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      Cherry sat at the ocean’s edge and wept. The waves were sluggish as they hit the shore, heavy with the bodies of dead and rotting Fila. The stench was overwhelming, indescribable. As far as the eye could see, Fila corpses floated on the water’s surface, swollen by the gases of decay. The unique patterning of each body’s skin was defiled by corruption, and the tentacle limbs hung listless, moved only by the lethargic ocean current.

      It was her fault.

      Millions, possibly billions, of Fila had died and were still dying due to her rash, unilateral decision to defy the Scythians. If she had only stalled for more time or even agreed to their demand to enslave the human colony so the Scythians could return to their home planet, the Fila would not have died.

      The colony could have reneged on the deal. It could have turned on the Scythians who arrived. Or, because the arrivals would have been dependent on the humans for survival, the colonists could have held them hostage and threatened to murder them if not left in peace.

      So many possibilities had been open to her, but she’d made a snap, rash decision, responding in fury after the Scythians had blasted apart half of Oceanside without provocation.

      She had told Meredith that Ethan would have been ashamed of her for being willing to capitulate, but it was she herself who should be ashamed. Ethan would not have been so headstrong or reckless. He would have kept his emotions in check.

      He would not have risked all in a moment of rage and defiance.

      She had taken that risk without a second thought, not even considering the impact her decision could have on those only tangentially involved in the fight for Concordia. Now she had the blood of an entire population of intelligent beings on her hands. Was there ever such a mass murderer in the history of the human race? She didn’t think so. It was an unprecedented genocide.

      And there was more death to come. The Scythians’ biocide continued to spread. The Fila in the oceans were helpless against it. The deadly chemical traveled far and wide on water currents. The Fila could not leave the water and live. On land, the spread was slower but no less lethal. Oceanside had been abandoned six days ago immediately after the attack. One of the Scythians’ biocide canisters had landed there and killed hundreds of survivors of the battle.

      A toxic area had been identified near Annwn too. The evacuation of that small city had turned into a rout. Smaller settlements near and in the mountains had not been touched by the deadly poison so far, but it was only a matter of time before it reached them. At some unknown point in the future, the biocide would have completed its task. No living thing would remain on Concordia. The planet would be a mausoleum, a ghastly memorial to the pride and malice of the Scythians.

      Her guilt was an iron spike boring relentlessly into her chest. Yet the pain was well deserved, and for that reason she welcomed it. When the enormity of what she’d done had begun to sink in, she’d wanted to end it all, but then she’d realized the escape would be too easy. Now, she only flirted with death, tantalizing herself with the prospect of release, at the same time knowing that suffering was her only possible penance.

      Over the quiet wash of the waves on the shore, she became aware of another sound. Footsteps trudged through the pebbles, growing louder. Someone was coming.

      She didn’t look around or bother to wipe the tears from her sodden face. The footsteps drew close and then stopped.

      “Cherry.” The voice was muffled. The person was speaking from inside a haz suit. Anyone who wanted to eke out their last few days, weeks, or months on Concordia before their inevitable death put on a haz suit before stepping outside. Cherry wasn’t wearing one.

      A hand touched her shoulder. The person had used her first name too. It was someone who knew her personally. She felt pressure and heard the movement of pebbles as the person squatted down.

      “Cherry, it’s dangerous to be this close to the ocean. The biocide could be carried to you in the spray from the waves. What are you doing here?”

      When she didn’t answer, he continued, “What am I saying? I know why you’re here. Come on. Come with me. Let’s get you inside.”

      Despite the muffling of the haz suit’s helmet, she now recognized the voice. It belonged to Kes. It was naturally he who had come to find her. Wilder—who was no longer Cherry’s friend anyway—was aboard the Opportunity, the single colonist safe from the biocide. Aubriot was the only other person who used her first name, and she had not seen him or heard from him since the attack. He could even be dead. She’d left messages on his comm but he hadn’t answered.

      “Cherry,” said Kes, gently tugging at her arm.

      She turned to face him. His blue eyes were all that was visible of his face through the visor of his helmet.

      He had such kind eyes. “I know what you’re thinking, and I know how you feel, but⁠—”

      She pulled her arm from his grip. “No, you don’t. You really don’t.”

      He sat down close beside her, the material of his haz suit pressing against her pants. “I was there too, remember? I was there in the bunker with you. And when you gave the order to retaliate, I said nothing. I did nothing to stop you. I thought Isobel and Miki and my unborn child were dead. I wanted revenge. I wanted every Scythian to be blasted out of the sky. None of us tried to stop you.”

      “Except Meredith.”

      “Meredith would have agreed to their terms, it’s true, but she did nothing after the decision was taken from her and the battle started. We’re all culpable. Not just you.”

      “I know what you’re trying to do, Kes, but the responsibility is mine. I’m the one who gave the order. I’m the one who…” Her words sticking in her throat, she swept her arm wide, gesturing toward the thousands of rotting Fila floating on the waves.

      “You didn’t kill them. The Scythians did all this. Not you. No one guessed what they were capable of. No one thought their retaliation would be to wipe the planet of all life. No one imagined they would be so evil.”

      She heard his words but they made no impact on her feelings. His intent was kind but nothing anyone said could absolve her of her guilt. It was a plain, hard fact.

      “Come back to the shelter with me,” said Kes. “Quickly, before it’s too late. If a single molecule of the biocide hits you it will run through you like a hot knife through butter. You won’t stand a chance.”

      She didn’t know what butter was and she didn’t care if the biocide hit her, yet she did feel bad that her friend had come to find her despite the dangers.

      “Cherry, please,” he urged. “I should be in the lab working on developing a neutralizing agent for the biocide, not out here with you. Please come with me.”

      She relented. He was right. He should not be wasting his time on her. He was one of the few people who stood a chance of saving the remaining life on Concordia. After all she’d done, it would be wrong of her to add to the peril of the colony through her own selfish actions.

      “Okay. I’ll come.” She tried to stand. Her legs were numb and stiff from sitting so long on the cold pebbles. He helped her up.

      She turned her back on the seascape of decaying Fila and faced inland. Dusk was falling. Where had the time gone? She had wandered down to the shoreline this morning. Gray and pink clouds overspread the sky and the scrubby beach grass was turning monochrome in the fading light.

      It was a regular scene, one of thousands she had witnessed in the years she’d lived on Concordia. Now the simple plant life and hidden coastal creatures of the landscape were on the brink of complete and final extinction.

      With Kes supporting her by her arm, she tramped clumsily through the sliding pebbles. An autocar was parked on the road running parallel to the beach. They headed toward the vehicle. Warmth and feeling returned slowly to her legs but the terrible weight of guilt remained. The feeling would never dissipate. Not as long as she had breath in her body. But the way things were looking, that would not be for too long.
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      The refuge was crowded. It was also shoddy. Hastily converted from storage warehouses into homes and workrooms, it was one of the few places known to be far from the effects of the biocide—for the time being. But it was plain to Kes, as he showered before returning to work, that the building skills of the Gens who had disembarked the Nova had not been passed on to many of their descendants.

      There had been no need. By the time the current generation had been born, the colony had been established and extensive manufacturing processes were underway. The proportion of the population trained in practical skills like construction, plumbing, and electrical work had greatly diminished.

      Twice, the original Gens had been forced to build underground shelters to protect themselves from Scythian attacks, and each time they had completed the tasks efficiently, effectively, and at a breathtaking pace. By contrast, the job of creating a safe haven for the people displaced from Oceanside and Annwn progressed slowly and with many errors.

      The lab he had returned to after taking Cherry to his home, where Isobel could look after her, was barely functional. The electricity supply was erratic—though, to be fair, that was at least partly due to the fact that it relied on solar power from the plant in Suddene. The Fila’s geothermal supply had, predictably, quickly died. The showerheads often spluttered and coughed due to air in the pipes, and the plasterboard separating the laboratory from the rest of the warehouse was flimsy and looked about to fall down at any moment.

      Considering the lab was the place where the task of saving the colony from disaster was being undertaken, it was pretty poor effort on the part of whoever had built it.

      He turned off the shower. His skin was covered in goosebumps from the cold water. Showering seemed a pointless precaution considering the biocide appeared to kill on contact. Cherry had been his canary all the way back to the shelter. If the biocide had reached them she would have died immediately. Nevertheless, it didn’t hurt to be extra cautious, and, considering he’d instigated the protocol, he could hardly complain. Wearing haz suits with their powered air purifying respirators while outside and following rigorous hygiene protocols were essential if he and his colleagues were to survive working with the deadly biocide.

      He quickly dried off with a towel and put on clean clothes and lab coat before entering the lab.

      Tricia, a fellow scientist, looked up. “You’re back. Did you find the General?”

      “I did. She was at the beach. I’m sorry I had to leave, but I had to go and find her. I couldn’t think of anything else after I heard she’d gone missing.”

      “No problem. We all have people we’re worried about. She was at the beach, though? Was she on a suicide mission?”

      “What do you think?”

      Tricia turned away, troubled, and returned to her work.

      Kes was troubled by Cherry’s behavior too, but he’d done all he could for now. Isobel would look after his friend. He had to concentrate on discovering the chemical makeup of the Scythian’s biocide. Then he and his team could work on developing something to neutralize it. They were in a race against time. Not only was the colony facing the inexorable spread of the poison across the land, it was also vulnerable every time it rained. There was a chance the biocide might enter the water cycle, evaporating into the atmosphere with the ocean water, forming clouds, and then later falling over land.

      They were lucky it was the dry season on Lyonesse. On Suddene, the climate was dry all year round, and as far as anyone knew only two of the enemy’s canisters had landed there. The few inhabitants of the small continent were likely to be the last to fall to the Scythians’ deadly chemical. Whether or not that would be a good thing, he did not know.

      He returned to his chromatography test, mentally shutting out the hum of quiet conversation and movements of scientists in the cramped space. Setting up the test had taken him back to his college days as an undergraduate in biochemistry. Only then he hadn’t been dealing with a substance that could wipe out the last outpost of human civilization.

      A small team of intrepid, courageous lab technicians in haz suits had harvested several tissue samples from a dead Fila, sealed them in water-tight and airtight boxes, and brought them to the laboratory. The techs had taken a huge risk. No one had known if the biocide would eat through the tough, inert material of the boxes, but, thankfully, it hadn’t. Now it was up to the colony’s biologists and chemists to find out what was in it.

      It was perfectly possible that chemical’s structure altered as it destroyed living tissue. That would make the challenge exponentially harder. It was also possible that the biocide broke down to harmless constituents as soon as it ran out of tissue to feed its processes.

      In fact, all kinds of impossible-to-surmount obstacles might stand in their way, but what else could they do except try? It beat sitting around waiting to die.

      The difficulty in identifying the biocide lay in determining what was a constituent of Fila flesh and what was the lethal chemical. Fortunately, he and the other xenobiologists had already undertaken studies of Fila morphology. Donating specimens for study had not presented a problem to a species that could quickly regenerate all parts of their bodies except any of their three brains. Consequently, the scientists had some idea of what they should expect to find in the tissue samples, but the study of the species was nowhere near complete. Many substances making up Fila anatomy and metabolism were unknown to human science. It wasn’t possible to be certain which chemicals were the murder victim’s and which were the poison.

      The gas chromatography equipment stood inside a large transparent box. On one side of the box were two holes at arm height opening into long, thick gloves. He pushed his arms into the gloves to resume his test. He hadn’t been working for longer than five minutes, however, when he received a comm from Meredith.

      “Hi,” he replied, not pausing in what he was doing.

      “Did you find her?”

      He’d forgotten to tell the Leader that Cherry was back at the shelter.

      “Yes, I did. Sorry, I⁠—”

      “How is she?”

      “Not good.”

      “I thought you might say that.”

      “She blames herself.” This comment met with silence. Perhaps Meredith blamed Cherry too. He hadn’t spoken to the Leader much since the attack. There simply hadn’t been time to sit down and calmly analyze what had happened. The priority had been, and remained, to save as many lives as possible.

      “I hope she can get over it,” Meredith said eventually. “There’s no point in apportioning blame now.”

      That was certainly something they could agree on. “Heard anything from the Assembly?”

      “That was the other reason I wanted to speak to you. The Fila’s distress call arrived and the Assembly has replied using the same method. Now all the Fila comm stations have been abandoned, Quinn relayed the reply from the Opportunity. I’m not sure how the Assembly can send information so fast through space, but I’m glad it can. Unfortunately, the ship of the member closest to us will take eighteen days to get here. The Fila seeding ship is on the other side of the galaxy.”

      “Even if the seeding ship was in orbit it wouldn’t be much help.” He vividly recalled the Fila vessel he’d briefly visited in order to embark on his mission to the Galactic Assembly. The ship had been large, but not anywhere near large enough to accommodate even a small segment of Concordia’s human population. More importantly, it was full of water and Fila.

      “I’ll take your word for it,” Meredith said. “But perhaps this other ship may be able to save some colonists.”

      “Do you know which species the ship belongs to?”

      “It’s named in the message but the translation system couldn’t handle the word.”

      He wondered whose it was. He’d assigned the Assembly member species English names, but he hadn’t gotten around to informing the Fila of them. Now it was too late.  The situation in their water world was utterly chaotic as far as anyone could tell. Some of the creatures survived, mainly in freshwater lakes and in rivers, but death was moving closer, and much faster for the aquatic aliens than for the humans. The worst thing was, there was nothing the colonists could do to help.

      “You realize that even if all the Assembly members’ ships turned up tomorrow, their efforts might be useless?” He didn’t want to crush the Leader’s hopes, but it was a fact that had to be faced.

      “I do. As long as the biocide is ravaging the planet, it could be too risky for them to send shuttles down.”

      “Exactly. The biocide doesn’t only destroy whatever living tissue it touches, it uses the chemicals of the victims’ bodies to replicate itself. A molecule of that stuff on the exterior of a shuttle could end up wiping out an entire ship’s crew. I wouldn’t blame any would-be rescuer who decided not to take the chance.”

      “Me neither, I guess. Still, I thought it was worth letting you know.”

      “I appreciate it,” said Kes. “Now, if you’ll excuse me…”

      “Yes, you have a lot of work to do. I hope you find something soon.”

      “Me too. Before you go, have you heard anything from Wilder?”

      “I try to keep her up to date on the situation when I can.”

      “How’s she doing?” asked Kes.

      “Okay, I think. Considering her age. She has Quinn and the other Fila crew on the Opportunity to talk to.”

      “She’s tough. As long as her food lasts, she’ll be okay.”

      “I hope it lasts as long as it takes for the Assembly member’s ship to arrive. That way, at least one of us will survive.”

      “The last living colonist from Concordia? I don’t know if I would like to be that person.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. With luck your team will develop a neutralizer in time and everything will be okay.”

      “We’ll do our best. The alternative outcome is a wonderful motivator.”

      Meredith closed the comm.

      So much had been left unsaid. Realistically, in the short time available there was little chance the scientists could isolate the biocide and develop a neutralizing chemical. Even in ideal conditions, the task would take months. According to the satellite images of the devastation the poison was wreaking across landmasses, the colony had only a few weeks.

      What was more, tens of thousands of colonists remained alive. The luckiest were living on dry Suddene, their lives disrupted but safe for the moment. Nearly everyone else resided in makeshift shelters. The worst off were camping out in the countryside in areas as yet untouched by the biocide.

      The Assembly could send a dozen ships and still not have room for everyone, assuming the rescuers took the risk of sending shuttles down to the poisoned planet. The Parvus’s ship, which had hung around since the Scythian attack, could not accommodate humans at all.

      If it came to facing the decision of who would be saved and who would die, how would they choose?
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      Wilder opened the pouch she’d made from a knotted sweater and peeked inside. Piddle and Puddle were sound asleep, curled up together, their arms wrapped around each other. They floated gently inside the pouch, which, for once, was clean. The little creatures seemed to have finally become accustomed to micro-g. They hadn’t thrown up for three or four days. Even better, they also appeared to understand the basics of toilet training at last. They had a favorite corner where they did their business. Though, without the benefit of planetary gravity, Wilder was forced to keep a close eye on her pets and clean up their messes quickly if she didn’t want to encounter unsavory surprises later on.

      Was what she was about to propose to Quinn fair on her little friends? Maybe not. The two of them could live for months on the Opportunity on her supply of food. Perhaps even years. She was sure Quinn could devise a way to feed them, or she could simply leave the food cupboard open and Piddle and Puddle could help themselves.

      But then what? Would any Galactic Assembly member arriving to rescue refugees bother with two small, unintelligent life forms? It was unlikely, and the Fila could not offer them a home in an aquatic environment.

      She could not avoid the fact that the only possible hope for her small friends was if they stuck with her. Her mind made up, she pushed off with her feet and floated out into the operations room where Quinn and his fellow crew members worked behind a transparent wall.

      She held up her palms and braced against the gentle impact as she reached her destination.

      “Quinn,” she said firmly. She would have to be assertive in order to get him to agree to her request.

      “Yes, Wilder?”

      “I’ve decided I’m going to go down to the surface.”

      “You want to return to Concordia?”

      She frowned. Quinn was not usually this stupid. But then again, the flat, emotionless monotone the translation equipment supplied made it hard to tell the intent behind his reply. Perhaps he was only surprised. That would be understandable.

      “I’ve made up my mind,” she said. “I’m no use to anyone while I’m up here. I’m not very good with biology or chemistry—physics and engineering are more my things—but what little help I can offer is useless while I’m in orbit kilometers above the planet. I need to be down there, and the sooner the better. I’ll go to a shuttle now and take Piddle and Puddle with me. So if you wouldn’t mind, please transport me to the surface. I think if I go wherever Kes is, that would be best.”

      “No.”

      She was so taken aback at the Fila’s blunt, unequivocal refusal, she was lost for words. Then she got angry. Her hands curled into fists. “I wasn’t asking your permission. I’m telling you I’m going down there. I insist you transport me in a shuttle.”

      “That will not happen.”

      “You have zero jurisdiction over me, Quinn. And this isn’t a debate. You have to do what I say.”

      He gave no immediate reply. The pause dragged out. She grew angrier. There was nothing she hated more than being told what she could and couldn’t do.

      “Wilder,” Quinn said suddenly, “my people are dying.”

      Her ire flooded out of her. Her grip on the handhold relaxed and she floated free, slumping in midair. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “Humans will begin to die in great numbers soon, too. If you go down there you will be one of them.”

      All the shock, pain, and fear she had endured over the last few days welled up and spilled out. For several moments she couldn’t speak. It became clear that her determination to return to Concordia had been a way for her to distract herself from the terrible situation the Scythians had created. She wiped her eyes and nose with her sleeve. “I’ll die up here. It’ll just take longer.”

      The prospect of starving to death aboard the Opportunity while listening to reports of the mounting death toll had haunted her ever since she’d heard the news of the biocide. It hadn’t taken her long to figure out what it meant for her personally.

      “Perhaps you will not,” said Quinn. “I have thought of another possibility.”

      “What other possibility?”

      “The Opportunity’s fuel cells are full. We could leave this system and go somewhere else. I have pondered over this for some time. I had hoped that the situation on Concordia might improve, but it seems that all is lost. My people cannot escape the poison spreading throughout the planet’s water reserves. I believe their total destruction is inevitable.”

      She put a hand on the see-through wall. As always, Quinn’s emotion was impossible to tell, but her Fila friend had to be experiencing deep sorrow and grief.

      On the other side of the wall, Quinn raised a tentacle and placed it in the same place as her hand. The two friends hung there, one suspended in air, the other suspended in water, in silence.

      “Where would we go?” She asked at last, not at all sure she wanted to go anywhere.

      “That question is difficult to answer. We would need to find a planet with similar gravity to Concordia’s, and that contains landmasses and water. It would also need to offer plant life edible for humans.”

      “And for Fila. You all need to eat too.”

      “We rarely encounter any problems with finding edible organisms on new planets.”

      “Huh, I wish the same were true for humans.” A modest range of Concordian plants and small creatures were eaten on the colony, but it had taken scientists decades to discover them and prove their safety. Then she realized what he was saying. “Wait. You mean it would be easier for you to find somewhere to go than me, right? I don’t want you guys sacrificing yourselves so I can live. Honestly, though it feels weird to be saying it, I’m not sure I even want to live. What would be the point? I mean, I like you, Quinn, and all the Fila I meet, but I don’t know if I want to live a life where I would never see my own kind ever again.”

      “Humans colonized Concordia from another planet. We could take you there if you know the coordinates.”

      “I don’t, though they must be somewhere in the data files. But Earth has to be many light years from here. The Guardians took twenty years or longer to come to Concordia, and their ship was way faster than the Nova. I’ll run out of food long before we arrive.”

      “Perhaps the survivors of the Scythian attack could supply you with provisions for the journey.”

      “I don’t want to take food from them. They have it bad enough down there as it is. And there’s also the risk of the biocide traveling up here on the shuttle. When I said I wanted to go down to the surface I was planning on a one-way trip.”

      They pondered the problem some more.

      “I thought of another reason I can’t go to Earth,” said Wilder after a while. “The Guardians told us the human population had been decimated by a plague. Assuming they were telling the truth, I would be infected by the disease if I went there. It would be the same result as if I stayed here.” She sighed. “To be honest, it makes me feel sick to even be thinking about how I’m going to survive when every single other human being on Concordia will probably die. What a weird fluke it was that I happened to be up here when it all kicked off, right?

      “You know, when I was a kid, I read stories about ancient ships that sailed on oceans before air or space travel were invented. Sometimes there would be a storm and the ship would sink or break up on rocks, and only a few people would survive. The lucky ones. Only they weren’t so lucky because they would end up clinging to wreckage or marooned on tiny islands in the middle of nowhere. They had no food and no water, no shelter or way of staying warm, and they would die too, like the people who drowned when the ship went down. The only difference was they died slower and more painfully.”

      She blinked to clear her vision. “I got the a-grav working. Did you know? Yesterday. I finally got the damned machine to work. But no one will know now. It won’t make any difference to anyone.” She studied the complex patterning of Quinn’s skin and then turned her gaze to the three other Fila in the operations room. They did not have English names but she had learned to recognize their patterning too. “I know what you should do. You should find a planet where there’s water so you can all survive. Your seeding ship will come for you eventually, or perhaps an Assembly member will pick you up. I’d appreciate it if you could find somewhere Piddle and Puddle can live too. I know that’s a big ask but I’m asking it. Don’t try to save me, though. All things considered, I’d rather not be saved. When the time’s right, I’ll go out the airlock.”

      Not wanting to hear his response, she quickly pushed herself away from the operations room wall and returned to the living quarters. He could still talk to her in there if he wanted, via the ship’s comm, but she hoped he would understand from her behavior that she didn’t want to discuss her choice and that he would respect that.

      He did.
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      Cherry watched as heavily pregnant Isobel soothed her little girl to sleep. Mother and daughter lay together on the double mattress that took up most of the floor space in the little family’s allotted section. Isobel gently stroked Miki’s red-black hair as her eyes slowly closed. The child’s discarded interface lay beside her. One of Isobel’s legs was in a cast.

      Cherry didn’t like to watch Kes’s wife perform her motherly duties, but there was nothing she could do. Only thin curtains separated the sections in the warehouse, providing a modicum of privacy. Unless she faced a curtain or looked upward there was nowhere else to look. The single folk were even worse off, sharing one large space filled with narrow cots.

      That was where she should be. That was where she’d slept after helping to organize the search for trapped colonists, and then later the evacuation of Oceanside. That was where she would have gone if Kes hadn’t made her promise to stay in his and Isobel’s makeshift room.

      She was sure Isobel didn’t want her here. Who would want to share a tiny living space with a suicidal, fatally incompetent ex-General? Isobel already had enough on her plate trying to keep a toddler entertained without any toys or room to run around. Isobel also looked as though she was about to pop. What a time to be expecting a baby.

      A shout from an excited child broke through the general hubbub and echoed around the warehouse. Miki’s eyes flew open.

      “Shhhh,” said Isobel. “Shhhh. It’s okay.”

      Miki’s eyes closed again. Isobel continued to stroke the little girl’s hair until she was breathing heavily and sound asleep. Isobel caught Cherry’s gaze and smiled. Slowly and carefully, she pushed herself to an upright position and then eased herself along the mattress until she perched on the end.

      Cherry was sitting in a low camping chair, her knees drawn up, feeling awkward. She didn’t know what Kes had told Isobel in their hasty conversation, conducted in low voices, when he’d taken her to his wife. But whether he’d filled Isobel in on the details or not, it was pretty obvious to anyone the state she was in.

      “Are you hungry?” Isobel asked.

      Cherry shook her head.

      “Thirsty?”

      “I should be the one helping you, not the other way around. And shouldn’t we be whispering?” She nodded at the sleeping girl.

      “Don’t worry. Once she’s asleep she can sleep through a hurricane. Which is going to be handy now we’re living here.”

      The noise in the warehouse was indeed very loud. It wasn’t much quieter at night, especially not in the families’ section, where there were many children of around Miki’s age.

      “Can I get something for you?” asked Cherry.

      “I’m fine. A few of the moms and dads organized a meal roster. Someone will bring something over in a little while.”

      “Okay.”

      The awkwardness stretched out with no prospect of coming to an end. How long would Kes expect her to stay here? And where would she sleep? There was a space between the mattress and the curtain where she would fit, but lying next to Kes and his wife and child would be a whole new level of uncomfortable that had nothing to do with the hard floor.

      “I guess this must feel familiar to you,” said Isobel.

      “Huh? What do you mean?” Cherry wasn’t generally in the habit of consigning entire populations of intelligent beings to death.

      “I mean living conditions must have been something like this in the early days of the colony, before you built the first settlement.”

      “Oh! No. Not really. Well, a group of Gens and Woken did sleep in a big barn on the first night when the sluglimpets attacked. But I don’t think anyone did after that. Everyone slept on the Nova until the first dorms were ready.”

      “Right. The First Night Attack. I remember studying it at school. Were you there?”

      “I wasn’t, thank the stars. Only a couple hundred Gens were picked to spend the first night on the planet. I wasn’t one of them. I didn’t get to go down to the surface until the Naming Ceremony.”

      “That must have been an amazing experience after spending all your life aboard the Nova Fortuna.”

      “Yeah, it was. Feels like a long time ago now.”

      “It was a long time ago,” said Isobel, but then she corrected herself. “Except not so long ago from your perspective.”

      “No, not so long.” Cherry tried to figure it out. She’d returned from the mission to the Galactic Assembly six years ago. Prior to her leaving, the colony had only just brought in its first major harvest. Was it only such a short time since she’d disembarked the Nova? So much had happened, it felt like a lifetime. For most of the colony it had been a lifetime or two.

      How many Concordians now living had been born on the colony ship? It had to be a small proportion of the population. Most had grown up planetside and had never even been aboard a starship. Life on the surface was all they knew. And now, soon, it would be all they would ever have known.

      “It’s hard,” said Isobel, “but I’m sure things will get back to normal soon.”

      Cherry raised her eyebrows. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Our house in Annwn is still there, I think. The biocide won’t damage it. As soon as Kes figures out a neutralizing agent, they’ll clean all the biocide away and we can move back. I’m hoping he can do it before the baby comes. I don’t fancy the idea of giving birth here.”

      Cherry blinked. “Are you sure Kes will be able to do it? Is that what he told you?”

      “He hasn’t said anything except that he’s working on it, but I know he will. He’s so smart.”

      “He is smart. I hope you’re right.” She wasn’t sure if Isobel was ill-informed about the true situation or if she was only hormonal and slightly deluded. Either way, setting her right about the danger she, her child, her unborn baby, and everyone else on Concordia was in wouldn’t benefit anyone.

      Cherry had a sudden urge to speak to Aubriot. She felt in need of some callous, sour realism. And it wasn’t only Isobel’s naive optimism that was bothering her, the entire homely set-up put her on edge. In her current state it was more than she could bear. She didn’t know why exactly, but being around families always made her uncomfortable. Perhaps it was only that she hadn’t grown up in a family herself. Many Gens had taken to living in families with ease but some hadn’t, and she fell into the latter group. She had no desire for children. Even the idea of holding a baby seriously alarmed her. “I need to go out for a little bit.”

      “Oh, no. You mustn’t! You have to stay here. Kes said⁠—”

      “I’m not going outside, just for a little stroll around the warehouse. I have to stretch my legs.” Cherry stood up.

      “But—”

      “I’ll be fine.” Cherry touched Isobel’s shoulder as she stepped around her. “I’ll
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