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      It was time to collect nectar from the Consort of Midnight but Cleve didn’t want to go. His mother and father bustled around the cabin, preparing all the equipment they would need: grapples and ropes for climbing the cliff, soft suits made from flour sacks they would use as protection, bottles to hold the nectar—assuming they were successful—knives to release the precious fluid, drinking water and snacks for the long trek, all the usual paraphernalia. They took the same stuff every year.

      This would be his fourth time. He’d begun participating in the ritual when he was ten. On his first trip he’d only been allowed to sit at the bottom of the cliff and watch as the others went up. He’d missed out on the elation of their success, feeling as though he hadn’t really taken part. The following year had been better. Then, he’d climbed to the first stage, from where he’d been able to see the nectar harvested. On his third visit, when he was twelve, he’d finally been judged sufficiently mature and experienced to climb all the way to the night-blooming Consort of Midnight. After that, he’d trained often with Dad.

      Tonight, he was supposed to be actually gathering nectar. It should have been an honor, an initiation into adulthood. He should have been happy and excited.

      He did not want to go.

      “Don’t just sit there, lazybones,” Mom exhorted. “Give me a hand packing these suits.”

      Cleve got to his feet and trudged to her side. She handed him one of the flour-sack garments and picked up another to fold and stow in a backpack.

      “Is there one for me?” Temel asked.

      “Of course not,” Cleve snapped. “You won’t need it.”

      At ten years old, his younger brother would be keeping vigil at the base of the cliff as Cleve had four years ago.

      “But I might still be in danger,” Temel said hopefully.

      Cleve tutted and shook his head. They were all in danger, only his parents didn’t want to admit it. He squashed the suit into a ball and shoved it into the base of his backpack.

      “Not like that!” his mother protested. She pulled the suit out.

      “What does it matter?” Cleve scowled.

      “It matters. If you put tension on a seam it might break, and then where would you be? These are only loosely sewn. It isn’t possible to sew them tighter. The material is too thick.” When Cleve continued to scowl, she rolled her eyes. “If you’re going to sulk go back to your corner. I’d rather do it myself than look at that face any longer.”

      He strode across the cabin and sat down, his arms folded. That was how he remained until, twenty or so minutes later, everything was ready. His father shouldered his pack and his mother did the same. Temel had a small backpack of his own. Cleve’s sat next to the door.

      He faced an impossible choice. He could refuse to leave the cabin, abandoning his family to whatever fate might befall them. Or he could go along, risking the nameless fate.

      “It’s time to go.” Dad opened the door.

      Cool night air flooded the cabin, accompanied by a surge in the constant background noise of singing cicadas.

      His father glared from under lowered brows. “Cleve, are you coming?”

      The three figures of his little family were watching him. Mom, her graying hair cropped to ease the summer’s heat. Dad, a little taller than Mom, untidy stubble sprouting on his chin and cheeks. Bright-eyed Temel, puppy fat straining the buttons of his too-small shirt. The three stood in a little group. There were more people in the valley, other families, farmers, store-owners, classmates. But these three were Cleve’s world. “All right, I’ll come.”

      He joined them and picked up his backpack, slinging it over his shoulder before stepping out into the darkness.

      The Consort of Midnight was half-a-day’s trek away, but the journey took longer by night. The jungle trail was hard to follow in the dark, and they had to keep watch for jaguars. Dad made Cleve and Temel walk in front, where they were less likely to tempt a hungry feline into a risky attack.

      When they’d been walking for an hour and Cleve’s mood had evolved from resignation to rising fear, a hand landed on his shoulder, making him jump.

      “Take it easy,” said Dad. “I just wanted to say, I’m glad you changed your mind. It wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      His words did little to alleviate Cleve’s feelings. His father was still being too casual about the threat. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to persuade him to turn back. “Would it really hurt if we missed it this year? Don’t you guys have savings? We could cut down on food and supplies. I could definitely eat less, and so could Temel. Right, Temel?”

      “That’s not the point,” Mom argued. “This isn’t only for profit. If we don’t collect the nectar it wouldn’t only affect us, it would affect everyone who uses the stuff. How would Ma Kristophel make her scented toiletries? And what about Farmer Jake’s cordial? Consort of Midnight nectar is the main ingredient. Besides, this is what our family does. It’s what we’ve always done. If we stopped harvesting nectar, who would we be? What else could we do?”

      “I’m sure Ma Kristophel, Farmer Jake, and the rest of the customers could get their nectar somewhere else. Hell, they could climb the cliffs themselves if they want it so badly.”

      “Don’t curse,” Dad admonished. “And I don’t want to hear any more arguments. We’re doing this, and that’s final.”

      “What’s that?” asked Temel.

      A pale blue light shone through the trees, silhouetting the trunks and gilding the leaves. The light shone upward from the valley. It was clearly not starlight or moonlight. It was also too blue and shimmered in a non-astronomical fashion.

      “It’s nothing,” Dad replied.

      Cleve knew what it was, though it was the first time he’d seen it. It was the first time this year he’d been outside so late. He’d heard the rumors of the alien encampment glowing blue at night—not brightly, but enough to be noticeable in the darkest hours.

      The alien presence was the great unmentionable in valley life. The creatures had arrived months ago, their crescent-shaped ship descending to the valley floor. Hundreds had landed all over the globe, it was said. Since then, they’d slowly constructed domes over each ship.

      No one had done anything about it as far as he knew. News of what went on in the rest of the world was hard to come by. There was an hour-long radio broadcast every evening, but Mom and Dad had forbidden him from listening to it lately. He guessed it was because they didn’t want him to worry, yet not knowing what was going on was more worrying.

      People had probably tried to make contact with the aliens or even attack them, and they’d failed. Now all that could be done was to tolerate their presence and hope they didn’t mean any harm. He hoped so too. There was plenty of land for them to settle if that was all they wanted. He had a horrible feeling it was not, and that it wasn’t safe to roam in the area around their dome.

      He walked on, first in line, Temel behind him, then Mom, then, last of all, Dad.

      Why did his family have to harvest the Consort of Midnight nectar?!

      Why couldn’t they leave it one more year?

      Why did they have to hike through uninhabited areas in the early hours of the morning when no one else was about?

      “Here we are,” said Mom, relief in her tone.

      She was scared too. She just didn’t want to admit it.

      They’d arrived at the cliff base. Cleve had been so preoccupied he’d almost walked past it.

      A rough, rocky surface rose above their heads, the top obscured by shadows and vegetation. In amongst the jagged, irregular shapes of plants was a soft luminescence. The Consort of Midnight was blooming, right on time. The trumpet-shaped flowers of the rare species would be heavy with nectar. The air seemed to carry their delicate scent, even here, far below.

      “I can see it!” Temel exclaimed.

      “You can see them,” Dad corrected. “They’re right across the cliff, see?” He pointed, moving his finger from left to right. Speaking to Mom, he continued, “It’s going to be a bumper harvest. We can live all year on it. I hope we brought enough bottles.”

      “I packed some expandable ones,” she replied.

      “Good thinking.” Dad rubbed his hands together gleefully. “We have a long night ahead of us. Let’s get started.”

      Cleve glanced at the blue, spectral light in the distance and then at his little brother. “Maybe… Maybe I should stay down here with Temel, as it’s his first time.”

      “He’ll be fine,” said Dad. “Won’t you, son?”

      “Sure, Dad. You go up, Cleve. I bet you’ll harvest more than Mom or Dad.”

      “Not likely,” said Mom. “It takes time and practice to get it right, but if you do, Cleve, I’ll give you a small bonus to share with your brother. How does that sound?”

      “Cool,” Temel breathed.

      Dad was already swinging the grapple. Foliage crowded the trail, and the sharp metal hooks bashed through the leaves. “Stand back,” he warned, before slinging the grapple up the cliff face.

      Dad had been harvesting Consort of Midnight nectar all his life. He knew this area like the back of his hand—as he often mentioned. But the surroundings changed every year. The cliff crumbled a little. New plants grew and old ones died. Yet Dad’s throws remained true. The grapple caught on the gnarled trunk of a small tree. He tugged on the rope. When it didn’t fall down he jumped onto it, dangling by his hands and wrapping his legs around it. The rope bore his full weight.

      “Cleve,” he said, “this one’s yours. Mom and I will go farther down. Temel, you come with us.”

      “But, Dad…” Cleve demurred.

      His father ignored him.

      As his family walked away down the trail, he threw his backpack to the ground, tore the fastening open, and pulled out his suit. He swore as he put it on, using all the words he could never say in front of his parents. It didn’t make him feel any better.

      When he was suited up, the flour-sack material hanging loose on his body, he pulled the hood over his head and face. This was the only part of his kit his parents had purchased. The hoods were expensive. A transparent shield covered his face and a thick, closely woven cloth covered him to his shoulders. He slipped thick gloves onto his hands. Then, his heart heavy with foreboding, he lifted his backpack onto his shoulders and began to climb. Hand over hand, rope gripped between his thighs and feet, up he went.

      Harvesting nectar from Consort of Midnight blooms was easy. It was the fact that the plant only grew on vertical surfaces at least fifteen meters above the ground that made it hard.

      That, and the bees.

      Bees loved the nectar as much as humans did, if not more. They built their hives close to the source and fiercely defended it.

      The first bee smashed into Cleve’s visor, almost causing him to lose his hold on the rope. He was still many meters from the Consort of Midnight plants but the bees knew his intention. Another bee arrived and landed right in front of his nose, crawling curiously across his vision. Cleve switched his attention to the rope. He didn’t dare look down but, judging from the distance to the nearest flowers, he was already high up. A fall from this height could kill him.

      The sounds of his mother and father climbing and talking drifted over.

      “You doing all right, Cleve?” Mom called.

      “Uh huh. Where’s Temel?” Bees buzzed all around him, pushing their stingers toward his face and gathering thickly on his gloves and suit.

      “He’s right underneath me. Don’t worry about him. You got your first nectar yet?”

      “Not yet. Nearly there.”

      He wished he could see her. It would be more reassuring than hearing her. He couldn’t see anything except the bees and the cliff face, faintly lit by the luminescent blooms and the distant glow of the aliens’ dome.

      He reached his first flower. The trumpet poked out, long and slender. Holding tightly with both hands, he kicked the cliff. Loose, sandy soil tumbled down. He pushed his foot into the hole and rested a large portion of his weight on it. Now came the really tricky part. He eased one shoulder out from the strap of his backpack, and swung the bag around to his front.

      The bees were going crazy. He could barely see what he was doing.

      More by touch than sight, he took a bottle out and unscrewed the lid. After stowing the lid in a pouch on the side of the bag, he felt for his knife. He took great care to avoid the blade as he pulled it out. A cut or tear in his suit would allow the bees in and he would be lucky if he only suffered a few stings. Some nectar collectors had been stung to death.

      He placed the neck of the bottle at the base of the bloom and pierced the petals with the tip of the knife.

      Nectar gushed out.

      Dad had been right that this would be the best night for gathering. A lifetime’s experience had told him down to the space of a few hours when was the perfect time to do it.

      “I got some!” Cleve yelled. “Mom! Dad! I got some nectar.”

      The bottle was full and still the nectar poured out. Cleve hastily replaced the lid, put the bottle in his bag and retrieved another. He managed to fill it a quarter full before the nectar slowed to a dribble.

      Bees swarmed over his hands, the bottle, and the flower, drinking the dregs with their long tongues.

      “Mom!” Cleve called. “I got my first nectar!”

      No answer came.

      Somewhat annoyed, he called again, “Mom! Dad!”

      The forest was silent.

      “Mom?” His voice was quieter this time. Were his parents joking around? Maybe they were teasing him about his earlier worries.

      “Mom, if you’re there, please answer.”

      Nothing.

      “Dad?”

      Cleve fastened the lid on the quarter-full bottle and put it in his bag along with the knife. “Temel?”

      Above, the vegetation rustled.

      He froze.

      Something was there. A creature. It couldn’t be a jaguar. They didn’t climb this high. Was it a monkey?

      The thing was climbing down toward him. It moved awkwardly, as if unused to the environment.

      Cleve tore his pack off his back and flung it at the creature. Without waiting to see the result, he launched himself from the cliff and slid down the rope so fast it grew hot under his hands.

      Landing with a thump on the trail, he flew in the direction his parents and brother had taken. “Temel! Temel, where are you?”

      “Here,” a small voice squeaked. “I’m here, Cleve.”

      He tried to follow the sound but only met solid cliff face beyond the cloaking foliage. “Keep talking. I can’t find you.” His eyes wide, he looked over his shoulder.

      A dark shape moved closer, scraping along the track. It was large and its outlines weird. It looked like nothing he’d ever seen.

      “I’m here, Cleve,” Temel called.

      How would he ever save his brother from the animal? Maybe he shouldn’t lead it to him but away from him. Had the creature killed Mom and Dad? Was it⁠—

      Something clasped his ankle. He nearly jumped out of his skin.

      “Come inside,” said Temel. “We can hide.”

      He had found an opening in the cliff. Cleve ducked down and slipped through the gap. He barely fit. Temel crouched at the end. Cleve squashed up close to his brother.

      The meager light went out. The thing had found them and was covering the entrance. But it was too big. It would never be able to get in.

      Cleve held his brother tightly.

      Temel whispered, “If we wait long enough it’ll give up and go away, won’t it?”

      “Yeah, for sure,” Cleve replied quietly, forcing confidence into his voice. “We just have to wait.”

      But what had happened to Mom and Dad?
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      It was like old times. Cherry studied Aubriot’s crouching, shadowed form as he hid behind a tree trunk, peeking out, keeping watch on the Scythians. The aliens had plagued humanity since the early days of the Concordian colonization, and she and Aubriot had spent years fighting them. Only this time the Scythians had actually landed, and the planet she and her former lover were defending was not Concordia but Earth, the cradle of human civilization.

      In all the years she’d known Aubriot he hadn’t changed and would never change, while she’d aged and begun to grow stiff. She shifted position in the ferny undergrowth to ease her aching joints, causing the fronds to rustle.

      “Shhh!” Aubriot hissed.

      “They’re a hundred meters away,” she retorted in a harsh whisper.

      “Doesn’t matter. They might still hear us. We don’t know what they’re capable of.”

      She silently grumbled, though he’d made a fair point. In the past, Concordians had gone to huge lengths to hide themselves from the hostile aliens, assuming they used sight to search. But the mechanical Scythian spiders had hunted the colonists through their scent and nearly succeeded in wiping them out.

      She pushed down a leaf and peered over it. The structure the aliens were building seemed nearly finished. Construction had continued day and night since they’d arrived. First, trundling robots had laid down a low wall surrounding the ship, squirting a pale, faintly lustrous liquid that hardened on contact with air. Later, machines with articulated limbs placed blocks on the base, each layer tapering slightly inward. The result was a dome roughly a hundred and fifty meters in diameter. Aubriot called it an igloo. The top was out of sight but the construction noises continued. They had to be closing off the dome by now.

      She grabbed Aubriot’s sleeve and tugged. When he looked over his shoulder she jerked her thumb toward the trail. He shook his head.

      Why he wanted to stay, she didn’t know. There was nothing more to see.

      Moving as quietly as she could, she rose to her feet and walked, stooping, into the forest.

      Back at the Earthers’ settlement, the low houses and narrow streets were mostly quiet. Nearly all the local inhabitants had moved out soon after the Scythian ship appeared. Earthers didn’t have the technology let alone firepower to defend their territory from a space-faring species, and they weren’t stupid enough to try. They’d fled, getting as far from the threatening presence as they could.

      Yet, according to the grapevine, Scythian ships were landing all over the planet. What would the Earthers do when there was nowhere left to hide?

      Cherry went immediately to Wilder’s hut. In answer to her knock, she heard a faint Door! through the wood.

      A moment later, a flustered-looking Wilder pulled the door open. “I’m never going to get used to this ignorant tech.”

      “You’d better. We might not have the luxury of responsive devices ever again.”

      Wilder grimaced. “Don’t remind me. What’s happening at the construction site?”

      Cherry followed her into the hut. “Nothing new. I think they’re nearly finished.”

      “Want some tea?”

      “Sure.” The Earthers’ drink was nothing like what Concordians called tea, but it was light and refreshing. “Where did you get it?”

      “I found a house someone left in too much of a hurry. They hadn’t packed up any food as far as I could tell. We can eat for days.” Wilder handed over a mug of steaming liquid. “I just made this. I’ll make myself another.”

      “Should we stick around that long?” asked Cherry. “There doesn’t seem to be a lot of point. Maybe we should take our lead from the Earthers and find somewhere to hide. The Scythians must have a plan for what to do after they’ve finished building their domes. I’m guessing it involves destruction and slaughter.”

      Wilder lowered herself onto the sofa with resignation. “At the very least we should get Miki and Nina away from here. We have to look after them now Kes is gone. What does Aubriot say?”

      Before answering, Cherry rested her elbows on the windowsill and gazed out into the deserted street. It was only wide enough for Earth vehicles—basic automobiles that had to be manually driven. There was no net for them to connect to, nothing to navigate by or prevent collisions. It was a wonder the Earthers managed to use them at all.

      Earth also lacked good infrastructures for food supplies, medical treatment, education, and other essentials. It wasn’t that the planet didn’t have these things, but provision was patchy and uneven and depended entirely on local conditions.

      History lessons aboard the Nova had told of the decline of Earth’s technological development due to the rise of the Natural Movement. Nevertheless, it felt odd to return to humanity’s birthplace and find it more backward than its deep space colony.

      “You know Aubriot,” Cherry replied. “He’s all for attacking the Scythians as soon as possible, before they get a foothold. He would do it alone, only even he understands it would be suicide.”

      “Before they get a foothold? They already have one. And what would we attack them with? Our bare hands? Firing from the Sirocco is out of the question. That ship’s our only way home.”

      “You don’t need to convince me how stupid it would be. We do need to get away from this place. I don’t think watching the Scythians is going to tell us anything. Maybe we’ll leave in the morning. I would have liked to figure some things out but I’ve given up.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like why there are no doors in the domes, for one thing. It was the same with the Scythian city in Suddene. No doors. Only soft, squishy material you could push through. There doesn’t seem to be any of that stuff in their construction material.”

      “Maybe it’s permeable to gases. The Scythians can’t breathe Earth’s atmosphere.”

      “Okay, but how are they planning on getting in and out? Unless they don’t intend to ever leave their domes they need exits. That wall looks solid.”

      “Just because it looks solid, doesn’t mean it is,” Wilder countered. “There might be seams that are invisible to human eyes.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

      A figure appeared at the end of the street. Cherry opened the door and beckoned.

      A moment later Aubriot stepped through the entrance. “You disappeared in a hurry.”

      “I didn’t have a reason to wait around. We weren’t seeing anything new.”

      “How would you know if they did anything new if you weren’t there to see it?”

      “So did you notice something different?”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “Ugh, get yourself something to eat. Wilder’s found a new store.”

      Wilder pointed toward the kitchen. “It’s all in there.”

      Aubriot strode past them, glowering.

      “One thing’s for sure,” Cherry went on, “if the Scythians wanted us dead we would already be checked out. There’s no stopping their spiders. Once they get a whiff of a scent they follow it, slicing through everything in their paths until they…” She swallowed, recalling seeing Garwin hacked to pieces and the loss of her own left arm. “If the Scythians wanted to eradicate all humanity they would have started by now. They have something else in mind.”

      “You haven’t figured it out?” Aubriot had emerged from the kitchen with a sausage of cured meat. He took a bite and leaned a shoulder on the wall. Somehow, he could chew and yet maintain his usual supercilious expression.

      Cherry glared at him, refusing to take the bait. They’d been romantic partners, of a sort, for so many years. Of all the Concordians she’d been one of the few prepared to give this Earthman the time of day. She’d allowed him into her heart, prickly and arrogant though he was, and in return he’d betrayed her. It was a betrayal he’d never apologized for, never even appeared to see a need to apologize for, and she’d long ago moved past the point at which she could ever forgive him.

      Yet circumstances forced her to be around him. Despite all his many, many faults, Aubriot was their best military tactician. If she and the people she loved were going to survive, she had to tolerate his presence.

      Wilder gave in. “Are you going to enlighten us?”

      Aubriot smirked. “Don’t you remember the Scythians’ demands you refused, Cherry? Before they launched the biocide?”

      “Oh, shit.” She moved from the window and slumped into a chair, putting her head in her hands.

      “What?” Wilder asked. “What were the demands?”

      It had been the worst moment of Cherry’s life. After the Scythians had returned to Concordia and annihilated Oceanside, they’d made a proposal. The Leader at the time, Meredith, had wanted to accept but Cherry had overruled her, firing off a refusal. Her decision had resulted in countless deaths, including most of the peaceful Fila. The aliens’ biocide had just about destroyed life on Concordia, and all because she hadn’t wanted to give in to the Scythians’ demands.

      Aubriot poked her shoulder. “What’s your answer going to be this time?”

      “To what question?” Wilder insisted.

      Cherry replied woodenly, “They want to live here. They want to colonize Earth, with human beings as their slaves.”

      “And they can do it,” said Aubriot. “On this piss-poor planet, with its Iron Age tech and Neanderthal natives, it’ll be easy. It’s over. Earth’s screwed.”
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      The head of the Global Advancement Association was a stooped old man. To Cherry’s eyes Dakarai Buka looked even older than Ethan had when he died. Perhaps late eighties or early nineties. A strong puff of wind could blow him over. That explained why he hadn’t been present when the Earthers had returned Kes. He was too frail to be riding horses, flying around in helis, or even waiting out on the prairie to meet strange humans from another world.

      Naturally, he spoke no English. He relied on the Earther translator, Itai, to communicate with the Concordians, as they did with him. Itai sat next to the old man, leaning close as he listened to the quiet words. He was as silver-haired as Buka but perhaps thirty years younger, ruddy cheeks above his clipped gray beard giving the impression of vigorous middle age.

      When Buka stopped speaking Itai gave a nod and turned to the room. “The GAA has received a report indicating the Scythians may have begun to attack. Two people have gone missing in the vicinity of one of the domes. A mother and father. Their sons managed to evade capture by hiding in a hole too small for the Scythian to enter.”

      Vessey asked, “When did this happen?”

      “Two days ago.”

      “Why have we only just been informed?” Vessey looked nervous. She’d been all for abandoning the Earthers and returning to Concordia the minute the Scythians had appeared. It had only been Aubriot’s absolute refusal and strong arguments against it that had dissuaded her.

      “The region is remote,” Itai replied. “We only received news of the incident ourselves a few hours ago.”

      “What else do you know?” asked Aubriot. “When did the attack take place? What do the Scythians look like?”

      After Itai translated, the head of the GAA laid a bony hand, freckled with sunspots, on the man’s arm. The translator leaned toward him again, and then said, “Mr Buka would like to know why you’re asking about the appearance of the Scythians. We thought you were familiar with these aliens.”

      “We’ve never—” Aubriot began.

      But Vessey talked over him. “No Scythians have ever landed on Concordia during the colony’s existence. The assaults on our planet have taken place from orbit or via automated devices.”

      The old man smiled wryly and he spoke again.

      Itai translated, “So Earth is honored by this special privilege.”

      “They’ve landed because Earth is weak,” Aubriot said loudly. “It doesn’t have the tech to fight back. But it’s more than that. When the Scythians discovered humans living on Concordia they tried to wipe us out. You see, our planet used to be theirs a long time ago, before they ruined it and made it uninhabitable to their form of life. Finding another intelligent civilization on it upset them. Only they couldn’t kill us all easily, so they changed their minds and decided they would re-colonize, with us as their personal servants. We turned down their kind offer, and they tried to sterilize the planet instead. You’re lucky they didn’t do that here. We survived the biocide attack with mass vaccination. You’ll never manage the same thing on Earth. Concordia has a much smaller population and better transportation. If the Scythians launch their biocide on Earth, it’ll destroy you and all life. They don’t seem to want to do that—yet. They’ve switched to the colonization plan again. That attack you heard about—they must have abducted those people in order to study them. They’ll need to know all about our anatomy if they want to control us.”

      By the time he reached the end of his short speech and Itai had translated it, a leaden silence fell in the room. No one seemed able to speak. Cherry cast her gaze around the small space. The GAA had taken over a subterranean building that had to be centuries old. The concrete walls were stained and worn shiny by the passage of bodies. What had the place been in its previous life? Offices? A prison? Aubriot had said this region had once been very cold, which explained why construction had been underground. The Earthers had figured out how to repair the ancient geothermal energy mechanism to supply power.

      Buka spoke.

      Itai translated, “We would like to know the Concordians’ plan for helping us defend ourselves against this invasion.”

      Vessey spread her hands wide. “You must understand, there’s very little we can do. As I’ve explained before, it was fortunate that the Scythians didn’t attack our ship when they arrived. They seem to have recognized the weapon we carry, which is the same type used to defeat them in the past. If we fire on their ships we will inflict significant damage. That’s what seems to be currently holding them back. Yet if they do attack, they will surely destroy us in the end. We’re at stalemate for now. How long the situation will last, I cannot tell. My guess is that the Scythians have more ships on the way. They’re only waiting for them to arrive before removing the Sirocco from the equation.”

      “So you’re going to leave?” Itai demanded.

      Though Buka hadn’t spoken, his frown indicated the translator had expressed his sentiment accurately.

      “Nothing’s been decided yet.”

      “You’re going to abandon Earth, your home planet?”

      Vessey looked uncomfortable. “The expedition to colonize deep space set out from here centuries ago. Concordians have no memories of Earth. They view Concordia as their home planet. And we have plenty of problems of our own. The Sirocco was heavily delayed on her journey. Our planet desperately needs the material we gathered if our people are to survive.”

      “So now you’ve got what you need you will leave us to our fate? Your own kindred?”

      “If we could help, we would, but I’m not sure…”

      All through this exchange, Aubriot’s jaw muscle had been twitching, to Cherry’s amusement.

      Should the Sirocco have departed at the first sight of the aliens? Probably. It would have been the sensible thing to do, given all the points Vessey made. But the captain wasn’t expressing the majority opinion of the ship’s personnel. She didn’t dare give the order to leave when so many Concordians were against it. Despite what Vessey said, most of them wanted to help Earth. That was the reason the captain had stuck around. She didn’t have the authority or strength of will to enforce an unpopular decision. Aubriot might have managed it without significant repercussions, but not her.

      What was his take on the situation? He’d seemed hell bent on fighting the Scythians at first, in his typical antagonistic manner. But recently he’d appeared to begin to change his mind. Though combative, he was also pragmatic. Whatever stance he took in the end it would come down to one thing: it would suit him personally.

      Buka said via Itai, “Where do we go from here? Must we plead or beg you to stay and help? You have so much to offer—technology, skills, and knowledge that has been lost to us. Will you really deny us your aid? Surely there must be something you can do.”

      “We will continue to monitor the situation,” Vessey said tightly. “The news about the abduction was useful. Please keep us informed about any further details that arrive and anything else you find out about the Scyth⁠—”

      Aubriot interrupted, “You didn’t answer my questions earlier. Do you have a description of the aliens? When did the attack take place?”

      “It took place at night,” Itai replied. “The boys who escaped could only say the creature was large, about two and a half meters tall and wide.”

      “Two and a half meters wide?” Cherry echoed.

      “That’s what the children said.”

      She couldn’t imagine what the Scythians looked like. The only large aliens she’d met had been at the Galactic Assembly. But that had been half a lifetime ago, and the Assembly was half a galaxy away. It would have been nice to have their allies around, if not to offer military backup then at least to give advice. Humanity was on its own, however. The distress signal the Sirocco had sent out long ago when the jump drive failed had gone unanswered.

      Buka made several more attempts to get Vessey to commit her ship’s resources to Earth’s defense, but the captain remained firm on wanting to wait and assess further developments. The meeting broke up without any decisions having been made. The old man rose unsteadily to his feet and Itai helped him from the room.

      Vessey sunk her head into her hands.

      Aubriot said, “You’re gonna have to piss or get off the pot.”

      She shot him an angry look. “Thanks for your support just now.”

      “What did you want me to say? You know you don’t have the backing of the crew.”

      “Well if you or anyone else has any suggestions about helping the Earthers I’m all ears.”

      “Cherry and I are still investigating the Scythians. Until we know their weaknesses it’s hard to develop a plan to defeat them.”

      “I seriously doubt that’s even possible.”

      “If we can’t defeat them on Earth,” Cherry interposed, “how will we defeat them on Concordia? Sooner or later they’ll go back to see if anyone’s still alive, and then they’ll finish the job they started.”

      “Good point,” said Aubriot. “We could learn valuable lessons here.”

      Vessey lifted her gaze to the ceiling. “The kind of lessons that involve a lot of bloodshed, no doubt.”

      “Hopefully more of the Scythians’ than ours.”

      “If they even have blood,” Cherry added.

      Vessey rose to her feet. “I’m going back to the ship, providing she still exists. Keep me updated about anything you find out.”

      “Before you go,” said Cherry, “Wilder had an idea she wanted me to run past you. She said she wants to go with Niall to find the source of the signal we detected near the seed bank.”

      “Why does she want to do that?”

      Cherry shrugged. “It might be significant.”

      “I don’t see how. The Earthers themselves didn’t know about it. It must be something left over from before the collapse of civilization, like the seed store.”

      “Let her do it,” said Aubriot. “It isn’t like she’ll be any use if it comes to a fight.”

      Cherry spluttered, “Wilder helped develop and maintain the armaments on Concordia!”

      “Yeah, but there aren’t any armaments here.”

      “Tell her from me,” said Vessey, “that anything she can do that might contribute to Earth’s independence is welcome, but she cannot use the shuttle, and only she and Niall are to go. Our resources are already stretched to their limit.” She left the room.

      “That went about as well as I expected,” said Aubriot.

      “Which part?” Cherry asked.

      “All of it.”

      “I guess we couldn’t expect anything better. I’m going to find Wilder and tell her what Vessey said.”

      She stood up to leave, but Aubriot grabbed her hand. Stiffening, she halted and carefully pulled it from his grip.

      He rolled his eyes. “After you’ve talked to Wilder, have you got anything else you have to do?”

      “Why?” she asked warily.

      “I was wondering if you wanted to hang out.”

      “Are you kidding?”

      “Don’t look at me like that. It’s a reasonable question.”

      “It would have been a reasonable question twenty years ago, before we knew each other properly. Before you…” She swallowed. After all this time, the memory still hurt.

      “Christ, you know how to hold a grudge, don’t you? That should be water under the bridge by now. Can’t you let bygones be bygones?”

      In answer, Cherry
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