traced their ways across my scars. She felt the indentations in my skin, the roughness of the scar tissue.
“Sorry,” I said, more self-conscious than I usually was.
Her face fell. She looked as though I’d hit her in the gut. Normally she didn’t like me apologising for them—she said my scars made for an interesting face, and touching someone’s face was how she said hello—but this was different. Her reaction was immediate and pronounced. “It’s okay,” Penny said, but her hands returned to her sides, her whole body becoming stiff. She looked very far from okay.
Someone had told her. Time to face the music. “Hey, um. I’ve… done something terrible.”
Penny’s lip trembled and her blind eyes kept searching, instinctively following my voice, but I got the distinct impression she suddenly didn’t want to see me at all. “It’s okay,” she said again. “I already know.”
Shaba must have phoned ahead about Scarecrow. What would she think of me? I’d killed human beings. People just like me. Christianity was pretty clear about that. Thou shalt not kill. Pretty clear, cut and dried. Penny believed in all that stuff. “Shaba.”
“Yeah. Her.” Silence, so thick and awful I could have choked on it. Penny spoke again. “I’m so glad you’re back, though. I—but we need to talk about it, but I… it’s okay. I just want you to know it’s okay, and I forgive you.”
She meant it. Her tone was one part pain, one part absolute and total sincerity. Penny genuinely disliked what I had done, but she was equally happy to put it behind her, to let the past fall away to oblivion. I didn’t know what to say, but words tumbled out anyway. “Thank you. Thank you. It’s been tearing me up inside. This whole thing… I just can’t believe it. I didn’t mean for it to happen. It was just an accident. Just a terrible, stupid accident.”
“Don’t worry,” she said, a noticeable crack in her voice. “I can believe it. It’s okay. It really isn’t your fault—it’s just a thing that happens. You serve on a ship like that, in such cramped confines out in space like that, for so long, I can understand. These kinds of things happen. Mike, you’re only Human. I don’t care. I love you and I don’t care.”
She hugged me again, with far less joy this time, but now I hugged her back, squeezing her around the middle. I buried my face in her shoulder. “I’m really sorry. I’ve felt so guilty. Like stones were on my chest. I almost couldn’t come, but I knew I had to face you eventually.”
Penny made little hushing noises. “Don’t worry about it. We can both move beyond this, together.” She took in a breath, kissing my neck through my collar. “Just promise me you’ll have Lieutenant Kollek transferred off the ship, okay? This can’t happen again.”
I blinked. Twice. “Shaba? What does she have to do with Scarecrow?”
“What’s Scarecrow?”
I scrunched up my face. Maybe I had a mild case of the bends, transitioning from the compressed air of the Falcon to the thin air of atmosphere. “Scarecrow’s the ship. The one that got blown up.”
“What ship?”
Nothing made sense. “Penny, what exactly are you talking about?”
She hesitated, pulling back from me. “I’m talking about you sleeping with Lieutenant Kollek.”
Confusion. I almost swallowed my tongue. “Um. That’s news to me, honey.”
Penny seemed equally confused. “But—… but you’re always talking about her, and… and you’re out there in space all alone—and, and she’s so pretty, and she can see and fight and fly just like you, you have so much in common, and I just assumed…”
“You assumed I’d cheated on you?”
“I don’t know, I—… you didn’t?”
She didn’t know. My relief was total, immediate, and complete. “Penny, I have never had sex with Lieutenant Kollek. Shaba. That woman.”
“That’s what Bill Clinton said.” But the smile returned to her lips. “You promise?”
“Penny, I swear to God, I didn’t sleep with Kollek. I did see her naked in the shower once. But that was an accident.” I found her hand with mine, squeezing. “Besides. She’s not that pretty.”
Penny squeezed back. “It’s not about her being pretty. It’s about her being available.” She chewed on her lower lip. “It’s about her being able to look you in the eye. See things with you. Share their beauty.”
I didn’t care about any of that at all. “I’ve served with women my whole life. I’ve never been tempted. Some fighter jocks love to sleep around, but me… I’d never mix business and pleasure. That gets people killed.”
She laughed—a mixture of relief and awkwardness—and all at once, the tension evaporated. “Thank God.”
I kissed her forehead, holding her close. “You really had me going for a bit.”
“I can imagine.” Her relief was replaced by curiosity. “So… what happened? What did you think I was talking about?”
No answer I could think of would satisfy that question, and there was absolutely no way to spin what had happened. I told her exactly what had happened; every single detail, from the beginning, and I studied her reaction. Apprehension as I described the attack on the Toralii freighter. Curiosity as I told her about my first flight in so long. Apprehension as Scarecrow entered the picture. The ship that had been blown up.
Sadness and vague disappointment as I told her what I’d done, and of Scarecrow’s final fate.
“Did anyone survive?” she asked. We’d been standing in the corridor for almost half an hour. This was the first question she’d asked the whole time.
“No. The ship went in at hypersonic speeds. The ice is kilometres thick and as hard as stone. The ship blew into pieces.”
“How many?”
“Probably the standard crew of seven. There’s room enough for a good two dozen marines, maybe more if you cram them in nice and tight, but we found only enough remains for a regular crew.” Awkward silence. “They weren’t supposed to be there. We were so far away from Human space that anything out there, especially something fast moving and trying to avoid us, is just assumed to be enemy. Of course, we were trying to hide too, so we weren’t broadcasting any IFF. Just bad luck.”
“Just bad luck,” she echoed. The genuineness in her voice remained. “You were doing your job.”
Bitterness crept into my words. “My job isn’t to kill Humans.”
“It is if Fleet Command says it is.” Penny’s voice was perfectly serious. “Before the Toralii arrived, the Air Force’s job was to engage and destroy the aircraft of other nations. Some of those might be drones, but the majority of them will be piloted by flesh and blood human beings. That was your job description then and it’s still your job now. The Scarecrow wasn’t where it was supposed to be, it wasn’t identifying yourself, and you couldn’t risk your ship or your crew on the highly likely chance that whatever target that was would jump away and alert the Toralii fleet as to your position. You made the only decision that you could have made. To do anything else would be crazy.”
She was right. Her conclusion was drawn from what I had told her, so I felt like I couldn’t be an unbiased source, but I was forced to concede that she was right. “If it had been anyone else, and they hadn’t fired, I’d have had them off the ship so fast their heads would spin.”
“So why are you so hard on yourself about this? Why is this the crushing defeat of Magnet, instead of just a mistake that wasn’t his fault? Why are you holding yourself to a different standard than your crew?”
I couldn’t answer right away. Lots of ideas played in my mind. Perhaps it was lingering resentment about leaving the Sydney. Maybe I just hadn’t seen Penny for so long I was making mistakes. Maybe I wasn’t as hot a pilot as I thought I was.
For every idea I had, though, I dismissed them. The real answer was hovering in my mind, clear as day, I just didn’t want to acknowledge it. “I think it’s because Gutterball was killed.”
“Jane Rubens, right?” Penny nodded understandingly. “You named your ship after her. She obviously meant something to you.”
“She did. Not in the way you were probably thinking, but yeah. She did. We were good friends… maybe a bit more than that. She was younger than me, but Jane was kind of the team Mum. The Piggyback crew haven’t been the same since she died.”
“They’re the Rubens crew now.” Penny touched my arm. “You have to get used to that.”
I still hadn’t. In some way it didn’t feel like my ship—just a temporary command, although I’d been the CO for so many months now. I felt as though some day I’d go back to the Sydney and everything would be just like it was; Gutterball and the gang playing poker in the Ready Room, passing another day while we waited for the Toralii to do nothing.
But time moves forward. I knew those days were long gone.
“Yeah. I will.”
“Good.”
Almost as an afterthought, as we stood in the corridor of a sleepy corridor of a cheap motel, I reached into my pocket and withdrew the ring that I’d been keeping for over a year, since before I was flying on the Sydney. The ruby centrepiece glinted in the florescent lights of the motel. It was far from the most expensive engagement ring every made, but I had bought it for the texture, rather than the look. Penny had hands for eyes. The colours would be lost on her.
I’d rehearsed the words over and over, but they seemed to get caught in my mouth, all that preparation flying out the window. Everything I wanted to say just left and my mind was an empty cupboard, bereft of suggestions. After everything that had just happened, after Penny thinking I had been spending my time in space with another woman and the blood of the Scarecrow crew on my hands, I felt as though this was, quite possibly, the most hilariously poor time for this kind of thing, but I just didn’t care.
I pressed the ring into her palm.
“Hey, you wanna get married?”

Medical bay
TFR Rubens
 
“Congratulations,” said Doctor Saeed, his smile a mile wide. Just like Rose’s had been. “She’s a beautiful wife. I’m glad things worked out for you.”
They had. Kakadu National Park, just a few hours journey away by hirecar, had been our honeymoon location. We’d gone swimming, we’d fed crocodiles, and we’d… done stuff. I had to admit I’d missed sex. It was good to finally have some, and it was the best kind. Hilarious, awkward, crazy sex. Silly sex. Sex where everyone was laughing and stumbling and poking each other with their elbows and knees and it was just so stupid it was almost beyond words. Sex in the morning, sex in the evening, sex whenever. Relieved sex. Happy sex. Joyful sex.
The perfect honeymoon, taken just before Earth was burned to a cinder by a Toralii strike fleet, one we had only hours ago engaged and destroyed. I had so many questions about what had happened. Which ships had escaped? How many survivors there were? What the situation on Earth was and how we could help? This world, Eden, had been populated for some time now, but the Rubens had been in hiding. What had we missed?
My time to ask questions would come. For now, I still had business here. Scarecrow’s ghost gnawed at me, prodding me to continue.
“So,” I said, “now you know. Admiral Kane wouldn’t tell me what Scarecrow’s mission was, but Liao might be willing to be more talkative, especially after what’s happened. I need to find out the truth. What was the Scarecrow? Who were they? Why were they there?”
“Does it matter?” Saeed’s beeper went off. He checked it, then slipped it back on his belt. “They’re dead. Earth is a graveyard. You have a beautiful wife, you have your ship and your crew. You have a lot of work ahead of you, we all do. If you had all the answers to all the questions you could ever ask, would the Scarecrow’s men be less dead?”
Of course not. Nothing could. I didn’t have faith; despite Penny’s religiosity I wasn’t a man of God. I didn’t have any kind of hope that those people were now in a better place, or whatever. They weren’t. They were charred skeletons on the sun-scorched surface of some alien world that didn’t have a name.
This wasn’t my first time trying to get answers. After proposing, I had made other enquiries on Earth. Nobody was willing to tell us anything about them; any responses I could get came back exactly as I thought they would. Nothing.
Now, with Earth a smoking ruin, I’d never know. I didn’t know how I’d find peace unless Liao had the information in her mind somewhere.
“I guess.” I shifted. “It’s just that Scarecrow is really affecting me. But it’s not just that; it’s everything. The whole mission. The purpose of the Rubens. We were supposed to be pirates. Raiders. We were given autonomy and the best ship in the fleet to run raids on the enemy. And we hit them as hard as we could; we attacked, retreated, attacked again… but for all our caution, for all our care and worry and conservative aggression, we hardly made a dent. The Toralii Alliance have literally tens of thousands of ships, probably up to a hundred thousand, running every single day. Their logistical network is so vast they have trouble keeping track of them all. Between Kel-Voran attacks, misadventure, mechanical problems, whatever, they lose a few ships every day just from natural attrition. We were sinking one freighter every few weeks, and we thought that we were stinging them but we weren’t. We were so afraid, so cautious, always looking over our shoulders for vengeance but the Toralii literally didn’t even notice we were there.”
“That’s got to be hard on your crew,” he said. “Hard on you. Especially after everything.”
“Well, it was, but not at the time. We only found out about this after the fact. Out in the field, everything was going great. We thought we were pirate lords and ladies, stabbing our daggers into the back of the Toralii again and again, outwitting them at every turn. Turns out we were just insignificant.”
“I see. How is Missus Williams adjusting to a life in space?” asked Saeed, an obvious attempt to change the subject to something more positive. He was good, I had to give him that.
Penny had escaped Earth with me during the attack. We still had the Falcon with us; we had taken it on the honeymoon, and if we hadn’t we would have burned with everyone else. Escaping into orbit had been a matter of dumb luck and finding the Rubens afterwards an even greater serendipity. It had taken us eight days to track down the ship and give them they news. Everyone was still processing that, and the fallout of the destruction of Earth was something that was still going to effect the crew in coming days. I put that squarely in the “problems for later” basket.
To help improve morale Shaba had christened the Falcon Piggyback II, and it had become a permanent part of the ship. The Captain’s Yacht as it were. Then she’d made me CO again. I was reluctant—I felt as though the crew would judge me because of my absence, because of the shoot-down, but they didn’t. Everyone seemed glad to have me back. That helped a lot.
“She’s doing okay. She’s having a hard time because the ship is kitted out for sighted people, but we’re working on a few things. We’re still trying to find something for her to do but we’ll find something. There’s a good chance she might be able to man the communication array, or possibly work on the computers.”
“I can imagine.” Saeed snapped his fingers. “Actually that reminds me, I had something I wanted to talk to you about.”
“Me?” I made a stupid face. “How do you mean?”
“Well, Commander Liao needs a new arm. Earlier, I contacted the Madrid to see if they had a prosthetic on-board because we simply don't have the knowledge to manufacture them. Our ship’s databanks don't have schematics since that kind of thing would be built planet-side. So all we had is what we can invent. A simple hook or claw, maybe. In any event her career in the navy is over.”
I grimaced. “Yeah. She’ll be CO of a desk if she’s lucky. We need her expertise, but without two arms, she can’t command anything that’s not made of wood.”
Saeed’s face held a gentle smile. “In a way she and you are not so dissimilar. You are wounded warriors; she has lost her command and does not know it yet, while you... you think you are ruined but your potential has not yet been realised.”
What could I say to that? I shrugged.
“But,” said Saeed, “what you have different is important too. You have wounds—hers in the flesh, but yours in your conscience. Fortunately the treatments are similar. Rest. Eden is safe and our species endures, and we have a lot of work ahead of us, but right now we need to process what has happened to us, and steel ourselves for the journey ahead.”
Rest seemed nice. “Honestly, I’d love to take Penny to the beach. But what does this all stuff about prosthetics have to do with me?”
Saeed’s strange smile widened. “Okay, well, I was going to make this a surprise, but the Rubens has a lot of advanced medical technology. A few hours ago I was looking through the database, looking for ways to fine-tune the tank’s operation and I stumbled on something that will be of significant interest to Commander Liao when she wakes up, and to your wife as well.” He held up a tablet, an alien looking schematic on its screen. “A full list of Toralii prosthetics. Specifically, hands and eyes. Fully articulated and amazingly advanced.”
Liao would need a new hand, and a quick glance at the schematics showed it would be much better than a simple hook, but for Penny to have new eyes was an idea that had my immediate attention. I took the tablet, staring at the wire-frame of the paired prosthetics, trying to imagine how they would fit with Penny’s face.
“They look like they’re too big.”
Saeed took back the tablet. “Right. They are. They’re still sized for Toralii bodies rather than Human ones. Part of the work is going to be scaling them down so that they fit Humans. When the tank’s free we can look at some test fittings. It should be quick given that Penny already has the surgery for basic implants.”
“When the tank’s free,” I said, feeling a gentle wave of calm wash over me as I looked at all the flashing lights, the readouts and the dials that showed that Commander Liao was still unconscious.
I touched my radio.
“Hey Penny?”
“Mmm?” Her voice made me smile, artificial as it was through the tiny speaker. “What’s up, honey?”
“Wanna come to sickbay for a second? Doctor Saeed’s got something interesting to discuss with us.”
“Okay,” she said, and I heard a faint squeal in the background. “Is it okay if I bring Allison?”
I swore that Commander Liao’s readouts settled a little as the noise of the crying baby filtered into the room. She seemed to relax, the pain painted so clearly on her face fading away.
“That’d be great,” I said, and I waited for her to come up. It would take her some time, but that was okay. I might not ever know what the crew of the Scarecrow were doing, or why they had their transponder off, but I was going to be okay.
Liao was going to be okay.
Penny was going to be okay.
Everything was going to be okay.




 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Want more information about new releases? Looking for something else to read while you wait for them?
 
Sign up for my “new releases” newsletter here:
http://eepurl.com/toBf9
 
Check out my webpage here:
www.lacunaverse.com
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