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        These soldiers had done what they had done, and been done unto in return. This was how it went.

      
        In the cycle of slaughter, reprisal begat reprisal, forever.

        Laini Taylor
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      Seeds, tubers, corms, bulbs, spores, rhizomes, cuttings—everything needed to replenish Concordia’s biome was stacked deck to overhead in the Ark. Wilder walked the aisles, past refrigerator units, shelves full of boxes and thick packets neatly filed, and glasshouse areas sectioned off by transparent plastic curtains moist with condensation. The growing tanks that had kept the crew fed on their long voyage had been dismantled months ago, yet she could still remember where they’d been and the crops that had grown in them. She’d worked the ‘fields’ for years, after all, along with everyone else.

      The scientists said the seeding material also carried fungal spores, bacteria, and other micro-organisms that subtly promoted growth. These were missing from Concordia, as well as all the other species the Scythians’ biocide had destroyed. Their absence was the reason plants struggled to grow. Wilder didn’t doubt the scientists were correct. Her crewmates weren’t exactly her best buddies, not after all that had happened, but they knew their stuff. Kes had picked only the best for the trip.

      She halted.

      Tall shelving units stacked with containers flanked her. A faulty light flickered above, casting the space into chaotic darkness.

      She checked her surroundings again. Everything was different now, but she was sure it was here she’d found Cherry, flat on her back on a deck swimming with water. Her friend had slipped and sustained a severe concussion. She’d been lucky she hadn’t been electrocuted.

      Cherry.

      “It was good knowing you, Wilder.”

      Those had been her parting words. Now she was on Earth fighting the Scythians, and it was up to the remaining personnel of the Sirocco to continue the fight on Concordia.

      For the aliens would return one day, perhaps soon. They knew that their biocide hadn’t wiped out the humans. They knew the colony had survived, and they knew of its plan to restock the planet with life from Earth.

      She walked on.

      A comm arrived.

      “Where are you?” Niall asked. “It’s time to jump.”

      “Already? Sorry, I got distracted. I’m on the Ark.”

      “What are you doing there?” His tone was cold, impersonal, irritated.

      “Just reminiscing.”

      “Right.” A touch of scorn. “Vessey’s going to blow her lid if you don’t get over to the jump chamber in the next five minutes.” The captain had been reinstated to her position for the brief time it had taken to jump home. If there was one thing she could be relied upon for, it was to coordinate the journey back.

      “All right. Tell her I’m coming.”

      “Tell her yourself.”

      The comm cut out.

      Swallowing her anger, Wilder sent a message to Vessey, saying she was on her way. Then she stomped toward the exit.

      Niall had been cantankerous and distant ever since a Scythian had snatched her on the Makers’ island on Earth. She hadn’t pushed him about his attitude. She knew what his problem was. Kes had given her an insight into what was probably going on with Niall, and she thought the older man had been right. She was sympathetic, but it was no excuse to treat her so badly.

      When she reached the jump chamber, a few people remained outside their capsules, chatting. They side-eyed her as she walked in. She ignored them and walked to the nearest empty capsule. There was no point in placating them. Her rep had never recovered from the failed jump that had taken them years off course, and it never would. Everyone had expected to be away for only a few weeks. Instead, with the effects of time dilation, they had been absent for decades. Even if their loved ones had survived to old age on the crippled planet, they were probably long dead. It was hard to forgive something like that.

      “Jumping in two minutes,” Vessey announced.

      Wilder stepped into her capsule and lay down, sinking into the spongy seat. She fastened her harness.

      What would Concordia be like? Was anyone still alive? If the colony had failed, was there any point in re-seeding the planet, especially considering the Scythians were bound to return? Maybe it would make more sense to go back to Earth and try to make a life there.

      Her stomach sank at the idea. Earth was beautiful, but it wasn’t home.

      “One minute,” Vessey announced.

      The shell of Wilder’s capsule closed.

      A voice sounded in her ear. “Wilder?”

      “Hey, Miki. Everything okay?”

      “Yeahhhh…” Silence.

      “Are you worried about what we might find when we arrive? You’re not alone. But don’t be too concerned. The Scythians don’t have jump drive. It will take them years to reach Concordia.”

      The young girl’s breathy sigh came down the line. “I feel bad for telling them everything.”

      “You didn’t have a choice. If you hadn’t they would have killed Nina. No one blames you. Besides, the Scythians would have returned to Concordia anyway, sooner or later. It’s their origin planet. They have a sentimental attachment to it. It doesn’t matter that they can’t live there anymore.”

      “I guess so,” Miki replied doubtfully. “I just can’t help feeling that Dad would be disappointed in me.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. He would have been proud of you for protecting your sister. And, anyway, he loved you so much I don’t think anything you did could have disappointed him. You don’t need to concern yourself about that.”

      A pause.

      “Thanks, Wilder.”

      The computer countdown began.

      “See you in Concordia orbit,” Wilder said.

      The numbers counted down. She’d endured many jumps now, journeying to Earth and returning home. She should have become accustomed to the sensation, yet she still tensed as the countdown neared its end. Traversing spacetime in a manner at odds with the natural movements of the human body was something that could never feel familiar.

      Three.

      Two.

      One.

      Zero.

      Reality shifted.

      She could no longer feel where she was in space. Her view beyond the transparent shell of her capsule stretched wide and then squashed in, folding in many pleats. At the same time a piercing whistle assaulted her ears.

      Then it was all over.

      Her capsule opened.

      Excited voices filled the chamber.

      “Home,” someone said. “Finally!”

      “I can’t believe it,” said another. “It doesn’t feel real.”

      “I wonder what we’ll find down there,” said a third. “I wonder what’s left.”

      The tone turned somber and the voices quietened.

      Vessey cut through the conversations. “At your stations, everyone. You all know what you should be doing. Zapata, where are you?”

      After a preliminary check of the state of things on the planet surface, the captain would go down with a small team. Everyone else would follow later. The Sirocco was not to be abandoned entirely. A skeleton crew would remain on duty, but on a regular rotation. It would not be right to condemn anyone to spending long periods of time aboard the vessel.

      Wilder sat up. People were climbing out of their capsules. She gave Miki and Nina a wave, trying to look positive, though inside she felt quite different. She was all the girls had left in terms of a parent and she felt utterly unequipped. She barely had her own life in order. How was she supposed to be a mother to two orphans?

      “No!” Niall was at the wall interface, staring at the screen. “Dammit! Captain, you have to see this.”

      “Is it what we thought?”

      “Yes.”

      Vessey’s features tightened. “Right. Then I don’t need to see it. Plan B, everyone. Back in your capsules. Niall, do the honors.”

      Wilder’s heart sank deeper than her body into her seat as she resumed her position in her capsule. The shell closed over her again, and the countdown started up. It would be shorter this time, the minimum the engines needed. They could only make a small jump, using up the remainder of their power.

      The question was, would it happen fast enough?

      An alarm blared out. A split second later, the ship shuddered.

      They’d been hit.

      She prayed the jump drive hadn’t sustained any damage. If it had, they were screwed.

      This time, the countdown seemed agonizingly slow. She willed the numbers to decrease faster. The alarm continued to sound, loud and urgent, as if the ship was begging her crew to do something, fast, before it was too late. But there was nothing they could do. They’d used most of their power getting here. There was too little left to operate the Parvus’s weapon and jump. It was one or the other, and until they understood the situation better, getting the hell out of Concordia’s system was the safer option.

      The Sirocco lurched, and Wilder was pressed tight up against the side of her seat.

      The assault seemed to have come from the port side this time.

      Not the jump drive. Not the drive!

      The countdown was only just audible over the alarm. It whispered tantalizingly.

      Two.

      One.

      She held her breath.
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      “Someone turn off that damned alarm,” Vessey ordered.

      The cover of Wilder’s capsule opened, but this time she didn’t sit up. Though they’d only completed two jumps and she was fully rested, exhaustion had settled on her. Lifting her head felt like too much effort. Or was it only dread of what she was about to discover?

      They’d known it was a possibility. The alternative scenario to what everyone had been anticipating had been the great unmentionable subject of the return voyage.

      She lay still, waiting for the motivation to rise. Others were moving around and talking. The earlier excitement had disappeared and been replaced by grim resignation.

      “Any ships within range?” Vessey asked.

      “The scanners aren’t picking anything up,” Niall replied. “We’re safe for now.”

      For now.

      A face appeared in Wilder’s vision, long red-black hair hanging down.

      “Why aren’t you getting up?” Miki asked.

      Wilder smiled thinly. “Just taking a minute. Want to give me a hand?” She unfastened her harness, and Miki helped her climb out.

      “The jumps make me feel sick too,” said Miki. “What’s going on? Vessey said something about Plan B. Have we left Concordia?”

      “Yes, but we’ve only gone a little way. We’re at its closest neighboring star.”

      “How come?”

      “Uh…”

      Miki really didn’t know? Wilder hated to be the one to break the news. “Didn’t you feel the hits?”

      “Hits?” Miki’s eyes widened. “I thought there was something wrong with the ship. We were under attack?!”

      “Where’s Nina?”

      “She’s gone back to our cabin. She always needs an hour to recover from a jump.”

      “In that case, come with me. Let’s see what the scanners picked up.”

      Miki was going to have to deal with what faced the returning Concordians, despite her young years. It was better that she knew what they were up against. It wouldn’t be fair—or even possible—to keep her in the dark.

      They walked to the bridge. Zapata was already at the pilot’s controls, probably moving the ship to the optimum spot within the new system to avoid detection. They couldn’t be too cautious. Vessey stood with Niall, assessing the scan data. They looked up as Wilder and Miki walked over.

      Vessey frowned. “Miki, I’m not sure this is the right place for you at the moment.”

      “She needs to know what’s going on,” Wilder retorted. “She’s a member of this crew the same as everyone else. Hell, she and Nina grew up on this ship. And their father sacrificed his life⁠—”

      “Okay, I get it. Take a seat. Niall, put the images up for us all to see.”

      While the captain was sitting down, Wilder asked, “Did you get the damage report yet?”

      Vessey grimaced. “The Ark took a hit that breached the hull. I’ve sent in a team. Hopefully, we haven’t lost too much.”

      “I felt two impacts. Where was the second one?”

      “Just above the jump drive. We had a lucky escape. My guess is they don’t know its exact location in the ship. Otherwise we wouldn’t be here.”

      “The data has rendered,” Niall announced. “I’ll put up the images of Concordia first, followed by what’s in orbit.”

      The bridge lights dimmed and the center brightened with a holo of the planet surface.

      Miki gasped.

      Wilder’s hands tightened on her armrests. She’d been expecting to see something like this, but the extent of it was shocking.

      Scythian domes dotted a dusty plain under a clear blue sky. It was hard to estimate the area the scanners had captured, but if the domes were the same size as the ones on Earth, they stood only a few kilometers apart. The surface of Concordia was thick with aliens.

      “But I thought they didn’t have jump tech,” Miki blurted. She turned to Wilder, eyes wide. “How could they have got here so fast?”

      Niall tutted irritably. “They were already here, of course.”

      Wilder studied the holo more closely. It showed a Scythian in mid-air between the domes—unusually, considering it was daylight—wearing the same breathing apparatus they’d used on Earth. That was somewhat of a relief. At least they hadn’t managed to reverse the ‘poisoning’ of Concordia’s atmosphere with oxygen.

      Miki asked quietly, “Is anyone still alive down there?”

      Vessey got to her feet and strode into the holo. “These look like human figures, don’t you think?” She pointed to a patch of land greener than the rest. Small, upright shapes could be spotted among the vegetation. Were they people? It was hard to tell but it seemed likely. Other macro-organisms had been wiped out by the biocide.

      “What are they doing?” asked Miki.

      “Tending crops, I’d say,” Niall offered, “probably to feed themselves and perhaps the Scythians too.”

      “I think that vegetation must be crops,” Wilder said. “It looks homogeneous and there’s precious little else around. I can’t see any trees or scrub. The place doesn’t look much better than how we left it.”

      “But I still don’t understand how the Scythians…” Miki paused. “I get it. They didn’t come here due to what I told them on Earth. They’d already returned to Concordia anyway. What I said didn’t matter.” Tension seemed to leave her body. “That’s a relief, though this is still a…a…”

      “Disaster?” Vessey suggested. “What do they have in orbit, Niall?”

      The landscape vanished and black space took up the central position on the bridge. Within the star-speckled darkness hung three crescent-shaped ships.

      “The largest is the one that fired on us,” Niall said, consulting his screen. “It was quick off the mark. I don’t know about the other two, whether they aren’t armed or if they didn’t manage to fire before we jumped.”

      “They’re all Scythian military,” Vessey said grimly, “not transports. I’d lay money on it. We got a good look at their colonization vessels while we were on Earth.”

      “I can make a detailed comparison,” Wilder offered. “We have plenty of information on both types of vessel.”

      Vessey waved dismissively. “Depressurization in the Ark and a damaged hull near the jump drive tell us all we need to know for now. There’s no question in my mind that, A, Scythians arrived at Concordia many years ago and, B, they know a starship carrying humans had departed the system and was expected to return. Those ships were waiting for us.”

      “But how could they know that?” asked Miki.

      “Probably the same way they found out you were from Concordia.”

      The young girl put her head in her hands.

      “The colonization attempt succeeded here,” Niall said. “Unsurprisingly. The place was in a weakened state when we left. The Scythian attack had destroyed its defenses, their biocide had wiped out most living organisms, the colony was on its knees. We thought Earth was in a bad position to defend itself, but compared to Concordia it’s a well-stocked fortress. Those poor bastards.”

      “Maybe it isn’t such a bad thing,” said Wilder.

      Niall stared. “How the hell do you figure that?”

      “It might have been the Scythians’ return that saved the colony. You remember what things were like when we left—food stores were running out, crops would barely grow, and insect swarms were making being outdoors intolerable. If there are people down there, it might only be because the Scythians enslaved them. They need human labor on a planet where they can’t breathe the atmosphere. They would have had to fix the environment sufficiently for humans to survive.”

      Vessey gave a snort. “The Concordia Colony only continues to exist because it has alien overlords? That’s rich. I wonder what Aubriot would have said.”

      “He must be spinning in his grave,” Niall muttered. “But wondering about what happened isn’t going to change anything.”

      “Exactly,” said Vessey. “I have some thinking to do. We need a way forward, but at the moment I’m not seeing it.”

      The minimal data the Sirocco’s scanners had gleaned in the short time the vessel had been in orbit painted a dire scene. If colonists remained on the planet they were in thrall to Scythian masters. The aliens were somehow aware that an armed vessel belonging to the humans could appear one day, and they were on guard against it. And, aside from crop plants, the environment didn’t seem to have recovered. The planet still desperately needed the seeding material in the Ark to replenish its ecosystem.

      But how were they to get it there? How could they defeat the military vessels? Any small element of surprise they’d had previously was now entirely gone. How could they help the colonists, descendants of the people they’d left behind?

      Miki lifted her head from her hands. “Things might be even worse than we think.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible,” said Vessey, “but I guess I need to hear it. Fire away.”

      “Dad told me and Nina lots about Concordia while we were growing up. I could only just remember the place, and Nina couldn’t remember it at all. He told us all the good stuff—how determined, brave, and hardworking all the colonists were, what they’d endured and come through, despite the challenges. But he also told us something else, something I…I think you might have forgotten.” She looked up at Vessey timidly.

      “Forgotten? Well, I’ve certainly had a lot on my plate during this mission. Don’t worry. I’m not Aubriot. I don’t think I’m perfect and I’m not going to bite your head off for pointing out a flaw.”

      “Umm…” Miki glanced around the group on the bridge.

      Zapata looked over his shoulder.

      “Dad said the colony needed fresh genetic input. Otherwise, over the long term it was doomed. He said we needed to bring people from⁠—”

      “Holy shit!” Wilder clapped a hand over her mouth. “Miki, you’re right! I’d forgotten. We’ve all forgotten. The original mission was to bring back the seeding material, but we were also supposed to be introducing new human DNA to the colony eventually. If not people, then donated eggs and sperm. Or else inherited diseases would start to appear and the population would weaken. In the end it would die out. Kes mentioned it at the meeting in the Town Hall, but that was so long ago.”

      “We were fixated on the main task,” said Niall. “The delay pushed everything else to the backs of our minds.”

      Vessey shook her head. “And to think I was set on not taking any Earthers with us.”

      Miki said, “If I hadn’t gone to the surface with Nina I might have remembered in time and been around to remind you. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Vessey reassured her. “This mission has been crazy for all of us. We’ve made plenty of mistakes. I’m certainly not blameless in that regard. But it’s time to move on and look ahead. Zapata, have you brought us within range of the star to begin energy harvesting?”

      “In another few minutes.”

      “Niall or Wilder, could you please do the usual? I’ll be in my office. I have a lot to think about. If anyone has any suggestions, feel free to disturb me.”
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      When Miki arrived at her cabin Nina had woken from her nap.

      She sat up in bed. “What’s happening? When are we going down to Concordia? I’m so excited to see it. I know it won’t be for the first time but that’s how it feels. I was only a baby when we left. I don’t remember home at all.” Her lips twisted downward. “I wish Dad was here. He could have taken us back to our old house. Only maybe it isn’t there anymore.”

      Miki sat next to her sister and put an arm around her shoulders. “We won’t be going to the planet surface any time soon, sorry.” She gave her sister the news.

      Nina gasped. “We were being fired on?!”

      “I didn’t realize either. I felt the hits and heard people’s reactions, but it was all over so quickly I didn’t get much time to think about it.”

      “I thought the jump drive might have gone wrong again.” Nina rested her head on Miki’s shoulder. “Are they going to force the Scythians to leave? How long will we have to stay on the ship?”

      “Captain Vessey is trying to figure out a plan. I’m sure she or one of the others will think of something.” Miki was trying to reassure herself as much as Nina, but the impression she had from the discussion on the bridge was that going home was going to be very difficult and dangerous.

      Nina asked in a soft whisper, “Should we have stayed on Earth?”

      The same idea had occurred to Miki. They’d left Dad behind, and Cherry too, and for what? She’d thought Concordia would be safe, that she was taking Nina away from the Scythians, but it had sounded like the aliens were more established on Concordia. Their defenses would be stronger, and the Sirocco was alone, without anyone to help. On Earth there had been helis, weapons, and a big population. Here, there was none of that.

      A heavy feeling settled in her stomach. Dad was gone, and it was down to her to protect Nina. She’d done a terrible job so far. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “But Concordia’s our home, right?”

      “It is, but…” In truth, if any place was their home it was the Sirocco. They’d spent most of their lives on the ship, growing up aboard her, and for a very long time her crew were the only people they’d known. They’d met some Earthers in the Scythian domes and after escaping, but they spoke a different language, making it nearly impossible to communicate. “I think Dad would say Concordia is where we belong. That’s where we were born, and that’s where Mom is. I was dumb when I pulled that stunt and we snuck off to Earth.”

      “You’re not dumb.”

      Nina was being kind, but Miki felt dumb. Dumb and powerless.

      “Did they say if there’s anything we can do?” asked Nina.

      “Nope. I think we can be most helpful by staying out of everyone’s way.” Miki bit her lip. “Or maybe not. The Ark took a hit and depressurized. We lost some of the seeding material. We could help by figuring out what we lost. I’ll ask if that’s okay.”

      “Sure. I’ll get ready.”

      Nina climbed out of bed while Miki comm’d the captain. She felt a little bad bothering her when she had a lot on her mind, but Vessey’s response was positive. She only asked to double check the Ark was completely safe before they went over.
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        * * *

      

      The place was a mess. The crew had fixed the hull, but only roughly. Thick lines of solder ran over the plain metal surface like barely healed scars. They had fixed the interior first and were now working on the hull. An acrid scent remained. Circulation fans whined as they sensed the contaminating particles and strained to draw them into the filters.

      The crew had done nothing to address the devastation to the seeding material. The hit from the Scythian ship had penetrated an area a few centimeters in diameter and whatever was gone had squeezed through the gap. The shelves nearest the breach were empty, naturally, their contents had exploded into space.

      Miki read the labels. Seeds of alpine plants had been stored here. She’d hoped that some of the material might not be entirely lost, but there was no hope of recovering these. The cold and vacuum of space wouldn’t harm them in the short term, but the seed packets were tiny, smaller than the palm of her hand. Locating them would be impossible.

      “Oh well,” Nina said. “Concordia’s mountains are going to stay bare for a while.”

      “Or overrun by one species. Dad said some things had grown rampantly, covering hundreds of square kilometers because nothing that used to eat them or compete with them had survived.” Miki had a faint memory of a swarm of insects biting her, but she didn’t tell Nina about it. The image of the humans toiling in the fields on Concordia sprang to her mind. What were those people enduring?

      The effect of the breach outside its immediate vicinity was less calamitous. Plenty had been dragged from storage, smashed against shelving units, thrown against bulkheads, torn apart, shredded, and jumbled up, but it hadn’t been lost.

      The situation seemed salvageable. She and Nina had spent long hours cataloging and storing the collected samples. They were familiar with many of the items, so identifying them shouldn’t be too hard, and they could confirm with DNA analysis. Then it would only be a matter of re-packing them. The task would be lengthy and painstaking, but it would help to take Nina’s mind off everything else.

      “What a mess!” Nina exclaimed.

      “It isn’t as bad as it looks.” Miki stooped to pick up a tuber. “This is one of the roots Earthers eat, remember? Wilder said it tastes floury and sweet.” They hadn’t tried it. Everything gathered had gone straight into the Ark.

      Nina’s brow wrinkled. “Yeah, I think I remember.”

      Miki pushed up her sleeves to her elbows. “Let’s get started. First, we need to separate it all out. We can use the empty area next to the site of the breach.”

      “Ugh, this is going to take forever,” Nina complained, but she squatted down and began to scoop up detritus.

      Miki joined her, relieved to be doing something useful. The last thing she wanted was to cause more trouble.
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      The Scythian vessel lay in pieces over the holding bay deck. Wilder, Niall, and Dragan had recently spent every spare moment investigating the alien spacecraft, while the Sirocco had leapfrogged across the galaxy. What they’d discovered didn’t seem helpful for tackling the current crisis, but Wilder had returned to the bay nonetheless, hoping to find something they’d missed.

      The major disappointment had been that the small, two-seater ship appeared to be only for traveling within a planetary atmosphere. As far as they could tell it didn’t possess a-grav—though, to be fair, that had been a recent introduction to intelligent galactic species in this sector, courtesy of herself. More pertinently, the craft wasn’t airtight. They’d guessed the Scythians who flew them must have worn breathing apparatus, and Miki and Nina had confirmed.

      The Scythian planetary craft was driven by a compact engine core and battery powered turbines. The remaining components comprised predictable devices: an altimeter, gyros, a compass, and so on. Some items remained a mystery, but most differences between the alien vessel and a heli were superficial. The crescent shape Scythians favored seemed to be only a style preference. The oddly shaped seating and flight controls were suited to Scythian anatomy. The aliens clearly reclined, their wings folded to their sides, and operated the controls with their prehensile feet.

      Overall, the ship’s technology was surprisingly similar to something humans might invent. Or perhaps not so surprisingly. There had to be a limited number of ways to achieve and maintain flight.

      Wilder gazed at the heavily studied parts of the dismantled ship, feeling she was at a dead end. Even if they managed to figure out the functions of the remaining mysterious parts, she didn’t think the revelations would help.

      Maybe it was time to try a different avenue of exploration. She should leave her comfort zone and venture into that cryptic discipline—biology.

      She comm’d Vessey.

      “Wilder,” the captain answered with a note of hope, “what can I do for you?”

      “Can you tell me who’s been working on the Scythian cadaver?”

      “Ryan mostly. Why?”

      Ugh.

      “Has he sent in a report?”

      “Yes, but…” the captain sighed “…it’s mostly gibberish. I’m no scientist. Perhaps you could understand it better?”

      “I doubt it, but I’m willing to give it a try.”

      “Anything you can suggest that might help us—anything—I’d be happy to hear it. I’ll send you the report.”

      “Thanks.”

      The report arrived and Wilder began to listen to it, but many of the terms were unfamiliar. She found a wall interface and opened the file on the screen. Reading the information made it more understandable, but it was quickly apparent that she needed to speak to the author himself.

      This was going to be tricky. Ever since the incident where they’d tried to kill her, she’d avoided members of the Final Day Five, except for Dragan, who had ended up saving her life. Avoiding Marcus, whom she’d blinded, was easy. He rarely left his cabin. Durbin and Goslin kept out of her way. Ryan, on the other hand, seemed to cope with his embarrassment over what he’d done by pretending it had never happened. After recovering from the injuries she’d inflicted to his knees, he’d tried to interact as if she was just another member of the crew. He’d never apologized or even acknowledged the attack.

      She wasn’t sure she wanted him to, but she’d wished he would read the room and leave her alone. The memory of nearly being hanged by her shipmates wasn’t something she wanted to dwell on. She tried to never bring it to mind, though the event invaded her dreams. In some, she didn’t manage to get away. In others, she made it to Dragan’s cabin but he didn’t experience his epiphany and defend her.

      If Ryan appeared in her vicinity she would leave, and if he was someplace she needed to be she would delay going in until he left, whenever possible. What made it worse was the fact that everyone else seemed to want to move on from the attempted murder, too, like it was just one of the many crazy things that had happened on the ill-fated voyage. She understood how that was the most convenient reaction. Trying her would-be assassins for their crime would have been difficult, considering the circumstances, and it would have deprived the mission of desperately needed specialists.

      But how was she supposed to ‘move on’?

      She reached Ryan’s cabin and hesitated, her hand halfway to his door chime. Did she really want to do this? She set her jaw and pressed.

      “Wilder! Great to see you. It’s been a while.”

      “I want to talk to you about⁠—”

      “Take a seat. Can I get you something to drink?”

      Ryan’s cabin was neat and bare, almost pathologically so. His bed was made, his desk empty, the walls unadorned. It looked like he’d only just moved in, not lived here for years. The only sign of occupation was a faint scent of antiseptic. What had he been doing before she arrived?

      “This won’t take long,” she said. “You’ve been working on the Scythian corpse, right? I was wondering what you could tell me about what you found. I read the report, but…”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Gobbledygook, right? Don’t worry, I feel the same when I look at anything to do with engineering or physics. I tell you what—why don’t you come with me to have a look at it? I can give you an illustrated explanation.”

      “Uhh…” She hadn’t anticipated viewing one of the creatures up close, but when she woke up this morning neither had she anticipated a chat with the man who’d tried to kill her. She might as well go all in. “Sure.”

      “Actually, I’m glad you came to see me,” said Ryan as they stepped out. “We haven’t had a chance to talk about what happened when…you know…”

      “We haven’t had a chance to talk about it?” she echoed. I haven’t given you a chance, asshole.

      “I just wanted to tell you, I forgive you.”

      She halted, hard, as if she’d walked into a wall. “You what?”

      “I understand you were scared and reacted in a panic. I know if you’d been in your right mind you would never have done what you did. You wouldn’t have hurt me.” From the mild expression on his face he didn’t seem to be registering her shocked reaction.

      “We…we are talking about the same incident, right?” she spluttered. “You do mean the time you, Marcus, Goslin, and Durbin tried to string me up? You mean that time, right?!” Her tone had reached almost screeching pitch.

      This wasn’t how she’d wanted things to go. The last thing she’d wanted was to get distracted by past events. They needed to focus on present problems. But she couldn’t let this twisting of the truth slide. Her entire body rebelled at the notion.

      “I believe you might have misinterpreted our intentions,” he said.

      “Oh, I don’t think so,” she snapped, setting off down the passageway at a speedy pace. “Take me to see the Scythian. Let’s get this over with.”

      He trotted to catch up to her. “If you would just let me explain…”

      “What you did doesn’t need explaining. I don’t know what’s gone on in your head since then—what mental gymnastics you’ve performed to convince yourself you didn’t do anything wrong—but my memory is clear. And, frankly, attempting to persuade me I misunderstood what you intended is disgusting.”

      “But—”

      “Not another word. Show me the Scythian.”

      “If I could just⁠—”

      “Show me the Scythian!” She glared at him until he could no longer meet her gaze.

      His shoulders slumped. “It’s this way.”

      Understanding her fellow humans had never been her strong suit, and the effort got harder day by day. People could excuse anything to themselves, even the most abhorrent behavior. Ryan obviously had some weird psychological thing going on, with his surgically clean cabin and rewriting his heinous act in his mind. Niall was another weirdo. He was mean to her because he liked her. How stupid was that?

      Maybe she would have better luck understanding the aliens.
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        * * *

      

      “I put it back together, kind of.” Ryan dragged a body bag out of a freezer.

      A mortuary hadn’t featured in the Sirocco’s plans. In the rush to design and build the vessel, there simply hadn’t been time to include non-essential facilities. It was one of the reasons they had buried Kes on Earth rather than bringing his body back to Concordia. People who died during the voyage had been given a space burial. But the Scythian’s remains could provide crucial information, and so the post-autopsy corpse had been placed in a food freezer—to many grumbles from the crew. Storing food alongside an alien cadaver was far too dangerous a risk to take, which meant fewer supplies.

      “Want to help me lift it up onto the table?” Ryan asked.

      “Are you sure it’s safe to open it up again? Maybe you could show me slides instead.”

      “It’s been tested for all known toxins and pathogens, I didn’t come to any harm dissecting it, and it’s frozen solid. There’s nothing in here to concern you.”

      He probably knew what he was talking about. She took one end of the bag while he took the other and, together, they lifted it.

      “It’s so light,” she commented.

      “Typical of an aerial species. The bones are thin for its size and mostly hollow, like a bird’s.” Ryan pulled on surgical gloves. “Just a precaution.” He pulled the zipper the length of the bag and pushed down the sides.

      Compared to her memory of the Scythian who had grabbed her and carried her aloft, the creature was almost unrecognizable. (This was not that one—this was its partner that Strongquist had killed on the rocks, but the aliens looked extremely alike.) A stiff, frosted, dull, cut-up mess lay within the bag’s folds.

      Ryan chuckled. “I thought I did a better reconstruction job.” He prodded a convex structure. “That’s the skull.” His fingers traced a line along thin, translucent membranes. “Those are its wings. The superficial features are already familiar and somewhat predictable, given what we already know about the Scythians. The skin is sensitive to ultraviolet light. No surprise there. We know they prefer to move about at night. My guess is, when they lived on Concordia they were either nocturnal or the planet was heavily swathed in cloud cover. We know the climate was very different in the past. CO2 was the main atmospheric gas. So either conjecture could be correct.”

      He dug around deep within the anatomical mess. Meat grated against bone and, despite the frozen state of the corpse, a faint whiff of the creature’s nauseating odor wafted upward.

      Wilder put a hand over her mouth and nose. “What is that smell?”

      “It’s quite something, right? I got used to it in the end. It comes from glands either side of the creature’s anus. Possibly a territory-marking or sexual advertising hangover from its evolutionary past.” He grinned. “The Scythians must either tolerate or enjoy their scent, otherwise they would go to greater lengths to cover it up.” He dug deeper. “The most interesting part for me was its insides.” He lifted a set of dry, deflated bags, like shrunken balloons.

      It was the most repugnant thing she had ever seen.

      “Can you guess what these are?” Ryan asked.

      “Surprise me.”

      “Stomachs.”

      “Stomachs, plural?”

      “Plural. It has three, possibly four. One of the attached structures was hard to identify. I knew these had to be stomachs because they were filled with partially digested material, and they led to the afore-mentioned scent-producing anus.”

      “And because a tube leads to them from the mouth?”

      “You would think so, but, no. As far as I can tell, they only use the mouth in their heads for breathing and speaking. They have another mouth in their abdomen for ingestion. It’s covered by a flap and has only rudimentary grinding structures that look like modified scales. Hence the three stomachs.”

      Her confusion must have shown in her face.

      He replaced the stomachs within the cadaver. “In human digestion, food is ground up in the mouth, mixed with saliva, and swallowed. In the stomach, acids mix with it, breaking it down further⁠—”

      “I studied human biology at school.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be patronizing…”

      Like you didn’t mean to try to kill me.

      “…I’m only giving you a comparison to make my point. Scythians employ an entirely different digestion method. First, the food is somewhat broken down by grinding within the mouth cavity. Then it passes into the first stomach, where small stones get to work on it.”

      “Stones?”

      “That isn’t so strange. That’s typical of a bird’s digestive system, as I discovered on Earth. In the second and third stomach, bacteria complete the process. I haven’t managed to identify any of them, which indicates they’re all from the Scythian planet. It could be that Earth bacteria wouldn’t work for them and would give them an upset stomach.”

      The feeling of being at a dead end rose up in Wilder again. Finding out about the details of Scythian anatomy seemed to be a waste of time. “I’m sure this is all very interesting for you, but did you discover any information that we might be able to use to defeat them?”

      “Nothing springs to mind, I’m afraid, but the news about their digestive process was reassuring in a way.”

      “What way?”

      “Well, I believe it’s long been speculated that the Scythians might want to not only use humans as their slaves, but also to farm them, so to speak.”

      “You mean eat us?” Wilder asked bluntly.

      “If you insist on not putting a fine point on it. My investigations revealed that’s extremely unlikely.”

      “Why?” She couldn’t see what was stopping the aliens from putting pieces of people into their mouth flaps.

      “Because they’re vegetarian.”

      “They’re…?” She paused. “That can’t be right. Miki said she saw immature Scythians eating each other.”

      “I’m aware of Kes’s daughters’ reports. I can only tell you what I discovered. There was no animal DNA within the subject’s stomachs, and everything about its digestive system screams vegetarian.”

      “But the rest of their anatomy is like a predator’s, isn’t it? Forward-facing eyes, grasping appendages, claws for cutting and
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