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      It had been days since the disaster yet everything remained in chaos. Cariad was exhausted. Her muscles ached and her hands were raw from helping with the relief efforts. Dragging the broken remains of buildings out of the mud left by the tsunami, constructing shelters, giving first aid… She’d forgotten most of what she’d done since the alien attack and subsequent deluge after the Nova crashed into the ocean.

      And while she’d worked, she’d been constantly tormented by memories of her techs, Florian and Cassie, and Giesen, the pilot, who had gone down with the colony ship. The first shuttle to arrive from the Mistral to transport the vulnerable out of danger had flown over the Nova’s crash site. The pilot’s report had snuffed out the fragile flame of hope she had nursed. All that remained of the ship was a debris field spread wide across the ocean and a protruding section washed over with waves.

      Sweet Cassie and silly Florian and their unborn child were gone forever. Cariad had mentally berated herself over and over again for allowing them to remain aboard during the alien bombardment. They’d wanted to care for the fetuses growing in the reproduction facilities, but it had turned out to be a useless task. The babies were dead now too, which meant the long-term survival of the colony was doomed.

      She hadn’t told anyone. The timing seemed wrong. How could she tell the colonists that all the efforts they were making to recover from the onslaughts of fire and water were pointless? Besides, a more immediate and worse threat menaced them.

      She rubbed her eyes and tried to focus on the holo that hung midair on the bridge of the Mistral. Everyone was watching the image in silence. Cherry and Phy had also come up to the ship for the impromptu meeting to assess the alien threat. Addleson, the Mistral’s pilot, was present as well as Anahi and Vasquez, whose disabilities meant they were living here while the settlement was rebuilt. Addleson had informed the final attendee of the meeting, Aubriot, somewhat reluctantly. The ex-financier had obviously been getting on the pilot’s nerves.

      The image of the alien ship grew more defined. Soft edges sharpened up and the blank face of the ship’s metallic hull was overwritten with dark line markings. Whether the markings were decorative or might serve some other purpose was a mystery. They looked random, lacking any repeating themes and less regular than a child’s scribble.

      The ship’s structure was a simple, smooth crescent, bulbous at the center and tapering to two fine, hollow points. Four protrusions appeared on the ship, above and below, fore and aft. Probably weapons.

      Still no one spoke.

      She regarded the half moon shape. This single, strange ship had shot the Nova from the skies and brought the colony to its knees. If it hadn’t been for the Mistral, the aliens would have succeeded in their attempt at immediate annihilation.

      Predictably, it was Aubriot who broke the silence. “That’s it? Is this holo created from the data collected before the battle?”

      “No,” said Addleson, checking a console, “it represents all scanner readings from the duration the ship was within range.”

      “What about after I hit it? What did it look like then?”

      “I’ll remove data collected before the ship received a hit.”

      The edges of the image softened marginally but otherwise it didn’t change.

      “Funny,” said Aubriot. “No signs of damage. No scorch marks. Nothing.”

      “Maybe the damage wasn’t detectable due to the range,” said Addleson.

      The attack had changed the pilot’s previously relaxed, affable demeanor. He had become serious and grave. But then, Cariad reflected, so had they all. She recalled Addleson and Giesen’s friendly rivalry. Was he suffering from survivor’s guilt? It could easily have been he who had been trapped in the Nova when the ship impacted the ocean.

      Even Cherry seemed to have lost her spark. She was glum-faced and pale with tiredness.

      Aubriot walked closer to the holo and directed the computer to spin the image.

      As the alien ship rotated, he peered at it, looking from below and standing on tiptoes to survey the upper surface. “Nothing,” he announced when the starship had completed a full circle. “Not a scratch. Strange. And more than a bit disappointing. I was sure I got in four or five hits.”

      Addleson checked his console. “The ship received four direct hits and one contact.”

      Four glowing blue spots appeared on the ship in close proximity at its midsection, and a green spot lit up on the right-hand hook of the crescent.

      “Yeah,” Aubriot said. “But what effect did they have? None that I can see.”

      “Either the Mistral’s scanners didn’t pick it up or the damage was internal and not visible on the hull,” Addleson said. “Those are the only explanations.”

      “Are they?” Vasquez asked, his wheelchair moving him into the open space at the center of the bridge. He faced them. “I can think of another one: we didn’t cause any significant damage.”

      “Of course we did,” Aubriot countered. “Why else did they run? They’d already crippled the Nova Fortuna. They were winning.”

      “Look,” said Vasquez, leaning on the arms of his wheelchair. “One thing we need to be very clear about regarding these aliens, and any others we encounter for that matter: we mustn’t imagine we can predict how they think. You’re trying to comprehend their behavior in terms of what humans might do. Only they aren’t human. What seems rational to you and I could appear insane to them, and vice versa. Retreating when your ship is damaged makes sense to us, but they might have retreated for an entirely different reason. Maybe they sped away because they were bored.”

      Cherry said, “Or it was breeding time.”

      “Exactly,” said Vasquez. “Do you see what I mean?”

      Addleson threw up his hands. “I do see, but we have to start somewhere in reasoning this thing out. We have to try to predict what they might do next. Will they be back, and if so, when? And what are we going to do about it?”

      “We have to try to protect ourselves no matter what,” said Phy. “Now that we’ve started to recover from the attack the next step is to build defenses.” She was propping her lean frame against a console, her arms folded across her chest. Like Cherry, she was wearing muddy clothes and looked like she hadn’t slept for days.

      “Of course,” Cariad said. “We’re only trying to understand what happened during the battle and what we might be up against. Wait. I can think of a way we might be able to tell if we damaged the ship. Addleson, when it left, was it traveling slower, faster, or at the same speed as when it arrived?”

      “Ah yes,” the pilot said. “The alien ship was traveling thirteen point oh-seven-three percent slower when it departed than its top speed as it approached.”

      “Bingo,” Aubriot exclaimed. “Its engines were damaged. It was running away. Not leaving because they were bored,” he added, sneering at Vasquez.

      The older man glowered.

      “I’m glad we sorted that out,” Addleson said.

      He took a breath to say more but Vasquez interrupted, “Have we?”

      Aubriot bristled, and Addleson lifted his hands, patting the air in a conciliatory gesture. “The question is, where do we go from here?”

      “For our own safety we have to assume several things,” said Cariad. “Firstly, we have to assume we didn’t damage the alien ship enough to destroy its occupants. That means their friends and relations know all about us now, if they didn’t already. Secondly, we have to assume the ship that attacked us isn’t the only one. They probably have an entire fleet. Thirdly, like Phy says, we also have to assume they’ll return.”

      It was a heavy truth but it had to be stated. The alien attack had razed the settlement, and the tsunami that had followed had destroyed the bunkers the colonists had hastily built. Though the Mistral carried supplies and medical facilities, it didn’t have room to hold the hundreds of people currently trying to survive on the planet surface. The aliens knew the colony’s exact location. All they had to do was return with a few more ships, defeat the Mistral, and attack the fragile shanty town that had been built on the settlement’s ruins.

      Then the last trace of humanity’s first and only deep space colony would be wiped from the galaxy.

      A heavy weight settled on the atmosphere. Cariad guessed it was as good a time as any to drop the other bomb. It wouldn’t be fair to allow anyone to labor for survival while under the impression that the colony might one day thrive. “There’s something else we need to bear in mind. When the Nova went down, we lost the fetuses we’d been growing to replenish our genetic stock. Without them, the colony is going to face problems with inbreeding down the line.”

      “You mean genetic diseases?” Addleson said. “The equipment in the Mistral’s medical bay might be able to deal with those conditions. We haven’t really got to grips with what’s in there yet.”

      “Even if we can treat people,” said Cariad, “it won’t prevent the problems from reoccurring and worsening with each new generation. I could mitigate the effects by finding the optimal matches, but that would mean no one would be allowed to choose the father or mother of their children, and eventually the result would be the same.”

      “You mean, even if we defeat these aliens and make them leave us alone,” Aubriot said, “we’re screwed?”

      “Not you or me, and maybe not even our great-grandchildren, but in the end, yes. I believe that ultimately the colony won’t survive.”

      “Great,” Cherry said. “Just when I was thinking things couldn’t get any worse.”

      It hadn’t seemed possible that the darkness of the mood on the bridge could deepen any further, yet it did. Cariad regretted giving her prediction. Maybe she should have saved it for another time, though she couldn’t think when a better one might arrive.

      Anahi hadn’t spoken. She was sitting at a console, her visor pointing downward as if she was deep in thought. At Cherry’s words her head rose and she stood up. “Can I say something?” She clasped her hands in front of her. “When I and the other project scientists went into cryonic suspension, we didn’t know if we would wake up. We were fully aware we were taking a tremendous risk. And as it turned out, when I was revived I found that I’d lost my sight.

      “I wasn’t the only one who was injured by the process. Others never woke up. Vasquez here lost the use of his legs. I think I can speak for him and everyone else who suffered ill consequences of undergoing cryo when I say it was hard for us to adjust to our newly disabled bodies, but we had two choices. We had to decide whether to give up or accept what had happened to us and carry on. Now, I see the parallels with what’s happened to the colony.

      “We’re faced with another difficult situation that is not of our choosing. Certainly we’re faced with hard work. However, I believe we’re over-thinking this and complicating matters unnecessarily. The colony may ultimately fail, but we knew that was a possibility all along. We still have the same two choices: to give up or carry on. The answer seems simple to me. Isn’t it simple?”

      Cariad nodded. The way Anahi had stated the problem made everything clearer. Around the bridge, the murmured responses came: “We carry on.”

      “Good,” said Anahi crisply. “Now we only need to decide the details. We can start with the current state of the settlement.”

      Cherry and Phy began to report on what had been happening on the planet surface. Rather than listen to what she already knew, Cariad left them to it. She wanted to go and see Ethan.
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      Ethan took the prosthetic leg from Dr Kurtz and examined it, flexing the ankle joint. The device looked similar to his missing leg except that the toes weren’t articulated and there was a cup to accommodate his stump. The material the prosthetic was made from was much harder than human flesh and bone, however.

      Noticing Ethan feel the texture of the leg, Kurtz said, “I think it’s made to be very durable, but when it wears out I can make you another. That’s if you don’t want to go with the other option we discussed.”

      Ethan put hand into the cup and lifted up his new limb, waggling it, amused at the notion of a foot on the end of his arm.

      “Try it on,” Kurtz urged. “It should fit perfectly.” The doctor was squatting at the foot of the bed where Ethan sat in the Mistral’s medical bay. Kurtz seemed to have thoroughly enjoyed the process of creating the prosthetic. From using the imaging scanner on Ethan’s stump and his remaining leg to setting up the printer that created the artificial limb, the doctor had been as enthusiastic as a little boy making a model starship.

      Ethan didn’t begrudge Kurtz his fun. The man had been dealing with the injured and sick from the settlement almost non-stop for days. If making a prosthetic leg gave him some pleasure, Ethan was glad. And he would be pleased if it meant he could finally walk normally again.

      “Okay,” he said. “Here goes.” He slid the cup onto his stump. It did, as Kurtz had predicted, seem to fit perfectly. What remained of his calf was held within the cup by a gentle, even pressure.

      Kurtz pulled on the heel. “Nice and firm. Try to flex your foot upward.”

      Ethan imagined that he was flexing his real foot. To his surprise, the artificial foot moved.

      “Excellent,” Kurtz said. “The prosthetic is responding to signals from the nerves in your leg. Now point your foot downward.”

      Ethan followed the instruction.

      “Now, stand up.” Kurtz supported his elbow to help him balance as he climbed off the bed. The three other patients in the bay watched with mild curiosity.

      “The good thing is,” Dr Kurtz said, “you only lost your leg recently. You’ve hardly any muscle wastage and your nerves shouldn’t need reminding of how to walk on two legs. The only difference is you won’t receive any biofeedback from this prosthetic. Your sensitivity stops at the end of your real leg, so it would be a good idea to check the prosthetic every night for signs of damage. It isn’t perfect but it’ll do the job for now.”

      Ethan was standing on both legs for the first time since he’d been a prisoner of the threads. The sensation was exhilarating but somewhat odd, though it was quickly becoming more familiar. His stump was giving him no pain.

      “Want to try a few steps?” Kurtz asked. “Here, rest your hand on my shoulder.”

      Ethan did as the doctor suggested. He moved his good leg first, and then pulled the prosthetic forward. He tried to move it as though it was part of his body but the process wasn’t easy. His mind struggled with the idea. The device also seemed lighter than his leg had been, and it clicked on the hard floor when it landed. He took another step. Click. And another. Click.

      “Feels okay.” His nerves were beginning to control the leg. “I’ll see what I can do by myself.” He removed his hand from Kurtz’s shoulder and stepped forward with his left leg. His arms spread out to balance, he moved his right leg. Click. He wobbled but managed to stay upright. Kurtz went to help him but he motioned the doctor away. “I’m fine.”

      Left leg. Right leg. Click. Left leg. Right leg. Click. He had reached the bed of the patient opposite. He gripped the rail. The elderly man gave a thumbs up.

      He turned to make the journey back to his own bed. He completed the eight steps on his own, though at the last step he overbalanced and fell forward, grabbing his bed rail to save himself.

      “Great,” said Kurtz. He and the patients clapped.

      Ethan smiled, feeling a little foolish. “It is great. I think I’ll manage for a long time with this.”

      “Hopefully not too long. You should give the alternative some serious thought. In the meantime, make sure you get plenty of practice before you try to walk on difficult terrain. Like at the settlement. I wouldn’t advise going down there for a while. And definitely no more adventures into the wilds of Concordia.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve had my fill of adventures.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. I’ll give you some privacy so you can put on your clothes.” Kurtz activated an opaque screen that slid out from the wall to surround the bed.

      After removing his hospital gown, Ethan got dressed, relieved he would finally be able to make more of a contribution to the recovery of the colony. He’d spent the days since the attack hanging around aboard the Mistral. His injury had prevented him from doing much of anything except hobble about uselessly, reluctant to bother the doctor while he was dealing with more urgent cases.

      Ethan would never forget the moment the threads had sliced his leg away without anesthetic. He didn’t think he would ever forget the pain, but he couldn’t deny the creatures had saved his life. And beyond his hope, he’d finally made it home.

      But he hadn’t been able to see Cariad since the day of his return. She’d been planetside the entire time he’d been incapacitated, and the limited comms had meant they’d also barely had a chance to speak. He pulled his shirt over his head and bent down to pick up his shoe. He only needed one now, for his left foot. The prosthetic didn’t require a shoe.

      When he was dressed, he reached for the button that would send the opaque screen back into its slot, but then someone on the other side of the screen called his name. He recognized the voice immediately.

      Cariad!

      He pulled back the screen at the join. She was waiting there for him, looking worn out and beautiful.

      “Come in.” He pushed back the screen further to give her room.

      “You’re standing up,” she exclaimed. “You have your new leg? That’s fantastic!”

      “Yeah, it works pretty well too. Look.” He raised his right leg and moved his foot up and down.

      “Cool. No more crutches, huh?”

      “Nope.”

      They both gazed down at the prosthetic foot for a few moments. Then simultaneously they lifted their heads to look directly into each other’s eyes. She moved into his arms, rested her head on his shoulder, and hugged him as tightly as she had the moment he’d turned up at the settlement. He hugged her back, relishing her physical presence.

      Their hug lingered. He didn’t want to let go of her. Not after the days and weeks he’d spent hoping just for a sight of her again. It seemed like she felt the same because she wasn’t letting go of him either.

      After a few more moments, his heart thudding so hard he was sure she must feel it, he leaned down and softly kissed the side of her neck. He lifted his head, his muscles tightening. Had he gone too far?

      But she was turning her face toward him, her eyes closed. He met her lips with his and sank into heady pleasure and happiness as they kissed.

      A minute passed, maybe longer. He could hardly believe what was happening. It was a scene he hadn’t dared to dream of while he’d been in captivity, in case despair overtook him. The dire state of the settlement, the impending alien attack, the pain and suffering he’d endured, everything was forgotten.

      Eventually, she began to move away. He released his hold on her reluctantly. She grasped his hands and looked up at him, her eyes wide and intense. “Can you walk already?”

      “Just about.”

      She pushed the bed screen to one side and led him through the gap. He followed unsteadily, favoring his good leg. They left the medical bay and set off down the Mistral’s corridor.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Your cabin. Is this the right way?”

      “My cabin? Yes, but… ” Was he presuming too much? He wasn’t sure that he was guessing her intentions correctly. Yet what other reason could she have for wanting to go to his cabin? “Isn’t this a little…?” Against his better judgment, he was going to say, fast.

      She halted, which brought him to an abrupt stop too. A member of the Mistral’s crew was walking toward them. She waited until the woman had passed and was out of earshot, then she squeezed his hand. “Before I came to see you, I was at a meeting on the bridge. Ethan, we don’t know how much time we have. Those aliens who attacked us could return at any moment, and when they do they’ll probably bring a fleet of their buddies with them. If that happens, and it probably will, we won’t stand a chance.” She gave his hand another squeeze and her eyes shone as she continued, “Let’s make the most of the time we have left to us, huh?”

      He couldn’t have objected to her sentiment if he’d wanted to, which he didn’t. He hobbled and stumbled another few meters until he stopped again and opened his cabin door.

      They stepped through the opening and he took her into his arms once more. This time, he didn’t ever want to let go of her again.
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      Afterward, they lay together on his narrow bunk. His cabin was tiny, but he was lucky not to have to share it. The Mistral was packed with babies and young children, heavily pregnant women, and the old and disabled. He’d been thinking of giving up his room and sleeping in the hold or some other out-of-the-way place. He was glad that he hadn’t.

      His face was pressed into Cariad’s frizzy black hair as he curled around her, sleepily musing on how he’d forgotten the softness of a woman’s skin.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Cariad said. “I was certain you were dead. I came looking for you, you know, and I couldn’t find you.”

      Her words sparked him from his doze. “You came looking for me? When? And how did you know where to look?”

      She explained that she’d been tracking his flitter signal while he’d been gone on his expedition. “Then one day the signal disappeared. At first I thought it might be a mistake, something wrong with the satellite feed. But then when the signal didn’t return, I was really worried about you. So I went to the signal’s last location before it cut out to try to find out what had happened.”

      “Where and when was that?”

      She told him she’d gone to the river where he’d been held captive and the date.

      “I lost track of time when I was down there,” he said, “so I’m not certain, but I think I’d already been in the threads’ cell for a few days by then. The flitter must have continued transmitting while it was submerged. Maybe the signal died when the threads finally figured out how to break into the transmitter casing.”

      “So I was at the right spot? You were exactly where I was looking, only under the water?”

      “I think so. After the flitter disappeared I walked beside the river for four or five days, trying to reach the mountains and pass over them to return to the settlement, but I had to go near the riverbank to drink. I knew threads were living in the river because they’d already tried to drag me in, but I had no other source of water. My luck ran out and they caught me, and I remember being dragged way back downstream to the place I’d originally landed the flitter. It was at that spot they put me in the chamber they’d built.”

      “If only I’d known it. You were right there! I could have tried to rescue you.”

      “You wouldn’t have succeeded. They would only have caught you too. Then we would have both been trapped.”

      “But we would have been together. You wouldn’t have been alone all that time.”

      “I wouldn’t have wanted you in there with me, Cariad. Not for anything. Not even for the pleasure of having you for company.”

      “Was it that awful?”

      He cuddled her closer. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Okay. Is your leg feeling better now?”

      “It’s fine. Doesn’t give me any pain at all. Kurtz told me he thinks he’s found something in the Guardians’ medical equipment that regrows body parts. He was suggesting that I try it, but that if I do I’ll probably have to stay in bed while my leg regrows.”

      “You’re kidding me. That would be amazing. I wonder if it could help Woken who were injured during their revival? Maybe it could regrow Vasquez’s spinal cord or Anahi’s eyes.”

      “Maybe. You should speak to Kurtz. You’ll understand what he’s talking about better than me.”

      He felt her stiffen.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I guess I might understand an item of medical equipment better than you. But you’re putting yourself down again. Why do you always do that? I would have thought that after everything you’ve accomplished you would be more confident.”

      “Everything I’ve accomplished?” He chuckled. “You mean getting myself captured and nearly dying? I didn’t escape, you know. The threads let me go.”

      She turned over to face him. Her deep brown eyes were only centimeters from his own. He wanted to kiss her but her expression was serious and slightly annoyed.

      “You survived out in the wild on an alien planet, alone, for weeks. I couldn’t have done that. I came back after one day outside the settlement by myself. I didn’t want to spend a night in the open unless it was inside a moving flitter, and even then I was terrified something would get me. And I was only out there because I was worried about you. You chose to leave and explore the continent. Then you returned alive after being held captive by alien organisms who only had the barest idea of your physical needs. There aren’t many people who could have lived through that. Very few, in fact.”

      “Aww, you don’t have to exaggerate to make me feel better about my own foolishness.”

      “Who’s exaggerating? I’m stating the facts. All the time I’ve known you… Everything you’ve done, you’ve been exceptional. I just wish you would accept it.”

      Her boldly stated opinion made him uncomfortable. “Well I don’t agree, but let’s not argue. It doesn’t matter anyway.”

      “Of course it matters.” Cariad’s expression turned earnest. “Ethan, we have an impossible fight ahead of us. Of all people this colony needs, it needs you the most. Osias is dead, but as good as he was, he wasn’t half the Leader you would be. You’re smart. Common sense smart. And resourceful. And brave. You believe in the right things and you never give up. The Gens have always looked up to you, ever since the First Night Attack. The Woken respect you. What more do you have to hear to convince you to take the place you deserve and lead us? You have to do it. We all need you, now more than ever.”

      He drew away. Her statements were making his guts squirm. “That’s a crazy idea.” Then a horrible thought occurred to him. “Is that what this is about?”

      “What? What do you mean?”

      “This. Here and now. Us here, together. Is this some scheme you hatched?” Her praise had embarrassed him, and his embarrassment was quickly transforming to anger. He hardly knew what he was saying as the words flew out. “Is it because you want to persuade me to take on the leadership?”

      “What?!” Indignation made her eyes so wide the white showed around her irises. “No! Of course not! How could you even think that?”

      But he had already swung his legs over the side of the bunk and was standing up. His ire and confusion made him forget he was missing one of his lower legs, and he fell, landing heavily. He sprawled on his stomach and face.

      “Ethan! Are you okay?”

      He cursed and struggled onto his hands and knees. Cariad was sitting up in the bunk and peering down at him. He reached for his clothes, which lay on the floor, and began to pull on his pants. He shuffled awkwardly into them.

      “What are you doing?” Cariad asked, umbrage edging her concerned tone.

      His pants were on. He gripped a desk to help pull himself to his feet.

      “Are you leaving? Wait. Let’s talk. This is ridiculous.”

      He grabbed his shirt and his prosthetic leg and hopped twice to reach the cabin door. He pressed the release and hopped outside. She called out to him but the door cut off her words as it closed.

      As he leaned against the bulkhead, his thoughts and emotions danced crazily. Pulling up his pants leg, he attached the prosthetic and then set off unsteadily down the corridor, putting on his shirt.

      Leader? He couldn’t be Leader in a million years. He didn’t want to be Leader. The idea was preposterous. What the hell was Cariad thinking?
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      Cariad left the cabin and wandered over to the Mistral’s hold, feeling confused and resentful. She’d contemplated going after Ethan when he left but had decided against it. Better to let him cool off. When he had time to reflect on what had happened he would realize his response was a massive overreaction. She was also mad at him for thinking she’d planned everything just to persuade him to be Leader. His insinuation had been insulting and mean.

      Was something wrong with him? Had something changed him while he’d been held captive by the fila? Had the stress and deprivation affected his mind? She hadn’t imagined that her idea could be so objectionable. He had always been modest and self-effacing, yet it didn’t seem reasonable that he wouldn’t put aside his reluctance when the colonists needed him.

      As she walked, stronger emotions welled up. Sadness pooled in her heart and stomach. Bitterness cut through her thoughts. Just when she finally thought she could regain the deep closeness to another human being, a closeness she’d lost when she left her family behind on Earth, and when they both might only have a few days left, this had to happen.

      Everything had been going so well. She’d been so happy after their weeks of separation, regardless of the doom that hung over everything. Then, when she made an obvious suggestion, Ethan had to react like a cat with a firework up its ass. She smiled at the image, calming down a little.

      A box of emergency rations was approaching along the corridor. Two familiar legs walked beneath it and hands gripped it on each side. Cherry peeked out to see where she was going.

      “Hey,” she said, “I was comming you but you didn’t answer.”

      “Uh, sorry.” Cariad had turned off her comm so as not to be disturbed while she was with Ethan. She turned it on again. “What did you want?”

      “I was wondering if you were ready to go planetside. We thought we’d take down some more supplies.”

      “Yeah, I am. If you can wait a minute I’ll grab a box too.” She continued on to the hold.

      After the Guardians had revealed their true nature, Cariad had realized that she’d never seen any of them eat. Consequently it didn’t come as much of a surprise when no food stores were found aboard the Mistral except stacks of boxes of emergency rations. The Guardians’ creators had probably thought they might help if there was a delay in making the colony self-sustaining. Cariad doubted the creators could have even imagined what had actually happened, but their forethought had indeed been life-saving. With the loss of the colony ship, the devastation of the first crops, and the annihilation of the settlement, the settlers would have quickly faced starvation without the ration bars.

      It was entirely possible that eventual starvation was likely only put off, though as far as she knew no one had mentioned the idea yet. Everyone was focusing on surviving until tomorrow.

      She lifted a box down from a stack and carried it out to where Cherry was waiting.

      “It’s a shame the secret to a-grav technology was lost,” Cariad said, speaking over the top of the box she carried. “It would have been nice if the Guardians’ creators had included a mini flitter to carry these around.”

      “That’s right,” Cherry replied. “And it’s a damned shame we can’t use the big flitters at the moment either.”

      “They haven’t been dug out yet?”

      “Nope. They’re still buried. The flitter shed wasn’t burned in the bombardment but the tsunami collapsed it and tonnes of mud and wreckage have piled up over it. Didn’t you know?”

      “I’ve been pretty busy helping with the water supply and latrines.”

      “It’s more trouble to recover the flitters than it is to move everything ourselves by hand,” said Cherry. “We know exactly where they are, though. They’re still transmitting and the satellite is picking up the signals. But it might be weeks before we can spare the time and manpower to dig them out.”

      “I have an idea.” Cariad was assessing Cherry’s tired features. “Why don’t you spend a day or two here on the ship and rest up?”

      “Thanks, but I’m okay.”

      “Are you? You look exhausted.”

      “You’re right. I am tired, but we’re all tired. Why should I get to rest? Besides, I don’t like sleeping aboard ship. Concordia’s my home, and if I’m going to take a break I’d rather do it there. Thanks for the thought.”

      They’d reached the shuttle bay. One of the Mistral’s two shuttles sat with its ramp down and its hold open, awaiting the passengers who would be going planetside. Cariad resigned herself to returning before she had a chance to speak to Ethan about what had happened. The destroyed settlement was barely hanging on with the essential aid the Mistral was providing.

      She put down her box of rations at the edge of the hold and slid it over to the others already inside. There was room for three or four more.

      As Cherry handed her a box, she asked, “Do you know what’s happening with Garwin?”

      Cariad was leaning over as Cherry spoke, and at the mention of Garwin’s name she abruptly straightened up, hitting her head on the ceiling of the hold. “Ow. Damn.” She carefully backed out of the enclosed space and rubbed the back of her head. “I’d forgotten all about him. Is he still confined to a cabin?”

      “As far as I know. Unless you heard something different?”

      “I haven’t heard anything about him at all.” Cariad’s eyes widened. “Do you think everyone on the ship’s forgotten about him?” She slapped her comm button. “Addleson. Has anyone been looking after Garwin?”

      The pilot’s calm tone was reassuring as he replied, “Don’t worry. He’s okay. But he’s still confined. Did you have any thoughts about that?”

      “Maybe we need to make a decision about him.” Cariad was looking at Cherry as she spoke. “Cherry and I are coming back to the bridge. Are all the others still there?”

      “Aubriot’s wandered off somewhere, but Phy, Anahi, and Vasquez are here.”

      “I think that’s enough people to decide what to do. Don’t you? I’m not sure we’re justified in keeping him locked up any longer.”

      Addleson said, “I’ll explain to Anahi and Vasquez. See you soon.”

      “We’ll have to be fast,” said Cherry. “If we don’t leave soon it’ll be dark by the time we arrive, and you know how much harder that makes everything.”

      External lighting only had been restored at the settlement, and that was sparse. Inside the shelters darkness reigned from sundown to sunrise.

      Cariad wondered if she should contact Ethan and invite him to the discussion about Garwin. He knew Garwin better than anyone aboard except for Cherry. But she put the idea aside. After what had passed between her and Ethan over the last couple of hours, the awkwardness would be too great. Cherry could serve as Garwin’s character witness.

      When they arrived at the bridge they found Vasquez and Anahi arguing.

      Anahi said emphatically, “We can’t risk it. We’ve antagonized
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