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      Human civilization was laid waste. Where vast, busy metropolises had once thrived, only ruins remained. Decaying skyscrapers jutted up from streets choked with debris, like rotten teeth in diseased gums. Immense areas of urban landscape were burned to ashes or drowned in floods from burst dams and levees. Those relentless survivors, rats and cockroaches, had taken over, preyed upon by dogs turned feral.

      Along the highways, vegetation thrust through cracks in asphalt or spread over it, infiltrating roots breaking up the hard surface. Abandoned vehicles rusted almost to oblivion formed desolate, motionless convoys. Once-mighty bridges had collapsed and shattered the roads below.

      Explosions from processes run out of control had torn factories apart. Billions of hectares of agricultural land were lost to weeds and scrub. In harbors, sunken ships cluttered the water.

      During the daytime, the world was silent save for bird song and noises of insects. At night, the sky was black and the stars glittered sharply.

      Amongst it all, humanity clung to survival.

      Groups of five or six up to several hundred roamed the lands, scavenging for food from the before-times, when people had bought groceries in shops or ordered it on the fabled ‘net’. Sometimes, they hunted beasts, killing them inexpertly with blunt blades, hacking them to death slowly and painfully. Sometimes, they hunted each other.

      No one wrote. No one painted. No one invented.

      The few who could read studied ancient books, poring over the brittle, yellow paper, trying to make sense of unfamiliar words. On rare happy occasions, such as when a cache of aged cans of unspoiled food had been found, some would sing barely remembered songs—songs of love and longing and loss. But hunger always returned and the singers were silent.

      How long life had been like this no one knew, only that it had not always been so. In the past, humankind had dominated the world. Yet the knowledge of how humans had risen to greatness was lost. Some said it was through magic, and a plague had wiped out the wizards and witches. Others said the wealthiest elites had gathered all the Earth’s riches and departed hundreds of years ago. Less commonly, it was rumored the crumbling buildings had never housed people but had been the homes of another, superior species, now extinct.

      So when the Scythians came, some believed they were returning to reclaim their world.

      They announced their arrival by raining fire on the lands. Pulses from their starships blasted into the quiet cities. They attacked forests, starting wildfires that raged for months. They blew apart defunct factories and plants. A dying civilization was beaten into the dust.

      When the invaders’ ships landed, no one and nothing stood against them. The crescent-shaped shuttles, hulls etched in the signature swirling, irregular Scythian patterning, set down, their hatches opened, and the aliens emerged, heads ensconced in breathing apparatus.

      Aubriot jerked awake.

      He sucked in a breath and stared at the ceiling, dim in the darkness, trying to remember where he was. Something—someone—lay beside him. He reached out and touched bare skin, turned and saw the back of a woman’s head on a pillow.

      Cherry.

      He wasn’t on Earth. He was on Concordia. He’d spent nearly two centuries in cryo, flying through space. He’d been revived and lived through… so much. Yet his dream had been as vivid as if he’d never left home.

      Cherry stirred. She moved onto her back and then onto her other side, curling onto his chest and draping her arm over him. He patted her shoulder awkwardly. If she weren’t half-asleep she wouldn’t be so affectionate. Neither of them was comfortable in a romantic relationship, but they were trying. The biggest problem was Cherry’s attitude. She didn’t seem to appreciate him as much as he deserved. He could have just about any woman in the colony and she knew it. Yet she never looked at him the way she used to look at Ethan when she thought no one was watching. That old sap had been dead years. Surely she should be over him by now?

      “What’s the time?” she asked.

      “Don’t know, Bandit.” He lifted his head to peer out the window. The horizon shone pale gray. “It’ll be dawn soon.”

      She groaned. “I better get up.”

      “What’s the hurry? Go back to sleep.”

      “I have to get the harvester out. Going to be working all day today. It’s supposed to rain tomorrow. Gotta get the wheat in.”

      “Ah, okay. I’ll give you a hand.”

      She sat up and looked him in the eyes, her lips curved into a small smile. Her black, bed-head hair hung shaggy around her face. “Thanks, but there’s no need. The harvester does most of the work. But I appreciate the offer.” She bent and kissed him before climbing out of bed and padding toward the bathroom.

      “Are you sure you can manage it one-handed?” he asked.

      “I’ve done it before, remember?” She opened the bathroom door.

      “What’s the crop like?”

      As she turned to answer, her expression was grim. “Not great, but a little better than last year, I think. We won’t know for sure until it’s in.”

      The bathroom door closed, and the sound of running water quickly followed.

      Ever since the Scythians had destroyed most life on Concordia with their biocide, everything the colony tried to grow struggled to thrive. Kes had said it was because the soil was depleted of micro-organisms. A few bacteria and fungi had a natural immunity to the devastating virus and would multiply to fill the gap left by their dead counterparts, but the process would take years.

      Plant life was similarly wrestling to recover. In many places, a single species proliferated out of control in the absence of competitors and predators. Between Annwn and the coast, a massive swathe of the rubbery Concordian groundcover plant shrouded the plain. Billions of sea jellies shaped like starfish filled the oceans. Life had survived, but the planet’s ecosystems had been whacked out of balance. When things would return to their former state, the scientists couldn’t say.

      Aubriot’s ear comm chirruped. He picked it up from the nightstand and inserted it.

      “Hello?”

      “You’re coming in to help today, right?”

      It was Wilder. The fact that it was before dawn clearly didn’t faze her when issuing her reminder. Day and night didn’t seem to have any meaning for the young woman, except as an inconvenience when they got in the way of her work.

      “Uh, yeah. I forgot.”

      The breath of a sigh came down the line. “Great. See you soon.” She was gone.

      He swung his legs over the side of the bed. The shower noises had stopped. A second later, the bathroom door opened and Cherry reappeared, wrapped in a towel. “You’re getting up too? There’s no need. I told you⁠—”

      “Got other things to do, and I wouldn’t get back to sleep anyway.” He held out a hand. “Come here.”

      She sat beside him on the bed. “Is everything okay?”

      He put an arm around her shoulders. “I had a dream, a nightmare, really.”

      Her eyebrows rose in concern. “What was it about?”

      “It’s not important. I just wanted…” to hold you for a minute. He pulled her close. “What do you think Earth’s like now?”

      “How would I know? I was never there.”

      He snorted a laugh. “I was forgetting.”

      “You need to have this conversation with Kes.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      It would be awkward, though. They’d never been friendly, and Kes didn’t seem to have got over the death of his wife. He was a shell of a man, mentally AWOL. The only time anyone ever saw him happy was when he was with his kids.

      Cherry said, “Maybe a more important question is what it will be like when we get there. It’ll take us years. Things change, and if the Scythians⁠—”

      “Things won’t have changed that much. I think the way things are on Earth, they’ll be the same for a long time. And we could be there sooner than you think.”

      “What makes you say that? Is there some news I haven’t heard?”

      “Well, nothing official…”

      “Tell me. Go on, spill the beans.” She tickled his ribs.

      He swatted her hand away playfully. “It’s not much, but…” he paused for effect “…Wilder thinks she can do it.”

      “You’re kidding!” Cherry faced him. “Seriously?”

      “Would I joke about something like that?”

      “Yeah, you would.”

      He held up three fingers. “Scouts’ honor.”

      “What the hell does that mean? Don’t start using Earth English again. You know how I hate it.”

      “It means I’m telling you the truth.”

      “We’ll be able to jump through space like the Fila?!”

      “It’s still early days, but probably.”

      “So she was right? Thank the stars we listened to her.”

      “Yep.”

      After the Guardian, Faina, had revealed the Scythians had obtained Earth’s coordinates, it had become clear something had to be done to protect the home planet from the vengeful aliens. But with the Scythians’ fast ships and head start, the Concordians didn’t have a hope of arriving until after the damage had been done, not even with the aid of their friends in the Galactic Assembly.

      That was until Wilder had come up with the idea of building a starship with jump capability, similar to their friends the Fila’s but able to sustain human life. If they could use the faster method of space travel, they could arrive at Earth before the Scythians.

      It was a huge challenge, even for Wilder, who had cracked the secret of anti-gravity, but, after two years’ constant labor, she’d come up with the answer.

      “How long will it take to build a ship?” Cherry asked.

      “At least a year, and it has to be constructed in space, so you might not see much of me for a while.”

      “I’ll cope.” She stiffened, as if realizing the coldness of her words. “I mean, I’ll miss you, but⁠—”

      “It’s okay. I know what you mean.”

      She looked at him fixedly. “We’re good, right?”

      “Yeah, we’re good.”

      “Okay, I’d better get that crop in.”
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      Cherry slipped open the lock on the shed and pulled out the two heavy wooden doors. Her breath puffed like smoke in the chill air. It was late in the season to be harvesting cereal crops, but the weather had been unusually wet. Damp grain rotted in storage, and the colony couldn’t afford to lose any more food.

      An empty ache settled in her stomach as she saw the looming form of the harvester, shadowy in the pre-dawn light. The sight of it always reminded her of Ethan. She recalled the first time they’d had a proper conversation, that day out by the lake, when she’d used the pretext of wanting to borrow a plow to talk to him. He’d saved her life that day, or rather, they’d thought her life had needed to be saved. The Fila had tried to grab her in order to take a closer look at this strange new species that had appeared on Concordia.

      Later, he’d sat with her in the cab of a harvester when she’d brought in the colony’s first crop. Perhaps it had been this very machine.

      She blinked and drew her sleeve across her eyes. This was no time for tears.

      After mounting the steps on the side of the machine, she opened the cab door and climbed in. It had taken her a while to figure out how to handle the machine with one hand, but a couple of adjustments had made it possible. She’d been glad. She didn’t want to give up her role as a farmer. She continued to lead the military, but she was sick of fighting and death. Farming connected her with life and the land, her home.

      She started up the engine. The welcome vibration coursed through her bones, and she drove the hulking machine out into the field just as the sun sent its first rays over the horizon.

      An hour later, when a quarter of the wheat field was stubble, the engine suddenly quit. Inertia threw her forward, thrusting her midriff against the steering wheel.

      She cursed and checked the dashboard screen. Nothing seemed wrong. The engine wasn’t overheating, the battery held plenty of power. She pressed the ignition a few times, but the machine didn’t respond. Turning off the music she’d been listening to on her comm, she hopped out of the cab. There were mechanics she could call out but fixing the problem herself would save time. Garwin had taught her how to deal with the most common problems with farm machinery.

      The first thing to check was the cutters. If they hit something thicker than a twig the engine would automatically cut out. It was a fail-safe to prevent nasty accidents and animal bodies contaminating the harvest. Considering most wildlife had been wiped out, it was extremely unlikely anything was stuck between the blades, but it wouldn’t hurt to check.

      The cutters were clean and empty. Nothing was caught in the feeder house chains or belt either.

      She walked around to the front of the machine to open the engine casing. The sun was now high enough to take a good look inside. What had Garwin said? She peered at the mechanical innards. Was the problem simply a connection come loose? She reached in and jiggled each one in turn.

      The engine sparked to life and the harvester jumped forward. Realizing her mistake, she tried to snatch her arm out of the way but a protruding bolt, old and sharpened with rust, dug into her skin. Within a second the bolt cut a deep channel down her forearm to her wrist.

      “Shit! Damn!”

      The harvester had died again as it sensed no one in the driver’s seat, but the damage was done.

      She swore some more as she inspected her wound. Blood coursed from it and dripped on her boots. Feeling like a fool, she comm’d her fellow farmers to take over for her, but all were busy taking advantage of the dry weather. It couldn’t be helped. She set off for the medical clinic.

      The autocar dropped her at its doors just as the clinic was opening. She wordlessly held up her arm to the medic.

      After a grimace, he led her through the empty waiting area to an examination room, sat her down, and inspected the wound. “Wait here while I get the irrigation equipment. Gotta clean that out before we close it.”

      When the door opened again, however, it wasn’t the medic who appeared, but Kes.

      “Hey,” said Cherry. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you the same question,” he replied, seeming equally surprised. “What’s wr— Oh, I see,” he added as his gaze alighted on her bloody arm and clothes. “That looks nasty. I hope it isn’t serious.”

      “I was just giving myself a reminder not to be so damned stupid.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Doesn’t matter. Have you decided to switch professions and go into medicine?”

      “No.” He pulled up a chair. He was holding a small tray containing cotton bud sticks and clear tubes with stoppers. “I’m taking DNA samples from everyone who comes into the clinic. Would you mind opening your mouth?”

      “Uh, sure.”

      He wiped a swab on her inner cheek and put it in a tube which he then sealed.

      “Why are you sampling our DNA?”

      The door opened. The medic was back.

      Kes asked, “Do you have five minutes for a chat when you’re done?”

      She did, and he said he would wait for her outside. After her wound had been cleaned and closed with sticky healing gel, she found Kes in the street.

      Annwn was waking up. The traffic had grown busier during her short time in the clinic. It was odd how quickly things had returned to normal after the destruction wreaked by the Scythians’ biocide. Though many Concordians had been killed in the attack on Oceanside, most had survived the deadly virus. People had picked up their lives and carried on almost as if nothing had happened. But a current of dread underlay the daily routine. Shocked out of complacency, this latest generation of colonists seemed to finally understand the fragility of their existence.

      “What’s the big secret?” she asked jokingly. “Or did you only want some fresh air?”

      He didn’t smile. That didn’t mean anything necessarily. Kes rarely smiled these days. She inwardly winced. It was irrational, but she couldn’t help feeling somehow responsible for his wife’s death.

      “This probably warrants a longer talk,” he said. “The short version is, we’re in deep trouble.”

      “Don’t tell me the Scythians are coming back.” She was kidding, but if they were and Kes had somehow received the news before her, Concordia was sunk. Most of its defense capability had been expended in the most recent attack. They had begun to rebuild but it would take years to reach the original capacity.

      “Internal trouble,” Kes replied. “Where to begin? I suppose it started with the case of a young child who cut themselves. It wasn’t a very bad cut but it required medical attention. The problem was—the cut wouldn’t stop bleeding. The medics sealed it up, but the child continued to bleed internally.”

      She wrinkled her nose.

      “A doctor brought the case to my attention. Not unreasonably, she thought a Concordian organism might be the problem. If something had infiltrated the wound…” He paused and shook his head. “The child has hemophilia.”

      “Right. And that is…?”

      “An inherited genetic condition that stops blood from clotting. When I figured it out, I became curious. You see, Cariad screened out genetic disease carriers in the Nova Fortuna Project applicants. It should be impossible for hemophilia to appear in the colony except as a mutation. The child’s case is due to a mutation, no question, but it prompted me to complete a survey of genetic diversity. I collected samples from schoolchildren first, then workers, and now patients at medical clinics, trying to vacuum up the few who slipped through the net. Cherry, the preliminary results aren’t good. The colony’s gene pool is too homogeneous. As time goes on more conditions will manifest. We could forestall the effect by enforcing restrictions on marriages, but it would only delay the inevitable.”

      She had kind of followed what he said, but not quite. “More people are going to get sick?”

      “Yes, and, even more importantly, infertile. It’s a common effect of inbreeding.”

      “I thought that was why Cariad created those extra babies—to prevent inbreeding?” Her memory of the influx of infants, saved by the Fila when the Nova was destroyed, was vivid. Everyone at Sidhe had endured months of sleepless nights, regardless of whether they had personally volunteered to take on a baby.

      “She tried, but it clearly hasn’t worked. The Project was already skirting the edge of minimum numbers required for a healthy population according to genetic science at the time. This was always a possibility.”

      “Isn’t there anything we can do?” Cherry had been feeling mildly optimistic since Aubriot’s announcement about the jump engine. Kes’s revelation had thrown a dampener on everything.

      Before he could answer, she exclaimed, “Ow!” and slapped her neck. On her palm was a squashed, black insect about a centimeter long. Fresh blood stained her skin. Her own blood, she suspected. “Something bit me.”

      He inspected the mess on her hand. “We’ve been seeing a lot of those lately, though we haven’t named them yet. They appear to be harmless—aside from the biting. We’re developing a repellent.”

      Lifting one side of her upper lip, she wiped the dead insect on her pants. “So the colony’s doomed?”

      He tutted. “This is why I wanted to speak to you in private. You can’t go around saying things like that, you understand?”

      “I’m not a moron, Kes.”

      “I didn’t say you were, only…”

      “What?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know what we can do. When I think about the future, about the world I’ve brought Miki and Nina into, I…” He lapsed to silence.

      She touched his arm. “No one knew this would happen.”

      “Maybe not, but we knew the Scythians would be back one day. I’ve been irresponsible. I imagined life here had turned out to be like it was on Earth—safe and secure. That couldn’t have been further from the truth.”

      “Look, it sounds like all the colony needs is an injection of fresh blood, right? New genes to supplement our current ones.”

      “You say that as if it were the easiest thing in the world to achieve.”

      “Not easy, maybe, but possible. If we manage to get to Earth, we might be able to persuade some people to come back with us.”

      “If we get to Earth. How likely is that in reality?”

      “According to what I heard this morning, it’s likelier than you think. By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask you something. Aubriot sometimes calls me Bandit. Do you know why? What does it mean?”

      The ghost of a smile flitted across Kes’s lips. “Why are you asking me? Surely you should ask him?”

      “He won’t tell me. I thought it might be an Earth-English thing. Is it?”

      “It’s better you ask Aubriot,” was all Kes would reply.

      It started to rain.

      “Shit,” she muttered.
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      The problem with having your pick of alien tech, Wilder had discovered, was that a lot of the time you had no immediate use for it. She’d come to regret her decision to ask for one piece of top tech from each member of the Galactic Assembly in return for a working a-grav generator and specs. A new world for Concordians would have been a better price tag to put on her invention. Planets hospitable to life were scarce, and planets that would sustain humans were probably even rarer, but if the friendly aliens had pooled their knowledge and resources, they might have found something suitable.

      As it was, she had loads of tech she barely understood and mostly couldn’t use, and the colony was stuck on a planet devastated by a viral biocide. Not only that, the prospect of the Scythians’ return hadn’t gone away. She’d thought she was being clever, like the person who, when the genie gives them three wishes, uses their first wish to ask for infinite wishes. But she hadn’t been clever, she’d been dumb. The allure of new, fascinating, secret technology had seduced her, causing her to neglect the immediate needs of her fellow humans.

      Yet it wasn’t all bad. Before leaving Concordia, the Fila had explained how their starship jump engines worked, though it had taken months to figure out their translation, and now she knew how to stop the jumps from being dangerous for humans.

      Or, rather, she thought she knew. She wouldn’t be certain until they’d run a successful test. The test subject would have to be a human volunteer. No animals larger than a microbe now lived on Concordia except for people and Piddle and Puddle—and she was certainly never going to risk their lives. But perhaps a few creatures with natural immunity to the killer virus had survived out in the wild somewhere. Perhaps they could catch one and⁠—

      The lab door opened and Dragan entered, panting. He lived five klicks from the research center and ran to work every morning. Dragan was one of the original team working on the a-grav drive, like Niall Cully. Dragan’s pseudonym to maintain his anonymity had been The Artist, a much more grown-up and sensible alias than her own, Deadly After Midnight. She cringed when she thought about it. Still, Dragan was in his thirties and she’d been just a kid.

      “Hi,” he said after catching his breath. “Did you arrive early or have you been working all night?”

      She yawned and stretched. She had to think for a minute before answering, “I got here a couple of hours ago. I woke up while it was still dark and couldn’t get back to sleep, so I came in.”

      “Was it a blast of insight that woke you up?”

      “Huh! No. Just anxiety, I guess.”

      The work to develop the jump drive had been painstaking. There had been no brilliant breakthroughs allowing them to leap forward, just slow, steady progress, detail by hard-won detail.

      “Don’t worry,” said Dragan. “We’ll get there.” He stepped into the bathroom to shower and change.

      The next person to arrive was Niall. He’d undergone a growth spurt in the two years since she had first met him face to face, and he didn’t show any signs of slowing down. His personality changed, too. She rarely glimpsed the eager young kid she’d met just before she’d gone with Quinn to the Opportunity. Niall had become quiet and serious. She guessed seeing his mother killed by the biocide had something to do with it. That, and the time afterward he’d spent helping a group of vulnerable people survive while the deadly virus spread over the land.

      He gave her his usual gruff greeting and immediately settled down at his interface to begin work.

      She checked the time. She was expecting a new arrival today, now they were finally getting down to the nuts and bolts of constructing the starship that would take some colonists to Earth.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, Aubriot walked in.

      She stood up. “Welcome to the team.”

      “No problem. I’m looking forward to getting my teeth into this.”

      Niall’s head jerked up. He stared at Wilder questioningly.

      “He’s going to help with the installation of the Parvus’s weapon,” she explained.

      “I didn’t know we were installing a weapon,” said Niall. “Who made that decision?”

      “Me, of course.”

      “Just like that? Unilaterally? I thought we were working together on this project.”

      “We are. I…” she hesitated “…I didn’t think anyone would object.”

      “Sounds like you didn’t think at all.”

      She blinked. Why was he being so rude?

      “Let’s see what Dragan has to say,” said Niall. “Has he arrived yet?”

      “Hey,” said Aubriot. “Wilder’s the one in charge around here, isn’t she? What she says goes.”

      Niall replied without looking at him, “Thanks for your input.”

      An awkward pause stretched out. Niall continued to glare at Wilder, his lips set. She stared back helplessly, wondering what she’d done wrong. She wasn’t very good at dealing with people. Machines and processes were far easier to understand.

      “This is stupid,” said Aubriot. “Tell me where to sit, and I’ll get st⁠—”

      Dragan appeared, his hair still damp from his shower. He halted, taking in the scene, looking from Aubriot to Niall and Wilder. He said hi to Aubriot and then turned to Wilder. “I didn’t know we were going to have a visi⁠—”

      “He isn’t a visitor,” Niall interrupted. “He’s going to be working with us. Installing an apparently much-needed weapon.”

      “Oh? This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

      “I thought so. It’s the first I’ve heard of it too.”

      Wilder looked at Aubriot pleadingly, hoping he would be sensitive to the tension his arrival had caused, wishing he would leave so the three of them could discuss the problem she’d created. Niall was right. She should have consulted with him and Dragan, but she genuinely hadn’t imagined they would mind. Should she gently ask Aubriot to give them time to talk it over?

      “Look,” said Aubriot, “you’re going to need defensive weaponry on that starship. It’s a no-brainer. Who knows what you’ll find each time you complete a jump? What if you stumble into Scythian territory or encounter a different hostile species? If we can’t defend ourselves, we’re lambs to the slaughter. So let’s forget about your stupid office politics and get started. Is this seat empty?” He gestured at Dragan’s desk.

      “Uh, no,” said Wilder. “You can sit there.”

      He walked to the place she’d indicated, sat down, and turned on the interface. “I’m pretty familiar with the plans already, but I’ll check them over and get up to speed.”

      “Wilder,” said Niall between his teeth, “can I speak to you?”

      Aubriot was either oblivious to the anger in Niall’s tone or very good at ignoring it.

      Feeling forlorn, Wilder followed her friend into the passageway.

      “I’m sorry!” she exclaimed as soon as the door closed. “I really didn’t⁠—”

      “So you already said. That doesn’t change the fact that now we’re stuck working with him.”

      “I don’t understand what your problem is. Isn’t he right? We do need some kind of space weapons, and the one the Parvus gave us in exchange for the a-grav device is perfect.” Strictly speaking, it was the only weapon they had, and part of her reason for wanting it was her desire to make use of the alien tech she’d bargained for.

      “How is it perfect?” Niall asked. “It might be incredibly powerful, but you have to be near a sun to use it.”

      “No, we don’t,” she replied excitedly, delighted at the opening to explain her reasoning and defuse his ire. “That’s the beauty of what I had in mind. You see, as well as the Parvus’s weapon, we can use the energy storage cell with a gigantic capacity I got us. We can gather energy for the weapon from the sun before we set off. If we end up in a battle, we’ll be ready.”

      Niall’s expression softened a fraction. He was, after all, a scientist at heart like her. As she’d predicted, the awesomeness of the tech and the utility of its deployment was appealing to him.

      She continued, “I really am sorry I didn’t ask you and Dragan before inviting Aubriot onto the team. But he does know about this stuff, more than anyone else.”

      “Maybe, but he’s also a complete prick. You know that, right?”

      “I do know what he’s like, yes.” Her memories of traveling to and from the Galactic Assembly’s space station were vivid. Aubriot had been almost unbearable to live with, and the long duration and boredom of the space flight hadn’t helped. She hadn’t been aware his notoriety had spread so far. “Can’t you just try to get along with him for the next few months?”

      Niall didn’t answer. He narrowed his eyes at her and returned to the workroom.
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      Cherry dug her hand into the wheat she’d harvested, scooped up a portion, and allowed it to run through her fingers. The grains weren’t the plumpest she’d ever seen, but they were dry. It was the rest of the crop she was worried about. Stepping out of the grain store, she surveyed her field. The downpour that had started while she was speaking with Kes had soaked the remaining three-quarters of it. Other farmers were in a similar position. There were things they could do to mitigate the problem, but basically the harvest would be a disappointment again this year, and unless the weather turned dry again soon, it could be a disaster.

      The destruction caused by the Scythians’ biocide seemed to have even affected the climate. She’d never known the season to be so wet and humid. If they didn’t get a break of a few days’ sunshine, the cereals and other crops could become infested with mold. Mold spores were one of the few things to survive the deadly virus, naturally. They were not technically alive, Kes had explained, so the biocide hadn’t affected them.

      Something buzzed near her ear, and before she could react a sharp pain lanced from her neck. She slapped the spot. Another of those biting insects had attempted to feed on her. She trotted to her autocar and climbed in. The insects followed. They hung around outside.

      Oh, well. The fields were too wet to work today anyway.

      She answered a comm. “Hello?”

      “Cherry,” said Kes, “can you come to the Annwn Town Hall right away? The Leader wants to hold an emergency meeting.”

      “Sure. I’m not exactly busy. What’s it about?”

      “Just come.”
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        * * *

      

      Barker, the Leader elected shortly after the biocide attack was a short, tubby man in late middle age. He was about as boring an individual as Cherry had ever met. He was always so calm. He didn’t seem to experience strong emotions or hold any firm opinions. But perhaps that was what the colonists needed right now—someone who would listen and react rather than force his will on everyone.

      Barker’s usually mild expression was full of worry. That, in turn, worried her. Whatever the problem was, it had to be bad if it was provoking a reaction in the unflappable man. Had Kes told him about the inbreeding in the population? Was that what this was about?

      Wilder was also attending the meeting, along with the two engineers she worked with and Aubriot.

      “Thank you for coming at such short notice,” said Barker. “I’d appreciate it if you were to keep to yourselves whatever is said in this room today. No minutes will be taken, and if I am challenged about what we’re about to discuss, I will deny all knowledge of it. So should you. When you hear the subject matter, you will understand why. Kes, please go ahead and explain what you told me this morning.”

      Kes’s face was grim. “As Cherry already knows, I’ve been conducting a survey of the human gene pool, and the results aren’t good. I’ll tell you more about that later. But first, I want to tell you about another survey I’ve been undertaking. I dispatched drones to collect soil samples from all over Lyonesse and Suddene to find out as much as I can about the pitiful remnants of life on this planet. It’s taken many months, but the results are in. I’m sure we’re all aware how bad the situation is. Well, it’s worse than I thought, much worse. The lack of biodiversity extends to all parts of the ecosystem I’ve surveyed. In many areas the land is simply dead, entirely devoid of any life. In others, one microorganism has filled the niche and is reproducing exponentially. We’ve already seen the effects. Crops are struggling to grow. Single species dominate hundreds of square kilometers.”

      He rubbed his temples and then stared at each of them in turn. “I’ve never heard of or read about a situation exactly like this, but in similar examples in Earth history, where a non-native species was introduced to an ecosystem without its natural predators, the results were damned disasters. Plagues of mice, rabbits, toads…” He shook his head. “From what I can tell, the situation on Concordia is going to get a hell of a lot worse before it can get better. It will be thousands—possibly tens of thousands of years—before life reaches equilibrium and harmony once more.”

      “So what?” Aubriot challenged. “As long as we can grow enough food to survive, it doesn’t really matter. Who cares if we never see another sluglimpet? I certainly don’t.”

      “Of course it matters,” said Niall. “Millions of species have become extinct. The planet is like a biological experiment gone wrong. It’s a disaster.”

      “Still,” Aubriot countered, “as long as we’re okay, we shouldn’t sweat it. Species go extinct all the time. That’s how evolution works.”

      “What happened here wasn’t evolution!” Niall’s face had turned pale. “It was a crime against nature.”

      Barker asked, “Can we put the philosophical discussion to one side for a moment? Kes hasn’t finished.”

      “Thanks,” said Kes. “I do have more to say. The fact is the state of the planet’s ecosystem does matter to us. Cherry will vouch for the fact that the harvests since the biocide attack have been the worst in Concordian history. Right?”

      She nodded, guessing what was coming next.

      “Put simply,” he went on, “the best we can expect is for yields to continue to diminish. That’s if we’re lucky. What’s more likely is we’ll see entire crops regularly wiped out by swarms of insects or pathogens.”

      “Bullshit,” said Aubriot. “I know you’ve had a hard time, Kes, but don’t drag us all down into your private hell. You’re scaremongering. We can spray insecticides and pesticides or find other ways to protect the crops.”

      “Yes, we can, but it’s a stopgap measure. Over the long term, that’s only going to make things worse.”

      “I don’t believe it.”

      “Well,” said Kes, his jaw tightening, “go and get your PhD in biosciences, then come and talk to me about it.”

      “The crops won’t grow well in dead soil?” asked Niall.

      Kes replied, “They won’t thrive, but more importantly, this problem with single micro-organism species proliferating will spell disaster for them, and we’ll see more and more cases as life re-establishes on Concordia.”

      “The colony will starve,” said the other engineer.

      “Exactly,” said Kes heavily.

      This new information put his earlier pronouncement about inbreeding in a distant second place. Cherry said, “There has to be something we can do. Otherwise, why are we having this meeting?” She addressed Barker. “You called us here for a reason, right?”

      “I did. I especially wanted Wilder and her team to attend because Kes has proposed a solution.”

      For a man who apparently had the answer to their woes, Kes didn’t look very happy about it. “The only answer I can think of is to seed the planet with as many other species as possible. It will result in environmental chaos for I don’t know how long, but that’s a better scenario than the one we currently face.”

      “Species from where?” asked
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